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Abstract

The Victorian Menagerie: The Representation of Animals and Animal
Imagery in the Works of Charles Dickens

The animal world of Dickens's creation has been examined much less frequently than
is warranted. In the novels, shorter fiction and non-fiction, there are numerous
references to animals, which are worthy of further analysis for the light they shed on
both the works and on the complexities of Victorian society. There are fully
developed characters who are animals (for example, Grip the raven from Barnaby
Rudge, Jip the lap-dog from David Copperfield and Diogenes in Dombey and Son).
Some of these representations are as vital to the novels as those of their human
companions. There are also animals presented in vignettes (the donkeys chased by
Betsey Trotwood in Copperfield, or the rooks in The Mystery of Edwin Drood) and
there are many descriptions of human characters or environments in animal terms
(Carker in Dombey and Son is constantly described as cat-like, and images of pigs
abound in American Notes). Drawing on the tradition of the menagerie, a popular
entertainment in Dickens's time, I place the animals at the forefront of this work.
Each cluster of animal images is examined in tum, with each chapter of the thesis
exploring the representations of a different animal. Dogs, the non-human animal with
the greatest number of fully developed representations, are analysed in two chapters,
the first of which looks at people described in canine terms, and the second at dogs as
characters. Birds, cats, horses, pigs, sheep, cattle, exotics, lower forms of life,
monkeys, monsters and meat are the other attractions of the menagerie. The
development of anti-cruelty legislation and societies, changes in relationships between
people and animals due to social shifts and Darwinian thought are examined
throughout the dissertation, as are relevant biographical points from Dickens's life.

lV

Table of contents
Introduction .................................................................................................................... 1
Chapter 1: Birds ............................................................................................................ 14
Such trifles girls love: Birds and femininity ............................................ ................ 15
Cages ........................................................................................................................ 24
Birdsong ................................................................................ ..... ..................... .... ..... 2 9
Birds of prey ............................................................................................................. 32
Rooks ..................................................................................................................... ... 37

Grip and the parrots .................................................................................................. 42
Jenny Wren ............................................................................................................... 50
Miss Flite .................................................................................................................. 54
Chapter 2: People as Dogs ..................................................... ..... ........................ .......... 58
Bill Sikes ........................................................................................................ .......... 64
Quilp ...................................................................................................... ................... 68
Ralph Nic~y .......................................................................................... ... ........... . 72
Going to the dogs ..................................................................................................... 74
Dog or wolf .............................................................................................................. 81
Chapter 3: Dogs as Characters .............................................................. .... ...... ............. 91
Bullseye .......................................................................................... ....... ....... ............ 93
Jip ............................................. ....... .... ....................................... ........ ................... ... 96
Diogenes ................................................................................................................. 100
Boxer, Poodles, Lion and Ponto ............................................................................. 103
Merrylegs .................................................................................... ...... .... ....... ....... .... 108
Sundry dogs: Foreign, experimental and bloodthirsty ........................................... 111
Chapter 4: Cats ...................... ........ ................................................ ... ........ .................. 123
Lady Jane ................................................................................................... ......... .... 125
Another milder witch ....................................................................... .... .................. . 129
Carker and Hortense ............................................................................................... 131

V

Silly puss ............................................................................................................. ... 13 5
Lions and Killing the Cat ....................................................................................... 13 7
Chapter 5: Horses ....................................................................................................... 146
Whisker ...................................................................................... -............................ 148
What a piece of work is [aJ horse ........................................................................... 150
'Horsey' men ..................................................................................... 7•••••••••••••••••••• 156
Moderation, not abstinence .................................................................................... 162
Donkeys .................................................................................................................. 167
Chapter 6: Pigs, sheep, cattle ...................................................................................... 171

Pigs ......................................................................................................................... 172
Sheep ...................................................................................................................... 183
Cattle ...................................................................................................................... 190
Chapter 7: Exotics ...................................................................................................... 201
Elephants ................................................................................................................ 202
Bears ....................................................................................................................... 211
Odds and ends from the Empire ............................................................................. 219
Chapter 8: Lower forms of life ................................................................................... 23 0
Reptiles .......................................................................................... ..... ....... ........... .. 23 0
Molluscs ................................................................................................................. 23 5
Sea Creatures .......................................................................................................... 246
Insects and vermin .................................................................................................. 25 0
Chapter 9: Monkeys, Monsters and Meat .................................................................. 258
Monkeys ................................................................................................................. 25 8
Monsters and Meaning .................................. .... .................... .......... ....................... 262
Meat ................... ........ ...... ............................ ............................................... .. ...... .... 270
Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 280
Bibliography ...................... ............ ........................... ... ............ ................................... 283

1

Introduction
'I should like to see his poem,' said Mr Snodgrass
'I should like to have seen that dog,' said Mr Winkle. (The Pickwick Papers,
83)
The Victorian world was a world of animals, in many ways seemingly more than
our own. The sounds, sights, taste, feel and smells of animals and animal-derived
products surrounded all people, although in different ways, depending on their
class, gender and place of habitation. From the live bears kept below barbers'
shops to be rendered down into hair-dressing ointments; to the foreign silk-worms
whose products became a desirable sign of the English wearers' wealth; from the
thousands of horses working the city streets; to the pets of the middle classes
which spawned criminals specialising in their becoming 'lost' and then 'found';
industries which had animals at their core grew up and changed during the
nineteenth century. 1

An article with the engrossing title "How to Make Money", published in All The
Year Round in 1859, includes various schemes for the would-be entrepreneur, and
it is telling that many of them involve animals. The unknown author declares that:

We want substitutes for various things .... Leather is scarce and dear: what
think you of porpoise leather and alligator's hide? The latter gives a leather as
pliant as calf-skin, and mottled like tortoise-shell, making capital boots and
shoes, and as good saddles as the best pig-skin in the world. . .. [I]nvent a
mosquito exterminator, and something that shall slaughter bugs, cockroaches,
ants, rats and mice as well; ... domesticate camels, llamas, alpacas, barrenground reindeers, vicunas, and the like .... establish a Universal Natural History
depot for the collection and sale (in scientifically arranged cabinets) of objects
in all the departments of Natural History. (Anonymous 128)
The author, writing in the same year as the publication of The Origin of Species,
sees that there is money in science, as well as in the access to exotic creatures

1

The term 'Victorian' is often used rather loosely to refer to the early nineteenth century, before the
Queen's coronation in 1837. Wherever it is relevant, I have tried to indicate differences between
the pre-Victorian and Victorian period, and, indeed, between early and late Victorian society.
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which colonialism guaranteed. Animals as pests and useful resources abound in
this author's money-making schemes.

Dickens's world is also a world of animals, although comparatively little work has
been done on this aspect of his creation. Whereas the machine image has been
thoroughly studied, the animal world he created seems somewhat neglected.
Particular animal images in certain works have been analysed, and occasional
attention given to animal characters. No previous study has attempted to look at
all the major animal images in Dickens's work, and to relate them to social and
intellectual changes occurring at the time he was writing. 2

There are several possible reasons for this reticence. Firstly, there is an idea that
relationships with animals, being somehow 'rural' are therefore unchanging, or
simply less suitable as a means by which to get a grip on Victorian society,
particularly when a primarily urban writer like Dickens is to be considered.
Secondly, there is perhaps a lingering fear of being drawn into an infantile or
childish world, the world into which we consign most literary animals.

The second possibility, that one risks being silly or childish by discussing animals,
is probably related to the fact that most people in advanced Western societies -

at

least most people involved in the study of literature - only have contact with
animals as pets. Pet-keeping is, in the words of one scholar, usually regarded with
'a disparaging or condescending attitude' when it is given intellectual attention at
all. (Serpell 1986, 16)3 Then there are all the talking pigs and bears of childhood,
which seem to be put aside as childish things with an almost neurotic compulsion.

2

A privately published book looked at canine characters - not people described in dog terms - in
1926: Cumberland Clark, The Dogs in Dickens (New York: Haskell House, 1973). Articles on
specific works and animal images are listed in my bibliography. One dissertation has examined
animal imagery in four of Dickens 's works , and will be referred to where appropriate, as will
articles dealing with animal related aspects of individual novels. Janet Marie Gorden Davis,
"Dickens's Bestiary: Animals as Expressions of Character and Theme" , Ph.D. Thesis, University of
Maryland, 1992.
3
The date of the cited text is only given after the author's name when there is more than one
publication by the author in question.
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In her elegant study of nursery rhymes, Lucy Rollin comments on the frequent
allusions to animals in that genre and argues that they reflect a deep ambiguity
towards animals, projecting feelings of aggression onto them, while at the same
time exhorting self-control in the treatment of them. The conscious mind rejects
the fact that 'contradictory ideas stand side by side as if there were no
contradiction.' (Rollin 8) Although nursery rhymes and fairy tales may once have
been 'intended for adult audiences' they 'have become associated with the
''nursery'' - where children are assumed to enjoy amusements quite different from
those of adults' (4). She goes on to quote Freud, who in Totem and Taboo stated
that:

Children show no trace of the arrogance which urges civilized men to draw a
hard-and-fast line between their own nature and that of all other animals.
Children have no scruples over allowing animals to rank as their full equals.
(Rollin 38)
Literary critics, perhaps anxious to establish (or maintain) criticism as a serious
intellectual pursuit, have sometimes shied away from examining animals in detail,
whether they are represented in nursery rhymes or in other types of literature. In
regard to nursery rhymes themselves, the classic work in the field, the Opies'
Nursery Rhyme Dictionary, was written by two people working outside the
academic establishment. 4 However, the seemingly taboo nature of discussions of
animals in literature is not confined to their representation in nursery rhymes. 5

Whatever may be the reasons for the relative reluctance to study animals and
animal imagery, Dickens's creation itself is alive with portraits and resonances of

4

Iona and Peter Opie, The Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes (London: Oxford University
Press, 19 51). Peter and Iona Opie were awarded honorary Masters degrees for their work by Oxford
University. The information on the Opies is taken from a reference book on children's literature
dedicated to Peter Opie. Humphrey Carpenter and Mari Prichard, The Oxford Companion to
Children's Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984) 387-388 .
5
There is more willingness to study medieval bestiaries, where the animals are obviously symbolic,
than animal characters in novels. Nona C. Flores, ed., Animals in the Middle Ages: A Book of
Essays (New York and London: Garland, 1971). Debra Hassig, ed. , The Mark of the Beast: The
Medieval Bestiary in Art, Life and Literature (New York and London: Garland, 1999). An
exploration of the term 'animals and literature' on most databases will reveal many more entries for
juvenile literature than for 'serious' (supposedly adult) literature. There are further exceptions to
the general reluctance to study animals in literature, such as the works of Marjorie Garber listed in
my bibliography, for example, but the comparative lack of work in this area is noticeable. Taboo
may be slightly too strong a word, but this area of literary analysis is certainly undeveloped.
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animals which are worthy of analysis. From the image of Noah's ark which occurs
again and again, to the alligator book which the young David Copperfield finds
strangely comforting, to the rooks who circle around many of the novels, the
menagerie is extensive and varied. There are many animal characters, and some of
them, such as Bullseye, Grip and Diogenes, play major roles in the novels. Others
are present in vignettes -

such as the donkeys pursued by Betsey Trotwood -

against which human actions can be measured. People too, are described in animal
terms, from the cat-like Carker ofDombey and Son, to the brief comparison of Mr
Boffin with a rhinoceros in Our Mutual Friend. Characters such as Jenny Wren,
whose names draw on nursery rhyme images of animals, are to be found alongside
these descriptions. Dickens's human characters are often seen in animal terms,
mutating and metamorphosing with a liveliness that is almost Ovidian.

As to the idea that relations with animals are somehow unchanging- as my use of
the word Ovidian might imply - the Victorian age saw major changes in the way
most people lived with animals. The article "How to Make Money" referred to
above indicated how the stable of animals open to exploitation had increased by
Dickens's time. In her important book on animals in nineteenth century England,
The Animal Estate, sub-titled The English and Other Creatures in the Victorian
Age, Harriet Ritvo examines some of the changes in greater depth. Some of these
developments must now be outlined if the historical context to this study is to be
understood, although further details will be given throughout this work as the
context demands.

The nineteenth century saw a much greater emphasis on achieving desired types of
stock by selective breeding, which became far more scientific. This resulted in
greater productivity, and the idea that the bodies of farm animals could be subject
to great improvement was part of a spirit of optimism which 'was a sign of a new
attitude, perhaps of a new attentiveness, and of a heightened zeal for
entrepreneurial farming.' (Malcolmson 68) Ritvo examines how this emphasis on
breeding tied into earlier concerns with human rank and ancestry.

5

At the same time as the productivity of the farm animal was increased, the
breeding of pets for the expanding numbers of city dwellers also underwent a
profound change, particularly in regard to dogs. Whereas certain types of dogs had
been recognised for centuries, the latter half of the nineteenth century in particular
saw a greater rigidity develop in the recognition and separation of breeds. The
middle class owner of a dog more and more wanted to own an exclusive animal,
demonstrably different from the street dog or mongrel. 'After all,' writes Ritvo,
'the maintenance of idle animals was a custom borrowed from the upper echelons
of society and constituted a metonymic attempt at assimilation; the elaborate
certification and registration of pedigreed animals was hardly designed to
guarantee their emotional qualities.' (Ritvo, 1987, 87)

The dog was, however, generally regarded in an extraordinarily positive light in
England, more and more as a simple companion than as a hunting aid. At the same
time, rabies fears swept the country, and a stray dog could be legally killed by a
policeman in the street on suspicion of rabies. The division between the clean,
family dog and the germ-infested street mongrel reflects the two main ways dogs
are used as images in literature. Slavering wolf-like curs and benevolent virtuous
friends are the two ways dogs are most often portrayed. Dickens's dogs fall
overwhelmingly into the positive category and negative canine terms are generally
applied to people. Even dogs with anti-social tendencies, such as Bullseye, are
shown as more virtuous than evil humanity.

The nineteenth century saw the first organised movements for the protection of
animals, and the first legislation criminalising certain types of cruelty to certain
animals. The Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to animals was founded in
1824, and Queen Victoria granted it permission to affix 'Royal ' to its name in
1840. (Ritvo, 1987, 129) The Martin Act, which protected cattle, passed through
parliament in 1822, during Dickens's childhood, after a long period of failed
attempts to pass legislation. Generally, the focus of the RSPCA and the Martin
Act was against public abuses of animals, mostly working animals.

6

The class bias of both the legislators and the members of the RSPCA is perhaps
indicated by the fact that fox hunting was never consistently challenged at this
time. Indeed, it remains legal in England at the time of writing, (although it has
just been outlawed in Scotland). More working class activities such as cockfighting and the abuse of animals on the streets were the focus of concern for the
early RSPCA. The presence of the middle class in the urban areas in everincreasing numbers made places like Smithfield Market more open to critical
scrutiny. Dickens's description of Smithfield Market, to be examined thoroughly
in Chapter 6 below, contains some of his most impassioned writing, yet one
searches in vain for its inclusion in any of the readily available paperback
collections of Dickens's short works currently in print. "A Monument of French
Folly", dealing with the French abattoirs, has had a better fate.

6

The slaughter of

animals and their transport to these places was probably more open to observation
than they are today, yet pieces such as Dickens's show that literate, periodical
reading people were perhaps already sheltered from the uglier aspects of animal
slaughter at this time.

Certain cruelties were certainly subject to more scrutiny than others, and
vivisection caused something of a split in the animal welfare movement. It
brought out the fact that a tension could exist between the nineteenth century 's
worship of science and progress, and the value of compassion being extended to
animals. In the end scientists themselves -

including Darwin- supported an

enquiry into vivisection that led to regulation of the practice. 7

6

It is included in Selected Journalism, 427-437. First published in Household Words 2.50p (March
8 1851): 553-558. The editor of Selected Journalism, David Pascoe, mentions the existence of
"The Heart of Mid-London" (Household Words 1.6 (May 4, 1850): 121-125) in the introductory
paragraph to "A Monument of French Folly" at 427. He states that "Mid-London" sought 'to draw
attention to ... insanitary conditions' whereas, as we shall see, the emphasis is far more on animal
suffering in the "Mid-London" piece. "Mid-London" was jointly written by Dickens and W.R.
Wills. The editions of Dickens 's works referred to, including edited collections such as Selected
Journalism, are listed in the first section of my bibliography. The edition used is not routinely cited
at each mention.
7
The process by which vivisection was regulated is described in detail by James Turner, Reckoning
with the Beast: Animals, Pain and Humanity in the Victorian Mind (Baltimore: John Hopkins
University Press , 1980) 79-95. I return to this topic in Chapter 3, and compare Dickens 's comic
description of vivisection with that of Wilkie Collins, who wrote a novel on the subject.
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The presence of exotic animals in England became more and more common in the
Victorian era, and the years preceding the Queen's ascension, whether as live
exhibits in zoos and travelling menageries, as skins and stuffed specimens, or as
illustrations in books which flourished during this time. Exotic pets, particularly
birds, became more common amongst wealthy people alongside ivory, silk, fur and
other by-products of empire derived from animals.

There was a connection between the worlds of science and entertainment or leisure
in the Victorian era, from lady botanists drawing flowers and butterflies to the
working class autodidacts who used their scanty leisure time for the observation of
nature, and scientists producing detailed works describing newly discovered
animals. These practices pre-date the nineteenth century, as indicated, for
example, in the portrait of Joseph Grimaldi missing a night's sleep after a
performance in 1794 in order to go butterfly hunting, and 'capturing no fewer than
four dozen Dartford blues.' (Memoirs of Joseph Grimaldi, 49) The trend
continued into the nineteenth century, and stuffed and preserved animals were
frequent decorations in Victorian homes. Stuffed and preserved animals also
furnished the basis for museum collections which became more accessible to the
public as the century passed. 8

Preserved animals were also essential to the development of theories of evolution,
a point brought home in the novel Mr Darwin's Shooter, where Darwin's assistant
on the Beagle's voyage, a religious man, recalls his time preparing animals for the
scientist, as he awaits the arrival of The Origin Of Species in Sydney. (McDonald) 9

8

This process was not always without controversy, as Stephen T. Asma indicates in Stuffed
Animals and Pickled Heads: The Culture and Evolution of Natural History Museums (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2001) at 57-58, in relation to the Hunterian collection, where complaints
about the lack of public access to the collection well into the nineteenth century.
9
Gillian Beer mentions this novel in the preface to the second edition of her book examining
Darwinian elements in nineteenth century fiction (and novelistic elements in Darwin). Darwin's
Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin, George Eliot and Nineteenth -Century Fiction,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Syms Covington, Darwin's shooter of the novel,
is also his 'stuffer', preparing the animal skins upon which much of Darwin's later thoughts were
based. He has some of the skills of Our Mutual Friend's Mr Venus, whose shop will be examined
in my last chapter.

8

The lowest of creatures from far away places -

even stuffed ones -

were

eventually to challenge certain long-held views of human beings' place in the
world. To some people, this raised the question of our treatment of animals in a
new way, as our standing firmly at the top of the terrestial links of the Great Chain
of Being was shaken by the realisation that we developed through chance.

When we tum to j oumals combining education and entertainment such as
Household Words and All the Year Round, it is immediately striking how many
articles deal with animals and the uses to which they were put. To pick a volume
at random, such as Volume 7 of Household Words (March-August 1853), we find
a gruesome description of a frog-hunt in France; an examination of the craze for
domestic pets including sea anenomes and oysters; articles on horses; the mind of
animals; bears; fishing; poachers in Bavaria; quails; and a strange letter about the
diffusion of knowledge amongst cattle, which seems to assert that they can inform
each other not to be frightened of steamships. Cattle-breeding, snakes, four-legged
Australians, are also the subjects of articles, and there is a poem called "The Lover
and Birds.". 10 There are also pieces which refer to animals in their titles but which
deal with other topics. For example, the miseducation of choir boys is examined in
"St Vorax's Singing Birds". "My Swan" is about a pub, and this reflects the
number of times those establishments were named after animals, something fully
apparent in Dickens's works, from the Blue Lion in Pickwick, or the Blue Dragon
in Martin Chuzzlewit, right through to the Blue Boar in Great Expectations. 11
Volume 7 of All The Year Round (March-September 1862) also contains quite a

10

Another promising sounding article, called "Cats' Mount", has nothing at all to do with animals.
Indeed, it begins with an apology to readers who may have made this assumption. This shows how
such as expectation must be addressed by an author daring not to write about animals in an article
which raises this possibility. Many of these articles are by Edm}:nd Saul Dixon, and appear under
,{ his name in my bibliography. Other identifiable authors (som~es as joint authors) include
Theodore Buckley, Richard H. Home, Edward Henry Michelson, Henry Morley, John Oxenford,
George A. Sala, W.H. Wills and Henry G. Wreford, while the rest remain anonymous.
11
That pubs were often named after animals is given further force by a pictorial history on the
subject. Mark Girouard, Victorian Pubs (London: Studio Vista, 1975). Dickens's frequent
combination of the colour blue with animals·seems to have been a characteristic flourish. Less
artificial colours were more common.

9

number of animal topics. On August 2 1862 one finds an article comparing the
fates of lost dogs and pedigree dogs, containing an early description of what
became the Battersea Dogs Home, which may just possibly be by Dickens.

12

The

same volume contains pieces on rabbit-shooting, sheep-washing, cats, larks and "A
French Wolf', wolves in Russia and taming horses, just to mention those with an

.
. 1 connection.
. 13
obv1ous
an1ma

Whatever Dickens's involvement in the editing of any of these pieces may have
been, it seems that interest in animals, both domestic and foreign, was, on the
evidence of this volume, very strong in England at this time. Dickens always
strove to maintain interest in his journals through including the sort of things
people actually wanted to read.

The nature of the use of horses in transport changed as the importance of trains
grew greatly during this time. The development of the railway has been mentioned

12

I contacted the Battersea Dogs' Home directly to see if there was any written record of a visit by
Dickens to the modest establishment at Holloway described in the second half of the piece "Two
Dog Shows", which appears in All the Year Round 7.171 (1862): 493-497. This was the precursor
to the modem Battersea Dogs' Home. There is no such evidence. Amongst the staff there is a
'general consensus' that this piece was by Dickens, however the position taken in an official history
of the Battersea Dogs' Home is the one that I must adopt, given that there is no direct evidence of
Dickens having written the piece: 'This article, if not penned by the great author and journalist
himself, appeared under his benevolent auspices, and coming as it did when Press criticism of the
Dogs Home was at its height, it provided a resounding defence for the struggling little Home for
Lost and Starving Dogs.' Gloria Cottesloe, Lost, Stolen or Strayed: The Story of the Batterea Dogs'
Home (London: Arthur Barker, 1971) 16. As to textual evidence as to whether Dickens wrote the
article, there is a presumption against its being by Dickens in that the author uses the French phrase
'en pays de connaissance' (not itallicised) when noting a certain familiarity between animals at the
zoo and people he (?) knows. Dickens seems generally to have eschewed the use of unnecessary
foreign phrases. On the other hand, some of the attribution of human motivations to the pedigreed
dogs described in the first part of the article reminds the reader of other passages and attitudes in
Dickens (' sweet-faced muff from St. Bernard, whose small intellect is what might be expected of a
race living on the top of a mountain with only monks for company ... ' 495). This reminds me not
only of the obvious parts of Little Dorrit, but recalls Dickens's dislike of monks detectable in works
such as Pictures from Italy. I would not be amazed if this piece was a cooperative effort by
Dickens and W.H. Wills, however, I have taken the safer path of following Oppenlander (cited in
footnote 17 below) who does not attribute it to anyone. The contentious issue of the attribution of
articles to Dickens will be returned to later in this work, when necessary.
13
All are listed in my Bibliography under 'Anonymous', in alphabetical order by title. The French
wolf in the piece of that name is a human serial killer. The title draws on fairy tale wolves who
abduct girls in the woods. Other articles such as "Not a Hundred Years Ago" 7.153 (1862): 66-72
and "Up and Down in the Great Sun Garden" 7.172 (1862): 511-514 deal with animals in passing.
The former looks at pigs being tried for murder, and the latter has a dubious account of a female
ourang-outan abducting a man.
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frequently as one of the major developments in, and images of, the Victorian age.
-

14

~

The spread of rail did not, however, 1~ to a lessening of the use of horses, except
on long journeys. Horses were required more than ever to transport people, their
goods and luggage to the immovable stations where trains could be caught, just as
taxis are in endless demand at airports today. The telegraph also acted to diminish
the absolutely central role of horses, as news had formerly only travelled 'as fast as
a galloping horse or a swift-sailing ship.' (Standage 4) But these technological
developments did not replace the horse, which also remained a symbol of status
and wealth. The language used to describe the new inevitably drew on the old.
Although the English did not, like many Europeans, call the train an iron horse,
horsepower remained the standard against which the new was rated. Marx
described the railway as 'the light cavalry of capitalism.' (Hobsbawm 238) At the
same time, horses were notably involved in entertainment at establishments such as
Astley's, and in racing and hunting, as they had been for many years. 15

Dickens's literary creation then, occurred in a time when the relations between
people and animals changed, although many ideas from the past continued to
inform people's attitudes to animals. Few people, for example, saw the need to
question the consumption of meat, although some -

such as Dickens -

argued

that the slaughter of animals should be as humane as possible, as we shall see.
Sometimes older ideas were important in the changing way animals were treated.
For example, some strands of Christianity provided an impetus for the involvement
of some people in the early animal protection movement, as the value of
compassion was extended to the brute creation. 16 Dickens's own views on animal
welfare will be examined thoroughly in this work. Occasionally he writes

14

For example, Ackroyd writes that the 'coming of the steam railway, that great Victorian symbol
of change and prosperity, conjured up unprecedented and powerful images . .. [T]hese novel,
mechanical monsters , demanding the public ' s attention with their noise, their plumes of smoke and
ringing bells, must have made an awesome sight. ' Peter Ackroyd, Dickens' London: An
Imaginative Vision (London: Headline Book Publishing, 1987) 103.
15
Paul Schlicke 's Dickens and Popular Entertainment (London, Allen and Unw~ 1985) gives a
~ ;
vivid picture of the forms of entertainment popular during Dickens' s time, including horse-circuses.
16
This development has been analysed in a recent article by Chien-Hui Li, "A Union of
Christianity, Humanity, and Philanthropy: The Christian Tradition and the Prevention of Cruelty to
Animals in Nineteenth-Century England" , Society and Animals 8.3 (2000): 265-285 .
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specifically on animal issues, as for example in "A Friend of the Lions", dealing
with the treatment of those animals in the London Zoo, or in "The Heart of MidLondon", mentioned above, dealing with the Smithfield Market, but many of these
references are incidental.

Dickens's novels, short stories and non-fiction works contain, as mentioned, a
great many images of animals and descriptions of humans in animal terms. This
cast of animal images and characters is examined in this thesis under the name of
each type of animal. It seems appropriate that each creature's presence in the
works should be the focus, rather than a chronological examination of the novels
and other works, given that so little work has been completed on this aspect of
Dickens's creation. In this sense, I am taking up Mr Winkle's wish, expressed in
the epigram to this Introduction, but with the hope that we will see the novels more
clearly as a result of seeing the dogs. The unpacking of each crate of images which
together make up Dickens's menagerie will occur in a separate chapter. Dogs take
two crates, or chapters, as there are simply more of them, in imagery used to
describe people and as characters themselves.

The word 'bestiary' was considered for the title of this work, but that word might
imply that Dickens's focus was on a semi-scientific description of the animals
rather than their effect on the reader in each instance. A menagerie, an often
random collection of animals brought together to entertain (and allegedly, to
educate) was a popular pre-Victorian and Victorian phenomenon (Ritvo, 1987,
205-242). Dickens's menagerie includes extinct animals, insects, beasts of burden
and animals used for meat and clothing materials and beauty products, as well as
companion and wild animals. Dead animals used as meat are discussed,
particularly in the final chapter, and in Chapter 9, "Lower Forms of Life", where
the oyster is discussed at some length. Detailed examination of animal products
used as clothing has not been undertaken, due to the immense number of
references to such materials, which would have expanded this work to an
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unrealistic length. Occasional reference to animal products in clothing and
accessories will be made where particularly suggestive.

The richness of the Victorian world can be seen in a different light through
approaching it by way of animals and animal imagery, as filtered through
Dickens's acute eye for entertainment. This study attempts to re-read all of
Dickens's works with a view to giving his non-human animal creation its proper
place. In a sense, I am attempting to consistently apply the Darwinian concept that
we are all the result of random development to the study of the novels and other
works. Most criticism still works from a position that would accord the author's
'brute creation' a lesser degree of attention than human characters. There is a
lingering notion of humanity as nearer to God earth, the author -

or at least his representative on

in this viewpoint.

All the novels and fictional works have been included in this study, as have
Dickens's own non-fiction works where identifiable. Every reference to animals in
these works was noted during preliminary reading, however, I have no intention of
detailing each occurrence of a reference to an animal. Rather, than produce a
tedious list, I examine the different ways in which references to beasts and to
people in terms of each animal function within the works.

The plays, speeches and poetry have not been studied systematically. Similarly,
the letters are referred to where they seem particularly relevant to a point under
discussion, or have useful biographical information, but they have not been the
focus of my research.
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Reading every article in Household Words and All the

Year Round to check every animal reference was also beyond the scope of this
thesis, focusing as it does on Dickens's own works. However, a considerable
number of articles published in the periodicals, dealing with animals either by
unidentified authors, or those which have been attributed to particular authors, has
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Any reference to a Letter or to the Letters is to the twelve volume Pilgrim edition, and volume

and date details will be given (Oxford: Clarendon House, 1965-2002).
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been referred to throughout this work. 18 Although the views in the articles cannot
necessarily be attributed to Dickens himself, they give a useful indication of
attitudes towards and ideas about animals at the time.

18

I have relied upon Oppenlander and Lohrli for attribution of articles in Household Words and All
The Year Round. Ella A. Oppenlander, Dickens' All the Year Round: Descriptive Index and
Contributors List (Troy, New York: The Whitston Publishing Company, 1984). Anne Lohrli,
Household Words, a Weekly Journal 1850-1859, Conducted by Charles Dickens: Table of
Contents, List of Contributors and Their Contributions Based on the Household Words Office Book
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1973). If a clear fault in attribution by either of these
authors is identifiable, I will detail my alternative reasoning. Where Dickens is referred to as the
author of a work from these periodicals, I give an exact date reference, but when another author
(including Anonymous) is given, a reference is only given to the year of publication, unless greater
specificity is required by the context.
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Chapter 1: Birds
There was a boom in bird-keeping during the Victorian era, and this extraordinary
increase in birds captured, imported and sold was based on a number of factors. Some
of these have been dealt with in the introduction to this thesis, where the general
changes in animal ownership and connection with animals in the Victorian era were
touched on. Birds are, however, not included in The Animal Estate, Harriet Ritvo' s
landmark history of animals in England during the nineteenth century, except for a
passing mention in the section on classification (22). Some of the developments
which led to the increase in interest in bird-keeping were the growth of the middle
classes with expendable income, and the expansion and strengthening of English
colonial interests into new areas which allowed the import of more and more exotic
birds. The railways allowed more people to travel, for shooting or more peaceful
pursuits. The careful observation of birds in England and elsewhere resulted in a
growth in natural history of which bird books were among the most popular. 19

Small native birds were cheap, moveable pets for the relatively poor. The two ends of
the market are reflected in Dickens's works. There are, for example, the premises of
Poll Sweedlepipe, Mrs Gamp' s landlord in Martin Chuzzlewit, who is both a barber
and bird-seller (his name succinctly refers to both pursuits) in a poor neighbourhood.
His shop 'is next door but one to the celebrated mutton-pie shop, and directly opposite
to the original cat's meat warehouse' (374). Mrs Merdle in Little Dorrit, and Carker in
Dombey and Son, keep parrots to show their ambition or wealth, in rather the same
way that silks and jewellery were displayed on and by women as spoils of empire.

19

Close observation of nature and the publication of natural history books obviously pre-date the
nineteenth century, as mentioned in my Introduction. Thomas Bewick's History of Quadrupeds and
Gilbert White's The Natural History and Antiquities of Selbome were two influential works from the
eighteenth century, which 'delight[ ed] in the world's diversity.' Keith Thomas, Man and the Natural
World: Changing Attitudes in England 1500-1800 (London: Allen Lane, 1983) 69.
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This chapter examines the way Dickens employs bird imagery in his novels and, to a
lesser extent, in other works of fiction and non-fiction. There are several main clusters
of imagery which use birds in quite different ways. As these are examined, some
observations on social developments will be made where appropriate. Dickens kept
many birds himself, and his comments on them in his letters will be touched on not
only for biographical interest but where they help to shed light on the works, or on
attitudes of the time.

I begin by detailing the association of birds with women, present in many of the
novels, which extends to an examination of the way domestic harmony is often
symbolised through birds. Images of cages and the jailbirds within them are the next
focus of attention, after which birdsong is subject to scrutiny. The bird of prey is
present in many of the novels, perhaps most famously in Our Mutual Friend, and the
uses to which Dickens puts this image is examined. The allegorical eagle of America
is included in this discussion. Rooks deserve their own section, as they appear in
many of the novels with a variety of different effects. Grip, perhaps the most
developed avian character in all literature, is the major character to be looked at in this
chapter. Comparisons are made with the uses to which Dickens puts parrots in his
menagerie. Jenny Wren and Miss Flite's birds will be examined separately at the end
of the chapter.

Such trifles girls love: Birds and femininity
With certain notable exceptions to be examined below, undifferentiated or anonymous
pet birds are associated with women in the works of Dickens. To be more specific,
they are seen as an ideal adjunct to femininity and domesticity. Small, delicate and
pretty, enclosed in often highly decorated cages, birds were a frequent decoration in
the Victorian home, with cheaper birds in single cages being seen in many dwellings.
Aviaries in more substantial middle class families often 'copied in miniature the
elaborate garden aviaries of eighteenth-century stately homes.' (Roberts 77) There is
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frequent use of the woman and bird association through many of the works and a brief
survey of some of these images is appropriate at this stage.

The birds in the tale of Alice and her sisters interpolated into Nicholas Nickelby are
perhaps the most obvious use of this association between young, innocent women and
birds. 'The brightest flowers in the garden were raised by her; the caged birds sang
when they heard her voice, and pined when they missed its sweetness' (120).
Madeline Bray, in Nicholas Nic~Jby, has managed to maintain 'graces and

"

elegancies' in her poor home: 'Flowers, plants, birds, the harp, the old piano ... ' (696).
Similarly, Emma Haredale in Barnaby Rudge, has a room decorated with '(b )irds,
flowers, books, drawings, and a hundred such graceful tokens offeminine loves and
cares ... ' (211).

Little Nell has a 'pet bird with a green bough shading his little cage .... as well
qualified to encounter [the world] as she is' (The Old Curiosity Shop 70 and 71). The
Garlands' cottage in the same novel is also associated with birds, which sing in cages
placed at the windows (232). This small detail emphasises the contented domesticity
of the Garlands and also recalls Nell through the earlier references to her bird.

Esther Summerson departs for Bleak House 'with no companion left but my bird'
(70), at first a reference hardly noticed, so normal is the association between young
girls and birds. However, a subtle association which later links her with Miss Flite,
and a potential descent into madness through the machinations of Chancery, is created.
It is also significant that Esther has buried her doll, just before the bird is mentioned.

Her mother, who believed her dead, is also associated with birds; 'fly[ing]' from
'weariness of soul' (204 and 205). This prefigures her desperate final flight much
later in the novel. It also draws a line between her and the Dedlocks proper who are
incapable of motion or liveliness, who are, in Skimpole's words at 588 : ' "stuffed
people," -

a large collection, glassy eyed, set up in the most approved manner on

their various twigs and perches, perfectly free from animation and always in glass
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cases. ' 20 Glass cases containing stuffed birds or other creatures miniature dogs -

sometimes even

were a frequent adornment in Victorian homes, revealing an

interesting cross-over between the worlds of museums and natural history and the
home.

21

Miss Flite' s birds emphasise her madness in their strange names, but also show that
she has not renounced her claims to gentility. They differ from the birds of the
younger women by their being named, and the extravagance of their names and their
number, also set them apart. Miss Flite and her birds are discussed in more detail
below.

Sometimes Dickens uses the association of women and birds ironically. The Pecksniff
daughters, attempting to enchant the young Martin Chuzzlewit, decorate their room
with a bird purloined from a servant. Their father describes their bower to Martin in
glowing terms, undercut by the narrator's qualification:

'Plants you observe; hyacinths; books, again; birds.' These birds, by-the-bye,
comprised, in all, one staggering old sparrow without a tail, which had been
borrowed expressly from the kitchen. 'Such trifles girls love ... ' ( 136)
The terms of Pecksniff s summary can be compared with Nicholas' s perception of
Madeline Bray's feminine attempts to keep up the elegance of her home in the earlier
novel quoted above ('Flowers, plants, birds'). The squalid Pecksniff list in Martin
Chuzzlewit is used to quite different effect, but this does not show a rejection of the
appropriateness of the link between femininity and birds in Dickens's works. This
linkage continues to be drawn upon in the later novels.

°Cynthia Dettelbach identifies this and other bird references in this novel in "Bird Imagery in Bleak

2

House", The Dickensian 59.3 (1963): 171-181 at 177.
21
Stuffed dogs of incredibly small size were created by killing and mounting puppies as if they were
adult dogs. The British Museum holds examples of these morbid 'curiosities'. Kim Dennis-Bryan and
Juliet Clutton-Brock, Dogs of the Last Hundred Years at the British Museum (Natural History)
(London: British Museum, 1988) 105. The glass-fronted television with the nature documentary
' inside' can be seen as the successor to these items. This is an example of what used to be unblushingly
called 'progress.'
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Dora Spenlow of David Copperfield, for example, despite Jip's seeming omnipotence,
is often associated with birds. She 'telegraphs' messages to David with the aid of a
bird-cage hung from the Mills' window ( 600) and takes up residence in a cottage with
her aunts, who are 'not unlike birds, having a sharp, brisk, sudden manner, and a little
short, spruce way of adjusting themselves, like canaries' (661). She is 'as easily
scared as a bird ... ' (633).

The image of the angel in the house has been used by several commentators in their
examinations of the position of women in Victorian society.
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The name of an epic

poem by Coventry Patmore, the image was resurrected by Virginia Woolf in her essay
"Professions for Women" in a telling passage which, while well-known, can be
usefully quoted again:

It was she who used to come between me and my paper when I was writing
reviews. It was she who bothered me and wasted my time and so tormented me
that at last I killed her. ... She was utterly unselfish ... She sacrificed herself daily.
If there was a chicken, she took the leg; if there was a draught, she sat in
it ... above all - I need not say it- she was pure - ... In those days - the last of
Queen Victoria - every house had its angel.' (Woolf, 194 7, 150)
The image of an angel confined in the home 'closeted within the sanctuary' is
certainly close to that of the bird in the cage, both renouncing (or, in the case of the
bird, having had taken away) access to the wider sphere. (Loeb 19) Woolf s use of the
image is amusing: the idea of an angel tucking into a chicken leg shows her distancing
herself from the troublesome apparition by humour. But the idea of self-sacrifice and
domestic bliss was, as she points out, pervasive.

22

The following are two examples that use the 'angel' motif: Harriet Scott Chessman, ed. , Literary
Angels (New York: Ballantine Books, 1994); Lori Anne Loeb, Consuming Angels: Advertising and
Victorian Women (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). Nina Auerbach's work Woman and the
Demon: The Life of a Victorian Myth (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1982) at
63-88, was very influential in encouraging examination of the angel image. In her essay "Victorian
Masculinity and the Angel in the House", Carol Christ refers to Agnes Wick:field and Esther
Summerson as resembling 'Patmore's angel in the house'. This essay appears in Martha Viciru;, ed. , A
Widening Sphere: Changing Roles of Victorian Women (Bloomington and London: Indiana University
Press, 1977) 146-162 at 159.
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Of course, one must be careful not to equate the position of women and birds.
However, the fact that the young, marriageable women characters in Dickens are
usually portrayed as lovingly keeping caged birds is perhaps a way of indicating, by a
passing detail, the women's own suitability for the household sphere. The position of
women in Victorian society as exalted but constrained could be said to echo that of the
caged bird. It is perhaps apposite to point out that the underskirts of Victorian women
'for some while' before 1860 enclosed the body in 'a concealed bolstering of hoops
and a stiffening ... thread admixed in horse-hair, the French "crino-lin" .... [A]t the start
of the season 1855/56 [the underskirts were] restyled as a semi-rigid cage, soon known
as a crinoline.' (Witt 154) Victorian women wore cage-like garments which restricted
their movements, enacting the bird and women link in the most intimate way. That
these restrictive garments were made from a by-product of the horse, the animal who
provided and symbolised mobility, adds an ironic edge to the picture.

One commentator who draws attention to this suggested link between birds and
women suggests that the 'meta-metaphor' of Oliver Twist is that of the Great Chain of
Being, the idea of a ranking of all creatures in a hierarchy which acted and, to some
extent still acts, as a powerful way of making sense of the world. God was the
pinnacle of the hierarchy, which reached down to the lowest forms of animals, and
plants. She points out that Rose Maylie is 'at the top of the scale' , near the angels.
'Like her pet birds, she is meant to inhabit an ethereal world. Like the birds who live
in cages, she lives apart from her natural habitat.' (Davis 16)

On the contrary, it seems to me that Dickens shows Rose Maylie as in exactly her
proper habitat when she is tending to household duties. Similarly, the birds she keeps
are not raging against their captivity, but shown as suitable companions for such a
heroine. There are instances in Dickens's works where cages and captivity are used as
dark symbols as we will see below, but the keeping of pet birds by marriageable
young women or, as in the case of Little Nell, vulnerable young girls, is shown as a
natural, complimentary association.

20

The association does not always result in women who cheerfully adapt to their role in
the domestic economy of the home. Interestingly, once Dora Spenlow becomes Dora
Copperfield, bird images are supplanted by Jip' s antics, and Dora's innocence and
helplessness are not balanced by the 'self-sacrifice and deference' which the angel was
supposed to exhibit. (Loeb 19)

The femininity of the heroines expressed partially in bird-keeping is often assisted by
male characters who are shown to be trustworthy or civilised through their
acquiescence in this pursuit.2 3 Male characters are sometimes described in bird-like
terms as well. For example, the injured young Oliver is described as if 'he were some
bird of rare plumage ... skilfully brought down' (263). His smallness and vulnerability
is emphasised by the bird image. He is soon transported from the city to the country,
where ironically such hunting metaphors in regard to birds are jettisoned, and enters
the feminine world of Rose Maylie (263). As mentioned, Rose Maylie keeps birds,
and Oliver, eager to please her, decorates their cages, making them 'spruce and smart'
(292). He is happy to 'watch the ladies' birds' (285). The countryside is replete with
that stalwart of Romanticism, birdsong. Even at a funeral, 'the birds sang on' (300).
The feminine world of bird-song is implicitly contrasted with the canine and reptilian
world of Sikes and Fagin from which Oliver has found temporary respite.

Kit (despite the feline name) shows his worth and gentleness by cleaning Little Nell ' s
bird-cage. Even when his ridiculous outfit is described in amusing terms (232), the
reference to a 'waistcoat of canary colour' recalls the act of kindness to the bird, and
his feelings toward Nell, and softens the laughter. Dora's aunts, mentioned above, are
literary descendants of "The Nice Little Couple" in Sketches of Young Couples, in
which Mr. Chirrup 'has something of the brisk, quick manner of a small bird,'
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This association in found in earlier works. In Tom Jones, of 1749, for example, Tom presents Sophia
with a 'little bird' which the cruel Blifil releases, not because of a desire to set the bird free, but rather
to upset Sophia. The discussion between Thwackum and Square about the rights and wrongs of this
action shows their lack of understanding of the boys ' natures. Henry Fielding, Tom Jones
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1966) 157-162.
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implying domesticity (292-296 at 292). Of course, the name Chirrup also recalls
crickets, another small, tuneful animal used by Dickens to imply domestic peace in
several works, most notably in The Cricket on the Hearth.
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Nicholas Nickelby, tending to the dying Smike, shows him trees which, in his youth,
he had climbed to 'peep at the birds in their nests' in the company of Kate, 'who stood
below terrified at the height he had gained, and yet urging him higher still in the
intensity of her admiration' (858). Nicholas is carefully drawn as 'peeping' at the
birds, rather than stealing eggs or killing them, both time-honoured country pursuits,
indicating his gentle character was already developed, just as now he is tending the
sick boy.

Perhaps Mr. Boythom's canary is the most noticeable example of the use of a small
bird as a symbol of gentleness or domesticity in a male character. It is interesting to
note that by the nineteenth century the canary was fully established as a domestic pet
in England and had been bred into a totally different form from its wild green
antecedents. 25 Probably, it had ceased to be seen as a 'foreign' bird, in the same way
that most modem owners of a budgerigar would be hard pressed to name its place of
origin.
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However that might be, Mr. Boythom's association with his canary in Bleak

House achieves a totally different effect from Carker' s with his parrot in Dombey, or
Mrs. Merdle with hers in Bleak House. As discussed elsewhere, these birds are the
antithesis of domestic contentment, and are part of scenes of meretricious
consumption and ambition. The latter bird undercuts its passive role as ornament by
shrill and seemingly satirical shrieking. Parrots will be discussed in greater detail
below.

24

The Finches of the Grove, the club which Pip and Herbert Pocket belong to along with Startop and
Drummle in Great Expectations is ironically titled by Dickens, as its 'meetings' are marked by
excessive discord and quarrelling.
25
This fact is mentioned in an article on Charles Darwin's The Origin of Species published in All The
Year Round. Anonymous, "Species" , All the Year Round 3.58 (1860): 174-178 at 175.
26
The budgerigar is native to Australia. Amusingly, it has been bred more intensively in England to
produce more mutations - a positive word in bird-breeder parlance - and so 'English blood-lines' are
sometimes advertised as an attraction in Australian bird magazines.
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Mr. Boythom' s canary emphasizes his gentleness and fitness as a guardian. The bird
'tum[ s] its bright sudden eye on its master, as if he were no more than another bird '
(169). Even when he 'threw his head up like a bloodhound' (a particularly telling
image in a novel of guilty blood secrets and pursuit to the death) it is to praise the tiny
bird. The bird undercuts the wrath of his master's terrible signs warning against
trespass directed to Sir Leicester by 'hopping on [his] head' as he points them out
(302). Boythom's love of the tiny bird may be presented as slightly eccentric, but on
the whole it is portrayed as a positive thing, and a long way from the teeming
insecurity represented by Miss Flite's aviary. The bird feminises him in some way,
balances his gruffness. A similar effect in achieved in that hymn to domestic harmony
A Cricket on the Hearth, where John Peerybingle looks at his baby 'from a safe
distance, with a kind of puzzled pride: such as an amiable mastiff might be supposed
to show, if he found himself, one day, the father of a young canary' (29). The
fearsome beast is made gentle by the slight bird.

If the gentle care of a canary indicates the finer points in Mr. Boythom' s character, the
deliberate torture of these small symbols of domesticity is carefully portrayed in
Barnaby Rudge as one of the excesses of the anti-Catholic rioters:

At one house near Moorfields, they found in one of the rooms some canary birds
in cages and these they cast into the fire alive. The poor little creatures screamed,
it was said, like infants, when they were flung upon the blaze. (600)
The threat to domestic order shown by the mob is emphasised in this incident, and
tellingly, Dickens goes on to portray one of the canary-baking rioters holding out a
child's toy as 'the image of some unholy saint' while the other one 'harangued the
crowd from a pamphlet circulated by the Association relative to the true principles of
Christianity!' (600). The exclamation mark emphasises insl,r{ates the level of disgust
and there is no reason to suspect that the narrative voice here differs from that of the
author's feelings. The misrepresentation of innocent childhood toys and the cruelty to
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small, domestic pets are shown as a kind of murder of the innocents, emphasised by
the birds 'screaming like infants.'

The anti-Catholic rioters are shown as perverting Christianity, and the implication is
that it is only a matter of luck that a real child is not sacrificed. Another, more subtle
level of comparison is drawn between the behaviour of feeble-minded Barnaby
towards his pet bird, whom he refuses to sell and seeks to protect, and the rioters with
whom he has become associated. Grip will be considered more thoroughly below.

The link between a child's toy and a bird is repeated in Bleak House, where, as we
have seen, Esther buries her doll before leaving with her bird. Her childhood has been
cruelly sacrificed too, in a kind of extended penance for her illegitimacy. The bird is
perhaps an image of both her continuing hope for a brighter domestic life and the
possibility that she may be caged by the machinations of Chancery, like Miss Flite.

Two final instances of the association between birds and familial or domestic life
should be noted here. Firstly there is Dick the blind blackbird who resides in the
office of Tim Linkwater, clerk to the Cheerybles in Nicholas Nickelby. Although this
is a place of business, the charitable and familial nature of the company makes the
suggested association of the bird with domestic virtue appropriate. At the very end of
Nicholas Nickelby Dick is 'promoted to the sitting room' (931), indicating that proper
sphere is the home, rather than the place of business.

Secondly, an example of the link between domesticity and birds to be discussed occurs
in David Copperfield's childhood, where escaping from the factory he finds peace
with Aunt Betsey who keeps canaries, (250) and Mr Dick, who fashions 'bird-cages of
old wire' (309). Dick also flies his kites among the birds. (Plung 218) Upon arriving,
David is frightened that he looks as ragged as a sacarecrow and 'might have frightened
the birds from my aunt's garden ... ', creatures who are obviously allowed there, unlike
the donkeys (246).
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In denouncing the Murdstones, Aunt Betsey refers to their treating David's mother
'like a poor caged bird' who they taught to 'sing your notes' (270). The disapproving
reference is to the 'break[ing]' of the bird/woman, and acts to strengthen the usual
positive association between women and birds, rather than undermine it. Despite her
somewhat masculine appearance, Aunt Betsey is described as having a 'quick, bright
eye' (249), terms often used by Dickens to describe bird-like characters, such as Jenny
Wren, who will be discussed below.
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Cages
The link between domesticity, femininity and the keeping of birds is strongly
evidenced in Dickens's works, as I have attempted to show. The caged bird in some
way may also represent nature civilised. In an increasingly urban environment, petkeeping became a means for people to represent the seemingly spontaneous and free
world of the countryside in a controlled, clean and acceptable way. Stuffed animals in
glass displays, as mentioned in regard to the Dedlocks, and some of the items being
prepared by Mr. Venus in Our Mutual Friend, represent the safest form of displaying
nature. Exotic birds, which had an inconvenient habit of dying in England, could
become a sign of the cultivation or connections of the household in which they were
kept.

Indeed, some have argued that the whole purpose of pet-keeping is 'an exercise in
playful domination; a practice which stems from man's inherent insecurity, and his
need to diplay his ability to control and subdue the unruly forces of nature .... The
relationship ... between owner and pet is essentially patronizing, condescending and
flippant.' (Serpell, 1986, 42) This argument put forward by Yi-Fu Tuan has been
subject to criticism, yet in the context of Victorian society, legitimising expansion into
new areas of the world, it is suggestive. By absorbing foreign animals as pets, English
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Betsey Trotwood also keeps a cat, which accompanies her, along with the birds, when she is forced to
leave her house and stay with David (250 and 557). Cats, as we shall see, are rarely associated with
positive characters in Dickens's works.
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presence in foreign lands in brought home to roost, and through familiarity with exotic
animals, normalised. I will return to this point later.

Birds, as still in some sense wild, and in most often needing a cage to ensure their
continued presence, are probably the safest way to experience the spontaneity of
nature in one's home. They can be seen as forging a link between two worlds,
extending the home into the countryside, and sometimes into other continents. They
bring another little home into a home, banishing the foreigness of nature.
'Cleanliness, order, and rationality marked bourgeois petkeeping', writes one author of
the nineteenth-century French pet owner, but the same may apply to the English, and
birds are less likely to cause embarrassing/aux pas than dogs. (Kete 138) Birds do
not hump furniture or people's legs, canine practices that Dickens notes in a lettercertainly not a novel - written to Wilkie Collins on 22 April 1856, describing a
friend's dog. (Letters, Volume 8)2 8

As noted, there is generally no feeling in Dickens that keeping caged birds is
problematic when they are shown as the pets of young women, or in a happy domestic
context. Cox writes that this can be seen as part of Dickens's moral philosophy, 'that
advocated restraint and temperance ... [so that] the caged and restrained bird [becomes]
an emblem of virtue.' (Cox, 1975, 39) This strikes me as partially true, but images of
the cage are sometimes much darker, as we shall see, and 'temperance', in some
senses at least, is certainly not something to which Dickens always subscribed.

Dickens's letters reveal he kept smaller birds, along with the more famous free-range
(and paint-quaffing) ravens, and taught~or admired the performance of, tricks which
show he found a very high level of behavioural modification could be amusing:

One of the porters at the Pavilion at Folkestone, trained and sent [PlornJ over a
little goldfinch who draws all the water he drinks in a thimble. He hangs in my
room all the morning, that he may be safe from these ravaging cats. I observe that
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This letter is discussed in my next chapter.
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when he draws the thimble up, he has to put a foot upon the tiny cord, to keep it in
its place while he drinks - and that he knows that when he takes his foot away,
the thimble will tumble down into the glass with a chink that will frighten him.
So sometimes he stands thinking about letting it go, without being able to make
up his mind to take his foot off the cord - and the moment he at last does so, he
flys [sic] away to the remotest end of his perch, that he may hear the chink from a
respectful distance. He won't drink when I look at him; but I have beaten him by
looking in the glass. Then he exults over me (supposing me to have my eye on the
cathedral), and drinks bumpers. (Letter to Mrs. Brown, August 8, 1856 from
Boulogne, Letters, Vol. 8)
In this, as we shall examine further, Dickens was like most of his contemporaries, and
indeed, like most people today. One commentator states that 'Dickens owned many
birds, but he did not own birds that could not perform in some manner ... ' (Cox, 197 5,
30). Overt cruelty, as instanced in the canary burning incident in Barnaby Rudge is
the problem, not captivity, or modified behaviour. However, this letter should be
compared with the following passage, written about a decade before the letter, where a
similar trick is used to quite different effect, in describing the amusingly chaotic shop
of Poll Sweedlepipe in Martin Chuzzlewit (374-375):

.. .in every pane of glass there was at least one tiny bird in a tiny bird-cage,
twittering and hopping his little ballet of despair, and knocking his head against
the roof: while one unhappy goldfinch who lived outside a red villa with his name
on the door, drew the water for his own drinking, and mutely appealed to some
good man to drop a farthing's-worth of poison in it.
The projection of suicidal thoughts onto the goldfinch rehearses, as on a miniature
stage, the themes of poisoning and despair running through the novel, even if the tone
is light. The birds, it seems, are caught up in the same concerns as Jonas, Anthony,
Chuffey and the other characters. (Scribner 43) A similar bird drawing his own water
is described (or created) in "Shy Neighbourhoods", and the tone here is once again
light and humorous. 29
29

"Shy Neighbourhoods" Selected Journalism, 204-212 at 205. First published in All The Year Round,
3.57 (May 26 1860): 155-159 as one of The Uncommercial Traveller pieces. Cox reports that this bird
was undeniably a real bird owned by Dickens, assuming that the narrator of The Uncommercial
Traveller and Dickens are one and the same, something rather problematic. Don Richard Cox, "The
Beast Within: The Development of Dickens' Moral Vision," Ph.D. Thesis, University of Missouri,
1975, 37.
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There are a number of darker uses of the image of the cage, and particularly that of the
jailbird, in Dickens's novels. The image of the jailbird stretches from the earliest
works to the latest to express uneasiness or a thwarted, stunted existence. Sometimes,
however, the image, is invoked in a humorous way. As so often with Dickens, it is
impossible to be definitive about the way he uses an image, as he is flexible enough to
use it to quite different ends within the same work. Harry Stone expresses this well in
The Night Side of Dickens when he states that 'Dickens was myriad-minded; his
works are full of diversities and contradictions, and though one can find patterns and
interests and interconnections that emerge over and over again in his writings, one can
also find a plenitude that refuses to be comprehended in fixed categories.' (Stone xxiv)

In The Pickwick Papers, Sam Weller visits Mr. Pickwick as he is waiting to be let into
jail, and draws attention to' ... a bird cage ... Veels within veels, a prison, in a prison' in
what the narrator characterises as a 'philosophical remark' (662). However, even
within this work, often described simply as a joyous romp, there are darker aspects to
the picture of imprisonment. Surrounded by 'the listless jail-bird swagger' of some of
the inmates of the prison, Mr. Pickwick, removed from the George and Vulture Inn, is
'cooped and caged up' in a darker replaying of his earlier being wheelbarrowed to the
Pound, and the vulture seems to have followed him (666 and 669). Mr. Weller senior
describes Mr Pickwick in the following terms:

'Wy, they'll eat him up alive, Sammy .... He goes in rayther raw ... and he'll come
out, done so ex-ceedin' brown, that his most familiar friends won't know him.
Roast pigeon's nothin' to it, Sammy.' (699)
The language is funny, but is given a more serious edge as the fate of the Chancery
prisoner, who like Pickwick, 'must have worn a very joyous expression at one time ... '
is revealed (710). It is Pickwick's innocent refusal to compromise with what he sees
as a wrong which has driven him to jail, and it is this that means that he will be easy
pickings for the more experienced jailbirds. His plumpness also makes the pigeon
metaphor particularly apt.
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We have already examined how Nell is associated with a pet linnet in The Old
Curiosity Shop. On the eve of the start of their doomed pilgrimage, her grandfather
tries to comfort her by saying that 'tomorrow morning, dear, we'll tum our faces from
this scene of scene of sorrows, and be as free and happy as the birds.' Within a few
paragraphs, Nell is weeping, as she recalls 'her bird, her poor bird, who hung there
yet' ( 148 and 149). The transition from the absent birds that are invariably free in the
timeworn expression, to the reference to her actual caged one casts a shadow over the
impending journey, as perhaps does the word 'hung'.

The jailbird image is most developed in Little Dorrit, which opens with the images of
the prison in Marseilles. The jailer's daughter has come to 'peep at her father's birds',
and John Baptist moves toward the 'fair little face', which 'was like an angel's in the
prison', as if it 'had a good attraction for him.' (43). Although both prisoners are
caught by the description jailbirds, the language employed by Rigaud- 'pig' and
'devil' -

is hardly bird-like, but rather discordant. His 'hook-nose' (41) is perhaps

like that of a bird of prey, however, and he is fed sausage and veal with his bread.
Cavaletto is described as an ape, or a bear, but in his response to the little girl, his
singing along ,vith her' although a little hoarsely', a distinction is clearly drawn
between him and the murderer (45). She is willing to caress the little man, and his
'lightness [and] good humour' is noted (52). If not a songbird, he is at least not a bird
of prey.

The jailbird image is extended to the seemingly very different group of the Meagles
and Clenham who are waiting 'to take wing for our different destinations' (55).
However, it is given its most extended use, and the narrator's seal of authority, in
regard to Little Dorrit herself: 'The cage door opened, and when the small bird, reared
in captivity, had tamely fluttered in, he saw it shut again; and then he came away'
(144). Little Dorrit is a jailbird, and her being bred for this life throws into question
her ability to survive anywhere else. As the novel develops, she is shown as more
robust than this original description would suggest, but in many ways this novel is an

29
exploration of the impossiblity of escape, as William Dorrit' s excruciating return to
the Marshalsea during his stroke indicates.

Not all cages hold birds, of course, and images of other caged or displayed animals
also abound in Dickens's works. One of his few pieces to deal explicitly with animal
welfare concerns caged lions, and this will be considered below, in Chapter 4.

Birdsong
Throughout Dickens's oeuvre, wild birdsong is used almost invariably for the beauty
and innocence of the countryside. This use of a stalwart of pastoral and (some)
Romantic poetry is sometimes ironically undercut, yet sometimes used in an uncritical
way to symbolise refreshment or innocence. These two uses of birdsong appear
within pages of each other, and illustrate the author's ability to change perspective
with liquid ease, in order to achieve different effects.

In his earliest works, Dickens uses reference to rural delights, including birdsong, to
amuse. Sometimes the reference to the romantic legacy is explicit: Mr. Pickwick
'cross-examined solitude after the most approved precedents', to the accompaniment
of the 'rich sweet smell of the hayricks ... and the birds sang as if every sparkling drop
[of dew] were a fountain of inspiration to them' (158). The intrusion of the dry 'most
approved precedents' pokes fun at the overfamiliar cult of solitude and communion
with nature at the same time that the refreshment of the countryside seems to be
portrayed as a positive thing.

Of course, the purpose of the hunting excursion is to kill as many birds as possible,
and it is not just a modern reader to whom this irony presents itself. 'Mr. Tupman had
saved the lives of innumerable unoffending birds by receiving a portion of the charge
in his left arm' we are mock-reassured by the narrator (158).
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Within a very short space in the novel, we find another reference to birdsong that is
used to express pure delight in the countryside:

A delightful walk it was: for it was a pleasant afternoon in June, and their way lay
through a deep and shady wood, cooled by the light wind which gently rustled the
thick foliage, and enlivened by the songs of the birds that perched upon the
boughs. (214)
Here the birds seem to sing in unalloyed appreciation of the day and there is no ironic
undercutting by the author. The joke in this chapter is against over-serious antiquarian
endeavour, which blinds the Pickwickians to the real meaning of the semi-literate
inscription on the stone, which is meant to spell out "BIL[L ?] STUMPS HIS MARK"
(217). The natural world's joyous spontaneity is used as a lively background to this
blindness. The joke is definitely on intellectual pursuit here, and the seemingly less
questioning description of the birds' world helps make the joke at the expense of the
would-be scholars. The target is different. (The Madman's Manuscript which follows
draws on images of confinement -the iron cage, the chain, howling -

which also can

be traced in some Romantic poetry such as Blake's, but this is outside the scope of the
current section.)

It is significant that as The Pickwick Papers changes from the intended (by the

publishers) series of Cockney sportsmen incidents to deal with different concerns,
such as scholarly pretension, the background birdsong seems to be used more
'innocently' by Dickens. Of course, the hopeless inaccuracy of the shot at interpreting
the inscription mirrors Mr. Tupman's 'winging', but the intrusion of would-be
intellectual pursuits is shown as less in tune with reality than the spontaneous
warblings of the birds.

Dickens is drawing on the idea of 'nature ... [with] no deformities ... [and] impossible to
improve' which Keith Thomas identifies as the philosophy of various artists and
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writers such as Wordsworth, Constable and Clare. (Thomas 267) 30 However, to
distinguish the novel from Romantic poetry, the image of nature as unimprovable by
humanity is primarily tied to the needs of the unfolding narrative in Dickens's work,
rather than part of a deeply personalised exploration of self.

In The Pickwick Papers, the antiquitarian incident requires that nature, (dew, birdsong,
summer) be presented in a way that adds to the humour of the moment by providing a
refreshing contrast with a monomaniacal pursuit of knowledge. After Romantic
notions have been subject to a teasing by the narrative ('the most approved
precedents') it might be suspected that an act of faith is required on the part of the
reader to accept the enlivening birdsong uncritically. Yet Dickens's elevation of the
natural world 'back' to a delightful image of perfection works, if one accepts that
humour is as valid an aim in literature as the exploration or creation of seemingly
deeper emotion. Elsewhere, even in a novel as dark as Bleak House, the morning
chorus of urban chickens is used to amuse the reader in a similar way, as they (the
fowls) cling to the idea of nature in a hostile environment (179 and 202).

The next major mention of birds, nature and birdsong in The Pickwick Papers shows a
return to a certain degree of overt self-consciousness on the part of the narrative voice.
In Chapter 19, we return to the hunt. A fairly lengthy quotation is necessary:

The birds, who, happily for their own peace of mind and personal comfort, were
in blissful ignorance of the preparation which had been made to astonish them, on
the first of September, hailed it no doubt, as one of the pleasantest mornings they
had seen that season. Many a young partridge who strutted complacently ... with
all the finicking coxcombing of youth, and many an older one who watched his
levity out of his little round eye, with the contemptuous air of a bird of wisdom
and experience, alike unconscious of their approaching doom, basked in the fresh
morning air with lively and blithesome feelings , and a few hours afterwards were
laid low upon the earth. But we grow affecting: let us proceed.
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The Romantic poets were as marked by difference as by similarity, even in their images of Nature,
but there is no doubt that this was an important concept in their work. Stuart Curran, ed. , The
Cambridge Guide to British Romanticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993) 24.
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In plain common-place matter-of-fact, then, it was a fine morning ... The sky was
cloudless; the sun shone out bright and warm; the songs of birds, and hum of
myriads of summer insects, filled the air ... (327)
Here the original tone is of a sermon on the vanities of men, projected onto partridges.
The self-conscious joke -

'We grow affecting' -

is jettisoned in the next paragraph,

where birdsong is once again the major noise in a scene of pure bliss. The
undifferentiated, unseen and presumably tree-dwelling (if not ethereal) birds who
produce music are quite different creatures from the wordly, ground dwelling
partridges whose coming fate has been sketched out for us. Birds are used for quite
different, even opposite, effect in the space of two paragraphs.

It may be that the word 'birdsong' is, or was, so associated with a literary view of the

countryside that no particular bird is conjured up by the use of the word. Birdsong is a
kind of code for a summer's day. However, this jangling change from the earlier
specific description does show that the energy of The Pickwick Papers , its picaresque
movement, is the most important thing. In later novels, animal imagery is used with
more care. In The Pickwick Papers, strange little transitions like the above become
part of the extended joke, rather like a suitcase hastily packed, the contents of which
fall out haphazardly.

Birds ofprey
If Rigaud is described in terms of a bird of prey in Little Dorrit, the full development
of the bird of prey image occurs in Our Mutual Friend, where most of the characters
hover around trying to make a meal of each other. Indeed, Our Mutual Friend
contains so many bird images that it almost seems to be a gigantic, rather warped,
work of ornithology. Apart from the inescapable references to birds of prey, there are
rooks (62), a wren, parrots, th_e 'two little light-coloured wiry wings' of Podsnap's hair
(52), the 'yellow play in Lady Tippins' throat, like the legs of scratching poultry' (54),
Fledgeby, pigeon-breasted retainers (49), fowls 'sacrifice[ d]. .. on the altar of Hymen'
(510), the feathers of Mrs Boffin's Fashion (101), Mother Goose (311), sparrows
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(191), and a dead Cock Robin (123). Even a bower itself is a construction associated
with certain types of bird who make them to attract mates. Birds are not the only
animal to be found in this novel - there are also wolves and camels - but the avian
descriptions are overwhelmingly the major ones in this work, far more thoroughly
developed than in Bleak House, for example.

The second book of the work is called "Birds of a Feather", and in some ways, this
title could have served for the whole novel. Eugene objects 'as a two-footed creature,
to being constantly referred to insects and four-footed creatures' (138) but the most
frequent comparison in the novel is to that other two-legged creatures, the bird. With
the half exception of Jenny Wren, to be discussed separately below, these are
overwhelmingly not the innocent birds associated with marriageable young women, or
the innocent pleasures of birdsong.

Some of Our Mutual Friend's most memorable birds are flesh-eating. The Hexams,
for whom drowned bodies are 'meat and drink' (45), trawl for the dead like vultures.
Gaffer is described as 'a hook-nosed man, and with that and his bright-eyes and his
ruffled head, bore a certain likeness to a roused bird of prey' (45). His eyes are
'hungry' (44). Significantly, we have been told that the boat has 'no net, hook or line'
and the reference to his hook-nose emphasises that Gaffer's body is the thing that
catches the dead 'meat and drink' directly, like an animal, rather than mediated by a
tool.
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This adds more force to his speech to Lizzie in which he points out that she has

been raised on the river's bounty since she was a 'babby' (45). It seems to emphasise
the cannibalistic elements of the scene: babies usually drink milk from live mothers,
not meat and drink from oozing dead bodies. 32
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The idea that all non-human animals are incapable of making tools is now defunct, but hardly
relevant in the current context.
32
Harry Stone also emphasises the cannibalistic aspects of the opening scenes of Our Mutual Friend.
Harry Stone, The Night Side of Dickens: Cannibalism, Passion, Necessity (Columbus: Ohio State
University Press, 1994) 151-153.
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A metaphor of weird birds eating meat is used again and again in the novel. A
humorous instance occurs when Mr Boffin describes himself as ' "a old bird ... But I
want some fine bold reading, some splendid book in a gorging Lord-Mayor's-Show of
wollumes" (probably meaning gorgeous, but misled by association of ideas)' (94 ).
Here the appetite is for knowledge, rather than flesh, and the narrator's explanation of
the mistake softens the link with previous images of gorging. However, it is perhaps
significant that Wegg recalls Mr Boffin through an association with a 'butcher-boy'
,{

" that Mr Boffin may be the meat to be consumed in
(92), subtly raising the possi~ity
this relationship.

The reference to the gorging Lord-Mayor's-Show also refers back to the Veneering's
lavish show at their dinner-party, which occurs just after the first scene on the river
and contains a number of bird images and images of decay recalling the earlier scene.
The pigeon-breasted retainers, the scratching poultry of Lady Tippins' s throat are
birds that are eaten, rather than eat. However, the cannibalistic metaphors present in
the first chapter are echoed here.

Podsnap's 'wiry wings' of hair and the 'raven locks' of the mature young lady are
lighter in tone than the descriptions of the bird of prey that is Gaffer (52). However,
the references to 'bone-dust' (56) relate these seemingly more harmless references
back to the ooze of the Thames. By the end of the second chapter, the word 'drowned'
irrevocably ties these seemingly distinct scenes together.

The widespread image of the bird of prey in Our Mutual Friend has led some critics to
see predatory characteristics in everyone in the book. For example, Richard Lanham
writes that 'In his own way Twemlow is a "bird of prey," too. Ludicrous and
inoffensive aristocratic furniture that he is, still he lives off the bounty of others.'
(Lanham 7) I can detect no predatory aspect to Twemlow, who seems confused for
most of the novel, only to emerge in a more positive light as he aids Georgiana, and at
the end of the novel as he characterises Lizzie as a 'lady', much to the consternation of
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Podsnap. Twemlow emerges morally unscathed from sitting down to dine with the
V eneerings and their ilk.

In a telling image, Twemlow is described in his lodgings as 'fresh from the hands of a
secret artist who has been doing something to his hair with yolks of eggs' (295).
Although he is plastered with eggs, he emerges fresh, rather as he emerges fresh from
the near-cannibalistic feasts of the Veneerings, and the schemes of Fledgeby and the
other birds of prey.

The use of the bird of prey image appears in a great number of Dickens's works, from
Sir Mulberry Hawk in Nicholas Nickelby, to Mr. Scadder in Martin Chuzzlewit who
sits 'with one of his legs ... under him, as if he were hatching his foot', and whose
'rumpled tufts were on the arches of his eyes, as if the crow whose foot was deeply
printed in the comers had pecked and tom them in a savage recognition of his kindred
nature as a bird of prey.' (Scribner; Martin Chuzzlewit 418) It is unlikely that a crow
would today be regarded as 'a bird of prey', but as this passage makes clear, Dickens
uses this term for scavengers, such as crows, as well as hunters. It extends to vultures
such as Gaffer who we have looked at above, and some ravens, such as Mr Elijah
Po gram, a politician in the United States of Martin Chuzzlewit, who is described at
608 as 'snapping up great blocks of everything he could get hold of, like a raven.'
(Rosner) The image of ferocious birds is present in both Bleak House, where
Tulkinghom is a particularly sinister type of rook, and, as we will see in the next
section, in The Mystery of Edwin Drood. This image of a sinister bird of prey never
lost its attraction for Dickens, in describing rapacious businessmen, politicians and
lawyers.

The allegorical American Eagle is subject to fairly rough treatment in both Martin
Chuzzlewit and American Notes for General Circulation. The eagle, long regarded as
a noble bird soaring near the top of the Chain of Being, is rendered less imposing by
its comparison with an aviary of lesser flighted creatures by Mark Tapley:
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'I should want to draw it like a Bat, for its short-sightedness; like a Bantam, for its
bragging; like a Magpie, for its honesty; like a Peacock, for its vanity; like a
Ostrich; for its putting its head in the mud, and thinking nobody sees it-'
'And like a Phoenix, for its power of springing from the ashes of its vices, and
soaring up anew into the sky!' said Martin. 'Well Mark. Let us hope so.' ( 619)
After the allegorical bird being compared with so many lesser animals and birds,
Martin's comparison with another mythical creature sounds particularly attenuated.
Once the eagle has been dragged down to the level of the mud, it cannot be hoisted
back up on the wings of a Phoenix. The putting the head in the mud comment refers
us back to Eden, that is the appalling new settlement which Mark and Martin have
barely escaped, and, by extension, to the Biblical Eden from which Adam and Eve
were banished. The eagle, having been associated with the fall from grace which this
part of the story represents, can never be quite the same again. It has become a bird of
ill omen.

The mud image also recalls the numerous references to pigs in the American section
of the book. 33 Pigs will be examined in their tum, but it suffices to say here that they
have generally been seen as brutish, insensitive, dirty and the 'word pig is a signifier
of disgust.' (Malcolmson and Mastoris 1) An eagle which has wallowed with pigs
down at the end of the chain of being is not an eagle at all. 34

Mary Rosner who argues that the 'Englishman is essentially no less bestial than the
American' in Martin Chuzzlewit- a point of view which perhaps dilutes the venom
which Dickens injects into the American descriptions -

refers to the way Poll

Sweedlepipe is described by comparison with so many birds 'that he begins to sound
like a crowded aviary.' (Rosner 138) We hear that 'Poll had something of the bird in

33
34

S ee pages 329, 406, 435 etc.

The enticingly named article "A Black Eagle in a Bad Way" attributed to Dickens, Grenville Murray
and Henry Morley as joint authors is an examination of the rigidity and tradition-bound nature of the
Austrian Court. The eagle of the title is purely a symbol for Austria's court, showing how the
American eagle has older precedents in the heraldry of monarchies. Household Words 4.87 (22
November 1851): 193-195.
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his nature; not of the hawk or eagle, but of the sparrow, that builds in chimney-stacks
and inclines to human company. He was not quarrelsome, like the parrot, but
peaceful, like the dove. In his walk he strutted; and in this respect, he bore a faint
resemblance to a pigeon ... there was a dash of the raven in him' (486). The almost
mad detailing of this swarm of 'ornithological properties' is very similar to the way
that Mark anatomises the American eagle in the later passage given above. Thus the
allegorical symbol of America is described by the same method as the keeper of a
smelly little shop in a seedy part of London, reducing the eagle through association to
the kind of bird one might find in Poll's 'bird's nest' where rabbits also add to the
'complicated whiff' (485). The eagle is diminished in stature once again.

In American Notes for General Circulation pigs and eagles come together even more
than in the novel partially set in America. Pigs swarm the streets of America, and the
American Eagle is represented by prints on the bar-room walls of 'low taverns' (136).
Admittedly the symbol is in company with prints of George Washington and Queen
Victoria. The implication is that these figures are also degraded by their portrayal in
such taverns as Dickens is describing. This reported exhibition occurs in the
paragraph after the narrator has asked the rhetorical questions of the many pigs in this
area 'Do they ever wonder why their masters walk upright in lieu of going on allfours? And why they talk instead of grunting?' The 'vilest vermin and the worst birds
of prey' are also mentioned on the same page. The American Eagle is once more
demoted from allegorical creature soaring over the earth-bound to less that a vulture,
hanging out with pigs -

bipeds and quadrupeds -

in bars.

Rooks
These birds deserve discussion on their own, as they seem to hold a particular degree
of significance in Dickens's novels. They are mentioned in his last, incomplete novel
The Mystery of Edwin Drood at some length, as they are in The Pickwick Papers,
David Copperfield and Bleak House.
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In David Copperfield, the Rookery is the name of the family home, a name bestowed
by David's father, but there are no rooks:

The fact that there are, in actuality, no rooks ... signals an emptiness, a loss
Victorian readers would likely recognise as a loss of goodness and innocence.
The empty pigeon coops in the backyard add poignancy and ... firmly establish for
the reader that song birds, like the Copperfields, symbolize basic goodness and
innate moral integrity. (Plung 216-217)
Certainly, in David Copperfield, the loss of the rooks ties in with the loss of David's
father, leaving the home open to the incursions of the black 'snakes' Mr and Miss
Murdstone. However, I question whether Victorian readers would automatically
associate rooks with 'goodness and innocence' as they probably would pigeons. 35
Rooks are a bird with a far more complex set of associations, and the full range of
these implications is used by Dickens in his novels.

Firstly, the word 'rookery', which Plung identifies, probably correctly, as a symbol of
'simple goodness' in David Copperfield, is exactly the same word used to describe the
type of noxious slum inhabited by Fagin and his cohorts in Oliver Twist. (Dettelbach)
This latter meaning would have been familiar to the Victorian mind. The Oxford
English Dictionary (OED hereafter) tells us that rooks 'nest in colonies', and an overcrowded tenement resembles the birds' homes. The use of 'rookery' to describe a
slum only dates from 1792.

Of course, David's father was a minister of religion, and rooks have long been
associated with old churches and cathedrals, such as the one in Rochester which
Dickens knew in his childhood. The word also refers to the piece in chess usually
represented by a castle. The OED states that a slang dictionary of 1859 gives rook as
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Neither of these two types of birds, incidentally, are songbirds, in the usual sense of the word. One
croaks and the other coos, but neither really sings, as Plung seems to suggest.
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a word for a clergyman. 36 It also gives definitions of rook as 'a cheat, swindler or
sharper' and 'an abusive or disparaging term.' Perhaps the association of rooks with
cathedrals and burial grounds has led to this need to belittle them, as a way of dealing
with anxieties about death. That the same word can mean a cheat and a clergyman
probably needs less explication.

There is no implication in David Copperfield that David's father was a swindler, but
these different meanings of the word 'rookery' add a level of humour to the name
given to the family home. The innocent, or perhaps more likely, playful joke of
David's father, is emphasised by the use of such an ambiguous term to describe the
home described as representing a pre-lapsarian state of happiness, which David has
lost forever.

In Pickwick, rooks are targets in the hunting expedition mentioned above, where Mr

Tupman 'saved the lives of innumerable unoffending birds by receiving a portion of
the charge in his left arm' (158). Rooks are the innocent targets of this hunt. In Bleak
House, however, Mr Tulkinghom -

the name has hunting connotations -

is a rook

of a very different nature. He is described as looking 'like a larger species of rook'
(213) only a few pages after a description of the rookery around the Dedlocks'
residence at Chesney Wold. (Dettelbach) Here, there is 'one obstinate and drowsy
bird, who will persist in putting in a last contradictory croak' (206). These birds are
described in the same paragraph as the Ghost's Walk, strengthening their traditional
association with death. Rooks are ominous, their croaking morbid and threatening in
Bleak House, and their association with Tulkinghom who toys with Lady Dedlock' s
secret, and through such behaviour, hastens her death, is apt.
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One of the verses to the nursery rhyme "Who Killed Cock Robin?" illustrates this association:
"Who '11 be the parson?"
"I", said the Rook,
"With my little book,
I'll be the parson." The Opies are unsure if Cock Robin dates back only to the eighteenth century, and
deals with the downfall of Sir Robert Walpole, or has a much earlier origin. A fifteenth century glass
window shows a robin pierced by an arrow. I discuss the image of Cock Robin in Our Mutual Friend
below.
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Rooks take pride of place in The Mystery of Edwin Drood. They are referred to many
times in Dickens's last work, set in a cathedral town. The first description of them is
quite light-hearted, with an almost Trollopean mildness of tone:

Whosoever has observed that sedate and clerical bird, the rook, may perhaps have
noted that when he wings his way homeward towards nightfall, in a sedate and
clerical company, two rooks will suddenly detach themselves from the rest, will
retrace their flight for some distance, and will there poise and linger; conveying to
mere men the fancy that it is of some occult importance to the body politic, that
this artful couple should pretend to have renounced connexion with it.
Similarly, service being over in the old cathedral with the square tower, and the
choir scuffling out again, and diverse venerable persons of rook-like aspect
dispersing, two of these latter retrace their steps, and walk together in the echoing
Close. (40)
The fact that men are acting like the birds who are ironically described as 'artful'
raises questions about the intelligence of the 'venerable persons,' and the conversation
which follows proves these misgivings to be well founded. They are revealed to be
somewhat self-important and worried about form. Significantly, Jasper 'flits away'
from the threat of conversation, establishing him as different from the 'venerable
persons' and perhaps tying him to the rook image as well, as the word 'flitting'
reminds one of a bird.

The next major image of rooks is far more ominous. As Edwin speaks of 'flitting', he
talks to Rosa, and 'the rooks hovered above them with hoarse cries, darker splashes in
the darkening air' ( 169). 37 The use of the word flit recalls Jasper's action in the earlier
scene with rooks. The birds are here part of a far blacker scene, and Jack is seen
watching them, obscured behind the trees, his motives unread by Edwin.
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There are Shakespearean echoes here too. In Macbeth, after arranging Banquo's murder, Macbeth
says that 'Light thickens, and the crow/ Makes wing to th' rooky wood: / Good things of day begin to
droop and drowse,/ Whiles night's black agents to their preys do rouse.' (Act 3, Scene 2, lines 50-53)
The next chapter of the Edwin Drood is called "When Shall These Three Meet Again", making the
Macbeth reference explicit.
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The next chapter opens with another reference to rooks, and to death. The image here
is of people raised in Cloisterham to whom the noises of the clock:

... and the cawing of the rooks ... are like voices of their nursery time. To such as
these, it has happened in their dying hours afar off, that they have imagined their
chamber floor to be strewn with the autumnal leaves fa!len from the elm trees in
the Close: so have the rustling sounds and fresh scents of their earliest
impressions revived when the circle of their lives was very nearly traced, and the
beginning and the end were drawing close together. ( 171)
It is difficult not to read an autobiographical element into this beautiful passage

written so near to Dickens's own death. It recalls the much earlier Christmas story of
1852 entitled "The Child's Story" in its connection of life and death with images of
nature and particularly trees. 38 However, in terms of Drood, the reference to cawing
rooks leading on to images of death must remind the reader of the last reference to the
'darkening air' and the rooks hovering over the young couple.

The last image of the rooks in Drood establishes a definite connection between Jasper
and the birds. '[S]undry rooks ... fly back to the great tower; who may be presumed to
enjoy vibration, and to know that bell and organ are going to give it to them' (279).
The rooks' music is provided by Jasper, and the bird image is continued by Princess
Puffer, who is described 'as hard as the big brass eagle holding the sacred books upon
its wing ... ' One commentator writes that the rooks 'serve a very symbolic function in
the novel by linking evil directly with the cathedral and those persons most closely
related to the Cathedral.' (Cox, 197 5, 113)

It seems that the rooks, who have gone from a mild humorous image at the beginning

of the book, rather like the absent rooks in David Copperfield, have become
threatening images like Tulkinghom in Bleak House, and now, after the Divers Flights

38

"The Child' s Story" in Christmas Stories, 41-46. Originally published in the Extra Christmas
Number of Household Words for 1852 entitled "A Round of Stories" at 5-7. Separately published in
book form for the first time in 1988, in an edition by Ashton Scholastic, Sydney, with illustrations by
Robert Ingpen. The metaphor here is of a journey through a wood, recalling various fairy stories of lost
children.
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(the name of the previous chapter) are flocking back home. Princess Puffer, rather
than the rooks, seems to be a bird of ill omen, also listening to Jasper's music. The
unrepentant evil of this stone eagle eclipses the rooks. The 'flecks of
brightness ... fluttering like wings' in the Cathedral (278), presumably hint at some
revelation to come.

The rooks are shown as somehow neutral images here, neither good nor bad, but
merely responding to the vibrations produced by the music. Unlike Cox, I am far
from sure that they are shown as evil in this last image. However their earlier ominous
presence is inevitably recalled by their reappearance. They are a suggestive part of the
unfinished circle that is this novel. The rooks' image, like the organ music, vibrates
through it, hinting at possibilities. However, we cannot tie the images to any
denouement. The birds, in a sense, do not come home to roost in Drood, and they
never will, even as they seem to flock to Jasper.

Grip and the parrots
Grip's position in Barnaby Rudge encapsulates many of the aspects of Dickens's
animal creation in a particularly vivid way. At times, he seems to be an evil, plotting
creature, perhaps standing in a direct line with the Bible's bird of ill omen and
witches' familiars. This type of raven image is used to various effects elsewhere by
Dickens as, for example, in relation to the mildly threatening Mrs Pipchin in Dombey
and Son. Similar images are also applied to Jesuits -

who are also associated with

plots and cruelty- in Pictures From Italy (181). Grip himself frequently asserts that
he is a devil. This aspect has been emphasised by those who examine the dark or
Gothic elements in Dickens's works. James K. Gottshall, for example, sees Grip as a
little black demon, an 'anomalous sort of devil who is almost successful in his attempt
to win the soul of Barnaby for the forces of evil.' (Gottshall 140) Similarly, Cox
writes of 'the circle of control and protection the raven has always cast about the
younger Rudge .... Grip controls Barnaby.' (Cox, 1975, 65) He also states that Grip is
'the dark, brooding, menacing bird ... [who J becomes the symbol of evil for Dickens as
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it did for Poe' (63). However, somewhat confusingly, this author writes that 'Grip .. .is
not truly an evil figure, however, because he is Barnaby's guardian' (66). The most
recent expression of this view of Grip with which I am familiar occurs in a 1994
article. Here, the author, placing the bird in the same category as Carker,
Tulkinghome [sic], and Fagin, as he seeks to find Darwinian aspects to Dickens's
works, refers to 'the exploitative cruelty of the raven.' (Fulweiler 61)

In a 'Rehabilitation' of Grip, Dvora Zelicovici points to this general line of criticism
as making the raven 'sound a veritable Mephistopheles', but, in her view, which I find
persuasive, this is too simple. Grip frequently says that he is a kettle, as well as a
devil, yet as this commentator points out 'nobody has found that particularly
suggestive.' (Zelicovici 152)

Barnaby states that Grip dominates him, but the uses to which both put language are
often so senseless that the relationship at times seems to be between two featherbrained creatures, rather than between a plotting bird with (super) human powers of
reason and one simpleton. Barnaby and Grip stand in a 'bond of association between
articulate birds and dimwitted or otherwise inferior men' which Bruce Boehrer traces
from early modem jest-books. (Boehrer 185) The word 'jest' is perhaps important
here, for those who would emphasise that Grip as scheming or in control miss the
playful nature of much of the speech put into his mouth by Dickens.

Dickens is able to play with different roles for the bird without feeling the need to sum

him up. The description of Grip as a Devil simplifies and reduces the playful babble
of the bird to the level of manifesto, confuses bubbling effervescence ('I'm a kettle ')
with a straight representation of evil. Rather like the rioters who triumphantly hold up
a child' s doll as a pagan saint, we would be a wrong reading to reduce Grip to a mere
symbol of evil. The identification of witches' familiars -

which Serpell informs us

could be 'dogs, cats, birds, mice, hares, rabbits, hedgehogs, ferrets , weasels or toads'
-

due to the ascription of powers of evil to animals comes to mind here, and it may
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be that Dickens is also playing with this notion.
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'Familiars were regarded as

supernatural companions who carried out the witch's evil intentions in return for
protection and nourishment.' (Serpell, 1986, 57)

In 1712, at the beginning of the century in which Barnaby Rudge is set, the last
'witch' was condemned to death. (Fraser 130)4° This is in an instance of the kind of
ignorant superstition Dickens frequently deplored. If anything, Grip would be the
witch and Barnaby the familiar, but Grip is not consistently portrayed as plotting or
influencing Barnaby's decisions. Dickens himself was clearly excited by the idea of
Grip showing more intelligence than Barnaby, as his letter to George Cattermole of 28
January 1841 makes clear. In asking Cattermole to draw Grip, he describes the
relationship between the two: 'Barnaby being an idiot my notion is to have him always
in company with a pet raven who is immeasurably more knowing than himself.'
(Volume 2 of the Letters.)4 1 Intelligent birds do seem to question the distinctions
drawn between men and animals, through speech and walking on two legs, but to say
that the bird is just like a man, or a devil, is to lose the ambiguity of the representation
of the bird. To take Grip at his own word, or even at Dickens's in this letter, is
difficult, as well as misguided, as his self-description is constantly changing.

It is true that even Grip's name implies a hold or control, however, he is portrayed
with both humour and even pathos at different times in Barnaby Rudge. Jerome H.
Buckley points out that Grip is better viewed as 'a sort of chorus character
commenting with ironic effect on the current mood, but always the passive observer
and never an efficient cause of unrest or mounting violence.' (Buckley J. 31)
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Ravens were used to symbolise evil in works such as Isaac Watts's Divine Songs of the previous
century (i.e. to Dickens, the same century in which Barnaby Rudge is set). In Song 23, "Obedience to
Parents", children are instructed that a disobedient child will meet a nasty fate , adapting a warning of
Solomon: 'The Ravens shall pick out his Eyes/ And Eagles eat the same.' Isaac Watts, Divine Songs
Attempted in Easy Language for the Use of Children (London: Oxford University Press, 1971) 181.
This work was first published in 1715. These images date back to the raven who refused to return to
Noah on the Ark, and form a subtle aura around any raven.
40
The convicted woman was reprieved.
41
As the editors' footnote to the Letters indicates, Cattermole declined the suggestion that he draw
Grip. Browne did the illustrations of Grip which accompanied the book.
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Hollington takes a similar view when he writes that 'Grip 'serves as an ironic mimic
and commentator on the events in the novel, in a manner that bears some relation to
earlier eirons like Fagin and Quilp - the human with bestial propensities here
transposed into the beast with human faculties -

but more to the parrot that functions

as a savage chorus to Mrs Merdle's hypocritical disquisition in Little Dorrit.'
(Hollington 103 )4 2

I agree that Grip's comments are best seen as a kind of slanted commentary on the
madness of the world about him, but cannot agree with the comparison with Fagin and
Quilp. Both of the later mentioned characters actively propel events in their respective
plots, such as Nancy's murder and Little Nell's flight, rather than merely comment on
them. The strongly bestial characters of Quilp and Fagin do show a blending of
human and animal characteristics, but their functions in each novel are very different
from that of Grip, who gently enchants and amuses.
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It is Barnaby and his mother's refusal to sell their pet -

a commodity -

to admit that he is nothing but

that results in attracting the ire of the appalling gentleman 'of the true

school' in Chapter 4 7. This is hardly shown as due to the machinations of the bird,
whose well-chosen act of cork-popping has entertained the often drunken man. Grip,
like Barnaby, is surrounded by truly dangerous forces, which threaten to destroy him
at any time, and seeks to please. A recent natural history book examining the
intelligence of ravens ends with a description which could be applied in part to Grip as
presented in Barnaby Rudge, surrounded by soldiers, rioters and wolf-like magistrates
and 'gentlemen':

42

In a recent article George Scott Christian argues that 'the real significance of the raven is as a
mediator and projector of Dickens 's comic perception of history in Barnaby Rudge. Through the
raven's voice, Dickens rejects representation of history as either a description of objects within a given
historical field or as a strictly moral lesson. ' '"They Lost the Whole' : Telling Historical (Un)Truth in
Barnaby Rudge" , Dickens Sudies Annual 32 (2002): 49-64, at 54.
43
Quilp and Fagin are respectively described as primarily dog-like and reptile-like, and will be
examined in later parts of this thesis.
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Ravens are forced to associate and get along with not only dangerous intelligent
carnivores at carcasses, but they are also thrown into direct competition with each
other. ... The birds have specific play behaviour that appears to have been selected
by evolution to gauge the responses of potentially dangerous and specific
carnivores. Thus, living in a world of individuals of their own and other species,
rather than only one composed of different kinds or categories, the birds' world is
inordinately more complex than had been previously assumed, and their
intelligence relates to that social environment. (Heinrich 356)
This is obviously not the place to discuss the real intelligence of birds, but it is
instructive to note that two close observers of ravens, writing at a space of over 150
years in different genres, describe the same animal in such similar terms. Dickens's
bird exhibits what Heinrich calls 'play behaviour' described as play -

perhaps more elegantly

which disarms the wolves around him by amusing them.

Boehrer's suggestive article" 'Men, Monkeys, Lap-dogs, Parrots, Perish All!'
Psittacine Articulacy in Early Modem Writing" mentioned above examines the
association of servants and 'natives' with talking parrots. Often jokes and stories
showed the 'mutual idiocy' of both. Sometimes there were jokes which showed
interactions between talking parrots and servants, which revel in 'uncertainty as to
which is cleverer' (Boehrer 183). Obviously the 'joker' and the audience to the joke is
intended to be neither a servant or a 'native', but to affirm their superiority through
belittling these people. Grip, the poor man's parrot, is unsettling to Varden because at
times it seems that "The bird has all the wit" and Barnaby agrees "He's the master and
I'm the man" (99). To some extent, then, Barnaby and Grip stand in this tradition.
But the arrogant non-identification with the subject of the joke is totally absent in the
novel, as Dickens portrays both in a way which engages the reader's sympathy.

The reader- this one at least- is pleased that Barnaby survives, and that Grip
overcomes his year of profound silence, and 'has very probably gone on talking to the
present time' (738). Grip is the only animal whose projected life after the end of the
events of any novel receives more space than that of most of the remaining human
characters, and the only animal who is the last character mentioned in any novel. This
is perhaps an indication that Dickens felt confident that his portrayal of the bird and
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Barnaby was central to the novel and something new to literature. It is instructive that
Dickens almost forgot to mention the loyal dog Diogenes at the end of Dombey and
Son, and entrusted Forster with the job of fitting him in (Letters, Vol. 5). 44 Diogenes,
although amusing, is far more a typical dog in his moral characteristics than Grip is a
typical bird character, if, indeed, there is such a phenomenon.

On a more biographical level, Dickens's own suicidal ravens achieved the long life
that their dangerous curiosity denied them, in their reincarnation as Grip. In true
Victorian fashion, one of Dickens's ravens who acted as an inspiration for Grip was
stuffed and mounted in a glass case, and sold for £ 126 in 1970, thus enacting the fate
which Barnaby and his mother refused for Grip. (Letters, Vol. 2, note to 230).

The raven is used again by Dickens, this time as an actual narrator, in a series of
articles published in Household Words in 1850, entitled "From the Raven in the
Happy Family." Dickens uses this preternaturally intelligent bird to comment on
humanity's failings and foibles, and this bird is shown as cynical and knowing in a
way that Grip appears to some characters, such as Varden, in Barnaby Rudge, and to
some critics of that novel as we have seen. The raven discusses his own description in
the works of Buffon, and finds that many of the attributes credited to him are equally
characteristic of humanity. His appetite, from which we derive the word ravenous, is
often found in human beings but most frequently projected on to objects other than
food. After examining his own description and that of the parrot and the horse, the
raven decides to write a natural history of man. The appalling expense and ostentation
of Victorian funerals are the subject of his next piece, and vanity masquerading as
charity is the major fault of humanity which he examines in the third essay.

The raven's cynicism and unsavoury habits (' Bah! You follow each other like wild
geese, but you are not so good to eat! ' he says in the article published August 24 1850,

44

I return to this letter in my discussion of Diogenes in Chapter 3 below. Davis mentions this incident
at 139-140, and her chapter on Dombey and Son is called "Don't Forget Diogenes."
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at 505) are matched by those of the cheating or thoughtless people he describes. For
example, the funeral industry preys on the relatives of the dead just as surely as the
raven consumes carrion. In this way, the 'happy family' of the title becomes not just
the family within which he resides (possibly Dickens's own, which adds another layer
of irony given the breakdown of his marriage) but the human family, of which the
raven is a disgusted observer. This raven is, presumably, a rather harsher version of
Grip, whose innermost thoughts are not a part of that character's portrayal in Barnaby
Rudge. The intelligence of the raven and his ability to reflect on his surroundings are
used by Dickens to comic effect, however, the abuses exposed in this trio of essays are
real enough. Rather than a boring lecture on the high cost of funerals, and the conceit
of man, the use of a bird as narrator adds an intriguing level of interest to the essays.

Boehrer also describes the relationship between man and parrot in Dickens's beloved
Robinson Crusoe, where Crusoe accident -

the ultimate colonising European, albeit by

transforms Poll, a parrot, into a subordinate, 'a "person" who mirrors and

confirms [Crusoe's] self-announced sovereignty' (Boehrer 177) by teaching him to
speak. Poll's acquisition of language renders him a subordinate, and one is reminded
of Caliban's similar subordination through the acquisition of language in The
Tempest. Certainly, this is different from Grip and Barnaby, as Barnaby has not
gained mastery over the bird, but neither is there is a simple reversal whereby Barnaby
is rendered subordinate to his bird.

The ambiguous relationship of Barnaby and Grip is interesting because Dickens is
shaking the Chain of Being, not simply reversing it. Grip does not control Barnaby,
but neither does Barnaby draw such a strict distinction between the bird's utterances
and those of the people around him as a sensible person should. But in a world of
parroted slogans and violence, Grip's playful assumption of roles is not totally without
sense, whereas Barnaby's love of display and bravado exposes him to extreme danger.

To conclude this section, I would like to move on to a brief consideration of parrots.
It should be noted that parrots do not generally speak in Dickens's world. Mrs
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Nic~eflby recalls 'a parrot, and he didn't sing exactly, for he talked and swore
dreadfully' (616-617) but this is presented to us through the medium of her own
1:\

parrot-like babble. In Nicholas Nic~ljby there is also a reference to 'the famous
parrot. .. [who] thought a great deal but was unable to utter a word' (689). Sam Weller
tells a joke about a captured parrot who sees having to speak English as adding 'insult
to injury.' (Pickwick Papers 582). However, generally, foreign birds such as parrots
are kept strictly for display by Dickens's characters, if we except the canary from this
definition.

From the 'paroquet' in Sketches by Boz, in his 'large brass-wire cage,' to Carker's
parrot in Dombey, and that of Mrs Merdle in Little Dorrit, who shrieks satirically
during her fashionable conversation but does not speak, it seems that Dickens most
often uses the psittacine pet as a symbol of conspicuous consumption.
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There is

certainly no revelation of the parrot as a messenger of heaven, as in Flaubert's Un

Coeur Simple, nor, with one partial exception discussed below, is the bird seen as a
subject of wonder.
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It seems that familiarity with the parrot as an object of display

has certainly resulted in contempt. The word 'parrot' is frequently used as a term of
insult in the novels, usually employed by unsavoury characters. Quilp describes Brass
as 'such a parrot as you' (140, and again at 569) and the hideous Smallweed berates
his wife as a poll parrot, in a long list of insults (347 and 520).
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The narrator also

describes her as 'a horrible old parrot without any plumage who screeches 'Ten tenpound notes!' (343)4 8 This sentence now sounds like a morbid precursor to Treasure
Island, but the weird utterance is hardly an exception to the strangely inarticulate
world of Dickens's parrots, as it is a human who resembles a parrot is being described.
Ralph Nickl8~by describes Newman Noggs as 'a croaking parrot', and here the
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The reference to the paroquet is in "London Recreations", Sketches by Boz, 115-121 at 11 7.
An extract of a translation by D.J. and Madeleine Enright of this 1877 work is given in an anthology
of writings about animals. It ends 'And as she breathed her last, she thought she was seeing, in the halfopen heavens, an immense parrot hovering over her head.' Fleur Adcock and Jacqueline Simms eds.,
The Oxford Book of Creatures (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995) 163. Out of the context of the
work this may seem merely humorous, but it is in fact, immensely touching.
47
Rogue Riderhood uses the same term of abuse in addressing his daughter (Our Mutual Friend 419).
48
Scrooge recalls Robinson Crusoe's parrot speaking in A Christmas Carol, as he journeys back to his
childhood, but it is clear that the speech is a memory of a written work (72).
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criticism falls back on the speaker, who is incapable of seeing Noggs's actions in their
true light (65 8).

Often the word parrot is used to describe useless or meaningless talk, as, for example,
at the beginning of Our Mutual Friend when Eugene Wrayburn speaks of 'the parrot
gabble' spoken in praise of energy (62). The 'parrot-like accomplishment' of knowing
Shakespeare by heart is also subject to ridicule in the story "Mrs Joseph Porter"
(Sketches by Boz 482-494, at 487). It is fair to conclude that parrots are far from
symbols of intelligence, playful delight, or simple beauty in Dickens's menagerie.
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Common English birds, such as linnets or the raven Grip, come closer to fulfilling at
least some of these roles. One partial exception is the brief mention of parrots by the
long-lost Edward in The Cricket on the Hearth, who speaks 'of various marvels
concerning parrots, and mines, and Mexicans ... ' (118). Here parrots are part of a
world of exotic wonder, but they are mythical birds, remaining exotic rather than
actually seen in the humble world of the story. Once again, the parrots are not heard
to speak themselves. That they may have been heard to speak by Edward this is far from clear -

although

is part of his role as a minor Robinson Crusoe, returning

miraculously to his family.

Jenny Wren
There are other instances apart from that of Grip where bird-like characters have been
misinterpreted -

or perhaps overinterpreted -

by commentators in order to

emphasise a particular element. In examining the 'comic-gothic' element in Dickens 's
works, Julian Wolfreys argues that Jenny is 'the most uncanny of gothic characters in
Our Mutual Friend ... .Jenny ... invests her dolls with imaginative animation that
manages to make the flesh creep with the ease of a seasoned music-hall performer. ' In
emphasising the gothic elements in Jenny Wren's character, rather as those of Grip
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In "Shy Neighbourhoods" Selected Journalism, 204-212 at 205 , the narrator informs us that 'Foreign
birds often get into good society, but British birds are inseparable from low associates.' This comment
could be applied to Dickens ' s own use of birds in his novels.
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have been emphasised, Wolfreys ignores the bird-like, lighter aspects carefully
included by Dickens. After all, she is depicted as having changed her name from
Fanny Cleaver, a name which Wolfreys correctly says is 'suggestive enough of gothic
narratives and potential acts of dismembering.' (Wolfreys 48)

Jenny, it is perhaps suggested by Dickens, has adopted the bird-like name, to escape
the pain of a body which weighs her down, threatens to reduce her existence to that of
a piece of damaged meat:

'And the birds I hear! Oh!' cried the little creature, holding out her hand and
looking upward, 'how they sing!' ... .I dare say my birds sing better than other
birds, and my flowers smell better. For when I was a little child ... the children
that I used to see early in the morning were very different from any others ... They
were not like me; they were not chilled, anxious, ragged, or beaten; they were
never in pain. They were not like the children of the neighbours; they never made
me tremble all over, by setting up shrill noises, and they never mocked me .... All
in white dresses .... And I used to cry out, '0 my blessed children, it's poor me.
Have pity on me. Take me up and make me light!' (290)
In adopting the bird name, she has, in a sense, come as close as she can to the
creatures who she saw in these dreams or fantasies. She is perhaps seeking to escape,
not revelling in her weirdness. Interestingly, the OED gives the following definition
of jenny wren: ' a popular, and esp. nursery, name for the wren (also locally kitty
wren): sometimes regarded in nursery lore as the wife, bride, or sweetheart of Robin
Redbreast.' In renaming herself, the dolls' dressmaker has found a way of vicariously
tasting the joys of a childhood she never had, and, even more earnestly, of seeing
herself as a marriageable woman. She is dressing herself, by means of a name, in the
clothes she would like to wear herself; and which she currently only makes for dolls.

Although she makes jokes about the way she'll boss her Intended around 'no intentions were stronger in her breast', the narrator assures us at 284 -

indeed,
the second

part of the meaning of Jenny Wren is perhaps that she will find someone ,nfi who
will not define her by her infirmity. This is made explicit by the narrator's use of the
word breast, which implicitly recalls the robin redbreast. At the very end of the novel,
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Sloppy admires the colour of her hair, and offers to 'make you a handy set of nests to
lay the dolls in.' He does not seem to notice her lameness, and says 'I've heard tell
that you can sing most beautiful. .. ' (881 and 882).

In his compliments on her bird-like attributes, and his promises to make nests, the
possible Robin stands revealed. Dickens uses the images of nursery rhyme to show
that Jenny has perhaps found an Intended who she will not trot around, but with whom
she can fly. 50 The romance progresses further in these nursery rhyme terms than it
does in a narrative sense. Another point to be made about Jenny's adoption of the
name of a nursery rhyme bird is that it allows her some entry into a childhood world
which her inverted relationship with her father has denied her. She must work and
take care of him, while he is the child-like one. In an introduction to a book of
illustrations based on nursery rhymes, Marina W amer makes the point that:

Nursery rhymes are populated with fabulous talking creatures, with wooing frogs
and talking dogs, for children and animals have always liked one another, and ...
been confused by their elders, subjected alike to maltreatment on the one hand,
petting and spoiling on the other. (W amer 8)5 1
Jenny Wren's relationship with her father has shown none of this usual 'petting', and
her adoption of a nursery rhyme name, while marking a hidden desire for sexual love,
may also mark her desire for her lost childhood, accessed only through the nursery
rhyme world. Warner also speaks of the 'unexpected reversals' of the nursery rhyme
word, which may also be behind Dickens's re-naming of Fanny Cleaver, as a kind of
reversal of the topsy-turvy relationship of child and father.
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A more worrying aspect here, at least in regard to Sloppy (the hinted groom) is that Cock Robin,
often spoken of as Jenny Wren's husband, is dead in the rhyme of this name. (The piercing of his heart
by an arrow - shot by the sparrow in the rhyme - causes the red breast for which the bird is known.)
51
As Lucy Rollin points out, nursery rhymes may also reflect the child's aggression towards animals,
which reflect its frustration with the constraints of civilisation. This does not mean, of course, that
children do not 'like' animals, but that the relationship is somewhat more complicated than that. Lucy
Rollin, Cradle and All: A Cultural and Psychoanalytic Reading of Nursery Rhymes (Jackson:
University of Mississippi Press, 1992) 17-40.
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The previous representation of a dead Cock Robin, pierced through the heart in Mr
Venus' s shop is, in a sense, resurrected. Writing of the images of taxidermy in Our
Mutual Friend, one commentator states that "They hint ... that if not everything is as
alive as it seems, not everything is dead, rather as that corpse in the first chapter did,
as it "lunged itself' at Gaffer. .. ' (Cotsell 111) The morbid element of Our Mutual
Friend has a contrary impulse in Jenny's seeking to magically refashion herself.

In criticising a point of view that overemphasises gothic weirdness, one does not want
to deny that there are elements in the way Dickens shows Jenny that are unsettling,
even disconcerting. Her calling out 'come back and be dead' to the clouds, her
wishing that her father had been 'run over by rats and spiders and beetles', could be
pointed to here (335 and 292). And yet, given that her emotionally stunted childhood
must be partially laid at her father's door, and that the freedom of the clouds compares
favourably with the pain and ceaseless work of her existence, these words are not
merely examples of 'uncanny humour' (Wolfreys 52).

Wolfreys concludes that 'Jenny Wren articulates the possibility of movement which
leads nowhere in true gothic form ... ' (52). However, it seems to me that by renaming
herself, in her refusal to become bitter and twisted, even though she is often described
/

as surrounded by 'dogs' (here used in a negative sense), and in her care for her
undeserving father and for Lizzie, Jenny does move on. She is shown as having many
attractive moral characterisitics, and by the end of the novel, is finding another outcast
attracted to her re-made self. She has avoided the selfishness of the other nurseryrhyme/fairy-tale named character, Rogue Riderhood. That both are given names
which seem to come from the same lexus of fantasy allows for a legitimate
comparison between the two. These aspects of Dickens's vision - moral
development and responsibility - now somewhat (if not dead) unfashionable, are too
easily clouded in a search for gothic weirdness.
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Miss Flite
Miss Flite's aviary has been subject to a fair bit of investigation. It seems that where
animals exist as obvious metaphors, rather than as characters, there is a greater deal of
comfort in discussing them. (In my Introduction I suggested reasons for the
comparative lack of work on animals and animal characters). The collection is made
up of:

Hope, Joy, Youth, Peace, Rest, Life, Dust, Ashes, Waste, Want, Ruin, Despair,
Madness, Death, Cunning, Folly, Words, Wigs, Rags, Sheepskin, Plunder,
Precedent, Jargon, Gammon, and Spinach. (253)
The two birds called the Wards in Jamdyce are added later (875). As one would
expect, due to her poverty and the appropriateness of a peculiarly English system of
law being described through them, these are English native birds, 'larks, linnets, and
goldfinches'. One commentator makes the point that these are wild birds, and
therefore 'their captivity seems especially painful.' (Bicanic 518). Of course, very few
pet birds were bred in captivity at this time - the canary and pigeon, and farmyard
poultry being obvious exceptions. The supply of expensive exotic birds was made up
of captured birds exported to England in huge numbers, so the larks, linnets and
goldfinches are not the only caged wild birds who appear in Bleak House. Mrs
Merdle's parrot was probably a 'wild' bird as well, but Bicanic's point is still valid.

The significance of these birds has been interpreted in a variety of ways. One
commentator suggests that the list can be broken down into four main groupings,
relating to different categories or 'circles' in the work, which 'represent various
geographical or social groupings of the characters in the novel.' (Cox, 1980, 6) The
structure suggested by Cox is not intended to be rigid, as the novel shows 'that the
social groups merge and interact.' (6). However, the four categories he goes on to
outline are:

The Bleak House Circle: Hope, Joy, Youth, Peace, Rest, Life
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Chancery Court: Words, Wigs, Rags, Sheepskin, Plunder, Precedent, Jargon,
Gammon, and Spinach
The Dedlock Circle: Madness, Death, Cunning, Folly
Tom-all-Alone's: Dust, Ashes, Waste, Want, Ruin, Despair
There is something suggestive about seeing the names as relating to events, places and
characters in the novel, but -

as Cox points out -

caution must be exercised. In a

recent article, Joel J. Brattin writes of the names of the birds as forming 'a kind of
alphabet. .. out of which every story of Chancery can be spelled.' (Brattin 116)
However, the intrusion of the nonsense word 'spinach' in the list seems to me to
caution against making a prescriptive reading of the birds against places and people in
the novel. Rather, the excessive number of birds and the strangeness of their names
points to the general insanity of society, reflected in this one sad collection in the
comer of a poor woman's room. The vulnerability of the birds, and Miss Flite, is
emphasised by the presence of Lady Jane and Krook, who are examined in my chapter
on Cats.

The phrase 'gammon and spinach', which refers to nonsense, occurs in a well-known
nursery rhyme, which may have suggested the names to Dickens:

A frog he would a-wooing go,
Heigh ho! Says Rowley,
A frog he would a-wooing go,
With a rowley, powley, gammon and spinach,
Heigh ho! Says Anthony Rowley. (Opie 177-179)5 2
The editors of the Nursery Rhyme Dictionary note that the 'rowley powley refrain'
was 'not found before the nineteenth century.' An unidentified Notes and Queries
correspondent referred to by the Opies remembered seeing ' "rowley powley" given as
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The phrase is also used by Dickens in Our Mutual Friend, where Veneering salutes the Lammles, in a
scene emphasising the false relationships existing in the assembled representatives of Society (4 73).
Gammon is literally 'the ham or haunch of a swine. ' (OED) Interestingly, the Australian phrase pig 's
bum or pig' s arse has the same meaning as gammon used to mean nonsense, or deceptive nonsense, or,
to use the OED's definition, 'a derisive retort ' and obviously refers to exactly the same part of the pig.
(The OED refers only to pig's arse, of these two expressions, and has it as usually American or
Australian.)
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a name for a plump fowl, and of this, he justly remarked "both gammon and spinach
are posthumous connexions." ' (179). It is fascinating to speculate that this
connection somehow works its way into Miss Flite's aviaries, where, in a sense, the
birds are already cooked, like their mad owner, by the proceedings in Chancery. The
Dictionary editors also note that the version of the nursery rhyme they give in full was
popularised by Grimaldi, and it is tempting to suggest a connection between the clown
about whom Dickens wrote a book, the courting frog, and mad Miss Flite, doomed to
a lifetime in court. 53 The safer way to view these possible connections is simply as
connecting nonsense with the endless proceedings of Chancery in a new way. The
harmless nursery rhyme is presented by Dickens as lodged somewhere in Miss Flite's
mind, and her birds, caught in the dingy room, are a collection of signs that seem to
relate to the world of the law, and indeed to the rest of the novel, but the language of
these signs cannot be read in a sensible or logical way.

Perhaps the list is best compared with the type of utterance contributed by Grip in
Barnaby Rudge, which seems to be a commentary on surrounding places and events,
but falls short of making sense of anything. It is, as suggested of Grip's comments, a
kind of chorus, entering into the spirit of the times and adding to the madness of the
.suit which outlasts generations of suitors. The names are a symptom, which seem to
invite analysis, but which inevitably point out to a greater madness.

To conclude this chapter, it is noticeable how many references to birds occur in
Dickens's works, from the unseen producers of birdsong in the countryside to the
languishing jailbirds of Marseilles or London. Domesticity, femininity and harmony
are associated with some birds, whereas madness and cruelty are exemplified through
the association between human beings and birds of prey. Grip's role in Barnaby
Rudge contains elements of both these uses of birds, and some of the interest of that
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The Memoirs of Grimaldi was 'edited by Boz', however, the book is attributed to Dickens in at least
one modem edition, possibly just because of the greater attraction of Dickens's name, and possibly in
recognition of the amount of re-writing his 'editing' entailed. As the later edition which attributes
Dickens with authorship is more easily accessible, I have adopted this attribution, and the book is listed
under Dickens in my bibliography.
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character is created by the inclusion of elements of playfulness in the shape of a bird
of ill omen. Jenny Wren's birdlike name represents an attempt to refashion herself as
both a carefree child and a desirable bride, whereas Miss Flite's multiplication of birds
shows a genteel type of madness associated with wider sicknesses of the law and
society.
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Chapter 2: People as Dogs
On the one hand ... the dog is highly esteemed for his various abilities in hunting,
tracking, guarding, and providing companionship and trustworthy fidelity. On the
other hand, the dog is used as a low-status marker within the same cultural
context: to label a human a dog, to suggest that a human is the offspring of a
female dog, or to liken a human as being in any way similar to a dog is to insult
the human deeply ... The dog is treated as though it is useful and useless; the dog
is referred to as symbolically valuable and worthless; the dog is employed as a
4
standard of excellence and of baseness. (Serpell, 1995, 248)5
Whereas horses are probably the most commonly mentioned four-legged animal in
Dickens, many of these references are incidental, occurring because of horses' role in
transport. 55 The most commonly occurring animal as a fully described character in
Dickens's works is the dog, a fact that will probably cause little surprise, perhaps
because modem attitudes towards dogs are quite similar to those that developed in the
Victorian era and slightly earlier. In addition, the word 'dog' and synonyms are used
in a bewildering variety of ways in Dickens's works, and this deserves careful
consideration. Canine characteristics are also frequently ascribed to human characters,
and usually this attribution of canine features to people is negative. On the other hand,
dog characters themselves, are overwhelmingly portrayed in a positive light in
Dickens. Even ambiguous cases like Bullseye and Jip are shown to have many good
characteristics, or to redeem themselves through their final actions. In this chapter, the
emphasis is on the use of dog-terms in regard to human characters, whereas the next
chapter examines those characters who are dogs.

Images of dogs in English literature underwent massive changes in the time between
Chaucer and Dickens. In Chaucer, for example, dogs are shown in an almost
unrelentingly negative light. In her examination of Chaucer's Animal World, Beryl
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Serpell is quoting from an article by J.W. Jordan.
We will see, however, that Dickens does not always depict horses simply as elements in the transport
industry in Chapter 5.
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Rowland makes the point that 'it is only in recent times that not to love dogs has come
to be the mark of an ignoble nature.' (Rowland 154) Dogs in Chaucer's works are
seen as dirty, lustful, cringing, and a possible eater of 'corpses and children' (158).
Even their prowess in hunting is represented in a negative way, here coupled with
h

~

unbridled female lust, in the Prologue to thef.Wife of Bath's Tal5i.in The Canterbury
Tales:

And if she be foul, thou seist that she
Coveiteth every man that she may se,
For as a spaynel she wol on hym lepe,
Til that she fynde som man hire to chepe.
(Chaucer 109, lines 265-268; Rowland 157)
Shakespeare's view of dogs was not much more positive. Empson points out that the
dogs referred to in King Lear 'appear as snobs, cruel to the unfortunate, also either as
flatterers or as habitually flattered ... ' ( 165). Their propensity to spread rabies, or
hydrophobia, is stressed in the play. Empson goes on to examine the somewhat more
positive representation of dogs in Timon of Athens, but finds that the attitudes

X

expressed towards ftthem remain deeply ambiguous.

Marjorie Garber has examined Shakespeare's dogs and identifies some positive
elements in his use of the dog image. Indeed, she sees Shakespeare as using the
canine world as a model of human society in all its complexity. This author also notes
that Shakespeare often uses dog images to describe servile cringers. (Garber, 1998)

Clearly, this latter element is not the dominant view of dogs operating in the
nineteenth century. Empson traces the change in attitudes towards dogs expressed in the use of the words representing them -

as

in eighteenth-century writers.

Terms such as 'gay young dog' or 'sea-dog' were ways of expressing positive feelings
about men, tinged with notions of wildness. 'Dog, it is absurd but half-true to say,
became to the eighteenth-century sceptic what God had been to his ancestors, the last
security behind human values.' (Empson 168) Thomas also writes that it was during
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the eighteenth century that the English bull-dog became a national symbol. (Thomas
108)

This may seem extreme, but by the nineteenth century, there was a definite tendency
to see dogs as somehow exhibiting virtues that human beings all too often forgot in a
competitive, urban society. An example of this can be seen in the Annual Register for
1834, in which the exploits of noble-minded dogs are highlighted. (Indeed, they are
emphasised to such an extent that one wonders if this might be the volume that
inspired Dickens to make Silas Wegg mistakenly call the work the "Animal Register"
when he is addressing Mr Boffin in Our Mutual Friend, many years later.)5 6

There are two stories, in March and August 1834, about Newfoundland dogs rescuing
children. In the first, "Preservation of the Lives of Two Children by a Newfoundland
Dog", the inappropriately named Nero, belonging to Mr Ryan, a comedian at Astley' s,
saves two boys from drowning in the Grosvenor Canal. 'Mr Homcroft, the father of
the children, gave a dinner, at which Nero appeared as the principal guest, and evinced
the greatest docility in his playful gambols with the children that he had saved from a
watery grave.' (Anonymous 31) In August, Caesar's similar exploits appear under the
heading "Sagacity of a Dog" - one is reminded of Ponto, the sagacious dog in
Pickwick, although he is interested in self-preservation -

and he is described

emerging from the water with 'a little boy attired in petticoats suspended from his
huge mouth.' (Anonymous 109) 57

Apart from the fact that both dogs have been given Roman names -

one the name of

a renowned murderer - the placement of these stories tells a lot about the way dogs
were coming to represent a reservoir of uncorrupted goodness. The second story is
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See Our Mutual Friend 541 and 542.
Ponto is discussed, briefly, in the next chapter.
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wedged between accounts of two horrific murders, one of a son by his father, and the
other of a wife by her husband.
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A reading of this section of the Annual Register would indicate that dogs are more
humane than people. In her book Dog Love, Marjorie Garber points out that the word
'humane', now usually applied to our attitudes towards animals, and included in the
titles of organisations protecting animals, was originally used by a society dedicated to
the prevention of people drowning, and to the care of victims' relatives, set up in
1774. (Garber, 1996, 42)

An article by Dickens first published in Household Words of 11 June 1853 entitled
"The Noble Savage" represents a concerted attack on those who admired
representatives of 'primitive' peoples touring England, and, indeed, a vicious attack on
these peoples themselves. Fascinatingly for the purposes of this examination of
animals in the works of Dickens, one of the characteristics which he sees as showing
that 'savages' are a lower level of humanity is that they do not breed good dogs:

For evidence of the quality of his moral nature, pass himself for a moment and
refer to his "faithful dog." Has he ever improved a dog, or attached a dog, since
his nobility first ran wild in woods, and was brought down (at a very long shot) by
POPE? Or does the animal that is the friend of man always degenerate in his low
society? (Selected Journalism, 560-565 at 561)
The reference to Pope is to his poem Essay on Man, where he writes of the native
thinking of his faithful dog accompanying him to heaven, reflecting once again, in the
sympathetic tone adopted toward such a thought, the changed attitudes to dogs which
developed in England in the eighteenth century. In Dickens's rather strange passage,
the humanity of the 'savage' is called into question by the way dogs allegedly
degenerate in association with him. The rhetorical question at the end of the quoted
passage makes clear what the author's own view is, and this example trumps the
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It does not take much of a leap in imagination to recognise the animal stories which often appear in
today ' s news bulletins and newspapers in these stories, which also function as a relief from the
grimness of the surrounding items.
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earlier one given in the same paragraph that the savage 'is the sulky tyrant that he is to
his women.'

To paraphrase Empson, dogs, not god, have become indicators of humanity. Only
men who, like the English, value selective breeding of champion dogs deserve the
sobriquet man at all. Humanity's achievements go on four legs, and the
Newfoundland, a triumph of selective breeding, shows that colonial powers can recall,
and even unconsciously justify, conquests in the name given to a large, web-footed
dog. Incidentally, and ironically in the context of Dickens's remarks, this dog was
obviously named after the colony in Canada, and sometimes occasional reference was
and is made to the possible involvement of native peoples in its provenance, but this
seems highly unlikely. It seems that the breed- sometimes known more fully as the
Labrador Newfoundland - was 'probably taken to Labrador by Basque fishermen but
also reputedly by Norwegians in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries ... The
Newfoundland was brought back to Europe at the beginning of the nineteenth century
and was first shown in Britain in Birmingham in 1860.' (Dennis-Bryan 59)
Obviously, the word 'shown' refers to an official dog-show, as the Newfoundland was
known in England for a long time before 1860, as the extracts from the Annual
Register make clear.

Kenyon-Jones points out that the dog originated "from a part of North America that
was still loyal to "king and country" [and therefore] they could be adopted as
particularly British and patriotic' (Kenyon-Jones 49)~Dickens, writing in 1860,
comments on a performing dog shown acting in a play saving a British officer from a
'recreant Indian' that he 'is a dog of the Newfoundland breed, for whose honesty I
would be bail to any amount. .. ' ("Shy Neighbourhoods", Selected Journalism, 204212 at 207). This shows the favourable light in which such dogs were regarded. (The
brief description of the play also shows that Dickens's views on 'savages' were close
to those in popular Victorian entertainment.)
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Ritvo points to writers who asserted that 'the extent of canine servitude was an index
of the advance of civilisation,' so Dickens was not the only author who placed the
treatment, breeding and training of dogs high on the list of what it means to be fully
human, as opposed to merely existing in a state of barbarism. (Ritvo, 1987, 20)5 9
Darwin made quite a different point from Dickens when he stated that 'there is hardly
a tribe so barbarous, as not to have domesticated at least the dog,' but it is interesting
that the dog once again appears as an indicator of human development. (Darwin 37)

Landseer' s mixed mezzotint engraving of "A Distinguished Member of the Humane
Society", 1839, depicts a Newfoundland dog on a pier, seemingly on the look-out for
potential drowning victims on which to exercise his benevolence. (Dyson 26) His
earlier work "Off To the Rescue", painted in 1829, also depicts a Newfoundland.
Decades before Darwin's writings put the question of humanity's closeness to the
animals in a new way, certain types of dog, at least, were seen as humane, almost
human. Landseer' s linking of humane rescue with the Newfoundland seems to have a
reflection of sorts in The Pickwick Papers. There is a humorous reference to the
Humane Society, as a hostler removes a postboy' s hat that had collected so much
water that it 'must inevitably have drowned him.' (810). On the next page, Bob
Sawyer shakes himself' like a Newfoundland dog just emerged from the water.' This
seemingly almost unconscious association between rescue from drowning and the
Newfoundland seems, from these examples, to have been quite strong by the 1830s,
when Dickens began his writing career.

Of course, the Newfoundland dog had had something of an elevated publicist in Lord
Byron, whose inscription to Boatswain on a tomb caused a scandal in the early years
of the nineteenth century. (Kenyon-Jones 11) I note in passing that Dickens himself
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An example occurs in "The Phalansterian Menagerie" Household Words 8.182 (1853): 64-69 at 6465 , where the author, identified by Anne Lohrli as Edmund Saul Dixon, states that 'The dog is the
noblest conquest that man has ever made; for he is the first element in the progress of humanity.
Without the dog, man would have been compelled to vegetate eternally on the border-land of
Savagery.' This article is one of a series by Dixon reviewing a book called L 'Esprit des Betes by an
author referred to as 'M. [Monsieur] Toussenel' (Alphonse Toussenel). Some of these reviews will be
mentioned below.
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kept Newfoundland dogs, which were clearly fashionable, and, being large, symbols
of the owners' relative wealth, as well as seemingly being repositories of virtue, and
symbols of civilisation. (Mamie Dickens 83)6° A middle class writer, amongst others,
could partake of something of Lord Byron's mystique, if not his social class, through
the ownership of the same kind of dog. This is a clear example of an tendency noted
by Ritvo and already mentioned in my Introduction that 'the maintenance of idle
animals was a custom borrowed from the upper echelons of society and constituted a
metonymic attempt at assimilation.' (Ritvo, 1987, 287)

There were very different attitudes in middle class English society to pedigreed dogs
and mongrels. (Ritvo, 1987, 90) The latter were perceived by the middle class as a
threat to health, even a menace. Mongrels, whose existence could not be regarded as
primarily due to human intervention, carried some of the anathema reflected in earlier
attitudes to dogs into the nineteenth century, although, as we shall see in the next
chapter, Dickens portrayed some mongrel dogs in a positive light.

This background makes the fact that Dickens ( and, it should be acknowledged, many
other writers) use dog-like characteristics in a negative way when describing people
all the more intriguing. The rest of this chapter will examine this seeming
contradiction as we look at the way canine characteristics are used in relation to
human characters.

Bill Sikes
Bill Sikes is the first major dog-associated villain in Dickens's oeuvre, and in many
ways Quilp in The Old Curiosity Shop repeats behaviours introduced by the robber in
Oliver Twist. Ralph NicM"'~y, in the intervening novel Nicholas Nic~y, is also
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The author 's Introduction to Barnaby Rudge records his Newfoundland being bamboozled by a
raven, and Mamie Dickens informs us that one of the Newfoundlands was named 'Mr Bumble ' after
that character in Oliver Twist, because of his 'pompous manner' . Mamie Dickens My Father As I
Recall Him (London: The Roxburghe Press, 1896) 83.
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described in dog-like terms, showing that dog characteristics could be applied to all
classes. All these characters frequently describe others in dog-like words, sometimes
accurately, sometimes quite inappropriately, and the repetition reflects back on the
speaker. Sikes is depicted as lowering himself to the level of a dog -

a kind of

mythological dog of brutality and viciousness, such as the ones in older literature
touched on above -

and having few of the redeeming characteristics of his actual dog

Bullseye, who will be examined in detail in the next chapter. Of necessity, some
examination of the dog will occur here, as the two are so closely linked in Oliver
Twist.

One of Sikes's first actions in Oliver Twist is to kick Bullseye, hard enough 9/at to
send him to the other end of the room (136). He 'growled' out words to the dog, which
tellingly, attribute the possibility of moral judgement to the dog(' ... wot are you
stopping outside for, as if you were ashamed of your master!'). The man is shown to
have lowered himself to growling at his dog. Both master and dog show signs of
having been engaged in recent fights, and Sikes even sprouts a 'beard of three days'
growth', emphasising his link with the 'shaggy dog.' Sikes has 'scowling eyes' and
Bullseye has 'ill-looking' ones, which blink frequently.

The next time the two are before the reader, at the beginning of Chapter 15, they are
engaged in a full-scale struggle. Dickens makes it clear that the man starts the battle,
and indeed, Bullseye has a 'large fresh cut' to his mouth, the licking of which is one of
the things that provokes Sikes to hit out at him. The narrator implies that this cut was
inflicted by Sikes in the remark that the dog was perhaps 'labouring ... under a
powerful sense of injury.' Sikes 'drop[s] to his knees' in an attempt to injure the dog,
going from two legs to four. 'The dog jumped from right to left, and from left to right
snapping, growling, and barking; the man thrust and swore, and struck and
blasphemed .... '

The dog has no choice in the noises he makes, whereas Sikes is shown as not only
literally lowering himself to the animal's level, but also in throwing away what, to
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most early Victorians, separated man from the animals. He is, by blaspheming,
throwing away his place as the creature specially made by God in his own image,
undermining the Great Chain of Being by daring to challenge God above him, while
battling as an equal with one of the brute creation. His tools, the poker to control fire,

A

and the clasp-knife,have ceased to be symbols of superiority over the dog, but are
symbols of his degradation, being used against an animal armed with teeth alone. The
dog retreats from the fight when he has the chance, whereas the man has initiated it.
In a dry run for the final scene, the dog, showing loyalty, follows the man who has
tried to kill him, whereas Sikes and Nancy go on to 'collar' Oliver.

The overturning of man's -

or at least Bill Sikes's -

special place in God's creation

is emphasised by his describing his dog as being 'as willing as a Christian' (159), a
point repeated by Charley at 181, who describes him as 'an out-and-out Christian'.
The narrator's partial agreement immediately after this remark is a criticism of
supposed Christians -

such as the magistrate Fang - who act in a vicious way, but

Sikes' s behaviour and words actually lower him beneath the dog, confusing a deeply
felt notion of the proper relationship of man and animal. As Davis puts it, 'If a fierce
dog is fearsome, a human beast like Sikes is truly formidable . By his murder of
Nancy, Sikes excludes himself from the human community and becomes worse than a
beast.' (Davis 54)

Fagin refers to his ability to have Sikes hung 'as if I had his bull ' s throat between my
fingers now' (240). This expression not only refers to Sikes' s strength, but, through
the use of the word bull, inevitably strengthens the association between him and his
dog, Bullseye, as if the separation between man and animal is becoming ever more
confused. Similarly, after Nancy's passionate outburst against her part in capturing
Oliver, Fagin 'smiled, as if it were a relief to have the disturbance over; but neither he,
not Sikes, nor the dog, nor the boys, seemed to consider it in any other light than a
common occurrence incidental to business' (167). Here there is no distinction
between the animal's view and that of the human beings, whether Christian or Jew.
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All are on the same level in their seeing Nancy's outburst as merely a disturbance. All
seem equally immune to morality.

Sikes often speaks of dog-like qualities in others. After failing to kill Bullseye he
comments on the absurdity of the law which would allow him to kill a dog 'how he
likes,' despite his 'pluck'. but protects men such as Fagin. (Fagin himself is
occasionally described in dog-like terms, as, for example 'when he disclosed ... a few
such fangs as should have been a dog's or rat's' [417] but these are not the major
images associated with him.) Sikes, when chased by dogs and men after the robbery
calls his companion Toby - tellingly the dog offsider in Punch and Judy -

a 'white-

livered hound' (254) and addresses his pursuers with the curse 'Wolves tear your
cursed throats', while grinding his teeth. He attributes dog-like characteristics to
others while simultaneously denying that they are properly canine, almost invoking a
proper dog or wolf as his guiding spirit.

The actual dogs chasing him, who are blessed with the typical names Pincher and
Neptune, are shown as somewhat effete. Like the men accompanying them, the dogs
'have no particular relish for the sport in which they were engaged ... ' (418). Their
tails are pinched by the cowardly men in order that they produce barking to keep away
the burglars (261 ), whereas Sikes produces growls and threatens violence with no
provocation. That the servants are dog-like as Sikes asserts is given some
confirmation in the doctor's description of the 'blundering dog of a half-bred butler. '
Once again, the dog-like characteristics of the men are asserted at the same time they
are partially denied; the butler is only a 'half-breed', not an out and out dog like Sikes.
Nancy reports Sikes as describing Oliver as a 'two-legged spaniel' (364) once again
attributing dog-like characteristics to another, while drawing a distinction between a
theoretical 'real' dog and the person he is describing. Sikes is as far from a spaniel as
a dog can be, and is insulting Oliver by this term as a fawning do-gooder. (Quilp, as
we will see, describes the equally morally proper Kit in the same way.)
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Bill, like Bullseye, is a wolf-like dog who growls most of the time, (e.g. 166, 400) and
who, unlike Bullseye, eventually follows through on his threats to 'tear' (399) or
'split' Nancy to pieces, threats he says he will accomplish either personally or through
the agency of Bullseye. The distinction between him and the dog is far from clear,
something that eventually leads to his death as his actual dog leads the crowd back to
his master. His 'dogged roughness of behaviour' (3 56) is quite different from that of
the reluctant dogs pursuing him in the scene examined above. Fagin is close to the
view of the narrator when he describes Sikes as a 'brute-beast', but Nancy cannot
agree that Sikes is for her 'the mere hound of a day' (401 ). Indeed, in her loyalty she
is dog-like, following Sikes to her destruction more meekly than Bullseye, who avoids
several attempts on his life before taking it himself.

Sikes praises Noah for the way Charlotte is 'kept tolerably well under. . .in the tone of
a keeper who has tamed some wild animal' (384), and 'growls' that 'he thought he had
tamed her [Nancy]' after her last outburst (400). And, in a way he has, for she is a lot
easier to kill than Bullseye, although Dickens clearly shows her death as connected
with her residual moral goodness in trying to save Oliver. Sikes calls Fagin 'a
thundering old cur' as his own temper gives way (418). Once again, he is attributing a
wildness to others that actually resides in him. The more he is shown as attributing
dog-like characteristics to others, the more the dog image becomes attached to him.

Quilp
Quilp is described in an amazing variety of animal terms, almost as if he is in a
constant state of metamorphosis, his evil challenging a solid shape. He is a Regent's
Park visit combined with a visit to the freak's section of the circus or fair all in one.
Paul Schlicke summarizes this characteristic well in his book on Dickens and popular
entertainment:

Quilp is associated with a veritable menagerie of exotic animals: in the course of
the story he is called 'shrimp', 'rat', 'hawk', 'monkey', 'lion', 'snake', ferret,'
'salamander' mole' 'fly' 'weazle' 'lynx' 'hedgehog' 'bull' and 'toad'· he
'
'
'
'
'
'
'
'
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himself adds to this list by abusing others variously as 'crocodile' , 'minx' ,
'parrot', 'worm', 'jade,' 'rhinoceros', 'tortoise', 'rat', 'bird', 'pigeon' , 'monkey',
and, most frequently, 'dog'. Dogs are the animal with which he is most
systematically linked, usually of the ferocious rather than dancing variety, but his
gleeful taunting of the chained dog in Chapter 21 is a scene straight from Mr
Punch's fight with Toby. (Schlicke, 1985, 125)6 1
My first qualification of this description is that not all the animals listed are exotic.
Some, such as the hedgehog and toad are undeniably British, and carry a heavy weight
of association with witchcraft and sorcery. Also, Schlicke has left out 'duck' , which
Quilp uses as a term of affection to Nell at 140, and, more ambiguously, 'pet' which
he uses to Dick Swiveller (466). Coming from Quilp, these terms of affection are
decidedly sinister. He also describes himself a 'merry as a grig', (465) which the
editor of the Penguin Old Curiosity Shop describes as a '[p ]roverbial creature of small
size, usually taken to be a cricket (chirping by the hearth), but also a small eel' (708).
This proverb therefore combines two animals usually used by Dickens in totally
different contexts, the cricket symbolizing domestic concord, the eel slimy hypocrisy
or stealth, as with Heep or Fagin. Together, they recall Quilp's writhing in front of the
dog (221), but projected onto the domestic hearth: an appalling image succinctly
conveyed. Quilp also looks at his wife like 'a dismounted nightmare' (462) after his
reappearance, and this animal image emphasises his weirdness, and possibly his sexual
energy.

That it is the dog, of all familiar animals, that Dickens makes Quilp circle back to,
tends to add a certain realistic quality to him, grounding his near mythological
transformations in the most familiar animal of all. Quilp constantly has a ' dog-like
smile' on his face (83 and 85) and he shakes himself in 'a doglike manner' (85). 62 He
threatens to 'bite' his wife and 'nip(s)' her arm while urging her to act dishonestly and
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The word ' minx ' is an obsolete term for a pet dog, and also an obsolete spelling of mink (OED). In
the first of these obsolete meanings we find another dog term used by Quilp. The usual meaning of
minx is 'a pert girl or hussy' or 'a lewd or wanton woman '. A jade is ' a contemptuous name for a
horse; a horse of inferior breed.'
62
The different spellings of ' dog-like ' (83) and 'doglike' (85) are given in the Penguin edition of The
Old Curiosity Shop.
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worm her way into Nell's secrets (96). He has 'the aspect of a panting dog ' (65). He
'bites the air' in his eagerness to attack his wife (154). He calls the boy at the wharf a
'dog' numerous times, something to be examined further below. All these instances
occur before Nell meets up with the performing dogs and their masters on the road.
The word 'dog' is so associated with Quilp by this early stage of the novel that his
presence is recalled even when the harmless performing dogs are described in the inn
in Chapter 18, during Nell's journey.

As mentioned, Quilp actually rolls around in front of a dog's kennel, just beyond the
end of its chain, taking Bill Sikes' s fights with Bullseye one step further, revelling in
being on the same level as the dog, but free. Instead of exercising spiritual or moral
choice to rise above the animal, he chooses to adopt the dog's position on the ground.
As with Sikes, this reverses the Victorian view of the proper place of man and beast.
Indeed, Quilp seems to go beyond the merely dog-like in this scene at the end of
Chapter 21, 'achiev[ing] a kind of demon-dance round the kennel. .. ' The over-used
word 'grotesque' can be accurately applied to Quilp, whose evil hints at limits being
broken, unlike the chain which holds the dog. It is not just Mrs Quilp and her mother
who wonder whether 'he were really a human creature' (86). Quilp ' s evil is shown to
have a tangible effect on the way events in the novel are made to unfold by Dickens.
There is no supernatural element in the novel - Little Nell with the angels excepted
-

but of all Dickens characters he is arguably the nearest to a purely unnatural being

whose humanity is questioned. 63

Quilp has a kind of obsession with dogs. Apart from taunting actual dogs, he often
calls others by that name as an insult. He calls Kit a 'prowling prying hound . .. a
crouching cur. .. and a barking yelping dog ... ' (478). These terms recall some of
Shakespeare's images of spaniels. For example, Helena says 'I am your spaniel. The
more you beat me, I will fawn on you' in A Midsummer's Night's Dream. (Garber,
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Rogue Riderhood is also presented in terms that question his humanity in Our Mutual Friend, and thi s
aspect of his characterisation is discussed in my last chapter.
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1996, 81) However, the passage from The Old Curiosity Shop also has an implication
that Kit is dishonest and hypocritical, in Quilp's view. The narrative shows that there
is no reason for Quilp' s distrust of Kit and that these negative dog-like characteristics
are only in Quilp's mind, reflecting some of his own behaviour, as when he urges his
wife to act as a spy (96). Dick Swiveller describes Quilp as an 'artful dog' (239), and
he is right. Quilp is not always out of control as a mad dog would be.

More appropriately, perhaps, he calls the boy at the wharf a dog on at least eight
occasions, rather as if he enjoys pronouncing the word. However, the relationship
'nourished upon blows and threats on one side, and retorts and defiances on the other'
(88) is not simply like one between master and dog, as Quilp is himself frequently
shown as dog-like, and the boy is not shown acting with devotion or as cringing.

Quilp's frequent use of the word 'dog' may be seen as an attempt to deny any quality
in others apart from cunning and the satisfaction of appetite. Empson writes
intriguingly of the actual mechanics of pronouncing the word 'dog': 'The "do" sound
is all in the front [of the mouth] connected with an external object; it moves the tongue
out and down with an effect of giving ... or of ejecting something from the front of the
mouth. Then (with a sudden movement of affection, or a discovery of the truth, or a
final anathema) the word reaches across to something deep, personal to you, and
despised.' (Empson 164). It almost seems that Quilp's frequent repetition of the word
is an attempt to reduce speech itself to mere barking or exclamations has reduced music to howling -

an attempt which is doomed, as speech necessarily

conveys meaning. However, as Quilp drowns -

rather as he

to 'the distant barking of dogs' (619)

he is desperately trying to communicate with the people on the riverbank. Finally

all he can produce is a cry; lost among the barking dogs. He seems to want to reduce
words to noise throughout the novel, and he achieves this at the very end, ironically as
he tries to establish a very necessary communication.

In "On Duty with Inspector Field", there is a villainous 'lodging house keeper and
receiver of stolen goods' who Dickens names Bark. Bark's language is mostly made
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up of swear words, or as Dickens says, 'Bark's parts of speech are of an awful sort,
principally adjectives,' and he 'flies out of bed' at the intruders to his 'hutch'.
(Selected Journalism, 306-317, at 315 and 316,) In his lack of normal language, Bark
has also reduced himself to the dog like state of Quilp, as indicated by the name
Dickens gives him. This four-lettered name sounds like the obscene exclamations that
Dickens cannot write, or have printed. Obscenity can only be represented by the
technical names of the parts of speech. Bark's actual speech is thus occluded, and
only in his dog-like name do we hear an echo of his obscenities.

RalphNicll/lfiy
Ralph Nic~y differs from Quilp and Sikes in that he is a respectable middle class
businessman rather than a member of the underworld or a grotesque, vicious dwarf.
However, there is a firm association between Ralph Nic~\y and dogs established by
Dickens, which in some ways replicates that drawn between the two low-life
characters already examined and the animal usually known as 'man's best friend.'

When Ralph visits his brother's widow and family he is described as 'growl[ing]' as
he first makes Nicholas' s acquaintance (81 ). Like Quilp, he often mentions dogs as an
insult, particularly in regard to his nephew. His offensive insensitivity to his relative's
loss is expressed in canine terms, as he attempts to insult Nicholas. 'Husbands die
every day, ma'am .... and puppies and pug-dogs likewise ... ', he states (81). This use
of a dog insult puts the emphasis on Nicholas's perceived immaturity, and perhaps,
femininity. Ralph disapproves of softer emotions, and the use of the word 'pug-dog'
in regard to Nicholas is a comment on his sharing in the feminine scene of grief. Pugdogs are quintessential lap-dogs, often- although not always -

associated with

ladies. They have been deliberately bred to maintain puppy-like characteristics
throughout their lives, a trait known as 'neoteny'. The characteristics of 'miniature
size ... grossly foreshortened jaws and noses, relatively large and protuberant eyes and
high foreheads' render these types of dogs as non-wolflike as it is possible for a
descendant of the wolf to be. (Serpell, 1986, 82) These are the types of dogs Miss La
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Creevy portrays in her portraits of ladies who play with 'little parasols, or little dogs,
or little children.' ( 180). Ralph has picked the type of dog a young man would least
like to be associated with, and also, Dickens skilfully draws a distinction between
uncle and nephew. Ralph himself is frequently described as a wolf, perceived as the
dog's nastier relative, vicious and wild, and, in folklore at least, a devourer of innocent
children. (Stone 22)

Apart from his frequent growling, Ralph is associated with frequent dog- and wolf-like
images. The ugly house he has Kate and her mother move to has an 'empty dogkennel' and 'some bones of animals,' almost as if the dog itself has been eaten by
something bigger and more vicious (197). (A similar set of images occurs much later
in David Copperfield, where the empty-dog kennel is filled after the parasitic
Murdstones move into the Rookery.) He eyes his dinner guests -

including Kate-

'like a wolf (311). He is described as 'dogged' in his pursuit of his passions 'avarice,
the first and predominant appetite of his nature, and hatred, the second' (656). The
language here recalls the insatiable wolves of fairy tales and folklore, which Stone
argues affected Dickens profoundly throughout his life, and which Dickens refers to
explicitly in the virtuoso essay "A Christmas Tree" of 1850. 64 The wolf is condemned
there as representing 'cruelty and treachery,' crimes which the child Dickens
reportedly punished by taking the Wolf out of the Noah's Ark and putting him 'late in
the procession on the table, as a monster who was to be degraded' (7).

A Mr Wolf in Martin Chuzzlewit should be mentioned here. He is a literary man
described by his companion as a 'sharp biter' at 523. Dickens portrays him as selfobsessed and lustful, as Wolf writes pieces of a 'warm complexion' (524). He is
depicted as having no appreciation of the worth of literature. He is a part of a plot to
ensnare Jonas and is another illustration of the wolf image being used for a
treacherous character, although here Mr Wolf- as the folkloric name makes clear -
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"A Christmas Tree" first appeared in the Christmas number of Household Words in 1850. It is
included in Selected Journalism, 3-16.
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is more a 'type' than a fully individual creation. In Our Mutual Friend Jenny Wren
wrongly accuses Riah of being such a character in similarly folkloric terms, before his
true nature is reestablished in her mind. 'You are not the godmother at all! You are
the Wolf!' (640). 'Folkloric' or fairy-tale elements abound in this novel, and the name
of Rogue Riderhood recalls the wolf who ate Little Red Riding Hood. 65 Ralph's
portrayal is perhaps a continuation of Dickens's process of punishing the wolf, his
actions resulting in the death of his own son through the consequences of neglect, and
in his own suicide. As Ralph and Gride' s plan against Madeleine is defeated, 'Ralph
crouched for the moment like a beaten hound' (716) as the wolf is caught out and
punished.

Ralph wishes he could have Nicholas 'stabbed and rolled into the kennel [gutter] for
the dogs to tear' (578). He also refers to Nicholas as a 'hangdog outcast.' These
words come to have a particular force in retrospect, given that Ralph, to whom these
dog words seem to attach, eventually hangs himself, in Dickens's ultimate punishment
of the wolf. This is the conversation which Lord Frederick Verisopht reports as
sounding like "Croak, croak, croak. Bow, wow, wow." The bird of prey and dog
elements to Hawk and Ralph respectively are succinctly summarised in this amusing
report. Neither sounds like a human being, and Ralph, like Quilp, sounds like a dog
barking, perhaps particularly when he is anathematising others as dogs.

Going to the dogs
Apart from those characters such as Sikes, Quilp and Ralph Nic~fpy who either lower
themselves to the level of proverbially nasty dogs, or just seem to be dog-like in their
nature, there are several characters who are treated like dogs and who, through their
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I have examined some of these elements in my discussion of Jenny Wren in the last chapter. Cynthia
DeMarcus has dealt with some of these aspects of Our Mutual Friend. Cynthia DeMarcus, "Wolves
Within and Without: Dickens's Transformation of 'Little Red Riding Hood' in Our Mutual Friend,"
Dickens Quarterly 12.1 (1995): 11-17. It is inyiguing to note that Riderhood wears a red scarf which
Headstone copies, furthering the Red Ridingitood analogy, but in a twisted, if not perverted, way. In
some versions of the story of Red Riding Hood, the wolf only eats Red Ridinghood' s grandmother,
while in others he eats the little girl, but is chopped open by a friendly forester to allow her to escape.
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refusal to accept the degradation, rise above their position. These include Oliver Twist
and David Copperfield. On the other hand there are characters who are made dog or
wolf-like through societal neglect. These include Jo in Bleak House, various symbolic
waifs such as Ignorance in A Christmas Carol, and to a lesser extent Hugh in Barnaby
Rudge. We find these ignorant dog or wolf people in many of Dickens's works, right
down to Edwin Drood, where Deputy has perhaps evolved into something beyond the
merely dog-like. Magwitch in Great Expectations is also described in dog-like terms,
although the effect here is ambiguous, and the canine descriptions tell as much about
Pip's evolution into a better person as about Magwitch himself, as we shall see.

Oliver Twist is treated like a dog in the Sowerberry home, and is fed the scraps that
the dog, Trip, has neglected. The dog's meal is actually something of a luxury to him
after the work-house victuals, and his eyes 'glisten' at the mention of meat (74).
Dickens is not subtle in drawing attention to the way that poverty reduces the innocent
to a level where a house-dog eats better:

I wish some well-fed philosopher, whose meat and drink tum to gall within him;
whose blood is ice, whose heart is iron; could have seen Oliver Twist clutching at
the dainty viands that the dog had neglected. I wish he could have witnessed the
horrible avidity with which Oliver 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 the
Philosopher making the same sort of meal himself, with the same relish. (7 4)
Oliver's refusal to act like the pickpockets, and his refusal to co-operate with the dogman Sikes unless under severe duress, is emphasised by this earlier description of the
boy in dog-like terms. He eats like a dog, but refuses to join in Sikes's world
willingly. He is called 'an idle young dog' by callous coach-passengers who have
offered him money to run after their coach, because his exhaustion causes him to
disappoint them (99).

Fagin feeds his young charges sausages, in an image that recalls Oliver's earlier eager
encounter with Trip's dinner. Fagin's boys - one is almost tempted to say his pack are often described in dog-like ways. For example, the Dodger is described as his
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'particular pet' (102) and his charges generally as 'clever dogs' (107) and are
described, less complimentarily, as 'young hounds' (135). Like Sikes with Bullseye,
the other 'pet', Fagin is prepared to sacrifice the boys when it suits him.

Oliver's refusal of the dog-like status assigned to him by both the legitimate and
criminal elements of society is emphasised when he is hunted by the crowd who
themselves become associated with dogs. Their frenzied pursuit of the boy ' rous[ es]
up the dogs' and the crowd's passion 'for hunting something' becomes unstoppable
(116). Oliver, as we have seen, becomes associated with the bird-like charms of Rose,
and only comes back into Fagin's and Sikes's world when waylaid. He is a 'twolegged spaniel' in Monks's view (364), but the attribution of selfish motives rebounds
on Monks, in a way similar to that discussed above in regard to Quilp and Ralph
Nic~y.

There is a similar - if middle class -

attempt to lower David Copperfield to the level

of a dog. The hanging of a sign around David's neck after he bites Murdstone
represents vividly the boy's rapid descent in status from his mother's adored son to an
outsider in his childhood home. Fear of biting dogs was widespread in Victorian
society, as it was the means by which rabies or hydrophobia could spread from dog to
human. The depth of the insult to David can probably only be understood in the light
of the fear of rabies which marked the nineteenth century. It is not going too far to say
there was a kind of hysteria in England about rabies which, as Ritvo argues, far
outstripped the actual number of human cases of the disease. (Ritvo, 1987, 171-172)

Unmuzzled dogs could be legally beaten to death on the streets of London and other
cities by Act of Parliament of 1867, and fear of rabies was one of the major factors
behind the introduction of dog-licences as early as 1796. (Ritvo, 1987, 190-191) The
dogs of the poor who could not, and of those who would not, buy licences were the
targets of middle class fears of hydrophobia. However the hysteria probably also
relates to the fact that even nice clean pedigreed dogs, nursed in the bosom of the
family, could also potentially pass hydrophobia on to their owners. In her book on the
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French pet in the nineteenth century, Kete describes the similar fear of rabies which
gripped French society in a chapter called "La Rage and the Bourgeoisie". She quotes
from a Dr Fredet's account of a human victim's behaviour when infected with rabies,
some of which reminds one irresistibly of Quilp:

The wretched victim attacks his surroundings. Lunging at things, he crushes them,
breaks them into a thousand pieces. He beats his head against the wall, as if to
split it open. He bites himself. Seizing the flesh of his arms and his hands with
his teeth, he devours himself.... His voice turns hoarse and convulsive, sounding
like the barking of a dog, the howling of a wolf.... Is this an animal? Is this a
man? (Kete 99)
The simple sign 'Take care of him. He bites' (130) is thus almost an assertion of
madness, in the context of the nineteenth century fear of biting dogs. Rabies was
sometimes fatal, so perhaps Murdstone's sign is also a case of wishful thinking on that
usurper's behalf. The reader is, of course, left in no doubt that David is far from a
slavering mad dog, and, indeed, the arrival of the Murdstones themselves is marked by
a nasty canine image. David sees that 'the empty dog-kennel was filled up with a
great dog- deep-mouthed and black-haired like Him- and he was very angry at the
sight of me, and sprang out to get at me.' (93). Murdstone compares David to an
'obstinate horse or dog' to justify his beating the boy (95), and David himself says he
became 'sullen, dull and dogged' (105). The narrator David explains this
transformation as the result of the application of the Murdstone philosophy that 'all
children [are J little vipers', and there is no indication that another explanation is to be
preferred. David recalls that he was 'ordered like a dog, and I obeyed like a dog'
(173).

The continued love of David for his mother, for Peggotty and, importantly, because it
is largely against self-interest, for his little half-brother (the 'poor lamb', as he is
called at 186) are clear indications that Dickens does not intend the reader to agree
with Murdstone's view of the boy as a vicious dog. It could, of course be argued that
a wolf might hypocritically mourn the passing of a lamb, and that David's suppressed
rage towards his mother and the baby interloper is expressed through this seemingly
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benign expression. However, it is near impossible, or at least contrived, to detect this
kind of rage towards David's mother in David Copperfield. Stone argues suppressed
rage towards mothers is manifested in various ways in this novel, but, as he points out,
this 'anger is almost totally suppressed in David himself.' (Stone 111) It perhaps only
reveals itself at all if one is primed to find such indications of wolf-like rage, through
an overly anxious desire to read Dickens's biographical anger with his mother over the
blacking warehouse incident back into the novel.

Once again, it seems that the person who attributes negative dog-like characteristics to
another is himself associated with that attribute, although Murdstone's cruelty is of a
long-term, ('dogged') kind, rather than that of a slavering mad dog. As David
Copperfield progresses into adulthood, these darker dog images are replaced by those
of Jip, who will be examined in the next chapter. However, in passing, it is interesting
to note that Jip, the least sinister of dogs, is the means by which Miss Murdstone
discovers that David and Dora are romantically involved, and this temporarily causes
them difficulties. Dogs and dog metaphors continue to dog David, albeit in a
shrunken, more feminine form, as the narrator's power in the world increases.

Hugh in Barnaby Rudge is, like Sikes, virtually inseparable from dogs. However, he
is portrayed somewhat more sympathetically by Dickens his dog at the point of death -

not least in his caring for

and provides a kind of bridge between evil, sub-canine

figures like Sikes, and victim figures reduced to dog-like ignorance, such as Jo in
Bleak House. When Hugh is introduced, the rather annoyingly stupid John Willet
summarises his life story and concludes that Hugh 'can't read and write, and has never
had much to do with anything but animals, and has never lived in any way but like the
animals he has lived among, is an animal. And,' said Mr Willet, arriving at his logical
conclusion, 'is to be treated accordingly.' (140). The narrator' s 'arriving at his logical
conclusion' is obviously ironic, suggesting the faults in Willet senior's thinking.
Hugh is described in dog-like terms in the narrative, but there is a feeling of loss at his
demise that is certainly different from the effect of Sikes's hanging in Oliver Twist.
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Hugh's association with animals is not confined to dogs. He wears a horse-cloth, and
is frequently described as a centaur or satyr, as if he is actually metamorphosing into a
half-human, half-animal creature. 66 However, it is with dogs that he is most
frequently associated. Hugh recalls that at his mother's execution, only he and a dog
such as the one he owns in the present 'howled' out of the two thousand people who
attended the display (241). The crowd's size is explained by their morbid curiosity in
seeing a woman hanged. The dog is remembered by Hugh as at least having pity, and
he has rewarded it and its kind by feeling pity for dogs; 'I care no more for them
[men] than so many dogs .. .I'd sooner kill a man than a dog anyday. I've never been
sorry for a man's death, ... and I have for a dog's' (220).

In a way, Hugh has taken on an animal-like persona. He is usually 'merely dogged
and passively fierce' (217), emerging as a satyr- and a handsome one at that when pursuing Dolly. To this extent, John Willet is correct. Hugh has only lived as if
he were an animal, and does act like an animal. It is true that he is shown as 'ravenous
as a hungry wolf' (535), and is a leading element of the mob who 'howled like
wolves' (576) and acted 'like wild animals' (579) while rioting. He shows the
'dogged desperation of a savage' (685) while awaiting execution, 67 and 'finishes his
speech with the growl of a wild beast' (669). He and Dennis are described as
'wallowing, like some obscene animals, in their squalor and wickedness ... ' (4 78).

However, he also shows surprisingly positive elements to his character, which deny
that he 'is to be treated like a beast', or rather, that he would have been as wild as he is
if he had been treated differently. (He can be usefully contrasted with the
unredeemable Orlick, in Great Expectations, who occupies a similar position but has
no positive attributes.) Interestingly, the positive characteristics Dickens indicates in
Hugh are those associated with that most humanised of animals, the dog. It is rather
as if he has learned the few positive traits he has from the dogs he has associated with,

See 219, 234, 325, 671, etc.
This phrase is quite amusing in relation to Dickens 's contempt for the 'savage ' and his inability to
breed good dogs, as discussed above.
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and his treatment as a wild creature by society - not least being forced to witness his
mother's execution as a young boy -

has bred the wilder aspects of his nature. Like a

dog, he is loyal. While the rioters ruin the Maypole, 'he saved his old master's bones
a score of times' (497-498). The dog-like language here is unmistakable, and, like a
dog, Hugh seems to protect his master regardless of the fact that Willet has treated him
inconsiderately in the past. Hugh's more agreeable dog-like characteristics are
contrasted with Dennis's 'hound-like' countenance (685) as they await execution, the
latter believing he is the particular 'pet' of the authorities and of Destiny (630 and
664).

Hugh delights in releasing the prisoners, whereas Dennis wants to keep them locked
up for execution. More specifically, Hugh wishes to release Barnaby, and genuinely
regrets involving him in the riots (695). He also feels a real concern for his dog, a sure
indication of his humanity. Totally neglected by his unnatural father, these indications
of potential are left almost at the level of instinct. Hugh's sexuality, as he pursues
Dolly, has something dog-like in its openness, in as much as Dickens can portray this
within the constraints expected at the time. He resorts to mythological creatures such
as satyrs to express this aspect of Hugh's animal-like existence. Amusingly, there is a
letter of Dickens in which he recounts a pet dog humping the leg of a friend,
('Bully ... fell into indecent transports with the claw of the round table, and was madly
in love with Townshend's boots. All of which Townshend seems to have no idea of,
but merely says "Bul-ly!" when he is on his hind legs like the sign of a public house.'
Letters, Vol. 8, Letter to Wilkie Collins, 22 April 1856.) This could hardly be
included in a novel for general consumption, and Hugh's dog-like pursuit of Dolly is
clothed in classical references.

Dickens skilfully includes glimpses of a potential to be more than merely wolf-like, an
unfulfilled possibility of evolution into something higher, which makes the hangman's noose seem inappropriate for Hugh. At the same time, it is hard not to rejoice at
Dennis being hoist on his own petard, hangdog expression and all. Hugh indicates
that there is a loss involved where a human being is reduced to a merely animal level
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through neglect. The ambiguous nature of the dog representation sets Hugh apart from
fawning spaniels such as Gashford, who is described as 'wounding the hands he
licked, and biting those he fawned upon' (406) certainly be detected here -

the Shakespearean view of dogs can

and vicious 'pets' such as Dennis. Hugh stands in a long

line of such characters who have been reduced to a dog-like level, creatures at the
edge of civilisation but with the potential to degenerate into something worse.

Dickens himself examines the phrase 'gone to the dogs' in a humorous piece of 1855
which bears that title. ("Gone to the Dogs", Household Words 11.259, March 10 1855:
121-124). The customary phrase or cliche is taken literally, as various cases of
persons, ideas and places who have succumbed to 'canine possession' are described
( 121 ). Here, the actions of people in choosing paths that result in their downfall are
highlighted by the presence of what might be anachronistically called Baskervillian
hounds, waiting to pounce on the unsuspecting. Through this device, the projection of
evil onto the mythical dogs which the unthinking use of the phrase implies, actually
emphasises that it is the people who are bringing about their downfall. In a way,
through taking the phrase to its logical extreme, Dickens emphasises the evil in
people, which they attempt to take control of through its being attributed to dogs.

Dog or wolf
Hugh is, in many ways, a re-working of a rougher and healthier Smike from Nicholas
Nickfflby, who has also been abandoned by a wealthy father and treated roughly.
Smike is 'treated like a human creature for the first time' by Nicholas (210) and
responds with an almost dog-like devotion to that character. Both Nicholas and Smike
are referred to in dog-terms, the former as 'Mr Puppy' (218) and the latter as a 'nasty,
ungrateful, pig-headed, brutish, obstinate, sneaking dog' (220). Although Nicholas 's
rejection of this status is emphatically different from that of the unfortunate Smike, the
use of dog images in regard to both of them creates an early link between the two of
them and the gruff Ralph Nic~y, who, as we have seen, is constantly described in
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canine terms. This link at the level of imagery of course becomes more
understandable at the novel's end, when Smike's parentage is revealed.

As noted, Smike follows Nicholas and shows total devotion. His dog-like
characteristic is the positive one of loyalty. In other instances, this figure of neglect is
re-worked in other ways by Dickens, almost as in a series of experiments, with slightly
different effects in each case, but with canine overtones to all. Dogs have been close
to humanity for longer than any other animal and moulded into hundreds of forms by
human influence. (Serpell, 1986, 81-82) Yet they remain a descendant of the wolf,
and in various works, Dickens invents men - never really women -

showing dog-

like characteristics which have developed due to neglect. In some cases, these
characters are shown as degenerating further, into wolves. If treated as a pariah, the
human animal can become even worse than a dog, and threaten civilisation itself. The
wolf-like man is a monstrous deformation of the human being, more horrific than any
animal.

In A Christmas Carol, the powerful image of the two waifs sheltering under the Ghost
of Christmas Present is one of many in which humanity has become animal-like
through neglect. Scrooge says:

' ... I see something strange, and not belonging to yourself, protruding from your
skirts. Is it a foot or a claw!'
'It might be a claw, for the flesh there is upon it,' was the Spirit's sorrowful reply.
'Look here.'
They were a boy and a girl. Yellow, meagre, ragged, scowling, wolfish; but
prostrate too, in their humility ... Where angels might have sat enthroned, devils
lurked; and glared out menacing. No change, no degradation, no perversion of
humanity, in any grade, through all the mysteries of wonderful creation, has
monsters half so horrible and dread .... 'This boy is Ignorance. This girl is Want.
Beware them both, and all of their degree, but most of all beware this boy, for on
his brow I see that written which is Doom, unless the writing be erased. Deny it!'
(108)
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Both children are described as degenerated into a wolfish state, but the boy, who may
grow to a man, is described as the more dangerous. Dickens's fear of the mob which
emerges in works as diverse as A Tale of Two Cities, Barnaby Rudge, and Hard Times
is recorded here, along with sympathy for the children. This is one of the clearest
references in Dickens to the Great Chain of Being, stretching from God, to angels,
then man and down through the beasts. The perversion of humanity has resulted in
monstrous, wolf-like creatures, who threaten civilisation itself. Tellingly, Scrooge is
described by his nephew in dog-like and in other animal terms which tie him to these
wolf-like perverted children, implying that his actions and their fate are connected.
Scrooge is also a monster, an:

' ... animal, a live animal, rather a disagreeable animal, a savage animal, an animal
that growled and grunted sometimes, and talked sometimes, and lived in London,
and walked about the streets, and wasn't made a show of, and wasn't led by
anybody, and didn't live in a menagerie, and was never killed in a market and was
not a horse, or an ass, or a cow, or a bull, or a tiger, or a dog, or a cat, or a bear.'
(106)
Although this characterisation is humorous, it occurs within two pages of the
introduction of the monstrous children, and the similarities between the two
descriptions are obvious. Both are perversions of the proper relationship between man
and beast.

Earlier, we are told that Scrooge's behaviour is usually 'dogged' (87), that he ices his
office in 'the dog-days' (46) and that the blind men's dogs -

positive symbols of

humanity in a canine form, rather like the Newfoundland life-savers discussed above
-

drag their masters away from his 'evil eye.' He is gruffly dog-like, but actual dogs

are cautious around him, sensing something monstrous about him (4 7). Perhaps it is
his lack of charity which they sense, perhaps something almost supernaturally wrong.
His eyes are also described as 'ferret eyes', and he is 'as solitary as an oyster' (46).
One commentator bases most of her examination of Scrooge upon this latter image.
Davis writes that the oyster image implies 'the pearl of great price' which Scrooge
may attain if he changes his behaviour and is admitted to heaven. (Davis 67) It is
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certainly true that as Davis points out he is described as an 'oyster' at the beginning of
the work, and, near the end, as 'as happy as an angel', marking his righting of the
Great Chain of Being, but the dominant images of Scrooge are of miscellaneous
animals. No one metaphor suffices. The descriptions are deliberately mixed, to imply
a nearly monstrous perversion. 68

Similarly, in The Haunted Man, of 1848, another monstrous child appears, this time
perhaps more a 'wild-cat' than a wolf (272), but similar in many respects to Ignorance
and Want. He is ' [a] baby savage, a young monster, a child who had never been a
child, a creature who might live to take the outward form of man, but who, within,
would live and perish a mere beast.' He is a non-specific 'small animal of prey', who
threatens to bite Redlaw, 'if you hit me.' In "A Walk in a Workhouse" of 1850 we
find crippled children, described by the W ardsman as "not fit for anything" who 'slink
about, like dispirited wolves or hyenas; and made a pounce at their food ... much as
those animals do.' (Selected Journalism, 239-245, at 242). Another such incident
occurs in "On an Amateur Beat", published as late as February 1869. Dickens knocks
over a 'wretched little creature' to whom he gives money, and soon finds a mob of
t{ '

children around him. : The piece of money I had put into the claw of the child I had
overturned was clawed out of it, and was again clawed out of that wolfish gripe, and
again out of that, and soon I had no notion of in what part of the obscene scuffle in the
mud, of rags and legs and arms and dirt, the money might be. ' (Selected Journalism,
386-392, at 386). The children have degenerated into wolves, and even further, into
unidentifiable creatures of the mud.

This reference is hard to read without thinking of Darwin, and here the evolution is
from a higher to a lower form of life (terms that Darwin himself strove, often
unsuccessfully, to avoid). At the end of the same paragraph in "On an Amateur Beat"
from which I have just quoted, Dickens imagines ten thousand years passing, and ' our
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I return to Davis's emphasis on the oyster image of Scrooge in my lengthy discussion of oysters in
Chapter 9, "Lower Forms of Life". Monsters are dealt with in my last chapter.
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successors on the earth' digging up the fossilised evidence of the children scrabbling
in the mud, and wonders if they could deduce from the fossils the peculiar nature of a
society that allowed 'the public savagery of neglected children in the streets of its
capital city' (347). The affairs of human beings are explicitly compared with the
'extinct creature[ s]' scientists were then examining through fossilised remains,
showing -

despite the moral message being paramount -

that animals and human

beings can be examined in the same way. Dickens's description is written no more
than two years before the appearance of The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation
to Sex, and well after On the Origin of Species had 'eliminated the unbridgeable gulf
that divided reasoning human from irrational brute.' (Ritvo, 1987, 39)

The most individualised of these human characters who have become dog-like is, of
course, Jo in Bleak House. The images describing Jo are telling not only in the way
that they show the lowering of a human being to an animal's level, but also in what
they show about the way dogs were regarded in Victorian society. The latter are so
near to humanity that they can have some appreciation of music, that is, take an
'animal satisfaction' in it. Jo is told he is 'scarcely human', but, more tellingly, as the
narrator steps into his shoes (or lack of them) 'feels it of my own knowledge all my
life! To see the horses, dogs and cattle ... and to know that in ignorance I belong to
them;, and not to the superior beings in my shape, whose delicacy I offend!' (274).
The drover's dog is probably 'on a par' with Jo in its appreciation of music, 'But
otherwise, how far above the human listener is the brute! '

In some ways this vignette does bring forth something of the nature of Victorian
society, where dogs were being elevated in the regard of people, and where numerous
articles appeared examining the intelligence or nature of dogs.

69

69

Jo is being contrasted

One bibliography on writings on animals lists approximately one hundred and forty items on the topic
"Animal and Human Nature" from the nineteenth century, but my own reading has discovered articles
and books not included in this bibliography, so there were probably many more. Charles R Magel, A
Bibliography on Animal Rights and Related Matters (Lanham: University Press of America, 1981). An
obvious example of an omission from this work is Wilkie Collins's novel on vivisection, which is not
cited at all, although fictional works are sometimes included. Wilkie Collins, Heart and Science: A
Story for the Present Day (London: Chatto and Windus, 1883).
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with an animal increasingly seen to be almost human, which is to be separated from
the wild dog by, in the words of Edward Bennett writing just before the Victorian era,
'the moral and intellectual qualities which distinguish him [that is, the domestic dog].'
(Manning 117). Any clear taxonomic division between the dog and wolves was
proving difficult, and the fact that the 'moral' qualities of a dog could now be referred
to is surely interesting. That is why a dog, like a human being, can become something
less admirable if ignored: 'Tum that dog's descendants wild, like Jo, and in a very few
years they will so degenerate that they will lose even their bark -

but not their bite.'

(275)

The dog's bark-the way it communicates -being lost is posited as equivalent to Jo's
appalling, socially sanctioned ignorance, and the fear of wild dogs is used to
emphasise the threat of mobs of illiterate sans-culottes to civilisation. In a way, the
loss of Jo's humanity is emphasised through his being compared with a dog, as it
implies that with education, he could become fully human, just as a dog, with
education, is almost human. Instead, as a 'wounded' and 'scared' animal (489 and
691 ), he ranks below the educated, useful, drover's dog. The passage emphasises
what Thomas has described as 'the narrowing gap' between perceptions of men and
some animals which he detects as early as the seventeenth century, but which, at least
in regard to dogs, seems to have continued to narrow in the nineteenth. (Thomas 121136)

This might help to explain the widely used expressions such as 'dull dog'1 (Barnaby
Rudge 277, 293) 'you dog, eh!' (Pickwick Papers 266) 'careless sort of dog'.,,,
(Pickwick 265) 'sly dog',; (Pickwick 326) 'ungrateful dog';, (Pickwick 690) 'merry
dog' (Pickwick 799) and so on, where the word 'dog' in regard to a person doesn't
seem to mean very much at all. It seems that the word has become almost a stand-in
for the word man -

definitely not woman -

with just a tinge of the disreputable

about it. Empson dates this type of usage to the eighteenth century, where the word
'dog' has lost its power to bite as an insult, but maintains the slightest edge of the
playful or even the sexual about it. This he regards as a kind of carry-over from when
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the word was a nastier insult. In discussing the phrase 'superstitious dog', which
apparently amused Voltaire, Empson points out that 'Dog is unstressed because the
phrase assumes that everyone is some kind of dog ... ' (Empson 168) If the emphasis
were on dog the insult would be real, but the fact that dog has become almost a neutral
way of referring to people emphasises what I identify as this merging of the dog and
the human which stands out in the Bleak House passage given above.

To reiterate one ofEmpson's thoughts, 'Dog, it is absurd but half-true to say, became
to the eighteenth century sceptic what God had been to his ancestors, the last security
behind human values.' (Empson 168) In later Dickens, these almost neutral uses of
the word dog seem to become less frequent. I do not know why this is. Perhaps
because the slightly disreputable element to the word was out of touch with mid
Victorian notions of sexuality, or perhaps simply because it had become old-fashioned
to speak or write in this way (much the same point). One could speculate that as
people gradually accepted that we were closer to all animals, after The Origin of
Species in 1859, the dog lost its special position as the animal formerly known as
almost human. Although the valorisation of dogs continued in the latter half of
Victoria's realm, the use of the word 'dog' in Dickens seems to decline in this neutral,
slightly humorous sense.

In Great Expectations, Magwitch is described in dog-like terms again and again, and
the changes in Pip can be charted through the changes in these descriptions. Davis has
discussed these canine descriptions in some detail in her chapter on Great
Expectations. (Davis 172-177) When he first sees Magwitch eating, Pip recalls 'a
large dog of ours eating his food ... [Magwitch] swallowed, or rather snapped up, every
mouthful, too soon and too fast ... as if he thought there was danger in every direction,
of somebody's coming to take the pie away.' (50-51) This 'large dog', which Angus
Calder in his notes rightly suggests must be 'conspicuously silent', is actually never
described at all in Great Expectations. 70 Like the performing dogs Pip invents at Miss

70

The editor makes this point at 500.

88

Havisham's, he is invisible, only existing through Pip's recollection. Magwitch' s
sudden appearance, as we learn, is far less easily controlled than that of these other
dogs.

When Pip has become a gentleman in the social sense of having a good income and
the trappings of gentility, his view of Magwitch's dog-like eating has changed.
Magwitch still eats 'like a hungry old dog' -

the 'old' perhaps indicating a

vulnerability to which Pip is yet unable to respond -

but Pip now feels 'repelled from

him by an insurmountable aversion ... ' (346). As Davis points out, the last time Pip
and Magwitch have a meal together before the doomed escape attempt, Magwitch's
dog-like eating habits are not mentioned at all. It is Pip who has changed, 'has learned
that being a gentleman involves far more than good table manners.' (Davis 17 5)

Pip recognises the feelings of Magwitch towards him as affectionate, grateful,
generous and constant, (456) and can see him as a human being. Davis does not note,
however, that the tokens of humanity recognised in Magwitch are similar to those
which people value in dogs. Pip has certainly progressed from where he sees a group
of convicts and records that their 'keeper. .. [stood] with an air as if the convicts were
an interesting Exhibition ... and he the Curator' (248). Pip's own view of the convicts,
at least before he recognises one of them, seems to be of total detachment from these
human beings, as if he too partakes of the keeper's view of them as animals. Indeed,
he goes on to record that they seem to be 'lower animals' , presumably sub-canine
(249). Pip eventually sees Magwitch as a human being, but with a slightly patronising
tone remaining in the descriptions of his virtue. Perhaps such a description of a
convict turned successful sheep farmer in Australia is inevitable in Dickens's view, as
well as Pip's. A certain distance, however much bridged by kindness, must be kept
between the classes, and particularly between the respectable and the criminal.

It is satisfying -

at least from an Antipodean perspective -

that Magwitch

eventually regards Pip 'with the air of an Exhibitor' (353) as he really has made the
specimen of gentility from his labours in Australia, after himself being treated like a
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'hunted dunghill dog' (337). Magwitch has avoided becoming a wolf, the possible
fate of ignorant, uneducated children, to the extent that he has farmed sheep, and
clothed Pip. Like the bizarre animals from far countries which contributed to the
overthrow of traditional views of man's place in the world in Darwin's theory,
Magwitch has turned Pip's rather stuffy, rule-bound world upside down by the
revelation of his gentility's origin. Pip, who has become a true gentleman, grants
Magwitch his humanity, albeit in rather dog-like terms. There are still, however,
distances between the two that cannot be obliterated.

71

In The Mystery of Edwin Drood, we find Deputy, a weird, perhaps monstrous result of
this perversion of the proper roles of men through ignorance and want. He is 'this
thing, this child' (72), a relative to Peter the Wild Boy (73), and hardly seems human
at all. His weird cry of 'Widdy widdy wen' is only marginally related to normal
language and attracts other 'hideous small boys' by his 'carrion scent' (76). They too
are 'brutes' and 'savages' (76 and 77). The terms used to describe Deputy, who stands
last in this long line of perverted human beings, have gone beyond the dog-like, into
the realm of monsters. Dogs are perhaps too familiar, too close to the human to
convey the perversion of humanity that Dickens wishes to convey. From Quilp's doglike boy to Deputy, who is Quilp-like in his viciousness, there has been a falling away
of the familiar if perverted into the realms of nightmare, and the canine has been
replaced by the fantastically weird. Deputy is nearer the Oh, goroo man, who
torments the young David Copperfield, than Jo the dog-like sweeper. (Stone 113-114)
He is the perverted, degenerated descendant of the dog-children who populate
Dickens's works.

Dogs, for many years the closest animal to man, are used in various ways in Dickens's
works to say something about men he wishes to describe. Usually, these images are
negative, showing a human being who, for some reason, has been reduced in stature.
Because the dog is, nevertheless, a favoured animal, the humanity of the person
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I return to Magwitch and his overthrowing of Pip's world view in my chapter on 'Exotics'.
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described is not always totally lost. Both Hugh and Magwitch, for example, are
associated with dogs and yet show some admirable characteristics, or at least potential
to become more fully human. Ironically, the use of dogs to show their degeneration
also contains these seeds of hope, for, by the nineteenth century, the dog was regarded
as the creature nearest to man in moral qualities, many of them admirable, at least
where properly bred dogs were concerned. A man reduced to a dog is a loss, but not
such a falling away that he is totally evil. Yet even a dog may degenerate into a wolf,
an animal seen as irredeemably ravenous and destructive. Quilp is so dog-like he is
monstrously worse than any dog, as is Bill Sikes. When we move to our examination
of the actual dog characters in Dickens, much of this ambiguity fades away. If men as
dogs are generally less than they might be, dogs as dogs are portrayed as admirable.
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Chapter 3: Dogs as Characters
As you can see, Ladies and Gentlemen, this time I am taking the path not of a
genetic but of a dogmatic exposition. (Freud, 38) 72
As mentioned in the previous chapter, it probably comes as no surprise that the
animals who are most frequently presented as fully developed and named characters in
Dickens are dogs. Many of the attitudes towards dogs developed by the nineteenth
century and discussed briefly in the previous chapter have lasted into the twenty-first,
in England and countries such as Australia, many European nations and in North
America. Loving dogs -

at least well-bred, non-rabid, properly domiciled ones -

was seen as a necessary part of English life in the past century, in the nineteenth, and
in our own, and Dickens's dogs are overwhelmingly portrayed in a positive light.

A monograph entitled The Dogs in Dickens was privately published in 1926 by an
author whose works, taken as a whole, would seem to have defined a certain kind of
rather conservative Englishness. Cumberland Clark's other works included The Merry
Song Book, The Great War Celebrated in Song and England's Fight Against
Communism. This was the first work I have been able to identify that looks
specifically at animals in Dickens, and as noted previously, there has been
comparatively little since. That such a book exists on dogs, and not, for example,
birds or insects in Dickens, shows how dogs are seen as near to people in worth and in
human-like characteristics.
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Obviously, the pun in this sentence only works in translation, and in the context of a work examining
dogs. It was not intended to be used in this way by Freud when he gave his New Introductory Lectures
on Psychoanalysis (HarmondswortI1Penguin, 1973). James Strachey translated the work. The reason
for the use of this purloined quotation as the epigram will become apparent later in this chapter, which
involves a certain amount of interpretation of jokes and their unconscious meanings. In reusing the
words of a master thinker, I hope to use some of his methods to look down at the world of Dickens 's
canine characters.
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Chaucer and Shakespeare, as mentioned in the previous chapter, were far more
negative in regard to dogs than was Charles Dickens. Cumberland Clark most
certainly did not examine images of dogs in Shakespeare, despite other works on the
playwright. Indeed, Shakespeare's attitudes towards what Clark calls 'the dumb
friend' (10) seem, ironically in terms of the English canon, almost foreign to our
current ideas. Dickens's attitude to dogs is very like that which prevails today, and
this perhaps makes the discussion of the dog characters potentially less interesting
than that of human beings described in canine terms. Even our fears of dogs echo
those of Victorian society. If a fear of rabies tinged Victorian attitudes towards the
dog, we have developed a fear of attacks by certain breeds of dog, a neurosis about
dog faeces and wandering dogs which perhaps mirrors the earlier concerns that our
friend might, in fact, be an enemy. 73

Nevertheless, using Cumberland Clark's list, and adding a few omitted by that writer,
certain complexities in the works can be drawn out through an examination of the
numerous dogs who people the works of Dickens. (I have not followed Clark's order
of presenting the dogs exactly.) Clark's book, while representing a valuable early
attempt to examine animal characters in the same way human ones have so often been
discussed, does little more than repeat the story of each dog, and include some general
remarks on canine and human nature. That there has been relatively scant academic
examination of so many characters who happen to be cast in dog form tells something
of our desire not to enter into the childish world of animal characters which I touched
on in my Introduction. Yet these characters undeniably exist in the same world as the
human ones, who have been subject to endless examination.

73

James Serpell writes about the hysteria towards rottweilers that gripped England in the late nineteeneighties after a few isolated attacks by these dogs, in a fascinating piece entitled "From Paragon to
Pariah: Some Reflections on Human Attitudes to Dogs" in a collection of writings on the dog. James
Serpell, ed., The Domestic Dog: Its Evolution, Behaviour and Interactions with People (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1995) 245-256. 'One report in The Sunday Times (4 June 1989) began
with the words: "They used to be our best friends. Now dogs, traditionally beloved by the British, have
become a fang-bearing, mouth-frothing national nightmare." ' Serpell concludes that given there are
remarkably few dog attacks, given how many dogs there are in England and the close proximity in
which they live with people, that ' a murderous dog, like a murderous child, is ... nothing less than an
abomination - a disturbance in the natural order. . . ' (252-253).
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Bullseye
Bullseye is probably the most frequently recalled of all Dickens's animal creations by
the majority of readers, at least in the experience of the current writer in discussing her
thesis topic. Clark, writing in 1923, held the same belief (Clark 11). Bullseye appears
in a widely read book which has been frequently adapted to other media, as opposed to
Grip in the relatively obscure (for a Dickens novel) Barnaby Rudge, for example. The
David Lean film of 1948 shows a shorthaired Staffordshire Bull Terrier as Bullseye,
whereas the novel has him as a 'white shaggy dog, with his face scratched and tom in
twenty places ... ' (136). Bullseye, as an urban mongrel, is just the type of dog which
activated fears of rabies penetrating the middle class home, and Dickens goes on to
describe Bullseye as 'seem[ ing] to meditat[ e] an attack upon the legs of the first
gentleman or lady he might encounter' (138). This emphasises Bullseye's adherence
to the criminal underclass which threatens the homes of the respectable, through theft
of their silver or through the spread of disease.

Clark's examination of Bullseye is basically an apologia for the dog, emphasising that
there was nothing fatally wrong with his character, only with his environment and,
particularly, with Bill Sikes. 'When we recall the sureness of Bull's-eye's instinct, his
wonderful sagacity, his ability to understand human thoughts , and his faithfulness to
his ferocious master, even in death', writes Clark, 'we can imagine that he would have
made a splendid companion and helper under different treatment and in different
circumstances' (19). This tells us much about Clark's regard for dogs, rather than
much about the novel, however it is true that Dickens carefully indicates that Bullseye
is a much better dog than Sikes is a man throughout the book.

Bullseye's part in bringing down Sikes occurs because he acts as it is believed a dog
should, following his master to the end. Something of a cult of the faithful dog
developed in the Victorian world, sometimes drawing on classical or other myths.
Garber and Ritvo mention the case of Greyfriars Bobby, a terrier who watched over
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his master's grave for fourteen years until his (the dog's) death in 1872. Miss BurdettCoutts - Dickens's fell ow philanthropist and correspondent -

erected a drinking

fountain 'for dogs and passers-by,' the year after Bobby's passing. (Garber, 1996,
256-257; Ritvo, 1987, 38) Apparently, in a kind of canine-centred pilgrimage people
still visit the fountain which boasts a bronze life-like statue of the revered dog, and
visit a museum where his dish and other 'relics' -

Garber's word- are preserved in

Edinburgh.

Faithfulness in the nineteenth century began to be seen to reside more in dogs than
people. This cult of the faithful dog recalls that of the legendary dog known as Saint
Guinefort, revered by many in France from medieval times for saving his master's
baby from a snake. The dog was mistakenly killed by the man who, finding the
bloodied dog over his child's cradle, wrongly assumed the dog had attacked his child,
before discovering pieces of snake deposited around the scene, and that his child was
still alive. Until suppressed by the authorities, pilgrimages were made to the wood
where these events supposedly occurred. The nineteenth century adoration of many
medieval buildings, customs and so on seems to have found an echo in attitudes to
dogs, with these medieval stories being given new life. Like many of these rebirths,
the view of the past era may have been an idealisation, certainly in as much as most
dogs were regarded negatively in medieval society. (Kete 25-26)

Another famous medieval dog whose fame lasted into the nineteenth century was the
dog of Montargis, who relentlessly followed the murderer of his master 'drawing
attention to himself and his pursuit' resulting in the eventual execution of the
murderer. (Kete 26) In his notes to Selected Journalism, David Pascoe points out that
a play based on this story was produced in London in 1814, adapted from a French
work entitled Le Chien de Montargis, written by Rene-Charles Guilbert de Pixerecourt
(596). Bullseye's pursuit of his master after Sikes has killed Nancy recalls this dog, in
its effect. Bullseye's motives are not explored by Dickens, and it would seem that
Bullseye merely wants to rejoin Sikes, despite the latter's attempts to kill him. It
seems that, like the torch called a bull's-eye, the dog has no choice but to spread light
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whether he wants to or not. Dickens mentions the dog of Montargis in his writings,
twice in pieces referring to childhood ("Our School" and "A Christmas Tree"), so his
fame was well established in England as well as France, and may have influenced the
development of Bullseye. 74

Bullseye's tribute to the worthless Sikes as he leaps toward the robber emphasises his
moral superiority to the man who is only thinking of his escape. The dog seems to
have little thought for himself at this moment, although he has refused to allow Sikes
to murder him on at least two other occasions. Just as Nancy's actions in assisting
Oliver set her apart from the criminal milieu which Dickens peoples with Fagin, Sikes
and the fallen Monks, Bullseye's leap after his master indicates his true nature as a
dog -

as seen by the nineteenth century and our own -

has remained intact.

Bullseye is therefore not alone in being shown as better than the human beings around
him in a Dickens work. Sometimes this device is employed humorously, as in "A
Parliamentary Sketch", in Sketches by Boz, where a fireman's dog and a politician
both assist at the fire at the Houses of Parliament. 'The dog went quietly back to his
kennel with the engine, but the gentleman kept up such an incessant noise for some
weeks ... that he became a positive nuisance' (181-193 at 191). Bullseye's death in
Oliver Twist is a more serious affair, and elevates him above the man he dies for. We
are perhaps reminded of the remark, quoted in the last chapter, that the dog has
become 'the last security to human values.' (Empson 168)75 While this may be going
somewhat too far, Bullseye is shown as a more admirable creature than his human
master, who, in murdering Nancy, has slid as far down the scale of being as it was
possible for Dickens to portray.

74

The dog of Montargis is also mentioned in a joke referring to the attitude Diogenes takes to Mr Toots
in Chapter 41 of Dombey and Son (666).
75
In a Letter to Mrs Brown of 4 September 1857, Dickens, responding, no doubt, to a relayed anecdote
about a dog in a letter from that lady, writes 'O the good dog! And what a good thing of the Almighty
to shew us our best qualities, moving our own affections and winning over our own regard, in these
little shapes about us that love and humor us so much!' This is near, although not identical, to
Thomas' s comment.
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Jip
I have already noted the threatening use of dogs in David Copperfield and their
association with the Murdstones. Jip is, to state the obvious, quite a different kind of
dog. He is the puppyish, amusing type of lap-dog which ladies were expected to, and
often did, prefer. Thomas quotes Abraham Fleming in 1576 who states of lap-dogs
that:

The smaller they be, the more pleasure they provoke, as more meet playfellows
for mincing mistresses to bear in their bosoms, to keep company withal in their
chambers, to succour with sleep in bed, and nourish with meat at board, to lay in
their laps and lick their lips as they ride in wagons. (Thomas 107-108)
The sense of disapproval detectable in this quotation -

although not the obvious

sexual connotations, which would be totally outside acceptable Victorian fiction -

is

also identifiable in the tone of the Copperfield/narrator voice, as for example in the
passing reference to 'Jip' s pagoda, which invariably blocked up the main
thoroughfare' (708) or in the observation that he was 'even too lazy to be teased'
(711 ). This gentle frustration is equally felt towards Dora, who is inseparable from the
dog which intrudes even into the marriage proposal. David must 'intercept' Jip to
hold Dora (549).

Dickens's carefully crafted portrayal of the narrator's blindness to his own attitude to
Dora is captured in his wondering remark as to other people's attitude to Dora: 'It was
very odd to me; but they all seemed to treat Dora, in her degree, much as Dora treated
Jip in his' (669). The inseparability of Jip and Dora is emphasised in this remark.
David's own attitude to Dora is itself rather like that of a master towards an attractive
and beautiful pet, yet he later demands that she act responsibly in household matters.
In this he comes close to acting as the Murdstones did to his own mother, but holds
back from the cruelty they exhibited. Dora is, in her dependence and the attitude the
narrator detects in others towards her, rather like the character Pet Meagles in Little
Dorrit, in whose case the giving of pet names reaches an apotheosis. (Arguably, Pussy
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in Edwin Drood might represent an even higher achievement in this area. She will be
discussed in the next chapter, on Cats.)

Jip's name is worthy of examination. This most non-threatening of dogs has the full
name Gypsy (454), in a move that plays with the liminal nature of gypsies in English
society and renders them harmless. It has been stated that pets allow for the carefully
controlled entry of a civilised nature into domestic life, and the naming of the dog
allows for a middle class flirting with people who would never gain entry to the
Spenlow household. Tiny, impish Jip, allowed direct physical access to Dora, is far
from the rather threatening qualities projected onto gypsies as nuisances or mobile
thieves. The Dickens family themselves entertained a mongrel dog called Gipsy, who,
unlike certain other dogs, was not permitted to enter the drawing room. (Mamie
Dickens 84-85)

There is, incidentally, another Victorian literary dog called Gyp, in George Eliot's
Adam Bede, showing this name was perhaps not uncommon. However, this Gyp is
quite a different creature, as one would expect of a labourer's pet. (Adams J.E.) Ironic
names for dogs, such as Nero for the gentle, child-saving Newfoundland recorded in
the Annual Register mentioned in the previous chapter, seem to have existed alongside
more straightforward names such as Lion, for the Newfoundland in Little Dorrit, or
Emily Bronte's real-life mastiff Keeper. (Adams, M.) Dickens himself owned a
mastiff called Turk, and an Irish Wolfhound called Sultan, which may be other
examples of an 'outsider's' name being applied to a domestic dog, for comic effect.
The latter dog had to be shot by Dickens due to its biting a little girl, so perhaps the
joke was lost on the dog. (AckroydJ' 1991, 1048; Davis 6; Mamie Dickens 83)

Jip is given a miniature pagoda in which to live, which now seems to be an amusing
reminder of commercial expansion of England into China. I do not want to enter at
any length the unanswerable debate about what sort of dog Jip was, but note that he
has been variously described as a Pekinese and a spaniel by people sometimes quite
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passionate about the matter. (Gibson; Murdock) 76 However the Chinese structure for a
miniature dog, besides indicating a possibly Chinese element to Jip' s pedigree, shows
the type of legitimising of colonial expansion otherwise performed by tea, silk shawls
and ivory walking sticks, such as the ivory stick decorated with a dog's head carried
by Dickens. 77 Commodities from all comers of the earth take their place in the middle
class home, grounding the increasing reach of the capitalist economy in the domestic
world of the family.

The gypsy in the pagoda, created in 1848, ringing his miniature bells, can therefore be
linked to outsiders in English society, and to the empire itself, which saw opium
produced in British India and exported to China 'double ..in quantity and treble .. in
value' between 1844 and 1874. (Hobsbawm 49) Jip was created in 1848, in this
period of expansion. In a letter to The Dickensian published in 1958, one
correspondent, in arguing that Jip was a King Charles spaniel, states that "The
Pekinese were not introduced into England until 1860, the first batch being imported
in that year after the sack of the Summer Palace at Pekin. One of them, subsequently
called "Lootie," was presented by General Dunne to Queen Victoria.' (Murdock 32)
This somewhat apocryphal sounding story is confirmed in a catalogue of stuffed dogs
held at the British Museum. The spelling here is Looty. (Dennis-Bryan and CluttonBrock, 98-99) Jip's pet-name is not as clear a record of an historical event as this
more elevated lap-dog, but both names, and Jip' s abode, tell something about
Victorian society, not least in the fact that both names are jokes.

One feels that it is wrong to crush Jip with so many facts, but even a toy dog's name
and abode can tell us something about his owner's world, even if she is shown by
Dickens to have known very little of the origins of her wealth. Dickens knew more, of
course, but we can detect levels to his joke that perhaps no-one could have seen from
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He is referred to as a spaniel by David, in a despairing apostrophe at 613.
This object, owned by the Library of Congress (USA) was exhibited in Canberra, Australia, in 2001
as part of an exhibition to celebrate one hundred years' operation of the National Library of Australia.
National Library of Australia, Treasures from the World's Great Libraries (Canberra: National Library
of Australia, 2001).
77
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within Victorian society. This is the reason for the misappropriation of Freud's
quotation at the beginning of this chapter: the interpretation of the joke of Jip's name,
of the latent history, can be rewarding. Robert Damton writes that ' [w ]hen you realise
that you are not getting something -

a joke, a proverb, a ceremony- that is

particularly meaningful to the natives, you can see where to grasp a foreign system of
meaning in order to unravel it.' (Damton 78) The interpretation of the smallest
feminine joke in the naming of a tiny dog, which would not have seemed meaningful
to the natives, can also throw a different light on the world of the novel. Both Jip 's
and Looty' s names record a view of the world in which foreigners and outsiders are
commemorated only in passing, and miniaturised.

Jip, like Bullseye, demonstrates his connection with his mistress by dying at the same
moment as Dora, as if the two were truly inseparable. Like his delicate mistress, he
has suffered an enervating decline, rather than perishing in an act of violence like
Bullseye of the criminal classes. In this, the miniature dog shows that he possesses the
loyalty usually associated with less comical dogs. In A Child's History of England,
written in 1851, Dickens recounted the story of Mary, Queen of Scots, who upon
execution, was found to have a little dog hidden in her dress:

All her beauty was gone.
But she was beautiful enough to her little dog, who cowered under her dress,
frightened, when she went upon the scaffold, and who lay down beside her
headless body when all her earthly sorrows were over. (358)
It is hard not to see this dramatic account reflected in softer hues in the simultaneous

death of Jip and Dora. 78 There are earlier dramatic dog deaths in literature, such as
Ulysses's dog passing away after waiting twenty years for his master's return, which
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Another simultaneous dog and human death occurs in a short story by Ouida, "A Dog of Flanders",
and the author goes beyond Dickens in having the dog and youth holding each other as they die (in front
of two Rubens works in a cathedral, no less) and actually being buried together. ' "We shall see His
face - there," he murmured; "and He will not part us, I think; He will have mercy." ' Here, the dog not
only has a Christian b:urial, but seems destined to dwell in Heaven, recalling Pope 's poem about the
Noble Savage discussed in my last chapter. Ouida, A Dog of Flanders and Other Stories (London:
Chatto and Windus, 1892) 61.
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may also have influenced Dickens's portrayal of Jip's (and Bullseye's) death. Dickens
carefully shows David as showing sympathy even to Jip, who has previously annoyed
him by walking on the table, ruining Dora's feeble attempts at accounting and doing
tricks on cookbooks (695, 708, 712). In other words, Jip has been helping to maintain
the helpless, unwifely femininity which David found attractive in the unmarried girl.
In order to retain the reader's sympathy, there must be no indication of Dora's death
being anything but a trauma to David, (certainly no execution, contra Mary, and contra
the Murdstones' slow execution of his mother) and this must extend to her dog, so
closely associated with her. Dora has shown that her love of Jip is genuine in refusing
the offer of a substitute dog (768). And just as Dora, in her discussion with her
husband about their overly early marriage has shown an insight previously unseen in
the novel (836-83 7), David shows a real sympathy for Jip as his death approaches.

Diogenes
1
/

s

Mr Toots)accurate remark in Dombey and Son that Diogenes 'ain't a lady's dog' (322)
emphasises the division in pet-keeping which existed in the nineteenth century, where
small, delicate pets were considered appropriate for women and large or hunting dogs
considered appropriate for men. Of course there was some crossover, a good example
being Elizabeth Barrett Browning's spaniel Flush, the subject of Virginia Woolfs
partially fictive biography. But, as Woolf makes clear, Flush must give away the
pleasures of sport when he becomes a lady's dog. 79 We have already examined how
birds were perceived as an ideal adjunct to the feminine world of the home, and the
toy breed of dog, with its extreme neoteny, was considered suitable for a lady. The
word 'toy' indicates that the dogs, perhaps like women, never really arrived at full
maturity. In regard to women, legal and educational limitations enforced (or
attempted to enforce) this permanent childhood, and in the case of the dogs, it was the
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'She [Miss Barrett] could not go out. She was chained to the sofa. "A bird in a cage would have as
good a story", she wrote, as she had. And Flush, to whom the whole world was free, chose to forfeit all
the smells ofWimpole Street in order to lie by her side.' Virginia Woolf, Flush: A Biography (London:
The Hogarth Press, 1933) 36. I say this is a 'partially' fictive biography, as Woolf bases it on
references to the dog in Barrett Browning's letters.

101

careful modification of behaviour and size through selective breeding. (The purloined
quotation from Freud used to introduce this chapter is therefore not quite apposite, as
genetics do enter into this dogmatic exposition. The genetics of the domestic dog,
however, are at least partially a human creation, and can be interpreted in the way any
other human artefact can be.)

It is this sort of tiny dog which Dorothea Brooke rejects in Middlemarch (she is really

rejecting the presenter of the puppy, and the useless life she sees him as representing)
with the explanation that 'they are too helpless: their lives are too frail. .. ' (Eliot 52).
This perceived limitation is exactly why dogs such as the proffered Maltese were seen
as suitable for ladies. Delicate creatures confined to the home were seen as requiring
small, delicate dogs, and Dorothea's rejection of the toy dog is a clever way of Eliot
indicating that character's desire to escape a narrowly defined life. To continue to
jump between novels for a further moment, Dora Spenlow' s Jip, as examined above, is
just the type of dog Florence Dombey would be expected to own. Florence's adoption
of Diogenes is not, like Dorothea with her Saint Bernard called Monk, a questioning
of the straitened role of women, but a way of remembering her brother, who Dickens
shows her as mourning without any complicating resentment at his favourable
treatment in life.

The next thing that is worthy of discussion in regard to Diogenes is the remarkable
name. First and foremost, it says something about the somewhat pretentious,
cramming nature of Doctor Blimber' s establishment that even a guard dog is given a
classical name, rather as Mrs Blimber tries to drag Cicero into every sentence. Just as
'every description of Greek and Latin vegetable was got off the driest twigs of boys
under the frostiest circumstances' (206), no possibility of a show of knowledge can be
passed over in this school. The knowledge that Diogenes (the philosopher) was
known as 'the Dog', and that this is where the word cynic comes from, is necessary
for an appreciation of the little joke represented by the name, and there is little doubt
that the Blimbers would enjoy spelling out the reference in full to anyone who queried
the cynical sobriquet.

102

On the other hand, the name Diogenes, refen-ing to the philosopher who, along with
his followers 'discounted worldly wealth, criticized prevailing social practices,
distinguished between natural and artificial values, and demonstrated that basic needs
were few and simply met', becomes appropriate for the dog who shows Florence true
love and loyalty, once he is released from Blimber's. (Davis 99) Florence shortens his
name to the more familiar 'Di', in a move which shows she values him without the
classical reference, just as he accepts her without question. This shortening results in
a name which could belong to a male or female creature, just as the dog can see that
Florence is at least as valuable as her brother. Indeed, Paul had to 'conciliate'
Diogenes, who 'had previously been the terror of his life' (254-255). The value of his
daughter is of course what Mr Dombey cannot see. Diogenes 'melted' as Florence
cried upon him, rather as if the sun, which the philosopher bade Alexander to stop
blocking, has been replaced by the unwanted daughter (324).

Kenyon-Jones quotes Sorabji's summary of the beliefs of Diogenes (the philosopher)
and fell ow Cynics that included the belief that 'animals were in fact superior to
humans.' (Kenyon-Jones 16) Dickens cannot, taken as a whole, be seen to illustrate
this view, but Diogenes is certainly shown as superior to Mr Dombey in manifesting
true, unwavering affection to Florence, an affection which is spontaneous, warm,
joyous and physical. His confusion over harmless characters such as Mr Toots, and
the mythical dog he finds it necessary to bark at are humorous, but this is also part of
his refreshing lack of constraint. Davis points out that the central character is the right word -

if that

in Carlyle's Sartor Resartus is called Diogenes Teufelsdrockh, and

states that 'both [Dombey and Son and Sartor Resartus J attest to the despair that
results from neglecting the essential spiritual side of human nature.' (Davis 100;
Carlyle) Both deal with appearances as well, but in the case of the dog, his rough and
unpleasant exterior is irrelevant to Florence. Only in the unconvincing coda does her
father see her worth, and change, to become as wise as the non-cynical (in the modem
sense) dog.
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It is in this final instalment that Dickens forgot to include Diogenes, as mentioned in

Chapter 1 above, and asked Forster to include a sentence mentioning him at the last
moment. 80 It is probably useless to speculate as to why Dickens forgot the dog, but
perhaps it is significant that as Florence is shown in a successful feminine role as a
mother, surrounded by her children and miraculously repentant father, the previous
sex-blind friend of her lonely existence simply had less space in the author's mind.

Boxer, Poodles, Lion and Ponto
I combine these four dogs as none of them is a particularly complex character, and
each only needs brief examination. Boxer appears in the Christmas Book The Cricket
on the Hearth and is a symbol of constant love and loyalty. Whereas the cricket of the
title is heard to chirp in different tones, given the emotional state of the human
characters, Boxer is a constant, simple character, expressing joy. He is peculiarly
sensitive to the needs of Bertha, the blind doll-maker. Like Poodles in "A Small Star
in the East" and "On An Amateur Beat" he attends to the afflicted with a doctor-like
restrained air of compassion which, in Poodles' s case, makes the narrator want 'to put
my hand in my waistcoat pocket, and give him a guinea, wrapped in paper.' (Selected
Journalism, 376-385 and 386-392, at 390). 81

Poodles wears a collar inscribed 'Judge not Poodles by external appearances', a
reference to his being a 'comical mongrel dog' (384). His name is no doubt a joke, as
he is a stray, clearly not a real poodle. The engraved collar recalls Pope's famous putdown on the collar of a royal dog:

I am his Highness' Dog at Kew
Pray tell me Sir, whose Dog are you? 82

L etter to Forster 25 March 1848 (Volume 5 of the Letters): 'I suddenly remember that I have
forgotten Diogenes. Will you put him in the last little chapter? .... Just what you think best.'
81
The fact that a dog would have no interest at all in a guinea (the coin, not the fowl) is the nub of the
joke, however, it also emphasises the disinterested nature of the dog's attentions, as opposed to most
human carers.
82
Quoted in Garber's Dog Love (New York: Simon and Schuster Inc., 1996) 104.
80
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To read this on the original dog, one must have literally been squatting down at dog
level, a fact that adds bite to the epigram, as the reader is addressed as a fellow dog
while positioned at dog level. Garber writes that:

Pope's witty couplet makes 'dog' a figurative term equivalent to 'servile
attendant,' reversing the power relations between reader and read; condescending
to read the collar, the courtier finds himself, as in an oracle's prophecy, already
inscribed there. (Garber, 1996, 104)
However, the much gentler and inscription presumably recorded (created?) by Dickens
reflects the subtle democratisation of interest that Dickens's work represents. The
remark is supposed to be uplifting for the reader of the collar, (who must also have
been squatting, or like Dickens, on a level with the dog who was on a patient's bed),
not disparaging as in the brilliant Pope couplet.

Poodles' s parentage, like many of Dickens's other characters, is obscure, however, he
is worthy of attention despite his origins. Just as Dickens is bringing to light the
workings of the Children's Hospital, created by the philanthropic effort of a husband
and wife team, Poodles' s works are the important thing, not his pedigree. Although it
was the middle classes who pushed the development of written pedigrees for dogs, the
sentiment expressed on the collar, implying that the dog's appearance was less
important than his works, would have struck a chord with Victorian ideas of worth.

I hesitated about whether to include Ponto from The Pickwick Papers in this section,
as his description goes almost totally towards establishing Mr Winkle's economy with
the truth and Mr Pickwick's gullibility in the earlier part of the novel. It seems odd to
discuss the dog as a 'character', although this implies that the other dogs under
discussion have more 'reality' to them, something obviously untrue. This dog who
can allegedly read signs, ('Gamekeeper has orders to shoot all dogs found in this
inclosure' (79)), does, however, reflect a debate which occurred in Victorian society
about just how intelligent dogs were. Magel' s bibliography on animal issues
mentioned in my previous chapter lists many articles on the issue of animal
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intelligence published in the nineteenth century, including one from All The Year
Round in 1868. (Magel; Anonymous, "Animal Intelligence") This trend seems to
have flourished later in the century, certainly reaching a peak decades after the
sagacity of Ponto was first learned of by Mr Pickwick. Serious scientific debate
occurred on this issue. 'At Dublin in 1878 and Sheffield in 1879, the question of
animal intelligence "specially occupied the attention" of meetings of the British
Association for the Advancement of Science, the great annual conclaves of British
science.' (Turner 64)

By the end of the nineteenth century, the popularisation of scientific thoughts on
animal intelligence had turned, in Turner's words, a debate into a quagmire (64). Mr
Pickwick's desire to 'make a note' of the sagacity of the dog should be seen in the
light of these articles on dogs' intelligence appearing at this time and later, some of the
less rigorous of which may have been based on similar anecdotes to Mr Winkle's.
There was also an earlier fashion in remarkable animals, with special talents, and
remarkable intelligence. These included, amongst others, Toby the Sapient Pig, who
could, according to his promoters, spell and read, cast accounts, and, for the benefit of
the less serious minded amongst his audience, play at cards. (Malcolmson and
Mastoris 17-18)8 3 However it was the intelligence of dogs which was most vaunted
and discussed. Even this miraculous pig has been given a traditional dog's name.

Ponto's name reminds us of the origin of The Pickwick Papers. This name appears in
R.S. Surtees's Mr Sponge's Sporting Tour, as late as 1849-51 , where a dog called
Ponto is shot, and runs home 'to enjoy 'a most liberal plate of stick-jaw pudding. '
(Surtees 338-339) It is a traditional name for a sporting dog. In Pickwick, the shooter
is shot, perhaps reflecting something of Dickens's views of field sports, but certainly

)

l

83

Toby allegedly wrote his autobiography, published ' around 1820.' Robert Malcg{Ilson and Stephanos
Mastoris The English Pig: A History (London and Rio Grande: Hambledon Press, 1998) 17. Toby is
also mentioned in Paul Schlicke 's Dickens and Popular Entertainment (London: Allen and Unwin,
1985) 132
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reminding us of the pedigree of the Papers, originally intended by the publishers to be
a series of sporting anecdotes.

Lion, a Newfoundland in Little Dorrit is also one of the less complex dogs in
Dickens's world. Clark writes that:

Lion is introduced to emphasize an unpleasant side of Mr Henry Gowan' s
character. The Dorrit sisters enter the artist's studio and there discover
Blandois ... Lion has taken an instinctive dislike to this villainous man and growls
at him menacingly ... [T]he artist flings down his brush and treats Lion with the
utmost brutality and cruelty. The dark side of Minnie's unworthy husband is thus
revealed to Little Dorrit, and the dog, having served this purpose, disappears from
the narrative.' (Clark 9-10)
This summary is basically correct, except that Lion's death, which Clark does not
mention, is also significant. He is poisoned by Blandois/Rigaud who then proceeds to
make a geographically appropriate joke about the dog's Venetian death: 'He is as dead
as the Doges' (556). The fact that Rigaud has poisoned the dog adds to his sinister air.
Lion, incapable of deceit, attempted to warn his master of the nature of Rigaud, who
uses underhand methods to dispose of him, replicating the successful murder of his
wife. Lion is also a kind of resurrection of the Saint Bernards, who are shown to be a
possibly dying breed in the convent where the travellers stayed earlier (492). (The
Newfoundland and Saint Bernard are both giant dogs, to use a breeder's term, and are
fairly similar in stature.) He is trying to save his master from the danger of Blandois.
Gowan has said of the 'idea' of the dogs saving people that it is 'sublime ... and brings
tears to a man's eyes' (492) and yet his reaction to Lion actually acting to help him is
brutal. This establishes his lack of sincerity.

It is also worth noting that within a few pages of his joke about Lion, and as he tries to
eavesdrop on a conversation between Mrs Gowan and Little Dorrit about the dog's
death, the narrator describes Blandois/Rigaud as looking ' as if any real philanthropist
could have desired no better employment than to lash a great stone to his neck, and
drop him into the water ... ' (655). This way of disposing of creatures was most often
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employed towards dogs. For example, Bill Sikes tries to drown Bullseye by tying a
stone to him and throwing him in the water. By imagining a 'philanthropist' acting in
this way, Dickens emphasises Rigaud's low moral stature in comparison with Lion,
who has been shown as 'noble', in Little Dorrit's words (556). Blandois (as he is
known at this point in the narrative) has acted stealthily to rid himself of the potential
danger of Lion, and the narrator makes clear that he deserves a dog's death, and that
he is worse than the Newfoundland in every respect. He has been compared with 'an
odious creature of the reptile kind' on the page before this imagined act of
philanthropy, a much lower animal than a dog in Dickens's -

and most other -

views of the world. Lion, a Newfoundland, which, as we have seen, was a particularly
valued type of dog, is avenged in the narrator's fantasy of his murderer being
drowned.

There is something of a debate about 'pet-names' in Little Dorrit. Tattycoram has
asked Mr Meagles 'who were we that we should have a right to name her like a dog or
a cat?' (372). This ability to impose any name on a servant, like a dog, is complicated
slightly by the fact that the Meagles's only child is given the nickname 'Pet'. I have
noted previously how dogs were often sometimes given classical names, either as a
joke, or to capture something of the nobility which the owners perhaps saw in their
animals. It is not only servants who are given diminutives, but daughters (and
children generally, witness the Noble Plom) as well. Little Dorrit is also a pet name of
sorts, but unusually for a woman, includes the surname in the diminutive. The
narrator seems to agree with the Meagles that Tattycoram's tantrums are unreasonable,
and certainly shows her as misled by Miss Wade in renouncing the Meagles.

Dickens's notion of pet-names applied to women and children seems to be that it can
be a loving act, although it can be abused as with Guster in Bleak House, whose name
refers to her fits as well as being a possible contraction of Augusta. A woman or
servant being referred to by a pet name is not an insult, but a symbol of domestic
harmony when the name is used lovingly. It does show that power resides with the
namer, but it is the way that that power is employed that is important to Dickens. A
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woman does not own her name in the way a man does in a society based on
primogeniture, and the passing out of a woman from her parents' house upon
marriage, and the pet name, is a gentle reflection of this fact.

One should very careful however, not to automatically equate this type of naming of
children, women and servants with that of slaves, as in the list of advertisements for
the return of escaped slaves given in American Notes, where adult slaves were
referred to by first names alone. Although the similarity is that all are named by
someone else, there is usually some reciprocity in the ongoing use of a pet-name in the
former cases in Victorian England, whereas the slaves have no 'proper' name
acknowledged by the owners' society outside their slave name. African names, where
they existed, were simply not acknowledged, and an attempt to erase them was made
by bestowing another name. This type of naming is similar to the naming of animals
in that the slave had no say whatsoever. Of course, a slave's view of his or her name
is very different from that of an animal, but the ability to impose a name is an attempt
to reduce that person to the level of an animal. The advertisements for the return of
slaves are a simple description of property, with the name as a mere identifier. They
are different from lost dog advertisements, however, in that they must acknowledge
the choice being made by the slave in the words 'ran away', and the annoyed,
offended tone is also quite different. Pet names, in Dickens, are generally tokens of
love, rather than assertions of ownership, and Tattycoram's objection to her naming is
seen as a rejection of the kindness that the Meagles are shown to have bestowed upon
her. To modem readers, this may seem patronising, but this type of relationship,
between master and servant is not seen as problematic to Dickens, if it is marked by
mutual respect and love.

Merrylegs
The 'highly trained performing dog Merrylegs' (56, 71) never actually appears in Hard
Times, except in the speech of other characters. He has disappeared with Jupe before
Sissy takes Gradgrind back to the circus, and Mr Sleary describes his demise much
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later in the novel. He is not a presence in Hard Times in the way that Jip is in David
Copperfield, or Diogenes is in Dombey and Son, but is used mostly to round off the
story of Sissy's father, and as part of the debates about the nature of animals (and
people) which run through the novel. Animals - notably horses and dogs - play a
significant part in Hard Times, as an antidote to the efforts of the education system
represented by Mr Gradgrind and Mr M'Choakumchild. Horses are the dominant nonhuman creature in this novel, and are discussed in their own chapter below, so, in
order to avoid repetition, my discussion of Merrylegs is brief.

Just as the workers in the factory have been reduced to "Hands' in the parlance of the
factory owners and economists (103), and yet have not been diminished in this way in
reality, there are aspects to dogs which escape Mr Gradgrind's classification of them.
The 'learned dog' who helps prevent Bitzer turning Tom Gradgrind in to the
authorities sparks Mr Sleary into telling how Merrylegs died after returning to the
circus. Mr Sleary asserts that 'dogth ith wonderful animals' and Gradgrind, clinging
desperately to remnants of his life's philosophy, states that their 'instinct is
surprising.' He still prefers a pseudo-scientific language to admitting to wonder at a
mere animal. Sleary explicitly links dogs and people together in denying the
utilitarian approach which Mr Gradgrind has followed:

'It theemth to prethent two thingth to a perthon, don't it, Thquire?' said Mr

Sleary, musing as he looked down into the depths of his brandy and water: 'one,
that there is a love in the world, not all Thelf-interetht after all, but thomething
very different; t' other, that it hath a way of ith own of calculating or not
calculating, whith thomehow or another ith at leatht ath hard to give a name to,
ath the wayth of the dogth ith!' (308)
In standing by his errant son, and in arguing against Bitzer- the name points to the
mongrel education the boy has received, and also has dog overtones -

Mr Gradgrind

has acted like the loyal dog who has fallowed his master and returned in search of
Sissy before his own death. Jupe has earlier beaten Merrylegs because he knows that
the dog has seen his failings, but the animal instantly forgives him: 'the dog was
bloody, and father lay down crying on the floor, and the dog licked his face' (99-100).
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In other words, the dog places love above any desire for blame, rather as Mr
Gradgrind finally does with his son. The dog forgives and follows even where selfinterest is not necessarily served. The 'wonder' of his behaviour is close to a Christian
ideal in the way Dickens often describes it. The wisdo1n of Mr Sleary' s speech is
emphasised, in a way, by his lisp and alcohol, as he is shown to have amusing
impediments, which, like dogs' behaviour, cannot be reduced to a formula.

Although Dickens is critical of those who see Fairy Palaces in factory lights and know
nothing of the deprivations of the workers in Coketown, he is scathing of attempts to
remove wonder from the lives of children, whether it be through the religion of facts
as shown in Hard Times, or through desecrating fairy tales ("Frauds on the Fairies"
Selected Journalism, 566-572). Similarly, Esther Summerson's childhood is depicted
as a perversion of Christianity in Bleak House, as is Mrs Clenham' s miserable
existence in Little Dorrit. The lives of adults should also be protected from those who
frown on enjoyment of any type in Dickens's view, a point he argues strongly in
"Sunday Under Three Heads", attacking the Sabbatarians' view of Sunday observance
(Reprinted Pieces, 635-663). Dickens argues for working people' s rights to selfadornment, and he also speaks for the need for the protection of "lightness of heart'
( 665) a trait very similar to 'animal spirits' , which he posits as a positive thing in other
works, such as The Pickwick Papers (126).

This notion of the positive aspects to wonder, entertainment, and beauty are linked in
Hard Times with the attraction of animals, as entertainers, and companions . Schlicke
(1985) refers to the 'life-enhancing recreations of the sort that Sleary's circus
represents' in Hard Times and the way that they stand in contrast to the educational
endeavours portrayed in that novel (180). Merrylegs's name implies that his very
existence is connected with joy or wonder. In his combination of forgiveness and
entertainment, fun and loyalty, Merrylegs is very close to an ideal character in
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Dickens's scheme of things. 84 The fact that he is a dog only makes the example he
and the other animals set to Mr Gradgrind - who approvingly listened to the
infamous definition of a horse at the outset of the novel -

cut home more deeply. We

will return to Hard Times in Chapter 5, on horses.

Sundry dogs: Foreign, experimental and bloodthirsty
Many unnamed dogs decorate the pages of Dickens's novels and other writings,
sometimes as part of the passing life of the streets, sometimes introduced for comic
effect, sometimes to illustrate differences between countries. Because dogs are such
an accompaniment of human culture, a comment on a dog may often be directed back
at its human owners, although some descriptions seem to describe dogs purely as
interesting characters in their own right. I include some dogs here who are named, but
whose descriptions are momentary and whose character is not a major presence in the
work in question.

Dickens describes French dogs as different from their English brothers. In the essay
"A Monument of French Folly", where Dickens examines the French abattoirs and
finds them far superior to the English system - the latter are shambles in every sense
of the word- a dog makes his appearance (Selected Journalism, 427-437). One
effect of the description of a dog is surely to give a lighter tone to this piece, which is,
after all, concerned with the large-scale killing of animals, an uneasy subject even for
the less squeamish Victorians. Dogs, being exempt from being ea~ in England and
' ~

France, represent a connection with animals untinged by the problem of appetite.
Dickens, in a piece praising French efficiency, falls back on certain common views of
the French and the English when he describes their dogs:

84

A dog with a similar name, Menychance, appears in "Gone Astray", a piece first published in
Household Words in 1853, approximately one year before Hard Times. (Selected Journalism, 35-44).
This dog steals a sausage from the lost boy whose adventures are outlined in the piece, and who is
described by the narrator as himself. Menychance, unlike Menylegs, is far from 'faithful ', as the child
had hoped he would be.
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And here are sheep-dogs, sensible as ever, but with a certain flavour of moustache
and beard- demonstrative dogs, shaggy and loose where an English dog would
be tight and close - not so troubled with business calculations as our English
drovers' dogs, who have always got their sheep upon their minds, and think about
their work, even resting, as you may see by their faces; but dashing, showy, rather
unreliable dogs: who might worry me instead of their legitimate charges if they
saw occasion - and might see it somewhat suddenly. (434)
The sheepdogs here reestablish an almost Podsnappian view of the efficiency of the
English over the French in an article which demonstrates exactly the opposite. I say
'almost' because the amusing description which has a dog as moustachioed -

and

indicates through this mention of an item of human grooming that the author is joking
at least in part -

is something that Mr Podsnap would not condone. But this

humorous description of the Gallic hound defuses any annoyance that the British
reader might feel at the French system of slaughtering animals being lauded as more
efficient than the non-regulated English system. French dogs, it seems, are just like
the French really should be, that is, dedicated to pleasure and rather passionate. (The
fact that Dickens argues against such cliches in other pieces, such as "Our French
Watering Place", makes this attribution of louche qualities to French dogs more
interesting.) 85 I will return to this article on animal slaughter in another context below.

It is fascinating to note that the attitudes which Dickens detects in the French dogs

were perhaps detected by the English in regard to the French approach to the whole
question of dog breeding. 'The business of breeding was not taken very seriously and
unlike in Britain not linked to microdivisions within the social scale. French attitudes
toward the physical characteristics of breeds were cavalier and, to the British mind,
frivolous.' (Kete 66) Kete goes on to discuss the sloppy pedigree of a dog called
Moustache, which was 'a popular name for canines throughout the century.' The
moustachioed 'flavour' of French dogs was commented on by Dickens in the passage
above, and perhaps this slightly outre quality was something valued by French dogowners. If so, Dickens may in fact have observed an actual difference of dogs
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"Our French Watering Place" appears in Selected Journalism, 152-163.
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achieved through selective breeding with a certain attitude in mind, albeit possibly
unconscious, in his amusing description of the French sheepdogs, rather than merely
finding what he expected to see in French dogs. This is simply impossible to know.

In a letter to John Forster of 1 January 1856, Dickens also comments on a French dog,
who shows 'a profound conviction that he was decorated. I couldn't see whether he
was decorated, his hair being long; but he was perfectly up to what had befallen his
regiment; and I never saw anything so capital as his way of regarding the public ... [I]t
was impossible to mistake his air of modest triumph ... A small dog corporeally, but of
a great mind.' (Letters, Vol. 8). Here the military event is undermined by Dickens 's
focusing on the black dog, but even that dog shows an awareness of how to act
appropriately which Dickens comments on elsewhere in regard to France, for example,
on the French ability to feed even train customers in a civilised way, mentioned in
"Mugby Junction". (Christmas Stories, 473-536, at 520-521). Admittedly, the British
mongrel Poodles is described in similar terms to his French military counterpart in the
pieces mentioned above, but Poodles' s appearance is not as correct as his behaviour.

Sometimes eulogies to dogs become unintentionally amusing, when perceived national
characteristics become intertwined with descriptions of canine nobility in the works of
lesser writers. In the novel A New Sentimental Journey, which appeared in All The
Year Round in 1859 and which was written by Charles Allston Collins, (one year
before he married Dickens's daughter Kate), a French blind man's dog is described:

Thou does scarce belong, Azor, to thine own species at all, and art transported to
be an associate of ours ... Thou belongest, Azor, to a nation that loves a holiday,
and to which the attractions of pleasure are not unknown; as a French dog, it
cannot be but thou must want thy 'jours de fete" ... Yet I see no holiday, no
relaxation, no sports canine for thee. And still that dear old face of thine, Azor, is
a happy cheerful countenance, and as innocent, as ever looked out from collar.
(Collins 178)8 6

86

As usual, Collins was not identified, but the attribution is based on Oppenlander' s descriptive index.
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The attempt to render the French 'tu' and the French word order ('no sports canine')
combined with the over-sentimental descriptions make Dickens's descriptions of
French dogs, and dogs who are sensitive with the blind or afflicted, seem very
restrained indeed.

In Pictures from Italy Dickens describes Italian dogs as thin or gaunt (65), fierce or
'grim-visaged' (86), noisy barkers (111), or growlers, even in church (135), as
'rapacious' in Naples, like the soldiers who are compared with them (182). One is
reminded of Dickens's comments on savages when one reads his comments on Italian
dogs, for they are described in unusually negative terms, and as lacking the individual
characteristics of English or French dogs. The implication is that the Italians are, like
the less than noble savages, unable to breed good dogs. Other animals, such as cats,
lizards, pigs and ravens - here used in a more negative sense than in Barnaby Rudge
-

are more commonly remarked upon in Italy than dogs, and this is surely connected

with the lurking medievalism which Dickens identifies in that land. He is returning
almost to a negative Shakespearean view of dogs in Italy. When he sees 'a grimvisaged dog, viciously panting in a doorway, who would certainly have had Romeo by
the leg, the moment he put it over the wall, if he had existed in those times' (86) we
see how his dislike of certain elements in Italian society are painting the dogs in
blacker colours than their English cousins. Dogs in poor areas or "Shy
Neighbourhoods", who make up only one part of the English dog scene, 'betray a
slinking consciousness of being in poor circumstances.' (Selected Journalism, 204212, at 210). Italian dogs do not even show this moral awareness of their poor station.

It should be noted that there are not many images of dogs in American Notes. 'Two
great dogs play' in a hotel's yard, and an undifferentiated 'lap-dog' is mentioned
(218), and dogs are occasionally glimpsed in travelling (23 7), and are mentioned in
their role of catching slaves, as are dog-collars as items slaves are made to wear (27 4,
276-277). A new recruit is described as a 'roaring idle dog' but there is little
description of individual dogs. One feels that the comparative lack of dogs in America
is connected with Dickens's less than warm feelings about that country. The fact that
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Dickens was given a dog in America which became a firm favourite of his is certainly
not recorded in American Notes. (Clark 62) Such a minor personal incident might not
be worthy of note, but the lack of affectionate or individual portraits of dogs is perhaps
more telling in this light.

Another unnamed dog (at least when introduced) is interesting in that he tells us
something about Dickens's attitude towards one particular contentious issue of animal
welfare in the nineteenth century. Some background on the issue of vivisection is
required before the dog in question is examined. Vivisection was a much-debated
topic in the nineteenth century, as in the twentieth and in our own. In Magel's
bibliography, which lists articles by century as well as topic, he has one hundred and
twenty-nine articles and books on this topic being published in the nineteenth century.
Actually, the total may well be higher, as I have noted several omissions from this
bibliography, as mentioned.

At least one article on vivisection appeared in Dickens's periodicals, that is,
"Inhumane Humanity" published in All The Year Round in 1866. This article
provides details of appalling experiments carried out on dogs, involving making holes
in their windpipes and blocking them, then sometimes cutting their throats when they
revived. (Anonymous, "Inhumane Humanity") The Humane Society conducted the
experiments so as to gain information on the resuscitation of drowned persons, hence
the title of the article. Davis attributes this work to Dickens himself, a position for
which no supporting evidence is given. 87 Whoever the writer is, he or she takes the
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Davis does not list this item in her bibliography, although she attributes it to Dickens at 7. Her
bibliography attributes five other non-fiction articles from All The Year Round to Dickens at 231. I am
aware of no supporting evidence for this attribution, and Davis presents none. One of these articles "Pincher Astray" - is attributed by Oppenlander to Edmund Yates, and appears under his name in my
bibliography. The other articles attributed by Davis to Dickens, namely, "Natural Selection", "On
Tails", "Oysters" and "Peacocks", appear under Anonymous in my bibliography, as Oppenlander gives
no author for them. Without commenting specifically on this instance, there seems to exist a tendency
for people to attribute to Dickens the articles which they think he could or should have written. ShuFang Lai has subjected this tendency to scrutiny in a recent article entitled "Fact or Fancy: What Can
We Learn about Dickens from His Periodicals Household Words and All the Year Round?" Victorian
Periodicals Review 34.1 (2001): 41-53.
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moderate positions that 'Man may be justified - though I doubt it -

in torturing the

beasts, that he himself may escape pain; but he certainly has no right to gratify an idle
and purposeless curiosity through the practice of cruelty.' (240)

As mentioned in my introduction, vivisection was a difficult issue for the animal
welfare movement. Opposing it meant taking a stand against what was represented as
the pursuit of knowledge, something sacred to the Victorians. Whereas it was one
thing to object to an illiterate cabbie flogging his horse in the street, or cats being
skinned alive for their furs, it was quite another to take on the scientific establishment.
Similarly, some sports, involving the hunting of animals were never successfully
challenged at this stage, perhaps for the reason that many of the leading animal
protectors were too close to the fox hunters in class and outlook. 88 On the other hand,
Queen Victoria herself was very much concerned to see that animals subject to
experimentation did not suffer, and a letter from her private Secretary of 19 June 1874
to the President of the RSPCA states that:

The Queen hears and reads with horror of the sufferings which the brute creation
often undergo from the thoughtlessness of the ignorant, and she fears also from
experiments in the pursuit of science. For the removal of the former the Queen
trusts much to the progress of education; and in regard to the pursuit of science,
she hopes that the entire advantage of those anaesthetic discoveries from which
man has derived so much benefit himself, in the alleviation of suffering, may be
fully extended to the lower animals. (Moss 156)
The splits in the animal welfare movement over this issue were deep, with moderate
groups such as the RSPCA supporting the alleviation of pain and inspection of
laboratories model underlying the Queen's views - the eventual legislation of 1876
on the issue reflects this position -

88

and the more radical elements, who wanted a ban

As I write, the Scottish Parliament has just banned fox-hunting, and it is apparent that the politics of
nationalism in that country have transcended the class problems which have, so far, continued to work
against such an enactment in England.
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on vivisection, rather than its regulation. The Society for the Abolition of Vivisection
was an example of the latter. (Harrison, B., 804-805; Li)

Dickens's friend Wilkie Collins took this issue seriously enough to base a novel
around the issue in 18 82. A brief summary of this little known novel makes Collins' s
views clear. Heart and Science deals with an evil vivisectionist doctor, Dr Nathan
Benjulia, who experiments on animals including monkeys and dogs. A good doctor,
Ovid Vere -his name shows an ability to recognise the animal in himselfsucceeds in solving a medical dilemma without sullying his hands on animals. Dr
Benjulia eventually releases his animals - the ones who will survive after his
experiments -

and kills himself, setting fire to his laboratory. Another character in

the novel is a ten year old girl called Zoe, Ovid's half-sister - Zo for short, the name
making her spontaneous, animal-like nature clear- to whom Benjulia feels a strange
attraction. The reader is never sure if he wants to experiment on her or discover what
he has repressed through her. The novel is a passionate - perhaps too passionate ·
· ·
·
89
argument against
v1v1section.

Dickens's own references to vivisection are far less earnest, and the main purpose of
them is humorous: to entertain rather than to educate. 90 In the early work The Mudfog
and Other Sketches, Professors Muff and N ogo dissect a pug dog:

Immediately on their arrival they sent for the head waiter, and privately requested
him to purchase a live dog, as cheap a one as he could meet with, - and to send
him up after dinner, with a pie-board, a knife and fork, and a clean plate. (342)
Here the joke partially derives from the dog being dissected as an after-dinner activity
with and on implements used for the preparation or consumption of food, almost as if
it were a food item for the dissectors. It is also significant that the waiter is asked to

89

To be fair, Collins's work, while marred by dubious characterisation and some unbelievable events in
the plot, engages the reader's attention and has moments of fascination, as well as being an interesting
example of the 'issues' novel crossed with the novel of sensation.
90
This is the first time I examine Dickens's own views on animal welfare issues in any detail, and this
analysis will be developed further in my Chapters on Cats, Horses, and Pigs, Sheep and Cattle.
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bring in the dog. The term 'head-waiter', usually just a means of identifying his
superiority to ordinary waiters, here takes on a slightly different tone, almost as if
some sort of semi-cannibalistic ritual is about to be performed. It would be easy to
overemphasise the slightly bizarre tone of some of the references here (and to fall into
the pseudo-scientific jargon which Dickens satirises in this piece as a whole) but the
joke does partially arises from the incongruity of dog-flesh on a pie-board.

It is also significant that the waiter is approached 'privately'. Even in societies where

dogs are eaten, 'the true origins of dog meat are ... commonly disguised through the
use of euphemistic terminology' and/or through complex rituals, largely because dogs
are thought to be too close to people to eat as if they were a 'normal' food item.
(Serpell, 1995, 249)9 1 The inappropriateness of dog flesh as an item of consumption
in English society lies behind this joke, as does the crudeness of the implements for
the task in hand. One is reminded of George Bernard Shaw's later remark that meateating (any meat, not dogs) is 'cannibalism with its heroic dish omitted', and a teasing
link between the use of dogs in science and the possibility of eating them is made in
the passage. 92 Normal meat -that is, normal from an English viewpoint, as opposed to
filet de chien -

will be discussed in greater detail in my last chapter.

The pug-dog refuses to go easily, declining to smell the prussic acid held out to him:

You cannot imagine the feverish state of irritation we are in, lest the interests of
science should be sacrificed to the prejudices of a brute creature, who is not
endowed with sufficient sense to foresee the incalculable benefits which the
whole human race may derive from so very slight a concession on his part. (343)

91

Serpell, citing a 1990 article by Olowo Ojaoade, goes on to report that: 'One of the more bizarre
examples of this form of verbal concealment has been recently described from central Nigeria where
edible dogs are referred to euphemistically as "404 station wagons" after their supposed resemblance to
the Peugeot car of that name. The dog's head is known as the "loudspeaker" or "gearbox", its legs as
"404 wheels", its tail is the "telephone", the intestines as "roundabout" and its ears are "headlamps"'
(249).
92
I have been unable to find the source of this quotation, so the attribution to Shaw is doubtful. The
quotation seems apt in this context, so it remains despite its obscure provenance.
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The dog's reaction actually stands out as the one clear and sensible position in the
entire recorded proceedings of the Mudfog Association. Dickens shows the
Correspondent to be gullible and obtuse, whereas the dog's reaction is entirely
reasonable. (At the beginning of the paragraph just quoted from, the inconsistent
Correspondent had noted that the dog shows signs of reason and is sagacious, but as
his frustration grows this view is forgotten in his letter.) The argument of the
Correspondent in favour of animal experimentation is rejected in the serious piece in
All The Year Round mentioned above, where the writer questions humanity's right to
experiment on animals. The silliness of the proceedings being recorded in The
Mudfog Papers means that the serious issues surrounding vivisection are only raised if
one is primed to find them in the first place. The mock scientific language in which
the letters are written reaches its apotheosis when the correspondent notes that 'The
dog's tail and ears have been sent down-stairs to be washed; from which circumstance
we infer that the animal is no more. His forelegs have been delivered to the boots to
be brushed, which strengthens the supposition' (343).

It is perhaps significant that the sacrificed dog is a lady's lap-dog, named Augustus

after a lover. One can't imagine Dickens constructing a humorous piece out of the
dissection of a 'proper dog' such as a Newfoundland or a hound such as the reputedly
sagacious Ponto of The Pickwick Papers. A lap-dog is not a thing to be taken
seriously, being associated with merely feminine pursuits. I noticed in the last chapter
that 'pug-dog' is an insult when directed to a young man, and Dickens, a very young
man at the time of writing this piece, could perhaps sacrifice a pug-dog on the altar of
humour more easily than another type of dog.

To round off this dissection of the Mudfog Association's dissection, it is worth noting
that the emphasis placed by Dickens on the inconsistency of the correspondent is
shown by the eulogy to the dog -

formerly described as a brute creature - who is

now referred to as 'amiable' and 'deservedly respected by the whole of his
acquaintance,' recalling the hypocrisy of human funeral orations. This eulogy occurs
after the dog has been given a family and a name, and the correspondent can no longer
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regard him simply as a generic dog. Dickens, unlike Collins in the much later work
Heart and Science, is primarily interested in using vivisection to satirise pretension,
rather than basing the piece around the issue as a protest. The display of animals in
Dickens's menagerie is tied to the needs of the work in question, whether the
particular instance be one of pathos or humour, as one would expect in most
artistically successful works of fiction. In Chapter six we will examine some nonfiction pieces in which Dickens took a different approach. However, on issues of
animal welfare, Dickens was a moderate, and would certainly never base a novel
around these questions.

The bloodhound plays a pivotal role in one of Dickens's shorter works of fiction "A
Confession Found in a Prison in the time of Charles the Second", which recalls, as
Deborah A. Thomas notes in her introduction to the Penguin edition of Dickens's
Selected Short Fiction, Poe's more famous piece "The Telltale Heart" (17). 93 Here the
dogs become a force of retribution through their ability to 'see' with their noses what
the human beings around them are blind to. The sudden appearance is commented on
by one character: ' "They are of the genuine breed," said the man, "and being out for
exercise have no doubt escaped from their keeper" ' (64). The dogs here function as
symbols of blind - but olfactorily gifted -justice, that is, a justice that is not
restricted to the senses of man. Dogs are not gods in this passage, but certainly
emissaries of a higher power. However, their appearance is not due to a direct act of
divine intervention, but simply because the dogs are what they are.

This story can be read, in a religious sense, to imply that an all-seeing deity (one
cannot say all-smelling deity, our theological language is too restricted to the primary
human sense) has provided dogs with the means to point out crimes that might

93

It actually predates Poe's piece of 1843, and was published in the third part of Master Humphrey 's
Clock, the vehicle in which The Old Curiosity Shop and Barnaby Rudge first appeared, in 1840
(Selected Short Fiction, editorial note, 411). Poe reviewed Dickens's work in complimentary terms.
Poe's villain is the one who rips up the floorboards, whereas Dickens's murderer tries to conceal hi s
deed to the last. Edgar Allan Poe, "The Tell-Tale Heart," Selected Tales (Oxford : Oxford University
Press, 1980).
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otherwise go undetected. On the other hand, the malleability of dogs is an example of
the adaptability of all animals, either foreshortened through the interference of man, or
over long periods of time through natural selection. (The piece predates The Origin of
Species by nearly twenty years, and is, of course, set in the seventeenth century, but
the bloodhounds' appearance with their extraordinary sense of smell stands as a kind
of mystery in story, which one cannot help but try and solve, by whatever tools one
has to hand.)

Man may have made these dogs, but he has created something that goes beyond his
knowledge or control. The dogs, 'careering round like wild things, ... taking no notice
of us ... ' seem like the blind forces of Greek tragedy. They tear the ground and will
tear people if they block access to blood. They also recall Bullseye following Sikes,
but here the motivation is not the normal canine desire to be with one's master, but a
primal urge to find blood regardless of the consequences. Unlike the myth of the dog
of Montargis, their motivation is not the bringing of a master's murderer to justice, but
an irresistible attraction to blood which happens to bring someone to justice.

The murderer in "A Confession" struggles with men as if he were a dog: 'I fought and
bit and caught at them like a madman' (65). Once again, he lowers himself to the
doggish behaviour noted in the previous chapter in regard to Quilp and others. The
dogs seem nearer to the divine, as they simply appear out of nowhere, having escaped
human control. A book on detectives written in 1976 was called Bloodhounds of
Heaven, but in this unusual story the dogs seem to have dropped into the story to see
that justice is done from an earlier, even pre-Christian time. 94 The dogs seem to be the
mystery in this non-detective story, where we know what the murderer has done. The

J Ol,'t1 rr ·7tt.J;J f .

nearest things in Dickens to these relentless dogs are the mobs such as that hunting )
They are perhaps the least sentimental dogs in all Dickens's menagerie. Cumberland
Clark discusses these bloodhounds under the heading 'Sporting Dogs and Others' , and
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Dogs ex machina? Ian Ousby, Bloodhounds of Heaven: The Detective in English Fiction from
Godwin to Doyle (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1976).
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one senses that the author didn't know under which title to include the bloodhounds.
'Others' seems just about right, as they are quite undog-like in the ways we have seen
Dickens use other dogs to express loyalty and affection.

Dogs, it seems, as we reach the end of their two chapters, are, of themselves, generally
admirable in Dickens's works. Unlike human beings described in canine terms, they
express loyalty and faithfulness quite consistently. Even where they are amusing (Jip)
or ferocious (Bullseye) they are morally superior to their human companions, or, in
Diogenes's case, fitting associates for a long-suffering mistress. The dogs of nonfiction works set in England seem to be remarkably like their fictional counterparts, as
Poodles shows the loyalty of a Lion. Foreign dogs are more problematic, but in this,
they seem to reflect the perceived faults of the nations in which they find themselves.
Here we see human failings affecting even dogs, which for Dickens, seems to show
that something is very wrong indeed. Dog-like men are either the result of societally
bred ignorance, or simply evil. The wolf, it seems, lives on in the man, but the dog
has moved a little nearer to heaven, at least in Victorian England.

123

Chapter 4: Cats
Cats have never held the esteemed place of dogs or horses in English society. It is
ironic that a country that uses a feline symbol (times three) to represent itself has had
comparatively little time for the lion's domestic cousin. If dogs seem anxious to
please and regard the human as undeniably 'the master', cats' streak of independence
and their attachment to place rather than person has led many people into treating
them with suspicion and even contempt. 'The cat', Bewick writes in The History of
Quadrupeds 'seems little attached to the persons of those who afford it protection. It
seems to be under no subjection, and acts only for itself.' (Bewick 233) This
contempt was also felt elsewhere in Europe. Buffon, the great French naturalist, could
not contain his hatred of cats, describing them as fickle, lustful, and devious. (Kete
118) Oliver Goldsmith stated that 'the cat may be said to be only half domestic; he
forms the shade between the real wild and real domestic animals.' (Ritvo, 1997, 40)

Even in cats' bodies some have detected a hint of perverse stubbornness, for there has
been no variation in type through human intervention comparable with what has been
achieved with the more physically pliable dog. There is no Great Dane or Chihuahua
amongst the domestic cat, as if the feline body itself stands up against too much
human interference. Ritvo writes that 'unlike dog breeders (and livestock breeders for
that matter), whose animals were usually willing to mate with a designated partner, cat
breeders had to cope with animals accustomed to making their own decisions and
implementing them out of sight of their owners.' (Ritvo, 1987, 116) As at least
partially nocturnal, cats differ from human beings of a respectable bourgeois sort by
roaming the streets at night, sometimes looking for sex. Some commentators have
made explicit a connection between cats and prostitutes. (Kete 120)

Cats have often been associated with witchcraft and the devil. This association
between witches - usually but not always female -

and cats is longstanding, and, as
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we will see, is something Dickens, in the comparatively more enlightened nineteenth
century, still finds evocative. The 'he' in the sentence from Goldsmith quoted above
is interesting, for the cat has most usually been seen as a primarily feminine animal.
Of course, tomcats exist, but in general the cat is described as 'she', and is also seen as
a pet of women, not men. Dickens sometimes uses the tomcat image, as for example
when he writes of 'a rakish-looking cat runs stealthily across the road and descends his
own area with as much caution and slyness ... as if he were conscious that his character
depended on his gallantry of the previous night escaping public observation' ("The
Streets-Morning", Sketches by Boz 69-74 at 69). However, as we shall see, when he
speaks of un-named cats, he usually uses feminine terms. (The passage just given
would be totally different in tone if a fem ale cat were slinking back from her liaisons,
probably such an image would imply an open female sexuality which Dickens would
not portray even in a cat.)

Kete writes that in France, an association between intellectuals and cats is apparently
also detectable, but in both that country and in England, the femininity of cats has
been subject to considerable, and usually critical, commentary. (Kete 124) Just as
women are constantly compared with men and found lacking, the cat is often
compared with the dog, and found to be untrustworthy, selfish and self-obsessed.

Blood sports involving dogs usually involved them being fought against each other, or
against other animals such as bears or bulls, whereas cats seem to have been killed in
sports where there was little interest except in the actual pain suffered by the cat.
Examples include putting them in bags and stoning them, burning them inside effigies
to add realism through their screams, and so on. (Thomas 109-110) Burning dogs
does not seem to have been as common, so perhaps the urge to bum out devils lasted
into the nineteenth century with cats, after the burning of witches (usually women) had
ceased. Certainly, although cats began to be more highly regarded - there were
many people employed in selling cats' meat for the large number of urban pets, for
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example -

the possibility of legislation being framed to protect cats received an even

bigger laugh in Parliament in 1821 than its possible protection of dogs, or asses. 95

Dickens reflects some of these attitudes in his use of cat images. There are
comparatively few images of cats in his work after the large number of dogs we have
examined. Lady Jane, in Bleak House, is the most prominent cat character, and will
be examined first in this chapter. Certain anonymous cats that flit through the fiction
and non-fiction will also be looked at. Human characters such as Hortense in Bleak
House and Carker in Dombey and Son are described in feline terms, or, as is the case
with Miss Pipchin, are associated with cats and will be examined in tum, before we
move on to look at the lion. I will examine Dom bey and Son before moving back to
Bleak House for Hortense, so as to trace the development of the human cat image in
chronological order. One of the very few times Dickens wrote explicitly on animal
welfare issues was in regard to lions, and this makes for a telling comparison with
some of his attitudes towards smaller cats. The fact that marriageable feminine
characters are very rarely associated with cats will be subject to some scrutiny, as
perhaps showing something about how Dickens regarded feminine sexuality.

Lady Jane
In a novel in which there are aviaries of bird images associated with the domestic and
feminine scenes and characters -

complicated by images of scavenger rooks -

Lady

Jane in Bleak House provides an element of threat and foreboding. Brought into
Krook's establishment because of her wonderful fur coat, a desirable commodity, she
has been kept as a pet by Krook. Lady Jane is associated with the destructive power
of Chancery, as she scrutinises Miss Flite's birds, to whose number there will soon be
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The successful Martin Bill of 1822 did not cover pets, but 'cattle'. Christine Kenyon-Jones, Kindred
Brutes: Animals in Romantic Period Writing (London: Ashgate, 2001) 79. In my chapter on pigs, sheep
and cattle I discuss in some detail a law case that decided - incredibly - that bulls were not 'cattle '
under this Act, showing how the judges sought to maintain the traditional English pastime of bullbaiting against the best efforts of some of the Parliamentarians.

126

added two named after Ada and Richard ('The Wards in Jamdyce' (875)). As Miss
Flite says to Esther:

'I cannot admit the air freely ... because the cat you saw downstairs - called Lady
Jane - is greedy for their lives. She crouches on the parapet outside for hours
and hours. I have discovered,' whispering mysteriously, 'that her natural cruelty
is sharpened by a jealous fear of regaining their liberty ... She is sly, and full of
malice. I half believe, sometimes, that she is no cat, but the wolf of the old
saying. It is so very difficult to keep her from the door.' ( 105)
Esther records that the cat 'looked so wickedly at me, as if I were a blood-relation of
the birds upstairs.' (105). Esther's secret blood-relation, Lady Dedlock, will
eventually be pursued to death by the law, so this seemingly off-hand comment by
Esther indicates how Dickens has prepared the ground for the linkage of the victimised
character of all classes from early in the novel. The lust for the blood of the birds y{ci
emphasises the cruelty of the legal system, which feeds off its victims. Lady Jane is
the associate of Krook, the Chancellor, whose nickname and pursuit of gain through
the illiterate perusal of documents replicates the larger legal system which will
eventually destroy one of the wards, as it has destroyed earlier litigants such as Tom
Jamdyce.

Miss Flite's rapid movement between the world of fairy tale and reality in the passage
quoted above indicates that her ability to distinguish between the two has been
compromised. (Whereas the expression 'keep the wolf from the door' referred to by
Miss Flite is a proverbial one referring to poverty, it inevitably recalls fairy tales and
wicked wolves who consume people.) However, Dickens is performing a similar
trick, as Krook is a figure drawn from the world of evil witches. In a passage that
combines the image of the pursuer and the pursued, Esther looks back and sees 'Mr
Krook standing at his shop-door, in his spectacles, looking after us, with his cat upon
his shoulder, and her tail sticking up on one side of his hairy cap, like a tall feather'
( 108). The cat's tail, viewed at this angle, can also be seen as a feather, indicating
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how closely entwined are the lives of the victims and those who feed upon them. 96
The image is further complicated by the fact that Krook's hat is 'hairy', reminding us
that Lady Jane herself was destined to be skinned and worn as a cap, and emphasising
that the predator and the prey are caught in the same cycle of destruction.

Dickens is also playing with the idea of witches' familiars, although the witch, Krook,
is male. "Familiars were regarded as supernatural companions who carried out the
witch's evil intentions in return for protection and nourishment.' (Serpell, 1986, 57)
Cats were one of the commonplace animals which could be used in a trial as evidence
that a person- usually, but not always, a woman- was a witch. Krook, whose
name indicates deviation, and perhaps even a corruption of the crook used to rescue
lost sheep, is associated with burning from his first appearance in Bleak House.
Esther notices 'the breath issuing in visible smoke from his mouth, as if he were on
fire within' (99). In laying these narrative sticks around Krook, Dickens is preparing
the ground for the spontaneous combustion of that character. He vigorously defends
the possibility of a death such as Krook's as based on many properly documented
cases. Amusingly in the current context, one of the authorities for the existence of
spontaneous combustion who Dickens cites is called Le Cat (Preface at 42 and 523).
However, the death of the cat-associated Krook recalls the history of the burning of
witches, the last of whom was sentenced to death at the beginning of the eighteenth
century, as mentioned in my discussion of Grip. (Fraser 130)

In making Krook, a male, spontaneously combust, Dickens is perhaps drawing a
distinction between these religiously sanctioned murders based on superstition and
what he wants to establish as a scientific fact. At the same time, rather like Miss Flite,
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It is indicative of the negative attitudes toward cats that one commentator finds moral faults even in
their tails. The author of the piece "On Tails" writes that 'In the most familiar of the feline races we
can observe the expression of the tail change as its owner outgrows its earlier innocence and develops
its treacherous and cattish nature.' In regard to the tails of the leopard or tiger, his(?) projection of evil
is quite remarkable, if not pathological. 'Regard those of the leopard or tiger, those long, cylindrical,
snaky rolls of fur, pliant, twisting, coiling; so fitly associated with half-mild, half-ferocious casts of
features , and peering diagonal eyes, and equally with these, evincing to the physiognomist a nature
formed for treasons, strategems, and spoils, and expressing cruelty, foppishness, and insincerity.'
Anonymous, "On Tails" All the Year Round 5.106 (1861): 136-140 at 137.
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he is mixing the world of fairy tale and what he wants us to see as reality or, as he puts
it, 'dwel[ling] on the romantic side of familiar things' (Preface 43). This phrase
occurs immediately after Dickens's defence of the notion of spontaneous combustion.
Spontaneous combustion is hardly 'familiar', to anyone. In the novel, Dickens draws
on the other meaning of the word 'familiar' as he presents a portrait of Lady Jane, and
it seems that such notions continued to carry afrisson of evil into the nineteenth
century. Dickens mines this legacy of superstition beautifully with Krook and Lady
Jane, even when, in the Preface, he argues that spontaneous combustion is far from
scientifically disproven.

Lady Jane, of course, outlives Krook, although, unlike the named dogs, we have no
idea as to her eventual fate. She unnerves Mr Guppy and Tony with an appearance in
which she 'almost looks as if she were Krook.' (617). When Krook died, his 'hairy
cap and coat' are placed on an armchair, so, if the man was clothed in animal hair, it is
possible that the cat has taken on the form of her devil-like master. The devil, it was
alleged in witch trials, visited the witches in the shape of familiars. Dickens continues
to play with the frightening aspects of witchcraft, although here the effect is as much
amusing as frightening, as 'Mr Guppy retreats behind a chair' at the prospect of the
'horrible cat', whom he calls 'a goblin.' The supernatural element hinted at previously
is here jokingly reinforced (617). 97

It is worth noting that Lady Jane certainly does not die at the same time as her owner
as do Bullseye and Jip. While snarling, and perhaps driven 'mad' (511), the cat stays
on the premises, after a fortnight's sojourn on the roof (617). She escapes up the
chimney, in an image that brings witches and broomsticks to mind. In this Lady Jane
enacts one feline characteristic which was often commented upon, that 'their affection
is more to the house, than to the persons who inhabit it', as Mary Trimmer put it in
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Similarly, in Nicholas Nickelby, 249, there is a reference to a seemingly old superstition ' that a
strange cat had come in, and sucked the baby's breath while the girl was asleep.' Interestingly, new
mothers in Australia are currently warned against allowing cats to sleep with babies, lest they suffocate
them by sleeping on their faces. The cats are, however, seen to be blameless in this scenario, albeit
selfishly seeking warmth at the baby's expense.
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1825. (Ritvo, 1987, 23) More recent commentators have also compared dogs and cats
in this regard, for example, James Serpell writes that' ... whereas even the most
affectionate cats are generally more tied to places than to people, most dogs behave as
if permanently attached to humans by invisible bonds.' (Serpell, 1995, 246)
Ironically, it is cats' commitment to the domestic hearth in the literal sense that makes
them seem less tame than the dog. Just as the cat survives the death of her master,
Dickens does not find it necessary to spell out her eventual fate. The looser bonds
between men and cats show in this lack of a loose end being tied up: she does not
deserve the place in the summation of characters' fates accorded Diogenes the dog
(albeit belatedly) or Grip the raven. In this more casual use of a cat character, Dickens
is in tune with Victorian attitudes in general, which, as we have seen, valued the cat
far less than the dog.

Another milder witch
Dickens also draws on witch and cat imagery in Dombey and Son, although in a much
less frightening way than in Bleak House. Mrs Pipchin, Paul Dombey' s teacher before
he graduates to the more masculine environment of Dr Blimber' s hothouse, is a badtempered widow, frequently described in terms of evil animals. She has ' sable
plumage' and a 'hooked beak' like a 'bird of ill omen' (208). She keeps cacti, which
seem to metamorphose between 'serpents', a 'lobster', and 'spiders,' and her house,
like Miss Havisham' s, is full of insects ( 160-161 ). She drives her unfortunate niece,
who is afraid of the dark, upstairs into her chamber, and shakes her for moaning, in a
manner that brings to mind many cruel step-mothers and witches in fairy stories. She
is an 'Ogress' (164) and an 'exemplary dragon' (170) and tells Paul stories about
naughty little boys being eaten by a variety of vicious creatures, such as lions and
bears. In a cannibalistic reference, linked to these images of wild animals, she
believes in opening a 'child's mind ... by force like an oyster. .. ' (163). Dickens makes
Mrs Pipchin' s resemblance to a witch explicit in the following delightful passage
which introduces her cat, but the tone indicates that this witch has little in the way of
real powers of darkness:
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... Mrs Pipchin appeared to have something of the same odd kind of attraction
towards Paul, as Paul had towards her. She would make him move his chair to
her side of the fire, instead of sitting opposite; and there he would remain in a
nook between Mrs Pipchin and the fender, with all the light of his little face
absorbed into the black bombazeen drapery, studying every line and wrinkle of
her countenance, and peering at the hard grey eye, until Mrs Pipchin was
sometimes fain to shut it, on pretence of dozing. Mrs Pipchin had an old black
cat, who generally lay coiled upon the centre foot of the fender, purring
egotistically, and winking at the fire until the contracted pupils of his eyes were
like two notes of admiration. The good old lady might have been - not to record
it disrespectfully - a witch, and Paul and the cat her two familiars, as they all sat
by the fire together. It would have been quite in keeping with the appearance of
the party if they had all sprung up the chimney in a high wind one night, and
never been heard of any more.
This, however, never came to pass. The cat, and Paul, and Mrs Pipchin, were
constantly to be found in their usual places after dark; and Paul. .. went on
studying Mrs Pipchin, and the cat, and the fire, night after night, as if they were a
book of necromancy, in three volumes. (166)
This passage shows Dickens playing with notions of witchcraft, apologising to the
lady character as he does so, in terms that simultaneously amuse and indicate that Mrs
Pipchin is not as ferocious as she might sometimes seem to be. The image of the
witch is carefully domesticated, and the only hint of burning is the fire in front of
which the three creatures doze. Witchcraft has become a respectable domestic affair,
just as the imaginary three volume book of necromancy is the sort of thing that even
Mudie's would see fit to distribute. Although the light of Paul's face is absorbed by
Mrs Pipchin's gown in an image which prefigures his death, he is shown to have more
power than the alleged witch does, as she must look away from his gaze. This image
is replicated in the happy Paul rendering 'the lions and tigers climbing up the bedroom
walls ... quite tame and frolicsome' as he looks forward to his holidays (251), and he
has earlier thrown Mrs Pipchin's powers to terrify children into doubt by questioning
the silly stories about vicious wild animals attacking errant boys ( 165-166).

Here Dickens may be gently suggesting that the doomed child has something heavenly
about him which defeats Mrs Pipchin's powers of darkness, but the suggestion is very
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subtle. Indeed, Paul twins the cat in the fireside scene, as he settles into a ' nook' like a
small pet. The cat's 'coiling' recalls serpents, usually associated with evil in Dickens
as with Uriah Heep's hands, or the infamous reptile Fagin, however while the cat' s
purrs are seen as egotistical, the general tone here is of whimsy, rather than any real
threat. This suburban witch is introduced more as a wonderful vignette, and the cat is
mainly an image of contentment, a pussy rather than a miniature killer. Mrs Pipchin' s
cat recalls, in a gentler way, the appalling Mrs Corney, later Bumble, of Oliver Twist,
whose contented cats give a false impression of domesticity and contentment, to the
stupid Mr Bumble. Her use of the word 'companions' to describe the animals (219)
show that as early as Oliver Twist, Dickens is playing with the witch and cat
connection. Mrs Corney, who makes a comfortable living from starving children, is a
far more threatening witch than the later Mrs Pipchin, and bears a more sinister
resemblance to an evil character from a fairy tale.

Carker and Hortense
If Dickens is playing with cats and witches in regard to Mrs Pipchin, a far more
unpleasant character in the shape of Carker is also consistently described in feline
terms. Indeed, Carker- or Carker's smile -

materialises throughout Dombey and

Son like a rather nasty Cheshire cat, some twenty years before Alice's encounter with
that more enigmatic creature. Although Walter notices Carker following him and
describes him as 'like ... a faithful dog' (139) Carker' s later behaviour -

the irony of which is only revealed by

the overwhelming association is of Carker as a cruel,

rather than a cosy cat. His smile is like ' the snarl of a cat' (239) and he gives a ' feline
show of his teeth' (241). There is ' something desperately cat-like' about him (308).
The snarl-like aspect to Carker' s smile is emphasised when the narrator records that
' A cat, or a monkey, or a hyena, or a death' s head, could not have shown the Captain
more teeth at one time, than Mr Carker showed him' (3 06). Captain Cuttle, associated
with the sea, is totally taken in by Carker, swallowed, like a fish, by the craftier cat.
The image of the cat is not the only one given to Carker- he also grins ' like a shark'
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(3 77) and is compared with a wolf (442) - but it is the one to which Dickens
constantly reverts.

The 'egotism' of the cat who shares the fire with Paul and Mrs Pipchin was a negative
trait often detected by commentators in regard to cats. One French cat lover has
described the cat's love of touch: 'one strokes him, he raises his back in pleasure, but
it is a physical pleasure that he experiences, and not, as with the dog, an insane
satisfaction in loving and being faithful to a master who thanks him with a kick.' (Kete
124-125) These are exactly the traits which Victorians (and earlier British
commentators) hated in cats. Ritvo states that '[t]hose who valued the eager
obedience and camaraderie of the dog considered the cat a strikingly inferior domestic,
"refined and very voluptuous ... so wanting in the nobler qualities as to fail in winning
the sympathies of noble and generous-hearted men." ' (Ritvo, 1987, 23)9 8 This
quotation makes an interesting comparison with the following description of the
usurping Carker:

And although it is not among the instincts wild or domestic of the cat tribe to play
at cards, feline from sole to crown was Mr Carker the Manager, as he basked in
the strip of summer-light and warmth ... With hair and whiskers deficient in colour
at all times, but feebler than common in the rich sunshine, and more like the coat
of a sandy tortoise-shell cat; with long nails, nicely pared and sharpened; with a
natural antipathy to any speck of dirt ... Mr Carker the Manager, sly of manner,
sharp of tooth, soft of foot, watchful of eye, oily of tongue, cruel of heart, nice of
habit, sat with a dainty steadfastness and patience at his work, as if he were
waiting at a mouse's hole. (372)
He 'purrs', and in the same way as Miss Pipchin's cat, is 'coiled up snugly at certain
feet, he was ready for a spring, or for a tear, or for a scratch, or for a velvet
touch ... Was there any bird in a cage, that came in for a share of his regards?' (387)

98

The interpolated quotation within the sentence from Ritvo is from Louis Robinson, writing in a book
called Wild Traits in Tame Animals, Being Some Familiar Studies in Evolution, written in 1897, some
fifty years after the creation of Carker.
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Certainly, Dickens is mining the image of the cat for all that it is worth, and the
voluptuous and ungrateful characteristics detected in this animal are emphasised. In
terms of Dombey and Son, they provide a contrast with the loyalty, and it must be
said, stupidity of Diogenes, who barks at Mr Toots and a mythical enemy as much as
at Carker. Carker, as previously noted, keeps a parrot in a cage and approaches Edith,
a woman whose beauty is displayed by Mr Dombey in a similar manner 'more as ifhe
meant to bite her, than to taste the sweets that linger on her lips' (525). The link
between the cat's parrot and Edith is made explicit by the bird's hanging from a 'hoop
like a great wedding ring' (554). The parrot is a 'she' (680), and Edith, as she listens
to the cat's overtures, 'pluck(s) the feathers from a pinion of some rare and beautiful
bird, which hung from her wrist by a golden thread ... ' (716). Carker seems to have

;~hef claws in Edith, as '[h]e saw the soft down tremble once again, and he saw her lay

r

the plumage of the beautiful bird against hi'bosom for a mome~t; and he unfolded one
more ring of the coil into which he had gathered himself (718). The coiling cat has
become markedly snake-like.

After Carker meets his death by train, that symbol of progress, dogs sniff at his blood,
and must be driven away. The cat imagery which Dickens has associated with him
throughout the novel therefore continues after his death, and there is no sympathy
revealed in the narrative for the cat which has been smashed to pieces in this way.
Even the monstrous Quilp seems to be accorded more sympathy by the narrator of The
Old Curiosity Shop as his demise is accounted. Carker, clean, fastidious and disloyal,
ends up being smelt by that symbol of loyalty, the dog, and there is an implication that
given the chance, the dogs will eat what remains of him. Dickens, in associating
Carker with cats, reflects and recreates the view that cats are nasty and selfish, and not
to be trusted.

Lady Dedlock's maid in Bleak House is also associated with cats, and in this respect
represents something of a reworking of Carker. She also appears in a novel in which
there are many bird images as noted above. Apart from being feline-associated, she is
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also French, a domestic servant and a woman, which makes the comparison all the
more interesting.

Hortense shows the type of disloyalty which was often associated with cats in turning
against her previous employer. She is described as a 'feline personage' (642) and, like
Carker, her mouth seems to have a life of its own, showing a 'tigerish expansion' (646
and 794). She is also described as a vixen at 643, but the cat images soon return, and
she pants in a 'tigress-like' manner, and wishes to bite and tear Mrs Bucket, who helps
to convict her of murder (799). If Carker has the cleanliness and neatness of the
domestic cat, Hortense is more closely related to the wild cats. Her foreigness
(admittedly only French, not Indian, like the tiger) and her attempts to rise above a
merely domestic position are reflected in the feline metaphors associated with her.
She is not as in control as Carker, and the viciousness breaks through.

Unlike the degeneration of the dog into the wolf which we examined above, the
relation of the cat and tiger seems to be merely one of degree. Hortense's ambition is
described in tiger-like terms, Carker's in cat-like ones, but they are basically made
from the same mould. Domestic cats, as discussed above, were seen as not really tame
at all, so the move from cat to tiger is quite different from a move from dog to wolf.
Cats were often seen as intermediate animals, between the wild and the tame indeed this is what some people found and continue to find attractive about them and it is interesting that the two characters most associated with cat images (as
opposed to owning a cat) are both servants, who act against their employers' interests.
Carker is the sleek, luxurious cat, whereas Hortense is shown as manifesting
inappropriate feminine ambition in a vicious snarling form. In this, she is to be
contrasted with the gentle women of Dickens's novels who are sometimes referred to
as Puss, something to be examined in the next section. In throwing over her employer
in favour of herself, and in resorting to murder, Hortense comes close to being the
ultimate manifestation of perversity in Dickens's world. As we have seen, happy
domesticity is most often associated with the bird in terms of animal imagery
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employed by Dickens, and usually the only cat associated with marriageable women is
found in a pet-name bestowed by loving family members.

99

Silly puss
The term 'puss' is sometimes used in Dickens's novels and other writings as a gently
teasing term of endearment in relation to young female characters. For example, in
The Battle of Life of 1846, the Doctor teasingly addresses Marion by saying
"Somebody's birth-day Puss!" (141) and again by saying "Kiss me, Puss ... Why, what
a silly child you are" (191). The former instance is used by the OED to illustrate a
'playful' use of the word puss 'as a familiar term of endearment, often connoting
slyness.' It seems that the word sometimes is also used to imply silliness on the behalf
of the addressee, as in the second example from The Battle of Life just given, but in a
very gentle way. This aspect of the use of the word 'puss' is also found in Bleak
House, where Rosa - the same given name as the main female character in Edwin
Drood, to be examined below - is called a 'silly little puss' by her future father-inlaw (713).

These uses point to a different view of the cat as a gently playful domestic companion,
however it is interesting that there is a teasing element to the word, a slight distancing
of the woman from the puss through irony. The pet name for cats is employed, as
using the word 'cat' itself would be an insult. In Nicholas Nickelby, this is shown
when the Gentleman in Small Clothes turns on Mrs Nickelby with the word 'Cat' and
a string of typical cat names when his infatuation reaches an end (745). In Bleak
House, the character of Hortense illustrates the monstrous nature of ambitious women,
and her abnormality is described, as we have noted, in strong feline terms. It seems
that respectable females can be teased as 'puss', implying playful kitten-like fun, but
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As noted previously, Betsey Trotwood keeps both a cat and birds, and in this, she is unusual amongst
those of Dickens's characters portrayed in a sympathetic light. Her odd status - married and yet not
married - makes this mixing of pets somehow appropriate.
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are carefully distinguished from the perceived selfishness and egotism of cats. 100 This
playful domestic use of the term puss or pussy is most marked in The Mystery of
Edwin Drood, where Rosa is often referred to by the pet name 'Pussy'.

The OED gives only one possible use of the word 'puss' or 'pussy' as referring to
female genitalia before 1879-1880, and the editors of the dictionary point out that the
isolated 1664 reference to puss 'may not exemplify' the sexual reference which has
been argued to exist for it. Certainly, it would be unusual for a word with a sexual
implication in 1664 not to be used in this way again before the late nineteenth century,
when obviously sexual references are noted.

It is, of course, quite impossible to believe that Dickens would have called a female

character 'Pussy' if he was aware of an explicit sexual meaning to the term. However
his use of the word to describe the innocent female character in The Mystery of Edwin
Drood who is possibly the object of a dastardly plot involving the murder of a
perceived suitor might imply that there was a dark side to the term 'pussy'. The word
is possibly implying something which exerts a dangerous attraction, by the time
Dickens was writing Drood in 1870. It is hard for the modem reader to read Rosa's pet
name without the modem sexual implication superimposing itself onto Dickens's
playful use as a term of endearment. Rosa and ripeness -

even her real name implies freshness

is more aware of her guardian's desires than is Edwin, but she is not

shown as enjoying her power over the former, or even playing with it in a knowing
way. Dickens is making Rosa, the domestic puss, attractive to her guardian, but she
must not be shown to be in control of this process. If she were, presumably she would
be a cat, or even a tigress, like the abominable Hortense. Innocence, particularly
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The anonymous author of "Cat Stories", All the Year Round 7.163 (1862): 308-312 writes at 308
that 'It might occur to some that "puss" is derived from that Egyptian name Pasht; but perhaps it is best
to acquiesce in the derivation from the Latinpusus (a little boy), or pusa (a little girl).' It is
immediately evident that the word is only used to refer to females in Dickens 's time.

137

sexual innocence, is a necessity for the young, bud-like (Rosa) heroines of Dickens 's
novels.

Lions and Killing the Cat
One of the few instances of Dickens writing specifically on animal welfare issues is in
relation to lions. In "The Friend of the Lions" Household Words 13.306, Feb 2, 1856,
61-63, he criticises the conditions in which a pair of lions is held at Regent Park's
Zoo, using the situation of an artist - unnamed but seemingly Sir Edwin Landseer addressing his model, who is, by implication, Dickens. We know this piece was
written by Dickens because of a letter by him to Landseer written on 10 January
1856. 101 This work is worthy of lengthy quotation and examination, for, despite being
relatively unknown, it tells us much about Dickens's moderate views on animal
welfare, and also, in a more speculative vein, something about the author's views of
himself. Some brief reference to other writings which are not specifically cat-related
will be made as we discuss this piece, as these help to show Dickens's general views
on animal welfare more clearly.

The article uses patriotism and humour as a vehicle for compassion. After considering
how birds and monkeys ('our poor relations') are held in adequate cages at the zoo,
the author shows the artist becoming agitated as he thinks of the caged lions, and
berates the Board of the Zoological Society in the following terms:

There! says our friend, throwing the charcoal away! There they are! The
majestic King and Queen of quadrupeds. The British Lion is no longer a fictitious
creature in the British coat of arms. You produce your British Lion every year
from this royal couple. And how, with all the vast amount of resources,
knowledge and experience at your command, how do you treat these, your great
attractions? From day to day, I find the noble creatures patiently wearing out
their weary lives in narrow spaces where they have hardly room to turn, and
condemned to face the roughest weather ... Look at those wonderfully constructed
10 1

Volume 8 of the Letters. The editors point out that Landseer had previously referred to the lion as
the Royal Couple, a term Dickens uses in this piece.
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feet, with their exquisite machinery for alighting from springs and leaps. What do
you conceive to be the kind of ground to which these feet are, in the great
foresight of Nature, least adapted? Bare, smooth, hard boards, perhaps, like the
deck of a ship? Yes. A strange reason why you should choose that, and no other
flooring for their dens! (62)
Apart

1tfon the fascinating use of the terms 'adapted' and 'Nature', showing a possible

awareness of evolution in its pre-Darwinian guise, Dickens is wrapping the lions in the
British flag in order to show that they are worthy of higher respect than mere birds and
monkeys, who are, he believes, more compassionately housed. The supposed model
in the piece, the author, who provides the excuse for this harangue, is accompanied by
another symbol of British patriotism, a bull-dog, who threatens to bite the artist at any
time. This mini-lion provides a humorous balance to the artist's argument, perhaps
indicating that there is a different, more vicious side to these admirable symbols of
Britishness, but in a very subtle way. The ferocious 'vagabond' dog is explicitly
contrasted with the French bouledog, showing that the British symbol is quite different
from the foreign creature, and not to be trifled with, unlike his effeminate relatives
over the sea (62). The link between the bull-dog and the lions is emphasised, but the
humour being projected onto the dog, the more familiar symbol, allows for the plea on
behalf of the lions to be taken seriously, while the reader's attention is held through
the humour of the dog.

Dickens moves on to compare the lions with the hypothetical domestic cats which the
Zoological Society Board members may own, and he asks them to compare:

... how she crouches in the mould, rolls in the sand, basks in the grass ... Compare
such surfaces and substances with the one uniform, unyielding, unnatural,
unelastic, inappropriate piece of human carpentry upon which these beautiful
animals, with their vexed faces, pace and repace, and pass each other two hundred
and fifty times an hour.
Don't you, the Zoological Society, punch and poke your pillows, and settle into
suitable places in your beds?
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Careful observation of the domestic cat leads on to imagined observation of the
Zoological Society, as if Dickens -

or the imagined artist -

is observing the human

beings as other animals. The Zoological Society has become a new sort of collective
animal itself, perhaps a deformed cat. In subjecting the distinguished members of the
society to the same treatment as the domestic cat just described, Dickens is once again
strengthening his case through humour, or perhaps ensuring that "A Friend of the
Lions" is more than merely didactic. It is a readable piece because of these instances
of humour such as the vicious bull-dog and the Zoological Society being treated like
exhibits in their own zoo.

Davis mentions this piece in passing as showing that Dickens 'protested the caging of
wild animals, particularly lions.' (Davis 7) However, as the above quotations make
clear, Dickens was not against the caging of wild animals, merely against their being
inappropriately housed. He was a moderate in animal welfare issues, largely
reflecting the views of organisations such as the RSPCA. Further evidence of
Dickens's being a moderate on animal welfare issues is given by the inclusion of a
bombastic and unintentionally amusing article entitled "Beef' in favour of the eating
of beef in the same issue of Household Words as "The Friend of the Lions". A radical
animal welfare supporter with editorial control would probably not condone the
publication of this work, although vegetarianism and support of animal rights did not
(and do not) necessarily go together. Anne Lohrli states that George A. Sala was the
author of this beefy piece. The work reads in part 'Beef makes boys. Beef nerves our
navvies ... Beef is a great connecting link and bond of better feelings between the great
classes of the commonwealth.' (Sala 49) 102

More radical animal rights ideologies did exist, such as that of Lewis Gompertz, who
was forced out of the SPCA (it became royal in 1840) partially because of his
inconvenient radicalism and partially because he was a Jew. Indeed, he was perceived
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A campaign to increase meat consumption in Australia in fairly recent times had the slogan 'Feed
the Man Meat' , a phrase jettisoned in favour of urging women to eat more meat based on iron needs.
The Sala work will be mentioned again in my section on Meat, in Chapter 9.
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to be 'a public relations liability'. (Ritvo, 1987, 129) Gompertz refused to ride in a
carriage, because it was not in the horses' interests (a stance that would have caused
him considerable inconvenience in the nineteenth century) and was what we now call
a vegan, eschewing any animal derived product, including milk and honey. (Li; Turner
42-43) 103 Dickens was far from tending towards the radical views of Gompertz.

Similarly, there is a passing reference to 'Humanity Martin', that is, Richard Martin, a
leading light in the animal welfare movement who tirelessly sponsored the passage of
the first animal protection legislation, in a short piece by Dickens, and the tone is light
and joking rather than seriously emphasising the worth of Martin's actions. In
Sketches by Boz, the narrator records that he is as 'great a friend of horses ... as Mr
Martin of caster-monger notoriety.' ("Hackney-Coach Stands", 104-109 at 106) 104
Dickens seems to have seen kindness to animals as a good thing, but in most pieces
his attention is on other things, not least on making the work entertaining for the
reader. 105 However, there are exceptions. He notices appalling treatment of oxen
shifting marble in Italy and decries this (Pictures From Italy 105). This passage will
be dealt with in Chapter 6, as will a piece entitled "The Heart of Mid-London", which
contains Dickens's most impassioned writing on the issue of the treatment of animals.
The latter is quite exceptional in the seriousness the author attached to the question of
animal welfare and contains some of the strongest language on any social issue to be
found in Dickens's works.
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Arthur W. Moss takes a different point of view on the Gompertz story in his rather more eulogistic
history of the RSPCA entitled Valiant Crusade: The History of the R.S.P.C.A. (London: Cassell, 1961)
28.
104
There is another, rather more obscure, reference to Richard Martin in The Old Curiosity Shop which
will be discussed in Chapter 5.
105
In "Frauds on the Fairies" of 1853 (Selected Journalism, 566-572) Dickens argues against the
revision of fairy tales to emphasis causes, such as abstinence, vegetarianism or 'Aboriginal Protection' .
However, in the introductory paragraph to the piece, he argues that many people have learned
'Forbearance, courtesy, consideration for the poor and aged, kind treatment of animals, the love of
nature, abhorrence of tyranny and brute force' through the enjoyment of fairy tales. In other words, the
enjoyment of the 'extravagance ' of fairy tales is how these goods are 'nourished in the child's heart ',
rather than by a lecture being foisted upon them. It is not too extreme to suggest that Dickens's own
approach is to combine delight with improvement in a similar way.
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When it comes to the domestic cat as opposed to the lion, Dickens takes a very
different approach to the worth of the animal. In a series of letters written to various
correspondents in the same year as "The Friend of the Lions" Dickens recounts with
some glee the attempts to eradicate cats which have been threatening one of his pet
birds at the villa in Boulogne. To Miss Burdett-Coutts he writes that:
Our bird (the most wonderful ever known) having been perpetually way-laid by
two ferocious and extra-cunning French Cats, one of the Cats has been shot, and
one Man lies in wait behind bushes for the other, with his soul so set upon his
murderous purpose that I expect him at least to blow his fingers off.. .And all the
boys ... encourage him from high places behind trees, and are monomaniacal on the
subject ... (Letters, Vol 8, 5 July 1856)
There are several things worthy of note here. Firstly, that the unknown cat has
become a 'she', and that her cunning is emphasised by her being French, in a way that
prefigures images of Hortense yet uncreated. Secondly, that this type of joke about
killing an animal can be made to a lady philanthropist such as Miss Burdett-Coutts,
)

t,1. ;1

ti

who, as already mentioned, would go on to fund a statue in memory of a loyal do~ a
parade in honour of the cart-horses of London, and was a leading light in a special
Ladies' Committee of the RSPCA. (Moss 43-44) A similar joke about eliminating
dogs or horses could simply not be made, and, indeed, Dickens's reaction to the
necessity of eliminating a vicious pet dog, or accidentally killing a young girl ' s dog,
was quite different. (Ackroyd 1991, 943 and 1048; Mamie Dickens 83-84)

Perhaps most significantly, Dickens tells the killing the cat story again and again in
different ways to different people, to John Forster (the cats become 'tigerish' in this
letter), to Wilkie Collins (as mentioned above, another person with an interest in
animal issues far more profound than Dickens's), to John Forster again in another
letter, then to Mrs Brown (Miss Burdett-Court's companion). In a letter to George
Dolby written at the same period, he refers to it 'rain[ing] Tiger cats and
Newfoundland dogs' , the former reference showing how the cats are still playing on
his mind even when he is not specifically referring to them. (Letter, 28-9-86). This
last reference occurred about one month after his family leaves Boulogne and, after
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that event he pictures the house as 'like a dreary bird-cage with all manner of grasses
and chickweeds sticking through the bars and lying in the sand.' (Letter to Forster 308-56). Dickens, left alone in the house, seems to see himself as a bird there, just like
the ones threatened by the cats, and his almost monomaniacal repetition of the cat
story shows an eager identification with the cat killer, undercut by rather feeble jokes
about the murder of people. Tellingly, in terms of the perceived value of the two types
of pets to Dickens's mind, by October of the year of the cat-killing jokes, Dickens is
genuinely regretting, if not quite mourning, the death of a dog which was entrusted to
his care by a cobbler in Boulogne. 106

Dickens's wife, Catherine, is of course, a Cat who Dickens does see off within a year
of these reported anecdotes, and perhaps this is the reason why killing the cat holds
such an attraction for him. The way that the remaining cat is shown as regarding the
efforts to kill her with placid equanimity perhaps reflects Dickens's frustration with
his wife's seeming domestic contentment. This is, of course, speculation, but the
linking of the feminine cat with the increased dissatisfaction with his marriage is the
only way I can make sense of the overly enthusiastic telling of the cat's shooting,
which is, of itself, and even with Dickens's powers of writing, not particularly
amusing. By taking stories about animals seriously, a new light can be thrown on
other domestic relations, particularly when one is exercising the full powers of
hindsight. Because our relations with animals are often occluded, the fact that
Dickens wrote to nearly all his closest friends about killing a cat has not, to my
knowledge, previously been linked with his separation from Catherine, even if he is
virtually sketching, in fantasy, a plan of action. This little cat massacre is a fascinating
illustration of how repressed anger can be projected on to animals. 107

Dickens certainly identifies more with the caged lions than with the French cats, and
Dickens himself was often described as a Lion. Indeed, Dickens became a Lion, in the
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He refers to this incident in a Letter to Mrs Richard Watson, 7 October 1856.
Robert Damton, The Great Cat Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History (New York:
Basic Books, 1984) is the source for my language here.
107
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sense of an attraction which one goes to see, early in his career, with the organised
readings in Britain and America.

108

This expression 'to see the lions' goes back to

1590 in written form, according to the OED, and referred originally to the lions kept in
the Tower of London. The quotation given from Greene's Never Too Late of 1600
shows that the expression was actually a lot older than this: 'Francesco was no other
than a mere novice, and that so newly, that to use the old proverb, he has scarce seen
the lions.' 109 Dickens's amateur acting also ensured this status, and he attracted even
the Queen to his performances, and indeed, he refused her request for a private
performance on one occasion. (Ackroyd, 1991, 827) This shows how the authorial
lion was more in control of his performances than his forebears in the Tower, even if
the strenuous readings of later years arguably hastened his death.

Not all references to lions in Dickens are positive, as for example, "Our Next-door
Neighbour", (Sketches by Boz, 58-66) where he comments on a certain type of
grimacing lion door-knocker which indicates that the householder- by which the
male is of course meant -

will be egotistical and cruel. '[S]elfish and cruel' people

such as 'small attomey[s] or bill-broker[s] favour a 'heavy ferocious-looking' lion as a
door-knocker, as opposed to a 'convivial lion,' which shows a generous person (58).
Human lions, as in the sense of those we would now call celebrities, are also subject to
criticism, as in "Some Particulars Concerning a Lion" where the vagaries of 'the biped
lion' are examined and sarcastically praised, in order to target selfishness and
vanity.

108
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Real lions, writes Dickens, shun 'the vulgar gaze', whereas human lions

The headings "Complaints of a Lion" and "Further Complaints of a Lion" are used to describe
Dickens's comments on America in a book describing his relationship with the United States. He was
depicted as 'The British Lion in America' in a cartoon reproduced in this collection, and it was
'probably by Thomas Nash, published in a New York newspaper, The Daily Joker, in 1868', during his
second trip to the United States. Michael Slater, ed., Dickens on America and the Americans (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1978) 76, 88, 59. Dickens's family crest showed 'a lion couchant.' Footnote
to Letter to Henry Washboume, 25 June 1857. The editors point out that he used it as his bookplate.
109
Spelling modernised.
110
This piece appears in Sketches by Boz, London, Heron Books, n.d., Vol 2, 399-403. This edition is
based on the Boz volume of the Oxford Illustrated Dickens, of 1957, ed. Thea Holme. These volumes
contain sundry pieces apart from the Sketches themselves, i.e. The Mudfog Papers and other pieces
from Bentley's Miscellany, 1837-1839, which are not included in the Penguin Boz, of 1995. Neither
the Oxford nor the Heron edition gives an exact reference. Reference to Bentley's Miscellany itself
shows the piece appears in Volume 1, 1837, 515-518, under the heading "Stray Chapters. By 'Boz.'
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'court the popular eye ... and ever ready to display their acquirements to the wondering
throng.' But generally, the lion is a more positive image to Dickens than the cat.

Dickens sometimes refers to the legend or story of Dick Whittington - a figure
associated with a cat 'only [since] the sixteenth century', we are informed by Keith
Thomas - in relation to a favourably presented male character, that is, Walter Gay in
Dombey and Son. (Thomas 109) He is described as like Dick Whittington several
times, as for example at 134 where he aids the young Florence after her clothes are
stolen, and many times by Sol Gills and Captain Cuttle, as for example at 99.

111

However, he is never associated with a cat. In Dombey and Son, this acts to
emphasise the difference between the loyal Walter and the nefarious actions of Carker,
however, it is perhaps central to Dickens's view of masculine endeavour that no pussy
cat complicates the man's identity, however happy he is to pursue or serve
marriageable women. Dickens seems particularly careful to draw a division between
his good characters and cats. Women associated with cats are at least playing at being
evil, as with Mrs Pipchin, and Krook, another cat-fancier, simply bums up.
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Chapter II. Some Particulars Concerning A Lion." Although it is difficult at first glance to give a
month for the article, it appears after "Our Song of the Month" for May, (at 429) and before the Song
of the Month for June, (at 533) so one can deduce that the piece appeared in May 1837. I have used the
01iginal article as the basis for my comments here, and the quotation given comes from 518. (I rely on
the edited volumes for Mudfog, however, simply for convenience.) A similar description occurs in
Nicholas Nickelby at 247: 'Quadruped lions are said to be savage only where they are hungry; biped
lions are rarely sulky longer than when their appetite for distinction remains unappeased.'
111
Florence's hair is almost stolen by her abductor, revealing a peculiar historical link between women
(or girls) and cats, who were, as noted above, often skinned for their furs.
112
Another less than complimentary reference to a woman who is compared with a cat occurs in a
letter to Thomas Chapman of 27 December 1842, which has just been published in the Appendixes to
Volume 12 of the Letters, 584. (It is from the years covered by Volume 3). Here, Dickens is discussing
the running of a Sanitarium for mad people. In discussing the matron of this institution (whose name is
worthy of his own creation) Dickens writes that 'Touching Mrs Gibbons, it occurs to me that it will be a
great point to impress upon her, that the place should be as cheerful as possible. She appears rather to
have gone into the matter as if the patients were, by the ordinary and established rules of nature, her
natural enemies - as if she were a warranted mouser, and they all mice. Now, if I had heard of her
waltzing, even, with some convalescent gentleman of middle age, I should have liked her better.'
Obviously, Dickens did not like the woman who he compares, however humorously, with a cat. The
implication is that she is being unthinkingly cruel to the patients.
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Dickens occasionally describes cats in a thoughtful, observant way, but also comments
on their egotism, as we have seen. Even where cats seem to add an element of
domestic comfort to a bleak world, the effect is not overly cheering. For example, in
"A Walk in a Workhouse" of 1850, the author notes that 'In some of
these ... chambers, there were pictures stuck against the wall, and a neat display of
crockery, and pewter on a kind of sideboard, now and then it was a treat to see a plant
or two; in almost every room there was a cat.' (Reprinted Pieces, 537-543, at 540.)
The overall tone of this piece is of the dehumanising effects of the grudging welfare
foisted on the needy, so it is perhaps not surprising that the cats do not bring comfort.
However, the way Dickens sees the workhouse cats must be contrasted with the effect
Dickens describes as brought about by the dog Poodles in the sick children's wards
discussed above, in Chapter 3. Poodles is also depicted in a miserable situation, and is
shown to bring joy, but the nameless cats seem to contribute very little to their fellow
inmates.

Like many in his culture, Dickens preferred other domestic animals to cats, but his
careful distancing of good characters from a common domestic animal, and these
charity cats' failures in spreading comfort, seem particularly marked. Marriageable
young women are certainly not associated with this pleasure-seeking, egotistical
animal, except in the playful use of the pet-name "Pussy". Cats are shown as
associated with dubious characters in Dickens's world, and human characters
described in feline terms are selfish and cruel. Lions are treated rather more
sympathetically, as we have seen.
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Chapter 5: Horses
Of all the animals mentioned in Dickens, it is the horse whose primary role has
undergone the most change since his time, as different modes of transport have been
adopted. In some ways this makes the discussion of the animal easier than that of
those animals who were primarily companions and who remain in that role, for the
change makes it easier to identify the different attitudes in the novels and other works.
On the other hand, the ubiquity of the horse as an animal of transport makes many of
the references incidental, telling little except that an animal was present, and taken for
granted. One hesitates to give examples, but I include just two for thoroughness: 'a
light van drawn by four horses' appears in Martin Chuzzlewit at 275, and we read that
'the horses could scarcely face the wind' (David Copperfield 857), the latter saying
more about the weather than the animals.

It would be a mistake, however, to accept that a Gradgrindian view of the horse was
the only one which prevailed in Dickens's time. The horse was also a symbol of
beauty and fun -

a role that it continues to fulfill today -

as well as an everyday

means of transport. There are individuated horses in Dickens, amongst the large
number of unnamed equine presences, and these will be examined, but their
importance to the works is much less than that of other named animal characters, such
as dogs or Grip the raven. However, I will begin with an overall examination of
horses in Dickens for what they tell us generally about Victorian society, in all its
class-divided complexity.

It is hard to overestimate the importance of the horse in Dickens's time, the number of
people used to service the animals, the ubiquity of their noises, smells and sounds.
The railways did not see the demise of the horse, as they were needed to take people to
the railway and back, although their role in long-distance travel gradually declined.
Horse hair was used in the crinolines of ladies: as mentioned above, the debilitating
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cage-like garments were manufactured from a by-product of an animal who
symbolised mobility and speed. There are numerous references in Dickens to
horsehair being used in furniture. Horse meat was used as pet-food, and as meat for
the poor, although it was never regarded as quality meat as it is in France to this day.
An instance of this is that a one-eyed pony of dubious worth is described as of the
family of Fitfordogsmeataurious in a paper read to the Mudfog Club, in a passage
poking fun at scientific blindness. (Mudfog, 386)
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Agriculture depended to a large extent on draft horses. Horses were expensive to
maintain and subject to illness and accident in a time of relatively primitive veterinary
medicine. Daniel Pool writes of England that 'in 1848 out of a population in excess of
18 million only I 00,000 had their own carriage or riding horses', and this at a time
when the horse was the major form of transport (Pool 143). It is a sign of the relative
wealth of people in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries that, at least in the United
States, there are more horses owned now than in the nineteenth century, or indeed,
than at any time in that nation's history (Carson 145). An animal that is now purely a
companion, and a means to engage in sporting and recreational activities, is more
affordable to many in our time than it was when the animal was a necessity in the
nineteenth century. Even with the massive growth in human population since the
nineteenth century, this is still a telling indication of societal change.

The majority of people who used horse transport did not own the animals in question,
hiring them or simply paying for the journey when necessary. This included many
quite well-to-do people, as illustrated by Mr Pickwick, whose hiring of unsuitable
horses, and inadvertent antagonising of drivers is the focus of comic scenes in the
earlier parts of The Pickwick Papers. Indeed, Mr Pickwick's development through his
adventures, and his change from buffoon to a person with sympathy for the
unfortunate, tempered through his time in jail is symbolised through his growth in
knowledge of horses. He starts the novel by copying down the ridiculous tale of a
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I touch on horse-eating again in my section on meat in the last chapter.
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driver about a horse being starved as an example of 'the tenacity of life in horses,
under trying circumstances,' and ends the novel by giving advice to Sam's father, a
retired coachman. 114

In an article called "Mr Pickwick and the Horses", David Parker states that at the end
of the novel, 'no longer is he [Mr Pickwick] exploited, sniggered at and patronised by
the horsey fraternity; he has become a respected friend and adviser to one of its more
prominent members, who actually boasts of his acquaintance.' (Parker 98) Horses,
both as a symbol of mobility and as an actual means of seeing and knowing the world,
no longer pose a threat to Mr Pickwick, whose character grows throughout the work as
Dickens increasingly escaped from the merely 'sporting' anecdotes which were
originally intended to make up the Papers.

Whisker
Whisker is the perverse pony through whom Kit in The Old Curiosity Shop enters the
Garlands' world and finds regular employment. It says something about the value of
horses -

even obstinate small ones -

compared to the cheapness of labour in

Victorian times that a youth could be paid a sum to hold a pony in the street, lest it
wander or be stolen. Whisker is one of the few named horses in Dickens's world, and
it is interesting that he is a pony, a horse bred to be deliberately small, for reasons of
either economy, or ease of handling. Horses' sheer size renders them immediately
distinct from pets, but ponies' miniature stature allows for them to be seen rather more
in the light of household pets. Certainly, Whisker is regarded as 'part of the Garland
household' (362) and his perverse nature is tolerated in a way that would be
impossible with a larger animal. Dickens is establishing the kindness of the Garlands
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In regard to the tale of the starving horse, an anonymous piece appears in the 1834 Annual Register
for August entitled "Remarkable Tenacity of Life" deals with a horse left underground without food or
water for fifteen or sixteen days after an accident, which survived the ordeal. This anecdote was written
about two years before Mr Pickwick's gullible acceptance of the cabman' s story, which is described in
very similar terms.
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through their being ruled by Whisker, whose idiosyncrasies are not corrected by
violence.

Whisker has an 'understanding' with his master that he must go up the street 'after his
own fashion or not at all' (164). He is 'insulted' by admonitions to 'Stand
still. .. which by a pony of spirit cannot be borne' (219). The expression 'pony of
spirit' is humorous, emphasising the distinction between the miniaturised pony and his
larger relatives. Nell, caught up in the crowd at the races muses in a typically virtuous
way on the mystery of horses, those 'fine honest creatures [who] seem to make
vagabonds of all the men that drew about them' (214). Kit makes the pony 'as spruce
as a race-horse' (380) but this once again emphasises the distinction between that
small animal and a proper horse. Dickens dwells on the perverse, pet-like pony of the
Garlands and the futility of Mr Chuckster' s approach to the animal, as he tries to
'strike terror into its heart, and assert ... the supremacy of man over the inferior
animals' (365). Kindness to horses is frequently portrayed as an indicator of character
in Dickens, whether it be Kit's gentle treatment of Whisker, or the fate of Bentley
Drummle in Great Expectations, whose death results directly from the mistreatment of
a horse (491).

Ponies were often associated with women and children, due to their size and placid
natures, just as smaller dogs were bred to fulfill this role. 115 In Bleak House, Esther
Summerson is provided with an easy and quiet pony called Stubbs reference to the painter of full scale horses 116 -

presumably a

which shows a similar perversity to

the earlier Whisker (560). It is significant that Nicholas Nic~~\~y baulks at the idea of
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Of course, many women rode horses, even to hounds, as Parker makes clear in the article mentioned
above. Mrs Touchet was a legendary horsewoman who declared Dickens and his ilk to be 'Cockney
riders' which was a beautifully cutting insult for the author of The Pickwick Papers.
116
George Stubbs (1724-1806) painted numerous horse pictures and portraits, including that of Eclipse
in 1770, probably the most famous racehorse ever. The naming of a quirky little pony after the artist
who painted such models of equine perfection is, of course, a joke which Dickens's contemporary
readers - familiar with Stubbs's work through its frequent reproduction- would immediately
understand. Stubbs's portrait of Eclipse is reproduced in a recent survey of the horse in the visual arts.
Lorraine Harrison, Horse: From Noble Steeds to Beasts of Burden (Lewes, East Suffolk: The Ivy Press
Ltd. , 2000) 50.
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'singing a comic song on the pony's back' as beneath his dignity (463). Acting itself
was seen as rather shameful, let alone entering the world of the clown on a miniature
horse. Crummles, owner of the wonderful pony whose father died due to
'vulgarity .. as he bit off the bowl of the port glass', 'flick[s] him skilfully on the eyelid
for old acquaintance sake' (361 and 362) but this instance of seemingly gratuitous
cruelty does not seem to represent the true relationship of Crummles and the animal,
whom he usually speaks of in the same glowing terms used for the Infant
Phenomenon, another deliberately 'miniaturised' creation. Crummles and Sleary in
the later Hard Times, who both work professionally with animals, are shown to value
horses, and to maintain a sense of wonder at them, something that Dickens, in his
frequent allusions to his love of Astley' s, seemed to share.

"Astley's" in Sketches by Boz (128-135), first published in 1835, is the most obvious
illustration of Dickens's love of the horse-circus. The narrator admits that he now, as
an adult, likes watching the audience's admiration of the spectacle more than he loves
the 'pageantry' itself, but this piece and other references are imbued with a love of this
institution. For example, in Bleak House, Mr George, who is portrayed in a
particularly sympathetic light by Dickens, is 'delighted' by Astley's, and his eyelashes
'moistened' at a particularly touching scene 'where the Emperor of Tartary gets up in
a cart and condescends to bless the united lovers by hovering over them with the
Union Jack' (356). Although there is a gentle condescension in the tone here, the
narrator's sympathy with the character's emotion is undeniable. Kit Nubbles, another
character depicted in a positive way in the earlier The Old Curiosity Shop, treats his
family to an excursion to Astley' s, and their feeling that 'everything was delightful,
splendid, and surprising' at the horse-theatre is tied by Dickens to their unquestioning
love of each other (376).

What a piece of work is [a] horse
Hard Times begins with a definition of a horse, and ends with a horse and dog saving
an erring man from certain imprisonment. The famous definition of a horse at the
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outset of the novel is often quoted to show the destructive effect of a so-called parrotlike education on children, derived from the principles of Utilitarianism.

117

The

definition is equally effective in denying the beauty and grace of the animal itself
through reducing the whole to a series unattractive parts. It is Bitzer, whose name
indicates that he has undergone a similar breaking down into dry and useful parts, who
provides the definition of a horse:

"Quadruped. Gramnivorous. Forty teeth, namely twenty-four grinders, four eyeteeth, and twelve incisive. Sheds coat in the spring, in marshy countries, sheds
hoofs too. Hoofs hard, but requiring to be shod with iron. Age known by marks
in mouth." Thus (and much more) Bitzer. ''Now girl number twenty ... You know
what a horse is." (50)
Girl number twenty had previously volunteered that her father worked in the 'horseriding', a way of life that Gradgrind breaks down into the more palatable functions of
doctoring sick horses, shoeing them, and, unsurprisingly, breaking them. The horseriding is broken down into functions necessary to its operation, but missing totally the
entertainment which is at its core, just as the horse is ground down to its constituent
parts, like so much potential fertiliser. No wonder that the horse's grinding teeth are
emphasised by Bitzer in his definition designed to satisfy Gradgrind. 118

In these passages, the similarity between the children, who M'Choakumchild and
Gradgrind have tried to tum into models of fact-spouting virtue, and who still dream
of wallpaper with horses on it, and the horse, who -

despite being broken down into

so many teeth, remains an attractive and entertaining phenomenon -

is emphasised.

Ironically perhaps, at the same time that fossils and comparative anatomy, that is, the
study of the long-dead and the recently dissected, were showing that humans and

11 7

David Craig deals with the actual systems of education on which Dickens bases his classroom
scenes, and illustrates how mind-numbing they must have been in his Introduction to Hard Times, 2123.
11 8
Mr Podsnap 's patronising treatment of a 'foreign gentleman' in Our Mutual Friend entails
instructing him on how to pronounce the word 'horse.' What is at stake here is, however, not the
definition of a horse, as in Hard Times, but merely the pronunciation as Mr Podsnap treats 'this
unfortunately born foreigner' .... ' as ifhe were a child who was hard of hearing' (177-178). This scene
establishes Mr Podsnap 's complacent jingoism.
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animals were more closely related than previously thought, Dickens is showing that
neither humans or animals can be understood totally on the basis of isolated physical
facts. Just as the 'Hands' are more than hands, the children are aware of more than
facts, and the horse is far more than an arrangement of bones. Dickens's view of the
horse -

ifwe can glean this from the near debate which runs through Hard Times -

seems nearer to the first part of the description given by Thomas Bewick, who began
his General History of Quadrupeds (first published in 1790) with a discussion of this
animal:

The various excellencies of this noble animal, the grandeur of his stature, the
elegance and proportion of his parts, the beautiful smoothness of his skin, the
variety and gracefulness of his motions, and above all, his utility, entitle him to a
precedence in the history of the brute creation. (Bewick 1) 119
Admittedly, Dickens's use of a dancing pony at the novel's end is somewhat removed
from the cliche of the noble horse, but the animal's nature is portrayed as something
beyond a utilitarian inspired list of features and uses.

Bitzer, grown to maturity, is of course attempting to bring Tom Gradgrind to justice
-

a miniature J avert created a decade before Hugo's monomaniacal policeman -

when his efforts are undone by, of all things, a polka-dancing pony and a trained dog
whose combined efforts allow the guilty, unattractive, yet beloved Tom to escape
(306). It is not too much to suggest that there is a kind of revenge implied here for
Bitzer's much earlier definition of a horse. The dry definition once so pleased the man
whose son is able to escape due to a horse seemingly more in tune with 'humanity' -
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Amusingly from an Australian point of view, and in terms of evolutionary theory, the last animal in
the 1807 edition of the History is simply described as 'an amphibious animal' ( 525) and 'an animal sui
generis .. .it appears to possess a threefold nature, that of a fish, a bird and a quadruped, and is related to
nothing that we have hitherto seen... ' The platypus, yet to be named by scientists, is as far away from
the nobility and certainty of the horse as it is possible to get. Ritvo makes a similar point in relation to
the effect of the platypus, as does Moyal. Harriet Ritvo, The Platypus and the Mermaid: And Other
Figments of the Classifying Imagination (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1997)
3. Ann Moyal, Platypus (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 2001).
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which to Dickens always includes the call of familial love and mercy- than Bitzer.
The horse may not be aware of the moral aspects of its behaviour, but its freedom to
express its animal spirits results in the protection of the human values of love and
mercy.

In other novels, horses are used to symbolise the inhumanity of men towards other
human beings, but it is only where they are themselves abused. In A Tale of Two
Cities, for example, the nobility's contempt towards the poor is expressed through
their use of horses:

It appeared ... rather agreeable to [Monseigneur] to see the common people
dispersed before his horses, and often barely escaping from being run
down ... With a wild rattle and clatter, and an inhuman abandonment of
consideration not easy to be understood in these days, the carriage dashed through
streets and swept round comers, with women screaming before it, and men
clutching each other and clutching children out of its way. At last, swooping at a
street comer by a fountain, one of its wheels came to a sickening little jolt, and
there was a loud cry from a number of voices, and the horses reared and plunged.
(140-141)
Here it is worth noting that the unindividuated horses merge into the 'it' of the
carriage until after the child is run over, when their physical reaction straining against their position -

perhaps

is recorded. Their physical distress is in sharp

contrast to their owner's coolness, whose question "How do I know what injury you
have done my horses?" and proffering of money for the child's death emphasises his
removal from the grief of the father, Gaspard. The description of the horses here
makes an informative comparison with the first description of carriage horses in the
novel, which occurs in the second chapter. Here, horses on the road to Dover are
being driven hard to pull the mail coach up a hill. The tone is humorous and the
animals themselves -

or at least one of them -

are described at some length:

... the horses had three times already come to a stop, besides once drawing the
coach across the road, with the mutinous intent of taking it back to Blackheath.
Reins and whip and coachman and guard, however, in combination, had read that
article of war which forbad a purpose otherwise strongly in favour of the
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argument, that some brute animals are endued with Reason, and the team had
capitulated and returned to their duty .
. . .. As often as the driver rested them and brought them to a stand ... the near leader
violently shook his head and everything upon it - like an unusually emphatic
horse, denying that the coach could be got up the hill. (37-38)
Later, '[t]he coachman looked back and the guard looked back, and even the emphatic
leader pricked up his ears and looked back, without contradicting' (40).

Even though the horses are being driven hard here, the tone of the piece and the fact
that man and beast are playfully put on the same level emphasises the difference
between England and France. The mail-coach horses are described in a leisurely way,
and although they are not named, they are far from merging into the 'it' of the coach.
The use of 'reins and whip' is not shown as brutal, and the horse is humorously
allowed to comment on the scene through his head movements. The public passengers -

the

are part of the effort, not likely to be run over by out of control driving,

and the horses are given rest, however hard they are worked. The unstoppable
carriage of the French nobleman is, of course, a useful narrative device to show the
inevitability of revolution given such cruelty.

The British coach, with its humour and humanity, and Reason - however much this
philosophical concept is introduced in a humorous way -

and a union of sorts

between man and beast is shown as attractive, if somewhat inefficient. It is also of
note that even the messenger, Jerry Cruncher, who we later find deals in dead bodies,
treats his horse with compassion tinged with self-interest. He walks her because he is
cautious that her legs might give way on the hill after her long gallop from London,
but in his use of the term 'old lady' and the narrator's careful delineation of the horse
as a mare, Jerry's later 'rebirth' and improvement in attitude towards his long illtreated wife is foreshadowed (42-43). Even an Englishman like Cruncher is shown to
have a modicum of compassion, as expressed in his attitude towards his mare, in
comparison to Egremont who regards his fellow human beings as so many 'rats come
out of their holes' (141).
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Similarly, in "The Last Cab-Driver, and the First Omnibus Cad" Dickens jokes about
a 'dashing' young cab driver, who has paid money to the parents of 'three scrunched
children' and also knocked down an old lady (Sketches by Boz, 170-180 at 174). The
effect here is totally humorous, the exaggeration of the dangers of English transport
achieving quite a different effect to the one 'scrunched' French child in The Tale. The
lack of actual description of the child, just the 'sickening little jolt', actually
emphasises the horror of what occurs there.

In other works, the closeness of man and horse conveys a different effect. In Bleak
House, for example, where the dehumanised Jo, so often reduced below dogs, as we
have seen, refers to a hospital as a 'horsespittle'. This once again emphasises his
ignorance and the way he knows more of horses products -

and specifically their waste

than human institutions (690). This is funny but also a clever indication of

how Jo sees the world. Lady Dedlock's description as 'the best-groomed woman in
the whole stud' by Bob Stables also emphasises how a comparison with a horse can be
dehumanising (44 7) as he sees her as little more than an attractive animal. His later
repetition of this verdict, with the addition that 'he had no idea she was a bolter'
emphasises his total divorce from any sympathy with Lady Dedlock's tragedy. The
fact that this quip 'is immensely received in turf circles' (842) perhaps indicates
Dickens's contempt for the sporty kind of Englishman, and the fact that Stables is
Whip in his political party extends this contempt to the political sphere which has been
shown as hopelessly inept throughout the novel. Reducing humanity to the language
of the stable is shown to be a callous stupidity, and Stables is shown as totally
immured in this world. I will examine this association more in the next section.

Against these elements in Bleak House is the association, already noted above, of Mr
George and a love of horses, which is carried through to the final chapters of the novel
when he is shown riding with Sir Leicester Dedlock -

a character whose early

depiction as a self-satisfied idiot is replaced with a more sympathetic view through his
refusal to disown his wife -

to Lady Dedlock' s grave. Here the return of Mr George
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to a rural environment and his reunion with the conservative world of his mother and
Chesney Wold is shown in a positive light. The rightness is caught in his return to
horseback. Whereas once his step is described as 'measured and heavy, and would go
well with a weighty clash and jingle of spurs' (349) he is last seen on horseback with
the enfeebled but maritally loyal Sir Leicester.

Dickens's deep critique of English society does not deny a place for the loyal retainer
and the conservative landowner, but the relative equality of the two is indicated by the
fact that Mr George is shown 'riding very near Sir Leicester's bridle-rein' (928). The
word bridle must conjure up the homophone bridal, and the injury Dedlock has
suffered is linked with his need for protection as he rides. Loyalty and love are in
control, not privilege and blindness, and the two on horseback are, in a sense, equals in
loyalty. The horse is here a silent partner is this new relationship, which is a refiguring of a conservative vision of rural England, made sadder and imbued with
knowledge of urban life.

'Horsey' men
In my chapter on people as dogs above, it was noted that despite the dog being seen in
overwhelmingly positive terms when a 'real' dog is described, the word is generally
an insult when applied to people. Something of a similar dichotomy seems apparent
in some of the uses of the term 'horsey'. Little Nell's musing on the way that 'noble'
horses bring out the worst in men which is quoted above has something of a reflection
generally in Dickens's world. Bob Stable's intimate knowledge of the horse leads him
to no sympathy with human beings. The appalling gentleman who threatens Barnaby
and his mother is another example of a horsey type with a total lack of sympathy for
human suffering. Dickens is quite scathing in his description of this 'thorough-bred
Englishman ... a genuine John Bull ... ' (435 and 439):

He was in the commission of the peace, and could write his name almost legibly;
but his greatest qualifications were, that he was more severe with poachers, was a
better shot, a harder rider, had better horses, kept better dogs ... In knowledge of
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horseflesh he was almost equal to a farrier, in stable learning he surpassed his
own head groom, and in gluttony not a pig on his estate was a match for him ... He
was warmly attached to church and state, and never appointed any but a threebottle man and a first-rate fox-hunter .. .In short, Barnaby being an idiot, and Grip
a creature of mere brute instinct, it would be very hard to say what this gentleman
was. (435)
Two main points must be made here. Firstly, the words for horses themselves are not
used as insults in the same way as with dogs. The gentleman is 'thorough-bred', a
horsey term, but the word 'horse' itself is not insulting in the same way as is the word
dog. Variations such as colt and jade are insults, the former merely mildly insulting
for a young man, the latter quite insulting for a woman but slightly outdated by the
nineteenth century. The horse's associates may be disgusting, but the horse's own
good name is not called into question by this association.

Secondly, the world of this Englishman, an eighteenth century rural gentleman is very
much described with Dickens's urban, nineteenth century sensibility. The gentleman
is a recasting of Squire Western from Tom Jones (a character not shown in a positive
light by Fielding anyway) rewritten through a nineteenth century disapproval of
vulgarity and drunkenness. The horsey, landowning world of ignorance which
Dickens describes here is, for the narrator, and probably for Dickens himself,
something which new, urban notions of Englishness are consigning to the the dustheap of history, and one can't help but feel the disgust behind the description of the
gentleman. Dickens never revels in the country world of fox-hunting in his novels in
the way Anthony Trollope for example does, by including fox-hunting scenes in
novels one suspects more for the love of the sport -

and to fill pages -

as much as

for any pressing narrative need. 120

120

Trollope actually makes this point himself in his Autobiography, of 1877, where he writes that he
has 'dragged it [hunting] into many novels, - into too many no doubt, - but I have always felt myself
deprived of a legitimate joy when the nature of the tale has not allowed me a hunting chapter. ' Anthony
Trollope, Autobiography (Gloucester: Allan Sutton Publishing, 1987) 51. He states that 'Nothing has
ever been allowed to stand in the way of hunting, - neither the writing of books, nor the work of the
Post Office, nor other pleasures' (49). He mentions hunting on several other occasions in the work, and
reprises an article he wrote for The Fortnightly, in defence of hunting (142). Needless to say, the
celebration of the hunt has a history much longer than the nineteenth century, but the cult of the hunt is
reflected in works such as Trollope's, and poems from the previous century such as The Chace of 1735
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Dickens was far removed from the sporting interests of Trollope in his personal life as
well. Trollope combined his post-office duties with travel around the countryside of
Ireland and England by train, utilising the latest technology in pursuit of hunting
opportunities. This combination of the old and the new is something that Dickens
actually joked about in a slightly different way in "A Familiar Epistle From a Parent to
a Child, Aged Two Years and Two Months":

We were stopping at some station where they take in water when [the Post-Office
Guard] dismounted slowly from the little box ... ready to shoot the first
highwayman (or railwayman) who shall attempt to stop the horses, who now
travel. .. INSIDE and in a portable stable ...
. . .I was led insensibly into an anticipation of those days to come, when mailcoach guards shall no longer be judges of horse-flesh- when a mail-coach guard
shall never have seen a horse ... exhibition-rooms shall teem with portraits of Her
Majesty's favourite engine, with boilers after Nature by future Landseers.'
'
·
121
(Mudfog and Other Sketches, 412-413)
Dickens may half-jokingly write that 'a hackney coach is a remnant of past
gentility ... a hanger-on of an old English family' in his piece "Hackney-Coach Stands"
(Sketches by Boz, 104-109 at 109) but there is no feeling of regret in him for the
passing of the type of Old England represented by the horsey English gentleman. It is
perhaps significant that a character such as Newman Noggs in Nicholas Nickl.~y, who
is depicted in a sympathetic way, has long been separated from the horsey world from
whence he came: he 'kept his horses and hounds once' (69). Like Sir Leicester
Dedlock who needs protection while riding after the shock of his wife's death, only a
troubled or broken association with the sporting world of horse and hound seems

by William Sumerville, quoted by R.S. Surtees in Mr Sponge's Sporting Tour, which seems to find a
pre-lapsarian Edenic peace in the pursuit: 'All around is gay, men, horses, dogs,/ And in each smiling
countenance appears/ Fresh blooming health and universal joy.' R.S. Surtees, Mr Sponge's Sporting
Tour, ed. Virginia Blain (St. Lucia: University of Queensland Press, 1981) 42. An editorial note at 424
explains that this poem celebrated hunting 'in the style of Virgil's Georgics.'
12 1
The child of the piece's title is the Morning Chronicle, which Dickens is leaving. The idea of
engines being painted as lovingly as horses is still amusing, although there is now a populist tradition of
depicting steam engines as part of a jolly Olde England, albeit certainly not by artists of Landseer's
talent.
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acceptable if a character is to be portrayed in a sympathetic way, at least since the
early exception of Mr Wardle of The Pickwick Papers. Similarly, characters such as
Colonel Chowser, described as 'of the Militia and the Racecourses', a guest of Ralph
Nickelby, is shown as particularly shady (309). 122

To return to biography for a moment, Dickens was only able to engage in riding for
pleasure after his success as a writer, and the country old-moneyed world of the
gentleman who persecutes Barnaby and his mother was, of course, closed to him.
David Parker points out that Dickens implies that he rode as a young man in the 184 7
Introduction to The Pickwick Papers when he asserts that he was a sportsman only in
regard to 'all kinds of locomotion', something highly unlikely given his family's
financial and social standing. (Parker 87; Pickwick 44) Within a year of Pickwick, he
had purchased the most fashionable type of carriage (a phaeton) to drive around but he
never really hunted. The new-moneyed contempt for the illiterate, horsey gentleman
in Barnaby Rudge with his inherited wealth comes from the pen of the author allowed
to own a carriage through his work. No wonder it seems particularly vicious, as the
author looks back to a time when a social progress such as his was far less likely. 123

In "Epsom", an article first published in Household Words on 7 June 1851, Dickens
-

along with his co-writer, W.H. Wills - has the narrator of the piece admit to an

ignorance in horse-flesh:

... we know little of horses; and, happily, for ourselves, nothing of sporting; but
believe in the dictum of the Natural History chapters of the Universal Spelling
Book that the "horse is a noble animal," and that he is nowhere so noble, so well
bred, so handsome, so tractable, so intelligent, so well cared for, and so well
appreciated, as in this country; and that, in consequence of the national fondness
for races his breed has been improved until he has attained his present excellency
122

Another early character of the sporting, horsey sort is Lord Peter in "The Great Wingelbury Duel"
(Sketches by Boz, 463-482 at 482). He makes the fatal mistake of combining champagne with steeplechases. Bendigo Buster, in Dickens's article "Mr Bendigo Buster on Our National Defences Against
Education" Household Words 2.40 (December 28, 1850): 313-318, is yet another example, who wishes
to have a statue erected to a gamekeeper who taught a pig to assist at hunting like a dog.
123
There is also genuine disgust for the abuse of power towards the poor and harmless, which was, of
course, a life-long concern of the author.
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- believing all this, we think it quite possible to do him justice, without defiling
the subject with any allusion to the knavery to which he, sometimes, innocently
gives rise. (Selected Journalism, 534-545, at 534)
Here the introduction to the racing stables and track which follows is rendered more
palatable by the way that the narrator admits to ignorance: any ignorant reader is not
patronised but walks hand in hand with the narrator of the piece through 'the private
life of the racehorse' (535). The moral reflection in the piece recalls Little Nell's
thoughts of a decade earlier that I quoted above. The emphasis on the pedigree of
horses, which did indeed reach an apotheosis in England, perhaps represents a
metonymic attempt to protect notions of family and blood from the parvenue middle
class springing up in other fields. All thoroughbred racehorses can trace their origin
back to three stallions, namely Byerlley Turk, the Darley Arabian, and the Godolphin
Arabian, and the first volume of the Stud Book was published in 1808. (Harrison, L.,
278) Such certainty in aristocratic pedigree as an indicator of worth where people are
concerned would become more and more open to challenge during the nineteenth
century. As men such as Mr Rouncewell in Bleak House made their way, much to the
confusion of the Dedlocks of the world, and Darwin would reveal that some of our
relations were of no good family at all, it is perhaps unsurprising that certainty was
sought in other arenas. The racehorse, result of documented breeding, was one thing
whose blood was unquestionably pure. As Mr Filbert comments in "Epsom",
'thorough-breds are not nearly so rampagious as mongrels and half-breds' (536).

Apparently, not everyone agreed that the English racehorse represented the apotheosis
of breeding in the way taken for granted in Dickens's piece on Epsom. In his ongoing
series of articles purporting to review 'M. Toussenel's' book L 'Esprit des Betes,
published in Household Words, Edmund Saul Dixon states that the French author:

... writes of English horses with a very hard pen. He declares that his British
admirer thought fit to improve these points [of beauty in the Arab horse J and to
model them after his ideal type of beauty - the right angle - which his
imagination delights to revel in.
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[T]he English racehorse] has atrocious action, a hard mouth, and a perfidious
foot ... Such preposterous steeds require a special race of riders. By means of
elaborate chemical processes, England has succeeded in creating the genus
"jockey" - an intermediate race between the Laplander and the jockoo monkey,
deriving its name from the latter quadruman. The race-horse, in fact, is not a
horse; it is a pure piece of abstract speculation - a betting machine - and
nothi ng more., 124
This amusing passage, which surely represents Dixon's rewriting of the French author,
shows, despite its humorous intention, how even the aristocratic pedigree of the horse
is intimately related with the gambling industry which surrounds him, an industry
which became truly national through the newspaper, the railway and the telegraph. 125
The horse's purity is not absolute, as the 'knavery' which Dickens and Wills declare
they have decided not to deal with (although the narrator does question his guide about
drugs) is intimately connected with the creation of the fastest horses biologically
possible through the manipulation of breeding. As a human artefact, the horse's
perceived nobility is inevitably caught up with human endeavour and industry. In
Dickens's works, however, the horse's goodness is only subject to gentle questioning,
as where the horses at the Dedlock stables 'beguile the time by improving (or
corrupting) the pony' (132), or where a cab-horse seems to be whispering to his
companion 'that he should like to assassinate the coachman' in "Hackney-Coach
Stands" (99). The latter piece's humorous tone ensures that the reader does not take
this attribution of the view of the horse seriously.

In the "Raven in the Happy Family" pieces, the horse's view of humanity is
represented as far gentler than that of the raven himself. The horse accepts his own
superiority, and believes that men accept this too as they are most anxious to 'imitate

124

"Equine Analogies" Household Words 7.179 (1853): 611-615 at 613. I return to the reviews of this
book in Chapters 7 and 8 below.
125
Interestingly, at the time Dickens wrote his piece about Epsom, he mentions that results were
conveyed to the city by pigeon (543). The introduction of the telegraph allowed for a brief heyday in
fraud based on early knowledge of results being conveyed by telegraph, with bets actually being lodged
after races were run . . For this reason, transmission of race results by telegraph was banned for a time.
Tom Standage, The Victorian Internet: The Remarkable Story of the Telegraph and the Nineteenth
Century's Online Pioneers (London: Orion Books, 1999) 101-102.
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an ostler, a jockey, a stage coachman, a horse-dealer, or a dog-fancier' (506). Once
again it is the failings of humanity that are illustrated through the men who associate
with horses, and the horse itself, while a little complacent, is not seen as anything but
an excellent animal in Dickens's works.

Too much pride in a horse's pedigree is also satirised by Dickens or used as a way of
revealing vanity. Bailey's elevation i_n the world as Tigg Montague's boy, and that
dubious character's own ascent in society, are symbolised by the latter's acquisition of
a 'horse of distinguished family, who had Capricorn for his nephew, and Cauliflower
for his brother' who 'showed himself worthy by champing at the bit until his chest
was white with foam, and rearing like a horse in heraldry.' (Martin Chuzzlewit, 495)
The horse's pedigree supposedly rubs off on his owner and driver, his pedigree
lending an air of aristocratic respectability to the swindlers inside the carriage. At the
same time, the ridiculous name of the horse's brother ('Cauliflower') undercuts the
effect of the description, making the would-be grandeur of the carriage a joke to the
reader, who is allowed to know more than the crowd outside the carriage staring at the
horse admiringly.

126

Mrs Boffin's brief interest in the world of fashion in Our Mutual

Friend is also marked by her considering the purchase of horses who move by
'stepping higher than they trot long-ways,' but she is laughing at the picture of herself
and her husband in such a carriage, by which means Dickens maintains sympathy for
them, and distances them from any really destructive vanity ( 145).

Moderation, not abstinence
It is perhaps unsurprising that the first attempts to protect animals from cruelty
focused on horses. Horses were, by the nature of much of their work, highly visible,
and their treatment open to scrutiny, not least by the growing urban middle class who
saw animal cruelty as related to the perceived dangerous brutality of the working
class. The animal which could be lauded in a work such as Bewick's was often driven

126

One is reminded of 'Spinach' in the list of Miss Flite's birds. Why the eruption of a vegetable into
the text is amusing in both instances is something I simply can't explain.
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to death on the streets of London, and reference was made in Parliament during the
early attempts to introduce animal welfare legislation to the sickening conditions in
which horses awaiting slaughter were kept. (Moss 17) At the same time, many highly
placed people entered into the view of the horse as a noble creature, and the
contradiction between the continued growth of horse portraiture and the literal
flogging to death of horses in public was keenly felt by reformers such as Richard
Martin, the most active campaigner for legislative reform. As mentioned in my last
chapter, Martin is referred to explicitly by Dickens in Sketches by Boz in the piece
"Hackney Coach Stands",~ that asserts the narrator's non-horsey credentials:

We are as great a friend to horses, hackney-coach or otherwise, as the renowned
Mr Martin, of costermonger notoriety, and yet we never ride. We keep no horse,
but a clothes-horse; enjoy no saddle so much as a saddle of mutton; and following
our own inclinations, have never followed the hounds. ( 106)
A further, rather more obscure reference to Richard Martin can be found in The Old
Curiosity Shop, where one of the handbills for J arley' s waxworks was 'a parody on
the favourite air of "If I had a donkey"' (271). This was, according to the Oxford
Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes, a mock-costermonger's ditty, written by Jacob Beuler,
commenting on the passing of the 1822 Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Act, and
sung to the tune of "The White Cockade". There were six verses, the first of which
went:
If I had a donkey wot wouldn't go,
D'ye think I'd wallop him? No, no, no;
By gentle means I'd try, d'ye see,
Because I hate all cruelty.
If all had been like me, in fact,
There'd ha' been no occasion for Martin's Act,
Dumb animals to prevent getting crackt
On the head. (Opie 153-154)
Dickens is therefore using a parody of a parodic song to show something about the
nature of the 'verse' publicising J arley' s, where the relation of the historical characters
to any historical event is similarly attenuated. The inclusion of the donkey in the piece
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advertising Jarley's makes no sense (or nonsense) altogether, whereas Beuler's parody
was topical and apt.

This first Martin Act, which came into operation in 1822, protected 'cattle', which
included horses, while excluding pets such as dogs and, of course, cats. 127 (Moss 16)
The RSPCA very much relied on the testimony of middle class informants (and their
own working class but 'respectable' professional inspectors) in reporting abuses of
horses on the streets, something that sometimes led to violence at what was seen as
class-based interference (Harrison B. 799). Harrison goes on to say that the early
RSPCA 'was quite unashamed in focusing primarily on cruelty committed at the lower
end of society, quite explicit in its belief that cruelty was more common there than
elsewhere' (815). The fact that a kind costermonger is itself a funny notion in the
above parodic song shows that there probably was good reason for this middle class
attention, from an animal welfare point of view, but the desire to control the poor was
inevitably mixed with the more meritorious aim of stopping cruelty. Another writer
on the history of animal protection agrees that there was 'only a blurred boundary
between the concern for the morals and manners of the lower classes and the suffering
of animals.' (Li 267)

Dickens's view on the treatment of animals was, as discussed briefly in the previous
chapter, that of a moderate, something that can be gleaned from his humorous article
"A Plea for Total Abstinence", (The Uncommercial Traveller, 358-362, first published
in All The Year Round, New Series 2:27 (June 5, 1869): 13-15). It is important to
note that here the issue of cruelty to animals is only introduced by Dickens so as to
satirise those who argued for total abstinence from alcohol and supported their case by
pointing to the extreme abuse of drink. Dickens observes members of groups taking
this point of view arriving at a meeting, and notices that some of their horses are being
overloaded. From this he argues satirically that all use of horses should be avoided.

127

I deal with the courts' interpretation of the word 'cattle' to exclude bulls, and therefore, to preserve
bull-baiting, in my next chapter.
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This is the total abstinence of the title, and pledges in favour of the cause of 'teetotal
/

processionists' will be administered at the offices of All The Year Round on April
Fools' Day 1870. The joke here is the vehicle of the piece, not the actual issue of
cruelty to animals. The very fact that Dickens uses the animal protection argument to
satirise another cause shows that this was not a vitally important issue to him, while,
nevertheless, indicating that he had given thought to the extremes of cruelty to animals
sometimes manifested around him.

His friend Miss Burdett-Coutts took the issue much more seriously. Some fifteen
years after Dickens's death, she initiated the London Cart Horse Parade to celebrate
and publicise the work done by horses. Writing in 1972, one author states that this
event continued to be held 'though the era of the horse has passed.' (Carson 55)
Dickens ties cruelty to animals with an old-fashioned attitude to mechanical
improvements. He comments on the cruelty manifested in Italy to beasts of burden
carrying large chunks of marble and records that a small railway would bring relief to
men and beasts, but that such reform was impossible in what he portrays as a
backward country. 128

His view on abattoirs, as expressed in "A Monument of French Folly" (Selected
Journalism 427-437) was in favour of French regulated efficiency over the British free
for all which caused unnecessary cruelty to the animals awaiting slaughter. Once
again, he adopts a humorous tone, pretending to write as a patriotic (and idiotic)
Englishman who sees anything the 'benighted frog-eaters' (427) do as necessarily
inferior to anything British. The narrator rejects as 'cant' the thoughts of experts such
as Professor Owen that microscopic examination of the blood of animals awaiting
slaughter at Smithfield shows that they are 'in a most unfit state to be killed' (428).
As he puts it with glorious excess:
Britons never, never, never, &c. , therefore. And prosperity to cattle-driving,
cattle-slaughtering, bone-crushing, blood-boiling, trotter-scraping, tripe-dressing,

128

This passage will be examined thoroughly in my next chapter.
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paunch-cleaning, gut-spinning, hide-preparing, tallow-melting, and other
salubrious proceedings, in the midst of hospitals, church-yards, workhouses,
schools, infirmaries, refuges, dwellings, provision-shops, nurseries, sick-beds,
every stage and baiting-place in the journey from birth to death! (429)
At no stage does Dickens seriously question the need for animals to be slaughtered,
but he is concerned that the process be conducted as humanely as possible, to avoid
more suffering than must be inflicted, and, most important of all, in order to avoid
harm to people through physical and moral contamination. In this, he reflects the
position of the RSPCA itself, and avoids the position of a Shelley before him, or a
George Bernard Shaw after him, who both adopted vegetarianism for various
reasons. 129 Public unhygienic slaughter must be reformed into a more humane system,
but the emphasis is on 'the children, inured to sights of brutality from their birth,
trotting along the alleys, mingled with troops of horribly busy pigs, up to their ankles
in blood-but it makes the young rascals hardy' (429). The slaughter of brutes in public
creates brutality amongst the populace.

Dickens's thoughts here echo, to some extent, the development of his beliefs on
capital punishment, where he ended up thinking that it was the public spectacle which
was degrading and therefore to be avoided, not the punishment itself. Cruelty to
animals is a wrong, but the ultimate question for the author remains the effect on
human beings, and because of the coarsening effect of public, unregulated slaughter, a
new institution must be created, as in France. 130
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The word was apparently invented as late as 1842 according to Carson. Gerald Carson, Men, Beasts
and Gods: A History of Kindness and Cruelty to Animals (New York: Charles Scribener and Sons,
1972) 127. The OED, however, has an 1839 reference. The word is clearly Victorian. Dickens deals
briefly with vegetarianism is his 1851 piece "Whole Hogs", which satirises those who go to extremes in
support of a variety of causes. 'If I take a pledge to eat three cauliflowers daily in the cauliflower
season, a peck of peas daily in the pea time, a gallon of broad Windsor beans daily when beans are " in",
and a young cabbage or so every morning before breakfast, with perhaps a little ginger between meals
(as a vegetable substance, corrective of that windy diet), may I not be allowed half an ounce of gravybeef to flavour my potatoes? Not a shred? Distinguished Vegetarians can acknowledge no imperfect
animal. Their Hog must be a Whole Hog, according to the fashion of the time. ' Household Words 3. 7,
505-507 at 507.
130
In my section on cattle in the next chapter, I examine an article by Dickens that takes a slightly
different point of view on this issue.
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The Hogarth prints called "The Four Stages of Cruelty" show a boy torturing a dog
moving on to murder (and his body after execution being used in anatomical
dissection, complete with a dog gnawing at his innards) thus emphasising that cruelty
to animals often leads to 'worse' cruelty. Hogarth himself hoped that his series of
prints would aid in 'correcting that barbarous treatment of animals, the very sight of
which renders the streets of our metropolis so distressing to every feeling mind'
(Turner 9). Dickens, writing exactly one hundred years after these prints were
produced, places his emphasis on the effect on people, not on the animals themselves.
Brutality to animals coarsens the human spirit. Thomas points out that 'when Lord
Erskine introduced a bill against animal cruelty in 1809 [chronologically half way
between Hogarth's works and Dickens's abattoir writings] he urged that cruelty to
animals would lead to cruelty to man; the bill, said one contemporary, was really
meant to prevent the murder of humans.' (Thomas 151)

Dickens's view that public slaughter, and the effect on humanity were the central
issue, was the majority viewpoint in the nineteenth century, and remains strong today.
For example, torturing animals as a child is a nearly universal feature in the lives of
serial killers, which must be addressed therefore, some argue, as a preventative
measure, rather than as an end in itself, in case the child progresses to something
which most would regard as worse. This is still a long way from Bentham's positing,
in 1789, that the correct question to be asked in regard to animals was not 'Can they
reason?' or 'Can they talk?' but 'Can they suffer?' (Thomas 176) 131 The emphasis is

still often on human needs, not the avoidance of animal suffering as an end in itself,
something perhaps reflected in the mild sentences given in animal cruelty cases.

Donkeys
The word 'donkeys' in regard to Dickens's works conjures up one vivid image: that of
Betsey Trotwood vigorously defending her garden from their incursions of the beasts,
regardless of her dubious legal rights to do so. This is one picture that one hesitates to
13 1

This extension of Utilitarian principles to animals shows that a simple equation of that philosophy
with only the type of idiocy shown in the 'educational' scenes in Hard Times would be quite inaccurate.
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analyse too much, and I am tempted to draw a veil over it with the assertion that
'sometimes a donkey is just a donkey.' However, without placing too much of an
unhealthy burden on the donkeys' backs, a few useful points about David Copperfield
can be made through an analysis of the image of the donkeys.

Firstly, the donkeys are associated with the boys who lead them, and Betsey
Trotwood's aversion to boys and men is a strong presence in the early part of the
novel, until her pity for David overcomes her distaste. Betsey, we learn, has been
pestered by her wastrel husband and her suspicion of men is partially explained by
this. The conduct of Mr Murdstone towards David's mother presents one kind of
marriage in which the woman suffers, and David's aunt's physical sufferings early in
her marriage are only recounted through David's recollection of what he was told as a
child (51). However, we are told that her husband was 'brutal' and beat Betsey. The
child-like narration, complicated by the older David's correction of the story, recalls a
'legend' of the husband seated on an 'elephant, in company with a Baboon; but I think
it must have been a Baboo -

or a Begum' (51). Although we do not know it at the

time, this legendary husband is still a presence in Miss Trotwood's life, as hard to
shoo off as an elephant. The donkeys, however, are an annoying masculine presence
which can be removed with impunity, unlike the husband who remains a sometimes
expensive annoyance: a ghost-like white elephant. The donkeys, associated with fun
and seaside romance, led by boys, are perhaps too much of an irritation to be borne.

Before setting out to Dover, David was duped by a boy driving a donkey who steals
his money and his box. The donkey itself is not shown in any detail, but is inevitably
associated with the cunning and greed of its driver (234). As he enters the shop of the
mad 'Oh goroo, goroo' man, David notices a 'lame donkey' alongside some stingingnettles. Here the donkey is part of a degenerate, almost hallucinatory world, and
perhaps another victim rather than a part of the evil. Whatever the role of these
donkeys in the respective attempts to exploit David or steal from him, they perhaps lay
a subtle chain of association with ugliness -

an ugliness which joins the thieving boy
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and the mad man -

which makes a kind of sense of Miss Trotwood' s broom

exorcism of the inoffensive creatures.

David has entered a world where eccentrics such as Mr Dick are gentle and treated
gently, and there is no place for the animal associated with his previous trials at Dover.
This is very subtly done by Dickens, and made humorous by the fact that it is such an
inoffensive animal which bears the wrath of Miss Betsey. She has been cruelly
treated, but her attacks on the donkeys are humorous rather than ugly. By mock
explaining that 'perhaps the more sagacious of the donkeys, understanding how the
case stood, delighted with constitutional obstinacy in coming that way' (250) the
narrator subtly recalls an earlier description of David's. When the thieving donkeycart driver drags him 'against the donkey in a violent manner, as if there were any
affinity between that animal and a magistrate' (234), a connection between the law
and donkeys is created. This comment is filtered, of course, through the narrative
device of the older David looking back, perhaps with more wisdom, on the lost boy's
expenences.

Although veiled in idiosyncrasy and humour, there is a link between the plight of the
boy David, alone and exploited by the Murdstones, left to cope with evil or mad
characters who ignore his plight, or feast on his vulnerability, and the woman who is,
by law, still tied to a man who has treated her cruelly. The latter sentence quoted
above, comparing the animal and the magistrate, inevitably recalls Mr Bumble's
earlier assertion in Oliver Twist that 'the law is a ass ' (461) upon his discovery that
the law would consider him responsible for his wife's actions. Here, male authority is
somehow associated with the trespassing donkeys, but only, admittedly, when one is
'

trying to make sense of a whimsical, enjoyable foible exhibited by Miss Trotwood.

Betsey Trotwood's independence from feminine constraint- resulting, perhaps, from
her disappointment as a wife -

is revealed in another equine image. She drives

herself into town 'and was perfectly indifferent to public opinion' (274). This shows
that ladies of Miss Trotwood' s class -

at least in provincial towns such as Dover -
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did not usually drive themselves, although ponies were often associated with ladies,
according to some writers (Pool 143). Pool points out that in the first, 'sad' ending,
written by Dickens for Great Expectations, Estella is driving a pony-carriage when Pip
encounters her after she has been freed from a brutal husband. It seems that the image
of a woman driving a carriage is a symbol of freedom from masculine constraint for
Dickens. Miss Trotwood, in adopting her maiden name, in renaming David after this
name, in her vigorous defence of her property, and in literally driving herself around,
is asserting an independence which her marriage -

not generally known to be extant

has previously denied her, and which must threaten her from time to time. In this

light, her gentle treatment of David and Mr Dick are all the more remarkable. Her
relationship with donkeys and ponies has something to do with her relationship to
masculine authority.

To summarise this chapter, it is noticeable that horses are often represented as more
than simply cogs in the industry of transport. Although one does find many incidental
references to carriage horses there are also instances where thoughts are given to
horses in Dickens's works, and where they represent beauty as much as efficiency or
mere usefulness. Human characters obsessed with the stable are not shown in a
positive light, although a certain amount of knowledge about horses is part of Mr
Pickwick's development as a character from a buffoon to a sympathetic and sensitive
individual. The horse itself, whether as a quirky pony or as a part of the sad but
dignified conclusion of the Chesney Wold section of Bleak House, is most often
associated with positive virtues. Those who abuse horses are shown to be equally
cruel to human beings, and, in the cases of the French nobility or Bentley Drummle, to
be doomed. Betsey Trotwood' s vigorous -

but harmless -

pursuit of the donkeys is

quite different, and I have suggested how we can see it as indicating a rebellion of
sorts against a wife's lack of autonomy in Victorian society. Those who would reduce
horses to the simple sum of their parts, as in Hard Times, find that there is more to the
beast than they thought, and in this it is very closely linked to the way Dickens
perceives human beings as more than 'Hands', or units of production. The horse, it
seems, is far more than simply a unit of power in Dickens's menagerie.
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Chapter 6: Pigs, sheep, cattle
These animals' value is not for companionship, as with some birds, cats and dogs, but
as livestock, producing meat or other valuable materials. The word 'livestock' of
course emphasises that the animal is itself a commodity, unlike the attitude toward a
pet, where the emphasis is on the non-tangible· element of the relationship with the
beast in question. Similarly, the word 'cattle' itself comes from the same root as the
word 'chattel', according to the OED, showing that the notion of moveable property is
inherent in the way these animals have been regarded historically. To keep a pet pig,
sheep or cow would be seen as highly eccentric in the nineteenth century, and until
very recently, this attitude has continued to exist. Indeed, the recent vogue for keeping
certain types of pig as pets is at least partially based on a desire to be different from
the plebian dog and cat-keeping masses, and subtly reinforces the pig's role as an
outsider. Although horses were sometimes referred to as 'cattle' in Dickens's time,
and the word has only gradually changed to refer to cows only, horses' high status,
and their special role in transport, justified their being given a separate chapter.

Ritvo details some of the advances in the breeding of livestock that occurred in the
nineteenth century as more attention was devoted to improving these animals. A
greater focus on documentation of cattle pedigree and the growth of cattle clubs and
shows occurred during the century. The divisions between gentleman farmers and
those breeding cattle for more prosaic reasons of profit is one of the themes she
explores in some detail. (Ritvo, 1987, 45-81) I do not intend to examine any of these
issues in detail, as for Dickens, one suspects that sheep were just sheep, and cows just
cows. He does not look at these animals with a farmer's eye. 132 There is little

132

Articles by other authors in the periodicals edited by Dickens sometimes look at developments in the
breeding of livestock in some detail. An example of this is Samuel Sidney and W.H. Wills, "Beef,
Mutton and Bread", Household Words 10:234 (1854): 113-118, where both agricultural machinery and
'improved' cattle are examined.

172

specificity in his descriptions of livestock, although there is substantial difference in
the way that the three animals I will examine are used in his fiction and other writings.

Pigs
The image of pigs is one of the easiest to access. In common speech, to be a pig is
always an insult. Other pig-based terms of abuse have perhaps faded as we move
away from a common encounter with the animals. For example, 'swinish' behaviour
is rarely invoked in the twenty-first century, but 'hogging' the road is still an insult
despite the lack of day to day encounters with actual pigs. One could go back to the
Old Testament for anti-pig sentiments - something, which, as we will see, Dickens
sometimes does - not least in the dietary restrictions which classify swine as unclean.
However, for the standard feelings on pigs current in Dickens's time and slightly
before we could do worse than tum to Thomas Bewick, whose eulogy on the horse
was cited in the previous chapter. The pig calls for quite a different set of adjectives
in Bewick' s History of Quadrupeds. The Common Boar is described in the section
dealing with "The Hog Kind":
It is, of all other domestic quadrupeds, the most filthy and impure. Its form is
clumsy and disgusting, and its appetite gluttonous and excessive ...
It is naturally stupid, inactive, and drowsy; much inclined to increase in fat. . .It is
restless at a change of weather; and during certain high winds, is so agitated, as to
run violently, screaming horribly .. .It appears to foresee the approach of bad
weather, as it previously carries straw in its mouth to its sty, prepares a bed, and
seems endeavouring to hide itself from the impending storm. (Bewick 162-163)
The feelings of disgust towards pigs are so strong here that they allow a seemingly
glaring contradiction to escape Bewick' s attention. An animal that can foresee a
change in the weather hardly seems 'stupid' , and certainly other animals showing this
tendency, such as some dogs, would be credited with intelligence by most observers.
Pigs, it seems, just can't be forgiven their perceived filth. Even their tendency to fat
-

the very basis of their profitability -

seems to be included as a further instance of

a moral failing rather than as a simple physiological or economic fact.
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In Dickens, we find reference to this kind of unreconstructed pig at times. One of
these occurs in A Child's History of England, where King Henry the Eighth, who
Dickens concludes was 'a blot of blood and grease upon the History of England', is
described 'grunting and growling in his own fat way, like a Royal Pig' (306 and 299).
More telling instances include the author's descriptions of the United States in both
fiction and non-fiction. In the following passage, there is also a deliberate leavening of
the swine with humour, particularly at the outset, and the pigs are compared with the
English in various guises as Dickens describes New York from a porcine perspective.
However, as he progresses there is a deliberate distancing of the American pig from
the British variety, as if to emphasise the even more uncivilised nature of American
pigs, when compared with their English cousins. An unusually lengthy quotation is
necessary for the passage is particularly rich in a number of slightly different attitudes
towards the pig:

We are going to cross [BroadwayJ here. Take care of the pigs. Two portly sows
are trotting up behind this carriage, and a select party of half-a-dozen gentlemenhogs have just now turned the comer.
Here is a solitary swine, lounging homeward by itself. He has only one ear;
having parted with the other to vagrant-dogs in the course of his city rambles. But
he gets on very well without it; and leads a roving, gentlemanly, vagabond kind of
life, somewhat answering to that of our club-men at home. He leaves his lodgings
every morning at a certain hour, throws himself upon the town, gets through his
day in some manner quite satisfactory to himself, and regularly appears at the
door of his own house again at night, like the mysterious master of Gil Blas. He
is a free-and easy, careless, indifferent kind of pig, having a very large
acquaintance among other pigs of the same character, whom he rather knows by
sight than conversation, as he seldom troubles himself to stop and exchange
civilities, but goes grunting down the kennel, turning up the news and small-talk
of the city, in the shape of cabbage-stalks and offal, and bearing no tails but his
own; which is a very short one, for. .. the dogs ... have been at that too ... He is in
every respect a republican pig, going wherever he pleases, and mingling with the
very best society, on an equal, if not superior footing ... He is a great philosopher,
and seldom moved, unless by the dogs before mentioned. Sometimes indeed, you
may see his small eye twinkling on a slaughtered friend, whose carcase garnishes
a butcher's doorpost, but he grunts out 'Such is life: all flesh is pork!' buries his
nose in the mire again, and waddles down the gutter: comforting himself with the
reflection that there is one snout the less to anticipate stray cabbage-stalks, at any
rate.
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They are the city scavengers, these pigs. Ugly brutes they are; having, for the
most part, scanty brown backs, like the lids of old horsehair trunks; spotted with
unwholesome black blotches. They have long, gaunt legs, too, and such peaked
snouts, that if one of them could be persuaded to sit for his profile, nobody would
recognise it for a pig's likeness ... Occasionally, some youth among them who has
over-eaten himself... trots shrinkingly homeward, like a prodigal son: but this is a
rare case. (133-134).
The projection of American republican sentiment onto the pigs shows Dickens moving
away from his original description of the pig in which he compared it to a club
member in England. These strange mongrel pigs seem to become images of the
ugliness Dickens depicts in American society in both American Notes and Martin
Chuzzlewit: they are mongrel pigs, even uglier than English ones. 133 The striking use
of the image from the Bible of the prodigal son, who was forced to work with pigs
during his absence from the family home, has here been reversed so that the pig is the
prodigal: the true heir to the society which has spawned him. Dickens seems to
become angrier at the society he is depicting as he writes. Within another few
hundred words any sense of irony has been lost, and the pig seems to be the society
itself:

What are the fifty newspapers, which those precocious urchins are bawling down
the street, and which are kept filed within, what are they but amusements? Not
vapid, waterish amusements, but good strong stuff... pimping and pandering for
all degrees of vicious taste, and gorging with coined lies the most voracious
maw ... scaring away from the stabbed and prostrate body-politic, every Samaritan
of clear conscience and good deeds; and setting on, with yell and whistle and the
. clapping offoul hands, the vilest vermin and worst birds of prey ...
This is the place; these narrow ways, diverging to the right and left, and reeking
everywhere with dirt and filth. Such lives as are led here, bear the same fruits
here as elsewhere. The coarse and bloated faces at the door, have counterparts at
home, and all the wide world over ... Many of those pigs live here. Do they ever
133

Martin and Mark stay at Major Pawkins's house, just off Broadway, and the narrator mentions 'four
accidental pigs looking down the area' (329). Speakers such as Mrs Hominy 'are no more capable of
feeling, or caring if they did feel, than are the swine who wallow in their streets' (435). 'Their' refers to
the citizens of the United States. A convenient collection of Dickens's writings on America, including
extracts from his letters on both his trips is Michael Slater, ed., Dickens on America and the Americans
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1978).
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wonder why their masters walk upright in lieu of going on all-fours? and why
they talk instead of grunting? (136)
Dickens tries to return to a reasoned point of view that would assert that America is no
worse than England in terms of its slums and poverty, but the pigs he has associated
with New York are uglier than 'normal' pigs, and the press itself has been described as
if it were one of the pigs eating offal (and newsprint) in the streets. (One recalls the
Proverb 'as a dog returneth to its vomit, so a fool returneth to his folly', but pigs have
taken the loathsome place which the Bible gave to pariah dogs.) The real disgust
detectable in these passages seems to take in the whole of American society,
republicanism and free press included. The return to a Biblical story Samaritan -

the good

recalls the recent re-casting of the pig as the prodigal son. Although

Dickens almost seems to realise he has cast the whole of American society as a feral
pig, his feeble assertion that there are 'counterpoints' at home does not carry the same
weight as the gradual working out of the pig image. He begins with an amusing image
of pig as gentleman and ends with ferocious vermin and birds of prey. As mentioned
elsewhere, the image of birds of prey recalls the American eagle, even though vultures
are probably the literal bird here referred to. The image of America is down with the
pigs, feeding on the body of the vulnerable.

So far as pigs are concerned, there is a movement from a view of the pig as dirty but
humorous, back to an older view of it as a rapacious, horrible animal which will eat
even its own young. 134 This is interesting as it shows that more than one view of an
animal can exist at the same time. A recent book looking at the English pig argues
that there are two views of the animal in current, that is twentieth (and presumably
twenty-first) century thought:

The pig is a fascinating animal. For humans the pig has a certain charm - but it
also repels .... To many eyes, pigs, or at least the constructed images of pigs, are

134

Bewick points out that both female and male pigs sometimes eat their own young in his section on
pigs I quoted from previously.
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agreeable and pleasing .... At the same time however, the pig continues to be
associated with disagreeable qualities, such as filth, crudeness and vulgarity. In
speech and most literature, as we know, the pig, the hog, swine or pork rarely
serve as metaphors for qualities or conduct that warrants praise. (Malcolmson and
Mastoris xiii)
In Dickens's works we are treated to both views of the pig as described by
Malcolmson and Mastoris, although 'the pig as agreeable' association is the less
common of the two in his works. There are many jokes and puns concerning pigs, but
the humour more often arises from a slightly softened view of the pig as revolting,
rather than its elevation to being seen as 'pleasing.' Indeed, it seems, according to
Malcolmson and Mastoris, that the pig's image underwent major change after
Dickens's time; and that in his works we only begin to detect the beginnings of the
move towards the pig's representation as a somewhat more pleasant animal.

I am uncertain about this being absolutely correct, however. For instance, at 24-25,
Malcolmson and Mastoris point to an agreeable late nineteenth-century illustration to
the 'five-little pigs' nursery rhyme as showing that a new sensibility towards the pig
was developing at that time. Pigs 'acquired a role as a symbol of playfulness'
according to the authors. Although they refer to the nursery rhyme as 'classic', they
do not comment on the rhyme's own view of pigs as having distinct attributes, or as
suitable animals for fantasy play with children as itself indicating a long-standing
alternative view of the pig as agreeably funny. This nursery rhyme was first published
in 1728 and had been around for longer, indicating that the idea of the pig as amusing
existed well before the late nineteenth century. (Opie 350) The illustrated book
version certainly brings out the aspect of amusing individuality in each pig, but this
aspect is to be found in the rhyme, with the pigs performing different actions, such as
eating roast beef and the last running all the way home. We will return to this nursery
rhyme below. It is, however, certainly much easier to find instances of the undeniably
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older meaning of the pig as a disagreeable, ugly animal, and the use of the word itself
as an insult, when one turns to Dickens's works, as examined above. 135

However, I will now examine some of the humorous uses of the image of the pig. In
The Pickwick Papers there are frequent references to pigs, even when one sets aside
the numerous meals containing various meats produced from the animal, such as
bacon and ham. I must, however, mention the Porkenhams, rivals to the Nupkins in
the romantic pursuit of Mr Jingle, in the guise of Captain Fitz-Marshall (429). We do
not learn much of this family, but their name acts against the rivalry over Jingle being
taken seriously, and indicates something of the complacent stupidity of the people
who Jingle has charmed. The name 'Porkenhams' implies swinish stupidity, and the
almost slapstick humour overrides any satirical edge.

A longer pig-related anecdote occurs in the manuscript entitled THE TRUE LEGEND
OF PRINCE BLADUD which Dickens has Mr Pickwick find in Bath, and the
supposed text of which is interpolated into The Pickwick Papers. Here the joke arises
from the Prince seeing admirable qualities in a pig in another strange use of the story
of the prodigal son, but there is none of the anger detectable in the American Notes
passage:

' ... the illustrious Prince being afflicted with leprosy, on his return from reaping a
rich harvest of knowledge in Athens, shunned the court of his royal father, and
consorted moodily with husbandmen and pigs. Among the herd (so said the
legend) was a pig of grave and solemn countenance, with whom the Prince had a
fell ow feeling - for he too was wise - a pig of thoughtful and reserved
demeanour; an animal superior to his fellows, whose grunt was terrible, and
whose bite was sharp. The young Prince sighed deeply as he looked upon the
countenance of the majestic swine; he thought of his royal father, and his eyes
were bedewed with tears.

135

On a personal note, when I first heard that there was a book called The English Pig I assumed it was
a history of the insult 'pig' as applied to the English by the French. This shows how customarily the
word 'pig' is employed as an insult, and simultaneously, how few serious works are written on actual
animals. Robert Malcolmson and Stephanos Mastoris, The English Pig: A History (London and Rio
Grande: Hambledon Press, 1998).
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'This sagacious pig was found of bathing in rich, moist mud. Not in summer, as
common pigs do, now, to cool themselves, and did even in those distant ages
(which is a proof that civilisation had already begun to dawn, though feebly) , but
in the cold sharp days of winter. His coat was ever so sleek, and his complexion
so clear, that the Prince resolved to essay the purifying qualities of the same water
that his friend resorted to. 136 ( 596)
The joke here arises from the commonplace view of the pig contrasted with the
qualities which the Prince perceives in the special pig. Pigs were, as discussed, often
perceived as filthy and stupid, and the implication that the pig is like the King is
hardly a compliment. The pig's unremarkable wallowing in mud is perceived as
wonderful by the Prince, and this casts doubt on his intelligence. The idea that
civilisation can be detected by the wallowing of pigs in mud is only funny if one
perceives this animal as the far removed from any hint -

or scent -

of civilisation.137

The joke only works where the usual view of the pig is largely negative.

On the other hand, this is far from the disgust felt by Bewick towards that animal, or,
indeed, by Dickens when he seems to become more and more angry in the passage
from American Notes given above. American Notes was of course written after
Pickwick, showing that both views of the animal, as mildly disgusting but a suitable
object of jokes, and as totally awful, can co-exist. (We noted the shades of feeling
towards pigs in the passage from American Notes itself, where Dickens seems to fall

136

The Prince founds Bath on the spot, after finding that his friend the pig had dies after taking too hot a
bath. The rest of the 'manuscript' presents another, equally silly, tale of Bath' s origins.
137
During research for the horse chapter of this thesis, I came upon a book entitled The Horse Through
Fifty Centuries of Civilization (London: Phaidon Press, 1974). However one reads the ambiguity of
the title - whether civilisation is detectable in the horse, or perhaps civilisation is due to its influence,
or merely that the horse has been part of civilised society for this long - it is impossible to imagine a
similar title being given to a book about pigs in Western society. I am avoiding any foray into
anthropological writings about the pig in what Dickens would have seen as 'primitive ' societies, where
a greater closeness between humans and pigs is sometimes admitted. A fascination with the human-like
element in pigs in Dickens's time is revealed by the attraction of 'pig-faced ladies' in fairs , and perhaps
by the brief fashion for sagacious pigs which began before his time. Wonders such as Toby the Sapient
Pig, mentioned above, are detailed in Malcomson and Mastoris's history. Toby allegedly wrote his
autobiography (17 and 18). The Mudfog Club mentions both these phenomena in their proceedings
under the heading Zoology and Botany (Mudfog 351-352). Michael Slater, in his notes to Nicholas
Nickelby, quotes from an 1868 book as to how the look of the 'pig-faced lady' was achieved. It
involved shaving and tying a bear to a chair 'the cords being concealed by the shawl, gown, and other
parts of the lady's dress' (972). Obviously the RSPCA's reach was not comprehensive!
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back on an Old Testament view of the disgusting pig at times, and to have a more
moderate view at others.) This older view of the pig as truly disgusting is co-existing
with a newer, slightly milder, view.

This is perhaps an instance of what Kenyon-Jones calls a 'residual' meaning, when
she writes of 'interesting ideas about animals current in the Romantic period' which
'survived from earlier times, but which were already subject to challenge or being
forgotten.' (Kenyon-Jones 204) However, in contrast to the situation described by
Kenyon-Jones, the dominant image of the pig was and remains the disgusting one,
with the agreeable one developing later, or perhaps existing alongside this usual
characterisation, and drawing a frisson of delight from an awareness of the disgusting
fleshy image which forms the main view. In this context, I cannot omit a reference to

A

the one use of the t#'piggywiggy' with which I am familiar in Dickens.

In Our Mutual Friend, Reginald (Rumpty) Wilfer refers to his daughters Lavinia and,
Bella by the term 'piggywiggies' helping to establish his character as a particularly
loving father, able to enjoy his children (78). His playfulness also contrasts with the
game of draughts the two daughters are not enjoying when he calls them this name.
There is no tone of disgust in this pig reference, only play, although the playfulness of
the nursery-rhyme has, as I have suggested, a connection with the view of the pig as a
fleshy, greedy creature. It is a transgressive delight to speak of the pig as agreeable,
and it is perhaps worth noting that games played along with the piggy-wiggy nursery
rhyme entail squeezing the child's toes, end with the child participating being tickled
to the noise 'wee-wee-wee', as if the boundary between pig and human-being has been
broken down, at least for an instant. 138 Writing in 1951, the authors of the Nursery
Rhyme Dictionary state that the piggy-wiggy rhyme 'is the most common toe or finger
rhyme in the present day, and has been so for more than a century.' (Opie 350) This

138

The Rabelaisian notion of carnival is relevant here. Such nursery rhymes can be seen as minicamivals, in which the distinction between human- or baby- and animal are trangressed, and the
mask of pig adopted. Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1984. Michael Hollington, Dickens and the Grotesque (London and Sydney:
Croom Helm, 1984).
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game was therefore common when Our Mutual Friend was written, and subtly recalls
a time when Wilfer senior and his daughters could engage in such play. Interestingly,
most of Dickens jokes about pigs arise from a pig being seen as a human in a
particularly vivid way, as in the examples given above.

Pigs and Pip
Great Expectations contains a number of references to animals which are never
described directly in the novel, or which are present only in fantasy. We do not, as
noted above, see the dog that Joe apparently keeps, although Pip fantasises about
puppies at Miss Havisham's, there are china poodles in the best parlour, and he
describes Magwitch in canine terms, as analysed above. Joe, the blacksmith, is never
seen with a horse, although he offers to make fancy horseshoes for Miss Havisham's
birthday. The animals we do meet in Pip's world are cattle and pigs, and in both cases
the images tell something about Pip's changing awareness of his world. Cattle will be
examined briefly in the next section, but I lmow tum my attention to pigs in this novel.

Before he comes into his great expectations, Pip is subject to insulting comparisons
with pigs under the guise of the desire to educate or improve him. Mr Wopsle, Mr
Hubble and Pumblechook, heirs to a long line of pompous idiots stretching back to
Oliver Twist' s Bumble, berate Pip in pseudo-biblical terms, addressing him in terms
that break down the distinction between boy and pig. Pip, it is established by his
betters early in the dismal Christmas meal is 'naterally wicious' (57). Mr Wopsle
continues the lesson:

"Swine," pursued Mr W opsle, in his deepest voice, and pointing his fork at my
blushes, as if he were mentioning my Christian name; "Swine were the
companions of the prodigal. The gluttony of Swine is put before us, as an
example to the young." (I thought this pretty well in him who had been praising
up the pork ... ) "What is detestable in a pig, is more detestable in a boy."
Further comparisons are made between Pip and the pork they are consuming (58). A
pretence of improving the boy is actually a means of emphasising his low status,
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particularly as, unlike the prodigal, he has no loving parent willing to accept him
home. His emotions ('blushes') are as irrelevant to the company attacking him as the
squeals of a pig being slaughtered are to its executioner. The comment of the narrator,
Pip, that Wopsle pointed to him and sounded as if he were mentioning his Christian
name, emphasises the similarity between 'pip' and 'pig', although Wopsle is using the
more biblically charged 'swine' for effect. It also emphasises that the boy' s
discomfort is on a par with that of a pig.

Pip's right to eat pork is granted only grudgingly, presumably by his sister, when he is
given 'those obscure comers of pork of which the pig, when living, had had the least
reason to be vain' (56). She asserts that Pip was born a Squeaker, seemingly unaware
of, or unworried about, how this reflects on herself. Of course, Pip's blushes are
caught up with the fact that he has stolen and given a choice pork pie to Magwitch,
meaning that every reference to pigs must remind him of the discovery of his theft that
must come. Magwitch has frightened the boy with the story of the other convict who
will eat him, revealing once again the blurred distinction between boy and food-item
that is operating in these early passages of Great Expectations. Harry Stone
emphasises the cannibalistic elements in Dickens's description of Magwitch,
influenced, he suggests, by tales in The Terrific Register which Dickens consumed as
a boy. (Stone 11-15) However, it is equally true that Pip is safe absolutely nowhere
from threats to his humanity, as shown in the abusive dinner, a point Stone makes later
in his study of cannibalistic elements in Dickens (127-128). His home seems almost
as dangerous as outside with the convict. In the context of this chapter, however, it is
significant not just that Pip is seen as meat, but specifically as a little pig, an unclean
and unregarded animal.

Pip ' s next major encounter with a pig -

around the same time as his stay at the Blue

Boar, his noting Drummle's 'boorish sneer' and Joe's amusing remark on his London
room that 'he wouldn't keep a pig in it myself' -

is when he has moved up the social
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scale significantly. 139 Dickens uses the young man's reflections to emphasise his
change from potential pork to gentleman, here meant in the sense of one knowing the
proper rules of living. Wemmick's suburban re-creation of the country in the suburbs
by which he 'brushes away' the 'Newgate cobwebs' (230 and 314) comes complete
with a 'pig in the back premises ... [which] repeatedly expressed his desire to
participate in the entertainment' (315). At his first encounter with the pig, Pip calmly
comments that 'the pig might have been further off (232) meaning that its smell
reached into the house. Malcolmson and Mastoris note a similar reference in
Fielding's Joseph Andrews (1742) where Parson Trulliber keeps his pigs 'but two
steps from his Parlour Window' emphasising the inappropriate, even swinish,
behaviour of this pig-mad parson, who forces Parson Adams into the pigsty due to a
mistake as to his identity. (Malcolmson and Mastoris 2-3)

In Pip's reflection on the inappropriate proximity of the pig, Dickens captures the
young man's ascent from poor rural boy living at a blacksmith's. He just 'knows' that
a pig should not be too close to the house. Rural workers, who often only had a pig as
their sole livestock, lived in necessarily close contact with their pig. Dickens has
Esther Summerson note 'pigsties close to the broken windows' on her visit to the
brickmaker's where the baby dies in Bleak House (156). 140 However, Pip, drawn out
of his rural working background, knows that such proximity is unacceptable in middle
class life. However, as the number of pig references in this part of the novel show, Pip
is still tied to his past, however much he would like to forget the pork pie he stole and
the convict who ate it, and his humiliation by Pumblechook and company. The careful
reintroduction of pigs recalls Pip's past. He wishes that 'the pig were further off,'
because he wants merely to escape his past, and be a freshly minted gentleman. He
rejects Joe through staying at the Blue Boar because he is embarrassed by him and
attempts to patronise him. Just as he will soon be horrified to learn the source of his
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These references occur at 247, 237 and 243 respectively. The term 'boorish' does not refer to pigs,
but recalls the homophone 'boar' , and describes piggish behaviour.
140
The possibility of infection spreading through society is, of course, a frequent motif in this novel,
and there may well be medical reasons why closeness to pigs' excreta is a bad thing, but it is interesting
that pigs, rather than other animals, are chosen as particularly insalubrious.
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wealth, and will view Magwitch with disdain, Pip at this stage is yet to develop
compassion alongside good manners.

As Pip moves towards attempting to save Magwitch from capture - through which
process he will become a much better person-he eats some ofWemmick's pig 'for
old acquaintance sake' (386). Here the old acquaintance referred to by Wemmick is
the pig itself, but this little joke refers the reader back to the previous reference to pigs
in Pip's life which Dickens has included. He is about to move beyond being a mere
gentleman of form, and into an acceptance of Magwitch' s love for him. The eating of
the pig can be read as an exorcism of past humiliation suffered by being compared
with a pig, but more importantly, Pip is putting himself on a kind of level with
Magwitch, who was earlier pictured so hungrily eating the pork pie which the boy
stole for him. Like Magwitch who toils for the boy in Australia, he moves towards an
act of sacrifice himself. He no longer wishes the pig were further off, but seems to
both accept and shed the humiliation of his childhood and the arrogant newness of his
wealth. In these often humorous references to pigs and pork, there is a serious
undercurrent of rebirth and even resurrection. The fact that pigs are involved, lowly,
or at the best, humorous animals, emphasises the degree of skill with which Dickens
creates a world in which the past is never shed or forgotten, but enters into who the
characters become. The boy is pork, in a sense, but he is also much more. 141

Sheep
The most frequent reference to sheep in Dickens is to lambs, and these lambs are
usually the metaphorical lambs of the Christian tradition, which the Good Shepherd
tries to bring back to, or keep in, the fold. They are overworked symbols of innocence.
The use of this metaphor is almost entirely confined to characters or situations shown
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Davis compares these pig references to each other at 162-169. She writes that ' such loops and
connections are typical ways in which Dickens unifies his novels through imagery and recurring motifs'
(169), and comments on the significance of the prodigal son references. However, she does not see the
eating of Wemmick's pig as particularly significant, beyond turning the tables on Pip's former humble
status.
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in a negative way by Dickens, and their use of the lamb motif heightens their stupidity
or hypocrisy. In a recent article, Sarah Winter writes of Dickens's distaste for
'didactic religious fiction' and gives several examples in his works which contain
lamb references. (Winter 32) In Our Mutual Friend, for example, we find reference to
a pious little girl called Little Margery, in a book favored at the school Charley Rexam
attends:

t(

But, all the place was pervaded with the grimly ludicrous pretence that every
pupil was childish and innocent. This pretence, much favoured by the ladyvisitors, led to the ghastliest absurdities. Young women old in the vices of the
commonest and worst life, were expected to profess themselves enthralled by the
good child's book, the Adventures of Little Margery, who resided in the village
cottage by the mill; severely reproved and morally squashed the miller, when she
was five and he was fifty; divided hefporridge with singing birds; denied herself a
new nankeen bonnet, on the ground that turnips did not wear nankeen bonnets,
neither did the sheep who ate them; who plaited straw and delivered the dreariest
orations to all comers, at all sorts of unseasonable times. (263) 142

Here the reference to sheep is only one part of a nauseating, stupid, and inappropriate
rural idyll being foisted on the students at the Ragged School, but other characters
habitually use the lamb motif in a more obvious way. Jo, the pathetic street-sweeper
in Bleak House, is 'not one of Mrs Jellyby's lambs' (696) so he is allowed to die with
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A source for Dickens's Little Margery is The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes; Otherwise called,
Mrs Margery Two-Shoes. With the Means by which she acquired her Learning and Wisdom, and in
consequence thereof her Estate, by John Newbery, published in 1765 (Boston: G.K. Hall, 1969). This
may be the actual book he has set for reading at the Ragged School Charlie Rexam attends, or Dickens
may well have in mind an amalgam of books such as Newbery's, rather than this book itself.
Interestingly, from the point of view of this thesis, one of the virtues that Margery shows is kindness to
animals, and her dog Bouncer saves several children by warning of the collapse of a school roof. There
is some debate over the author of this work (other possibilities include Oliver Goldsmith, Giles Jones,
or his brother Griffith). The Oxford Companion to Children's Literature states that ' no decision [on
authorship] can be made on existing evidence.' Humphrey Carpenter and Mari Prichard eds, The
Oxford Companion to Children's Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984) 214. I have opted
for Newbery in my bibliography, simply for convenience. To the reader coming to the work for the
first time it seems far from merely stupid and didactic, and contains, for example, vivid portraits of
animals amongst the moralising. Apart from Bouncer, there is a raven, able to arrange alphabet blocks
in correct order, the description of which is confusingly combined with Solomon's description of ravens
picking out the eyes of disobedient children (71-72). Dickens is objecting to the automatic provision of
such innocent children's literature for those who are far from children in experience of urban depravity.
Charming portraits of animals are remote from the experience of the London poor, and appeal more to
the ladies visiting the school than to the pupils.
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no respite from organised charity. He is also described as 'devoid of flocks and herds '
by the oily Mr Chadband, a dubious preacher, who unthinkingly uses pastoral
language to impress his followers (414).

In The Old Curiosity Shop, Kit Nubble's mother attends the Little Bethel chapel,
where the parson makes frequent use of the lamb image, not least in the following
apostrophe to Kit:

'Stay, Satan, stay!' roared the preacher again. 'Tempt not the woman that doth
incline her ear to thee ... He hath a lamb from the fold!' cried the preacher, raising
his voice still higher and pointing to the baby. 'He beareth off a lamb, a precious
lamb! He goeth about like a wolf in the night season, and inveigleth the tender
lambs!' (392)
Kit has earlier countered his mother's fears that playgoing might be sinful by asserting
that being as cheerful as possible is 'as nat'ral as a sheep's bleating, or a pig's
grunting, or a horse's neighing, or a bird's singing ... ' (231). He is presenting pictures
of what animals actually do, in contrast to the preacher, who uses the etiolated
metaphor of the lamb to frighten his gullible parishioners.

Kit, like the appalling Little Margery, refers to animals as a reference point for human
behaviour, but he is merely describing their actual noises, not forcing an
inappropriately pious and silly version of Christianity onto their actions. Kit also
refers to the bow on his mother's hat, which she had considered removing, as a further
instance of a natural human desire to enjoy attractive things, as opposed to Little
Margery's unnatural refusal of a new bonnet in the passage from Our Mutual Friend
quoted above. After the Preacher has, in a sense, murdered the innocent lamb image
through his meaningless recitation, or, more accurately, used a peculiarly dead
metaphor to harass Kit, the latter wishes that the former 'had a little more of the lamb
himself, and less of the mint-sauce -

not being quite so sharp and sour over it -

I

should like him all the better' (393). Here Kit reduces the preacher's metaphorical
lambs to actual dead meat, to make the point that his terrifying people with alleged
Christianity is wrong, and the joke breathes a little life back into the lamb metaphor.
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This element of Dickens's work, that the love of fun or animal spirits in people are a
positive thing, stretches back to the earliest writings. In Sketches by Boz, for
example, 'a natural exuberance of animal spirits proved too much for that staidness of
demeanour which the forms of society rather dictatorially prescribe' ("The Misplaced
Attachment of John Dounce", 282-289 at 287) and in The Pickwick Papers, there is a
pun which makes the same point: ' ... as if animal spirits were contraband, and their
possession without a permit, a high crime and misdemeanour' (126).
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Arguments in

favour of fun can be found in non-fiction such as "Sunday Under Three Heads" of
1836, and, as analysed in the previous chapter, in works such as Hard Times, with the
refusal to reduce horse or child to a mere equation. The lamb motif as a Christian
metaphor seems to have particularly annoyed Dickens, as the opposite of this
appreciation of animal spirits clothed in a human form. It is a dry, reflex assertion of
conventional piety clothed in an animal form. In the 'cattle' section below, I examine
a particularly strong piece of Dickens's writing in which he uses the image of the
sheep and relates it to Christianity, although he avoids using conventional language
when he does so.

Winter refers to Hannah More as a writer of the sort of 'didactic religious fiction' of
the sort satirised by Dickens in the Little Margery passage and the speech of other
religious and charitable persons. In The Shepherd of Salisbury Plain, for example,
' [t ]he shepherd displays the correlation between habitual piety and subsistence that
will ultimately gain him greater material rewards at the end of the story.' (Winter 32)
This didactic pamphlet is at times highly amusing to the modem reader, in its
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The "Dounce" piece is far from a simple portrayal of high spirits, and it is analysed in Chapter 8, and
the Pickwick passage goes towards establishing Mr Pickwick's early gullibility, as well as his
conviviality. The term 'animal spirits ', according to one of the definitions in the OED, refers to
'nervous vivacity, natural gayety [sic] of disposition, "healthy animalism." ' Animalism itself refers to
'the exercise of the animal faculties'. The phrase links physical and mental elements, collapsing rigid
distinctions between the two.
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depiction of the non-complaining poor, as for instance where the surprisingly wordy
shepherd recounts other, biblical shepherds, such as David:

David was happier when he kept his father's sheep on such a plain as
this ... perhaps, than ever he was when he became king of Israel and Judah. And I
dare say we should never have had some of the most beautiful texts in all those
fine psalms if he had not been a shepherd, which enabled him to make so many
fine comparisons and similtudes, as one may say, from a country life, flocks of
sheep, hills and valleys, and fountains of waters. (4) 144
It is just this endless spinning of' similtudes' to enlighten the poor in pious pamphlets

that Dickens satirises by placing them in the mouths of non-charitable preachers. 145
Amusingly, Dickens has a 'murderess of great renown' changed into Hannah More in
Jarley's waxworks when Mrs Jarley is trying to attract new customers (288). This
image indicates a subtle link to the later Hard Times, as examined in my last chapter,
where Chapter 2 is called "Murdering the Innocents." There, the piety of a 'scientific'
approach to education has replaced a pious religious approach, but the murder
continues. Both approaches to education are seen to deny 'animal spirits', an essential
element of being human.

Dickens plays with the difference between real sheep and their transformation into
other forms in a different way in Bleak House. Here actual sheep have become the
means by which pastoral land is caught up in the legal nightmare. Describing
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Dickens himself was, of course, not above producing extremely uncomplaining working class
characters whose goodness induces incredulity, such as Betty Higden in Our Mutual Friend, who
steadfastly refuses charity. However, her efforts at self-reliance pale into near reality compared with
those of the Shepherd's wife in More's tract, who, when unable to move her legs due to a ' violent fit of
rheumatism, caught by going to work too soon after her lying-in' , managed to 'patch a rag or two ' with
her hands, because 'a merciful Providence spared her the use of these. ' 'She was always saying, had it
not been for the great goodness of God, she might have had the palsy instead of the rheumatism, and
then she could have done nothing; but nobody had so many mercies as she had' (9). It is this stupid and
even insulting type of writing that seems to have got Dickens's goat up, or at least his lambs. This point
is developed slightly more below in relation to Esther Summerson of Bleak House.
145
Hannah More's similarity to Mrs Jellyby is perhaps more than coincidental. In his strangely noncritical Introduction to the facsimile edition of Village Politics and The Shepherd of Salisbury Plain
(Oxford and New York: Woodstock Books, 1995), Jonath_ctn Wordsworth includes a letter from Bishop
Porteus to Hannah More referring to her Cheap Repository, in which he writes that; ' I hear of them (the
books) from every corner of the globe. To the West Indies I have sent shiploads of them. They are read
with avidity in Sierra Leone, and I hope our pious Scotch Missionaries will introduce them into Asia.'
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Lincoln's Inn Fields, the narrator- the unnamed one of the non-Esther sections notes that 'hazy little patches of candlelight reveal where some conveyancer yet toils
for the entanglement of real estate in meshes of sheep-skin, in the average ratio of
about a dozen sheep to an acre of land.' (498). The sheep have been magically
transformed into a parchment spider web, trapping the land on which they originally
roamed. This is a nightmare vision of the process described in Bleak House where the
Equity courts eat the people they were originally set up to protect.

Gillian West points to another play on the way sheep are drafted into the legal system
in her article on "The Macabre Use of the Pastoral in Bleak House". Here the irony of
the name of the dreary legal quarter is emphasised by Dickens as Mr Tulkinghom
'melts' out of Chesney Wold and into Lincoln's Inn Fields, where there is nothing
verdant or pleasant:

Like a dingy London bird among the birds at roost in these pleasant fields, where
the sheep are all made into parchment, the goats into wigs, and the pasture into
chaff, the lawyer, smoke-dried and faded, dwelling among mankind but not
consorting with them, aged without experience of genial youth, and so long used
to make his cramped nest in holes and comers of human nature that he has
forgotten its broader and better range, comes sauntering home ... (639)
This is, of course, a kind of dry-run for Tulkinghom's later murder, but it emphasises
the sterility of the law. Tulkinghom's materialisation is almost supernatural, ghostlike, and the seeming contradiction between his 'dryness' and his 'melting' actually
emphasises that he is barely human. I have dealt previously with his being compared
with a rook, a bird associated with graveyards, but what is most interesting here is the
link between the dreary world of Lincoln's Inn Fields and the real fields of Chesney
Wold, and, indeed, the neighbouring property of Bleak House. There is no simple
division between the ugliness of the city and the beauty of the countryside here, as
both are connected in the world of the law. The commodities produced from the land
fuel the system which is deciding land.

or painfully not deciding -

the ownership of the
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Tulkinghom's world encompasses both places, making even the real fields sterile as
they are caught in seemingly endless legal disputes. This is cleverly established by
Dickens in another passage where he has Richard look at a scene of pastoral beauty,
presented in the Esther narrative:

The air was bright and dewy ... Nature, through all the minute details of every
wonderful leaf, had been more wakeful than usual for the glory of the day.
"This is a lovely place,' said Richard, looking round. ''None of the jar and
discord of law-suits here!" (579)
Richard's mind cannot help but link the scene of beauty with the law-suit, and
provides the very jarring note he denies by himself bringing up that subject. The
growing effect of his monomania causes him to suspect John Jamdyce of deceitsomething that no part of the narrative supports -

but it is equally impossible that he

could look at the land with the same eyes as Esther. Esther characteristically- and
possibly with shades of Little Margery examined above -

sees the beauty

uncomplicated by the ugliness of proceedings in the city, but the links between the
two are there, not least in Tulkinghom's machinations which will drive her mother to
her death. There is, of course, Nature outside the workings of Chancery, but it takes a
special gift to be able to find it. In answer to West's question 'What has happened to
the sheep?' (134) in the article mentioned above, it seems that they have become as
linked with the Chancery suit as have the human characters whose lives have been
destroyed by it. Their bodies literally have the dispute written onto them, although,
unlike the illiterate Krook striving to understand legal documents, they would have
absolutely no interest in the proceedings which control who owns their pastures. 146
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One suspects Esther would see a kind of Golden Age around her anywhere, after escaping from her
miserable childhood, whereas Richard's negative vision unites the country and the city in a way that is
legally accurate, and personally destructive, as it serves to further entangle him in the web of Jamdyce
and Jamdyce. Dickens's construction of Esther as so good and non-complaining does result in a
character not totally removed from the didactic princesses of worth he found so off-putting. (The idea
of a 'golden age', usually located in a rural past is investigated by Raymond Williams, The Country and
the City (London: Chatto and Windus, 1973)). An anonymous article entitled "Economy in Sheepskin"
All the Year Round 2.32 (1859): 132-135 praises the Australian system of conveying land as relatively
simple, and therefore, using up fewer sheep.
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Sheep in Dickens are usually, it seems, transmogrified into metaphor, or into the
commodities which link them with wider concerns. There are instances where 'real'
sheep appear. An example is in The Lazy Tale of Two Idle Apprentices, where the
process of deterioration which a railway trip to the North of England shows the
'Apprentices' is partially illustrated by the change from a description of country
animals, namely horses, sheep, cattle and pigs (some of whom run from the
'thundering meteor', and some of whom don't) to people who become more worldly
and less agreeable as they are covered by the soot of industry. The process is not
described as simply as summarised here, but the change between the animals and the
'shrewder and harder' men of the north is certainly marked by the narrator. (Christmas
Stories, 661-758, at 666). Here Dickens and Wilkie Collins are using the traditional
pastoral image of sheep -

albeit sheep quite close to a railway line -

and contrasting

it with the world of the machine, in a manner that recalls Hard Times. That novel was
written three years before Dickens's and Collins's trip, and, as discussed in the
previous chapter, it is the world of the 'horse-riding' which there provided a necessary
antidote to factory and school.
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These instances of a traditional use of a sheep image

can be found. However, the use of lambs to inveigle the gullible by sleazy preachers
is far more effective in Dickens's works. 148

Cattle
Dickens's use of images of cattle are traditional, and of two main kinds. Firstly, there
is the occasional use of cattle in an image of rural peace, and secondly, there is the
outraged beast as a symbol of uncontrollable anger. I examine these two main uses of
cattle, and the slightly more complicated representation of them in Great Expectations.
This leads into a section finalising my examination of Dickens's attitudes towards the
treatment of animals, in which I explore a piece he wrote about the Smithfield Market.
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Circuses are also mentioned in the latter piece, as if Dickens was really just revisiting the novel.
There is unusually little original material in the Lazy Tour.
148
Dickens uses the phrase 'wandering sheep to the fold' seriously in the Conclusion to American
Notes (290), where he is describing the number of dissenting Christians in the United States, but
unsurprisingly, the simile is not pursued.
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Finally, I analyse a legal decision in which it was decided that bulls were not cattle,
for what it tells us about wider social attitudes towards bulls and bull-baiting.

Peace and anger
Dickens sometimes employs images of cattle when describing a scene of rural
serenity. An example of this occurs in The Old Curiosity Shop, as Nell draws near to
her death:

Oh! The glory of the sudden burst of light; the freshness of the fields and woods,
stretching away on every side and meeting the bright blue sky; the cattle grazing
in the pasturage; the smoke, that, coming from above the trees, seemed to rise
upward from the green earth; the children yet at their gambols down below - all,
everything, so beautiful and happy. It was like passing from death to life; it was
drawing nearer Heaven. (496)
Here the cattle are simply representatives of the beauty of God's creation. The
movement upwards from them shows the path that Nell will soon be taking, although
her attention returns to the children below. The cattle are symbols of peace and
contentment as Nell prepares to leave the earth: cattle are probably chosen to appear in
this passage simply because of their seemingly contented nature, and perhaps their
closeness to the earth as they graze.

Cattle are used by Dickens in a more complicated way in Great Expectations,
something that Davis has analysed thoroughly in her examination of animal imagery
in four of Dickens's novels. (Davis 151-160) They are very much indicators of Pip's
emotional state at the time they are described. A black ox seems to be saying 'Holloa,
young thief to Pip and to have 'a clerical air' to the young boy when he is running to
Magwitch with the stolen goods (48). Later, when he is gleefully moving to London
as a result of being informed that he has great expectations, Pip imagines that the
cattle 'seemed, in their dull manner, to wear a more respectful air now' (174), and
later, when he has begun to show less selfishness, he walks through the marshes and
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simply notes that there are 'cattle' (433). He is no longer projecting his anxieties,
desires and triumphs onto the cattle.

Davis sums up her reading by stating that 'the cattle serve as a sort of Rorschach test
to reflect Pip's emotional states, and to chart his growth away from childhood
presumptions' (160). The comparison of himself with pigs was forced onto Pip; the
projection of extreme emotion onto cattle -

hardly the most emotional of animals -

was a necessary tactic for the desperate young child, understandable in the young man
released from what he saw as drudgery, and is no longer necessary for the mature Pip
who has come to accept some responsibility for others. The cattle imagery is used by
Dickens only when Pip returns home, rather than following him to London as we have
seen the pig images do. The latter are internalised by Pip, whereas the cattle,
ensconced in the marshy land of his childhood, provide an easier set of images to read,
as they are only available at particular stages in the narrative, when Pip returns home.

The second main use of cattle imagery in Dickens is of the bull or oxen as showing
uncontrollable rage. In Bleak House, the fate of Jo and the whole class of people who
live in Tom-All-Alone's is compared with a raging bull:

The blinded oxen, over-goaded, over-driven, never-guided, run into wrong places
and are beaten out; and plunge, red-eyed and foaming, at stone walls; and often
sorely hurt the innocent, and often sorely hurt themselves. Very like Jo and his
order; very, very like! (275)
It is informative to compare this description with a lengthier one of suffering cattle
from Pictures From Italy. I have mentioned this passage in passing, but it deserves
more lengthy quotation. The Italians' cruelty to oxen is tied to what Dickens sees as
the primitive nature of that country:

Conceive a channel of water running over a rocky bed, beset with great heaps of
stone of all shapes and sizes, winding down the middle of this valley; and that
being the road - because it was the road five hundred years ago! Imagine the
clumsy carts of five hundred years ago, being used to this hour, and drawn, as
they used to be, five hundred years ago. By oxen, whose ancestors were worn to
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death five hundred years ago, as their unhappy descendants are now, in twelve
months, by the suffering and agony of this cruel work! Two pair, four pair, ten
pair, twenty pair, to one block, according to its size ... they die frequently upon the
spot; and they are not alone; for their passionate drivers, sometimes tumbling
down in their energy, are crushed to death between the wheels. But it was good
five hundred years ago, and it must be good now; and a railroad down one of
these steeps (the easiest thing in the world) would be flat blasphemy .
.. .I hailed, in my heart, the man who sat upon the heavy yoke, to keep it on the
neck of the poor beasts ... as the very Devil of despotism. He had a great rod in his
hand, with an iron point. .. he poked it into their bodies, beat it on their heads,
screwed it round and round in their nostrils ... ' ( 105). 149

When viewing the sculptures produced from this marble later in the day Dickens
thought at first that it was 'strange ... that those exquisite shapes ... should grow out of
all this toil and sweat and torture! But I soon found a parallel to it, and an explanation
to it, in every virtue that springs up in miserable ground, and every good thing that has
its birth in sorrow and distress' (106). This rather pious moralising does not match the
intensity of the description of the animals' suffering: the devil of pain beats the
sermon in its power. It is significant that in Italy the whole spirit of the country is
described as linked -

almost yoked - to the cruelty of the ox drivers. In a way the

very similar description of the metaphorical ox in the later Bleak House, given above,
with the threat that its fury might be unleashed on society if goaded too much, is also
saying something negative about England as a whole.

Jo himself, as we have noted above, is more frequently compared with a dog rather
than an enraged bull, but the implication is that appalling ignorance and the refusal to
grant people even the possibility of decent housing could bring the whole edifice of
society crashing down. Dickens reverts, whether consciously or unconsciously, to the
descriptions of cruelty in Italy when describing the possibly rampaging bull he sees
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Keith Thomas writes of the 'belief, which by Victorian times had become an entrenched conviction;
that the unhappiest animals were those of the Latin countries of southern Europe, because it was there
that the old Catholic doctrine that animals had no souls was still maintained.' Man and the Natural
World: Changing Attitudes in England 1500-1800, (London: Allen Lane, 1983) 144. Dickens certainly
reflects this belief in this passage. Identifying this widespread belief does not mean, of course, that it
was necessarily unfounded on fact.
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unleashed on society. Even the stones of the previous passage are present. Something
of the implied confidence in, or smugness about, English progress which shines
through in the Italian passage -

a country blessed with Stephenson's thundering

meteor of progress does not rely on primitive cruelty to get things done -

has been

lost by the time Dickens is detailing the England of Bleak House only seven years
later. People are goaded like oxen, and it is the people in positions of authority who
condone, or at best, do nothing to stop, this cruelty. Like the infections spreading from
Tom-all-Alone's, the rich cannot escape the consequences of their actions and nonactions forever.

Cruelty and Cattle
Another piece that deals with cruelty to animals, and specifically to cattle and sheep,
has its focus firmly on England, showing that Dickens did not, like a vegetarian Mrs
Jellyby, only see evil to animals being committed overseas. In "The Heart of MidLondon", published in Household Words in 1850 -between Pictures and Bleak
House -

Dickens and W.H. Wills turn their attention to the Smithfield Market. As I

have mentioned previously, this article is certainly Dickens's strongest on the issue of
the treatment of animals, and makes explicit comparisons between the suffering of
beasts and of human beings. Tellingly, the character Mr Bovington shows how closely people and cows are related -

his name

compares the 'panorama of cruelty

and suffering' to a bullfight in Spain, and the narrator continues the description of a
truly hellish sight:

All this was being done, in a deep red glare of burning torches, which were in
themselves a strong addition to the horrors of the scene; for the men who were
arranging the sheep and lambs in their miserably confined pens, and forcing them
to their destination through alleys of the most preposterously small dimensions,
constantly dropped ... the blazing pitch upon the miserable creatures backs; and to
smell the singeing and burning, and to see the poor things shrinking from this
roasting, inspired a sickness, a disgust, a pity and an indignation, almost
unsupportable. To reflect that the gate of St. Bartholomew's Hospital was in the
midst of this devilry, and that such a monument of years of sympathy for human
pain should stand there, jostling this disgraceful record of years of disregard of
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brute endurance - to look up at the faint lights in the windows of the houses
where the people were al seep, and to think that some of them had been to Public
Prayers that Sunday, and had typified the Divine love and gentleness, by the
panting, footsore, creature, burnt, beaten, and needlessly tormented there, that
night, by thousands - suggested truths so inconsistent and so shocking that the
Market of the Capital of the World seemed a ghastly and blasphemous Nightmare.
Here the cruelty to animals is seen as a sin in terms that seem to equate their suffering
firstly with that of humanity, and then, by implication, with that of Jesus on the cross.
This is a very unusual moment in Dickens's writing, which usually avoids religious
imagery being used in a didactic way, and links him with the various Christian arms of
the animal welfare movement in England. (Li) In the previous section, we examined
Dickens's contempt for preachers, usually of a dissenting kind, who routinely use the
term 'lamb' to describe parishioners, but here the religious imagery is strong, and the
comparison between the people and sheep is drawn upon without the cliched use of
the type of cheap simile he abhorred.

The name of the piece is also revelatory of the strength of feeling Dickens exhibits
towards the Smithfield Market. Walter Scott's The Heart of Mid-Lothian of 1818
deals, in part, with the crime of infanticide, based on the presumption of guilt if a
woman has hidden her pregnancy and the child is subsequently found dead. I would
suggest that Dickens is drawing on the reference to hidden murder in "The Heart of
Mid-London", in the title's obvious reference to Scott's novel. 150 The title is perhaps
suggesting that the appalling violence of the cattle markets is like the secret murder of
a child by its mother. This comparison puts the emphasis on hidden violence, and
suffering, and the distinction between 'brute' and human being is once again broken
down. The reference to the jail which is the centre of Scott's novel is the more
obvious link to Dickens's description of the market, but the notion of hidden violence
is there too. Dickens's piece seeks to bring the details before his middle class
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The woman accused and convicted of child murder in Scott's novel is innocent of the crime, and in
fact her child is still alive. Walter Scott, The Heart of Mid-Lothian (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1966).
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audience, who have this carnage in their midst, and either don't notice it, or avoid
giving it consideration.

Like the first Martin Act, which protected cattle, the Bleak House and Italian passages
detailing cruelty focus on beasts of burden, and this third work focuses on both sheep
and cattle, which were subjected to cruelty in the open, sometimes in front of middle
class observers. Bull-baiting itself, however, was not made illegal until 1835, due to a
fear that it might make England effeminate to ban such a manly sport, and that the
'bull-dog' spirit of the English was literally linked with this activity. (Kenyon-Jones
82-87; Moss 131-132). Moss points out that the High Court held that bulls were not
cattle, and therefore unable to benefit from the Martin Act, passed earlier, hence the
need for a special enactment ( 18-19). He does not give details of the case itself, or
even its name, but it is well worth a brief journey into the law reports in this instance,
to identify and analyse this strange decision for what it indicates about the way bulls
were regarded in English society.

The case, Ex Parte John Hill, is a fascinating sampler of attitudes toward animals in
the early to mid nineteenth century. It was heard in the Court of King's Bench on
November 28, 1827, and came about because John Hill had been convicted for bullbaiting, under the 'Martin Act', that is the statute 3 Geo. IV. C. 71, passed in 1822. 151
Mr Hill appealed against his conviction, applying that a writ of habeas corpus be
granted, on the grounds that the Act did not extend to bulls, and that as bull-baiting
was traditionally legal, it could only be made illegal by specific enactment, and,
because such enactment did not exist, that his conviction could not stand.

The first Martin Act applied to those who 'cruelly beat, abuse or ill-treat any horse,
mare, gelding, mule, ass, ox, cow, heifer, steer, sheep, or other cattle.' The argument
put before the court was that bulls were not included in the term 'cattle'. Counsel
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The case is reported in 3 CAR. & P . 225, and can be found collected in the English Reports, Volume
172, at 225.
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argued this on the basis that 'it was a rule in the construction of Acts of Parliament,
that where there was an enumeration, beginning with the lower degrees, and general
words, embracing others ejusdem generis at the end, there general words did not
include a superior degree, which was not named in the Act' (226). As bulls are
superior to the other cattle mentioned, they are not included in the term 'cattle' .
Amusingly, the applicant's lawyer refers to an earlier case in which it was held that an
Act referring to 'deans and chapters, parsons and vicars, and all other persons
whatsoever having spiritual promotion' did not extend to archbishops, as they were 'a
superior order' to those mentioned. He goes on to assert that the bull and the bishop
stood 'in pari statu, with reference to the words of those statutes respectively.' To
summarise, the argument was that a bishop is to a vicar what a bull is to other cattle,
which were unquestioningly seen as lesser by the court. There has seldom been a
more succinct indication of how male animals are seen as superior to their female or
gelded sisters or brothers.

Against this, the barrister representing the interests of the Magistrate who had
convicted Mr Hill argues 'This statute begins with mentioning the horse, which is a
superior animal to the bull; and therefore the bull is included in the general words.'
The judge, Justice Bayley gets around this tricky -

and obviously unquestionable

assertion of equine superiority- by stating that 'Horse, mare, and gelding are one
class: ox, cow, heifer, and steer, are another class ... ' (227). The list of animals
covered by the Act is artificially divided so as to allow for the exclusion of the bull.
The court seems very anxious to interpret the Act so that bull-baiting is not covered by
its provisions, and a very old authority which defined bull-baiting as a peaceful, and
therefore not riotous and illegal, activity is relied upon. Therefore, because bullbaiting has long been regarded as legal, an Act must explicitly overturn this
presumption, and, by dint of a bull being an archbishop amongst beasts, the definition
of cattle does not extend to them. Mr Hill was granted a writ of habeas corpus, and the
next day, another judge refuses to restrain him from suing the magistrate who had
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convicted, him presumably in good faith, having interpreted the statute in its plain
·
152
meamng.

The idea that bull-baiting was a necessary part of traditional English life, and that
losing this activity would threaten a kind of boisterous, masculine national character,
seems to underpin this decision. Interestingly, other 'assemblies' not seen as riotous
by the court include dancing around the maypole -

something Dickens laments the

passing of in an early piece 153 -playing 'bowles', tennis, quoits, and so on. At the
same time, bulls were clearly 'cattle' under the Cattle Stealing Acts of 1740 and 1741.
One could be hung for stealing a bull, but the definition of cattle was restricted so as to
ensure that bulls did not receive the protection of the anti-cruelty legislation. Stealing
bulls was presumably a threat to the rural way of life whereas baiting them was an
essential part of that very same rural idyll.

Such strange interpretations were tidied up in Acts passed in 1835 and 1849, the latter
called an Act for the More Effectual Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. In both Acts,
bulls were specifically named, to avoid the type of reasoning followed in the case
outlined above. The latter Act was, of course, passed during Queen Victoria's realm,
and it is perhaps tempting to find it appropriate that a female monarch's name finally
saw the bull protected in the same way as his feminine and gelded friends. However,
the 1835 Act which successfully abolished bull-baiting as a lawful activity was
actually passed under William IV, so any such neat attribution would be inaccurate.

} .cJ v. r,~

The 1822 Act, the original Martin Act, passed w;i,-d'Q" the realm of George IV,
obviously sought to feminise (or civilise) the countryside through preventing the
wanton torture of animals, male or fem ale, but the judges could not let go of this part
of traditional sport. In this conflict over the treatment of bulls we see the passing of
the more overtly aggressive masculinity often associated with late eighteenth, early
nineteenth century society, and the beginnings of a new, somewhat more
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Indeed, five others similarly convicted for bull-baiting successfully sued the magistrates who had
decided their cases; according to a note in the Law Report.
153
"The First of May", Sketches by Boz, 200-209 at 209. This piece was originally published in 1836.
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compassionate outlook. The change could also be seen as marking a desire to control
the aggressive elements of rural, masculine sport, and those who enjoyed such activity.

Dickens clearly saw activities such as blood sports as disgusting, rather than an
essential part of what it was to be English. In summing up the achievements and
failings of Queen Elizabeth's reign in his Child's History, he writes that:

Many improvements and luxuries were introduced in the course of these five-and
forty years in the general manner of living; but cock-fighting, bull-baiting, and
bear-baiting were still the national amusements; and a coach was so rarely seen,
and was such an ugly and cumbersome affair when it was seen, that even the
Queen herself, on many high occasions, rode on horseback on a pillion behind the
Lord Chancellor. (358)
Perhaps because he was writing for children, Dickens sums up Elizabethan society
totally in terms relating to animals -

and the latter part of the sentence shows changes

in expectations of a female monarch that reflect the restricted notions of proper
feminine behaviour in the Victorian era - but this passage expresses a real hatred of
blood sports of the kind which had just been made illegal and continued to exist, albeit
now as underground activities. In projecting such activities so far back in time,
Dickens is clearly indicating that he sees them as primitive, and anathema to the spirit
of the nineteenth century.

There are other references to cattle which serve as a means for commentary on the
practices of other cultures. In the description of the Shakers in the United States,
Dickens notes that 'They are good breeders of cattle, and are kind and merciful to the
brute creation. Consequently, Shaker beasts seldom fail to find a ready market' (259).
This stands in implied contrast with the slave-owners discussed elsewhere in
American Notes who have reduced people to 'human cattle' (269) and treat them
worse than the Shakers treat their actual cattle. It is also informative in showing that
Dickens did place a value on kindness to animals which allowed him to find a virtue
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even in 'sects' which he saw as robbing humanity of its 'love of innocent delights and
gaieties' or that which he elsewhere calls 'animal spirits' .154

The three animals examined in this chapter are used to quite different effects by
Dickens. Pigs combine their traditional role as disgusting creatures with elements of
humour. Sheep have become near cyphers for an idiotic form of religion which has
little to do with Dickens's idea of Christianity. Cattle are used to show uncontrollable
rage, to comment on the cruelty of human beings, or to have the thoughts of human
characters projected onto them. Even these animals associated with rural life have an
important place in the works of the author best known for his creation of urban scenes,
showing, not only how Dickens moves into the countryside in many of his novels, but
how these animals were present in the urban environment of the nineteenth century.
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Despite the piece on Smithfield markets mentioned above, Dickens here saw cruelty to human
beings as a worse wrong, something made clear when he contrasts the actions of 'the ignorant peasantry
of Ireland' who 'hamstring cattle' (as a form of political protest) with those who mutilate slaves to
identify them (2 84).
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Chapter 7: Exotics
The term exotic is used to describe those animals not native to the British Isles that
appear in Dickens's writings. It does not necessarily carry the connotations of
'outlandish, barbarous, strange, uncouth ... having the attraction of the strange or
foreign, glamorous,' (OED) although, as we will see, sometimes it does. Dickens uses
some animals such as the elephant, undeniably exotic, with considerable frequency in
a variety of ways, some of which show considerable familiarity with the beasts in
question. Some, such as the kangaroo, are used in a humorous way to emphasise the
distance between England and other places.

My division, like all systems of classification, is to some extent arbitrary, as some
exotic animals will appear in the next chapter on lower forms of life, and some of the
animals to be discussed here may have been present in Britain in earlier times but had
become extinct there by the nineteenth century. I have already discussed in previous
sections some exotic animals, such as parrots and lions, and even wolves, which were
also extinct in England at the time Dickens was writing. I have no desire to examine
every exotic animal that appears in Dickens, but have selected those which seem
particularly significant in the works. Some uses of exotic animals, while they may be
amusing, are so traditional that they require little exposition. An example of this
would be the silver and gold camels which decorate the Veneerings ' table in Our
Mutual Friend (a reference to the Biblical camel passing through the eye of the needle
more easily than a rich man into heaven).

The depiction of foreign animals is suggestive in both what it can tell us of Dickens's
works and of the society in which those works were produced. In the menageries of
Dickens's time, it was the notion of the exotic in both senses of the word which
attracted paying customers, and no examination of animal imagery in Dickens ' s works
could ignore these exhibits. At times, however, the divisions between exotic, mythical
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and domestic are deliberately broken down by Dickens, as in "A Christmas Tree", a
short piece which is examined extensively below.

Elephants
The most striking use of the elephant image in all of Dickens's writings occurs in
Hard Times, where Dickens describes machines with reference to the beast in his
portrait of Coketown:

It was a town of red brick, or of brick that would have been red if the smoke and

ashes had allowed it; but, as matters stood it was a town of unnatural red and
black like the painted face of a savage. It was a town of machinery and tall
chimneys, out of which interminable serpents of smoke trailed themselves for
ever and ever, and never got uncoiled. It had a black canal in it, and a river that
ran purple with ill-smelling dye, and vast piles of building full of window where
there was a rattling and a trembling all day long, and where the piston of the
steam-engine worked monotonously up and down, like the head of an elephant in
a state of melancholy madness. (65)
The elephant image here is that of a caged elephant, rather than a wild one, exhibiting
a movement common to animals in inadequate zoos (and all zoos in Dickens's time
would, one assumes, fall into this category.) The elephant is not put on the same level
as the painted 'savage' to whom the canal or the river, also daubed with colour, may
eventually flow. It is attributed with the mental complexity to have feelings of
depression which the hideously painted savage with his 'unnatural ' paint does not
seem to possess. The elephant almost seems to be a semi-domestic creature, with
whom the reader is supposedly familiar, who is here presented in a novel way, to
describe machinery, as opposed to a novelty in itself. Coketown is the foreign place,
linked to savages over the water, whereas the image of the caged elephant is more
domestic than exotic.
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The elephant, despite its relative domestication, and the way that its swaying is
somehow assumed to be familiar to the reader, inevitably ties England to India.

155

In a

way, despite the foreign savagery of the mill town being emphasised by Dickens, his
use of the elephant, another foreign product shown as familiar, subtly validates the
process by which foreign raw material is brought into England and shipped out to be
consumed in places such as India. The elephant is a trophy of colonialism, whether as
the beast going mad in a zoo, or stand or ivory walking stick.

more bizarrely -

as an elephant's foot umbrella
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There is perhaps an implied distinction between India and places with 'real' savages,
such as those Dickens decries in his piece "The Noble Savage" . 157 Dickens goes on to
discuss the 'elegancies of life' which flow from Coketown, and the ladies who
shudder to hear the name of that place who nonetheless consume the products which
come from there, and which 'found their way all over the world.' The 'exotic'
elephant, calmly suffering a mental illness (he is melancholy mad, but not dangerous;
he sways but does not riot) is associated with the machinery of Britain, sending
manchester out whence he came. Dating from much earlier trading with exotic places,
the elephant as species has become familiar, while the savage, a barrier to colonialism
in places such as the Americas, remains foreign, undecipherable, and unknowable.
The implication is that parts of Britain are like parts of Africa, or the Americas,
painted weirdly, and threatening the sanity of those who come into contact with them.

Elephants had been present in England for a long time, much longer than the
nineteenth century. It is not too much to suggest that elephants had, to some extent,
been part of the familiar mental landscape of Britain for many years, at least in so far
as their representation is concerned. Shakespeare mentions the elephant as the sign for
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There are African elephants, of course, but the Indian elephant, being more tractable, was and is
more commonly kept in captivity, so I am discussing the image as if we knew it was Indian.
156
As mentioned in the chapters on dogs above, Dickens carried one of the latter on his reading tours of
America.
157
It is interesting to speculate as to whether the image would have been the same three years later, after
the Indian Mutiny of 1857, so often described as an act of 'savagery. ' Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of
Capital 1848-1875 (London: Abacus, 1975).
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an inn in Twelfth Night: 'In the south Suburbes, at the Elephant, Is best to lodge ... '

15 8

Like the three lions symbolising Britain, the foreign animal has become somehow
British, providing a useful symbol in Dickens's work at a time when Britain's
involvement in India changed from a commercially based one to a real Empire. The
symbol of the elephant and castle on the sign of the inn was so familiar by Dickens's
time that the part of south London where it was located had long been ( and is)
officially known as the Elephant and Castle. 159 The familiarity of the elephant is
brilliantly contrasted with the new technology transforming London in the following
passage from Bleak House:

By the cloisterly Temple, and by Whitefriars ... and by Blackfriars Bridge, and
Blackfriars Road, Mr George sedately marches to a street of little shops lying
somewhere in the ganglion of roads from Kent to Surrey, and of streets from the
bridges of London, centring in the far-famed Elephant who has lost his castle
formed of a thousand four-horse coaches, to a stronger iron monster than he,
160
ready to chop him into mince-meat any day he dares. (438)
Once again, technology is linked with the elephant, which has here lost his castle, just
as the elephant linked with Coketown's factories has lost his mind. The elephant's
centrality to London is here threatened by the railway, which is replacing old
certainties irrevocably, just as the friars commemorated in other names (Whitefriars
and Blackfriars) have lost the centrality which they once held in pre-Tudor England.
Mr George's walk is, of course, to his friends the Bagnets' residence, whose girls,
nicknamed Quebec and Malta after British military barracks where they were born,
await him. In the character's short walk, occurring without fanfare or undue
emphasis, Dickens seems to capture a substantial part of English history. The
elephant and his castle have been brought down as surely as the monasteries, although,
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Act 3, Scene 3, lines 39-40. The reference is repeated at line 49.
The pub itself has been demolished, although ' [t]he phlegmatic Elephant and Castle on the gable of
the demolished pub of that name and location has been imprisoned in a new shopping centre.' Girouard,
Victorian Pubs (London: Studio Vista, 1975) 153 . This elephant is obviously not the one referred to by
Shakespeare, which would have been a 'sign' rather than a sculptural decoration, as Girouard classifies
the Victorian elephants and castles.
160
These two references, that is, Shakespeare' s and the one immediately preceding this note, are given
by the OED as its illustrative examples for the third definition of elephant, which is ' as the sign of an
inn; the modem Elephant and Castle. '
159
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as noted in my analysis of the Hard Times image, the familiarity of the elephant as
British-by-adoption perhaps acted as a subtle justification for English expansion in
India. So Dickens is bringing down the elephant from his position of power just as
British involvement in India is becoming more concretely imperial. The British
elephant is a threatened species, it seems.

It is perhaps apposite here to note that little Paul Dombey, doomed representative in

waiting of the company of Dombey and Son, is also described in terms of the Elephant
and Castle image. He has to sit up on books to reach the table at Doctor Blimber' s
'carrying them in and out himself, on after occasions, like a little elephant and castle'
I. 1-hvv~

.S

(221). The elephant and castle inn sign has elephants carrying the castle on~ bac~
in a distorted reference to the war elephants of India, so presumably Paul is carrying
the books on his back, perhaps in a satchel. 161 If in some way, Dickens associated a
feeling of loss with the elephant, then this adds to the feeling of doom which
surrounds Paul from the outset. Childish innocence -

inevitably lost as one ages -

is perhaps required to believe in the physically impossible image of an elephant with
an actual stone tower on its back, and it is this oddity which he invokes in relation to
the delicate boy. I will further examine the link between childish fantasy and the
elephant below.

It is fascinating to note, as Ritvo does, albeit elliptically, that the elephant is the sole

foreign animal to receive as much space in Bewick's History of Quadrupeds as do the
domestic animals of Britain (and the squirrel, it must be added, a wild but very
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The editor of the Penguin edition of Dombey and Son, Peter Fairclough, writes of this image that
'Elephants were sometimes used in war to bear on their backs fortified ' castles' containing armed men '
(note at 984). Rather than the howdah, Dickens may have had the representation of the elephant and
castle which shows an English ( or Norman) style tower-castle attached to an elephant in mind, such as
on the pub signs familiar to all Londoners, which, as mentioned, indicate the adoption of the elephant as
their own. There is a photograph of an elephant and castle from a pub at Vaux.hall Bridge from 1875 there were several pubs of this name - in the book about Victorian pubs mentioned previously:
Girouard, Victorian Pubs, 153. This is not the elephant and castle pub which Dickens is referring to,
which, as mentioned, gave its name to a whole area of London and which the author of the pub book
describes as ' phlegmatic. ' Whether Dickens had any one image of the words ' elephant and castle' is
impossible to tell, and, to the reader, somewhat irrelevant.
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familiar beast to the English reader). Ritvo is actually commenting on the animals as
to whether they are wild or domestic, but the point stands equally for whether they are
English or exotic. (Ritvo, 1987, 18) 162 Bewick was originally writing before the
height of State-run colonial expansion in India, but the East India Company's
involvement there must have long brought more attention to the elephant, both as a
thing to be observed, a thing to kill, and a thing to send back home in the shape of
souvenirs. 163 The elephant's remarkable physical and mental qualities continue to
fascinate people today, but each specific historic phase may have different reasons and
different modes of expressing its wonderment. Dickens's reference to the creature
moves in and out of the elephant as a symbol of wonder, a symbol of change and loss,
and a symbol of fun. I will now examine an instance of the last member of this herd
of elephant images.

The glamour of the elephant- its links with foreign places, stories and children's fun
-

and its simple wonder as the largest land animal are paramount in some references

to the creature in Dickens's works. In The Mudfog Club, for example, there is a
statistical analysis of children's fairy tales, which is presented to the Club in the Hayloft of the Original Pig, the reference to that ignoble animal (q.v.) surely setting the
scene for the silliness to follow:

MR. SLUG stated to the section the result of some calculations he had made with
great difficulty and labour, regarding the state of infant education among the
middle classes of London. He found that, within a circle of three miles from the
Elephant and Castle, the following were the names and numbers of children's
books principally in circulation:Jack the Giant-Killer.
7,943
Ditto and Bean-stalk.
8,621
Ditto and Eleven Brothers.
2,845
Ditto and Jill.
1,998
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Ritvo is referring to the 1824 edition of Bewick. He died in 1828. Harriet Ritvo, The Animal Estate:
The English and Other Creatures in the Victorian Age (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 1987) 291-292.
163
There was an Act passed to provide some protection to elephants in India as early as 1879. Ri tvo
summarises the Elephant Protection Act's provisions as prohibiting ' the killing of wild elephants unless
they threatened human life or property' (284). However, hunting elephants continued after this date.
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Total.

21,407 (Mudfog, 356)

It is telling that Dickens has Mr Slug place -the Elephant and Castle as the centre-point

of his calculations. This seems to suggest that there can be no escape from fantasy,
that there is no place in London untouched by its spread. The words 'Elephant and
Castle' inevitably conjure up a world of adventure and mystery, even if Mr. Slug
intends them to stand as a merely geographic identifier upon which to base his
calculations which are presented in the style of a blue-book. Just as Sinbad and Saint
George dominated the answers of the children he interviews, the world of the
imagination cannot be eliminated even from Mr Slug's painstaking calculation. This
piece, published in 183 7, introduces themes which Dickens develops more thoroughly
in Hard Times nearly twenty years later. The members of the Mudfog club bring to
mind Mr M'Choakumchild and Mr Gradgrind, as they 'dwelt upon the immense and
urgent necessity of storing the minds of children with nothing but facts and figures;
which process the President very forcibly remarked, had made them (the section) the
men they were.' (357)

In both pieces, the world of animals seems to provide some counterpoint to the dry use
of statistics. The Elephant and Castle is hardly the place from which to begin a series
of calculations designed to do away with fantasy, as the very name speaks of romantic
urges, even if that area of London is particularly ordinary. As discussed above, the
children in Hard Times -

except for the model pupil, Bitzer -

long to see the circus

and have wallpaper decorated with horses. Here the Elephant, along with Robinson
Crusoe and Sinbad, rise above Mr Slug's calculations, quite literally in the case of the
former. 164
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A different reading of trus piece might see the elephant as simply another piece of nonsense, down at
the same level with Slug's silliness. Some weight is given to trus reading by a short work written by
Dickens entitled "Our Honourable Friend", which first appeared in Household Words 5.123 (July 21,
1852): 453-455, Reprinted Pieces 560-565. Here, the politician of the title states that 'His principles, to
sum up all in a word, were, Hearths and Altars, Labour and Capital, Crown and Sceptre, Elephant and
Castle' (563). The last principle exposes the rest of the list as meaningless platitudes, as Dickens
harnesses the fantasy of childhood to expose the nothingness of political rhetoric. In a similar vein, the
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The idiocy of the latter's statistics -

and his dislike of frivolity -

is further indicated

by his desire that all the skewers upon which meat for cats and dogs is sold be
'collected and warehoused', so that a war-ship called 'the Royal Skewer' could be
constructed (358). Once again, his statistics are used, in a ridiculous manner, against
the frivolous 'waste' of resources by those who keep pets. In this he is like Mr Minns
in the piece "Mr Minns and His Cousin" (Sketches by Boz, 361-3 73), who hates dogs
and children, because 'their habits were at variance with his love of order; and his love
of order, was as powerful as his love of life' (363). The elephant is the centre of the
circle which Mr Slug draws to calculate the unfortunate reading habits of children, and
twenty years later Dickens has the circus as a kind of antidote to the soulless world of
Coketown. The elephant there has gone mad, but the horses and dogs supply his
place.

Two further instance of the great power of the elephant as an image of childhood
fantasy can be included here to emphasise the importance of this animal in Dickens's
.}_ ,

works. Firstly, Jn David Copperfield, in the very earliest part of the novel, we are told
that Betsey Trotwood's cruel husband 'according to a wild legend in our family ... was
once seen riding on an elephant, in company with a Baboon; but I think it must have
been a Baboo -

or a Begum' (51). Apart from the telling confusion of Indians with

animals in the young boy's mind, this elephant is that rare creature in Dickens, an
actual Indian elephant in India. Of course the animal is not described directly, but has
the status of a mythical or legendary creature.

The fact that Betsey Trotwood's husband turns out to be alive later in the novel throws
some doubt on this story, which is, after all, a legend, existing at the same level as the

reference to 'another roaring, like that of a whole menagerie when the elephant has rung the bell for the
cold meat' (The Pickwick Papers (239)) is pure nonsense, and deserves appreciation as such, although
the implied comparative middle class Englishness of the elephant- as opposed to the other uncivilised
members of the menagerie - is apparent. (Needless to say, elephants do not ring for cold meat, or
even for vegetation:) The Fat Boy is also described as 'elephantine,' but this is a simple use of the term
as a forceful description (860).
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magic of David's caul, and the early story of his aunt herself. We are told that she
'vanished like a discontented fairy' into

... the land of dreams and shadows, the tremendous region whence I had so lately
travelled; and the light upon the window of our room shone out upon the earthy
boume of all such travellers, and the mound above the ashes and dust that once
was he, without whom I had never been. (61)
Dickens is brilliantly evoking the remembered world of childhood, reconstructed after
the loss of belief in the things being described. The elephant, the caul, the odd fairylike aunt, the father, were woven together in the child's mind: they were all of the
same sort. Dickens's device of the older David looking back with wisdom tinged with
regret, and tainted with knowledge of reality Shakespeare show -

and literature, as the echoes of

and telling the story of the birth of himself, conjures up

something of the magic of the impossible (or impossibly irretrievable) beliefs of
childhood.

The wonder of the elephant is used to describe the novelty of a painting from Australia
being exhibited in London in a little known short piece (or "Chip") published in
Household Words in 1852 under the grand title 'The Fine Arts in Australia." Anne
Lohrli has attributed this piece to Dickens. The painting in question, by Marshall
Claxton, was on the scripture 'Suffer Little Children' and was intended for display in
an Infant School. Mr Claxton accepted the commission from a lady (perhaps Miss
Burdett-Coutts?) shortly before emigrating to Australia. Dickens - if he is indeed the
writer -

compares the novelty of a painting in Australia to an elephant in another far-

flung locale, and the introduction of the elephant image seems to act as a spur to
Dickens's imagination in a peculiarly vivid way:

It may be questioned whether any Australian models had ever sat before, to

painting man. At all events, models or not models, the general population of
Sydney became so excited about this picture, and were so eager to see it in every
stage of its progress, that several thousand persons, first and last, dropped in to
look at it. And such an object was as new to many of them, as the travelling

210

elephant was to the young men on the banks of the Mississippi, when he made a
pilgrimage "a while ago," with his caravan, to those far-off regions.
Thus, the Picture was imagined, painted, and sent home. Thus, it is, at the present
writing, lodged in Pall Mall - the dawn perhaps of the longest day for the fine
arts, as for all the arts of life, that ever rose upon the world. As the bright eyes of
the children in the Infant School will often, in these times, rest upon it with the
awe and wonder of its having come so far over the deep sea; so, perhaps, MR.
MACAULAY's traveller, standing, in a distant age, upon the ruins of an old
cathedral once called St. Pauls, in the midst of a desert once called London, will
look about him with similar emotions for any broken stones that may possibly be
traces of the School said in the Australian nursery-legend to have contained the
first important picture painted in that ancient country. (597) 165
This short note combines continents and ages, and the elephant is a central image in
this vast flight of Dickens's imagination. Importantly, the wonder of children is
linked to the wonder of an elephant in a new land. The joking use of the word
'pilgrimage', applied to the elephant sent to America, does not detract from the almost
religious wonder that Dickens seems to imply in the use of this animal, and this is
linked with the memories of childhood. Just as Australia is pictured as an adult,
looking at the ruins of London for the origins of its nursery-tale, this most treasured
animal of childhood stories seems to maintain a privileged place in the menagerie of
Dickens's novels and other works.

A final instance of the power of the elephant as a visitor from an almost magical world
in Dickens's imagination is autobiographical. Ackroyd points out that when
Dickens's son (he does not say which one, but presumably the eldest, Charles
Culliford Boz) was given a toy theatre, his father, who had had a toy theatre himself as
a child, took it over and produced a play called The Elephant of Siam. Ackroyd goes
on ~ say 'in his later life, in his constant attendance at the theatre, and in his own
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It is probably superfluous to point out that Australians had sat to painting man before this. Some had
even been painting men themselves. The reference to 'Mr Macaulay' is to Thomas Babington
Macaulay, who wrote of a New Zealander (not an Australian) visiting London when it is a ruined city:
John Mulgan ed., The Concise Oxford Dictionary of English Literature (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1939) 318. This work (the only one in which I found a reference to this image) does not say exactly
where the image of the New Zealander appears in Macaulay's works, and I have been unable to locate it
independently.
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skills as a performer, we understand how much the garish light of the stage
represented for him both the memory and the intensification of childhood experience.'
(Ackroyd 40) It seems that elephants, for Dickens, were both familiar and always
magical, part of an exotic world that was intensely personal. This is perhaps the
reason why elephants can be used to such different effects in his work: sometimes as
almost domestic, sometimes magical presences in the centre of London and elsewhere.

Bears
In her recent exploration of the way animals are represented in the works of Byron and
other Romantic writers, Kindred Spirits, Christine Kenyon-Jones makes a suggestive
observation that I have previously referred to in passing:

Some of the most interesting ideas about animals current in the Romantic period
were the 'residual' ones: those which survived from earlier times, but were
already subject to challenge or being forgotten then, and are no longer recognised
now. These include the doctrine of signatures, which caused many at the end of
the eighteenth century to believe that eating bull's flesh (or even participating in
bull-baiting or bull-fighting) would give people bull-like characteristics, and was
therefore especially valuable during war time. (Kenyon-Jones 204)
This idea acted as an impediment to early moves to ban bull-baiting, something
Kenyon-Jones examines thoroughly. As discussed at some length in my section on
cattle, it was feared than banning bull-baiting would make the English lose their
national characteristics of pugnacity and firmness ('bull-dog' spirit is peculiarly apt in
the context). 166 In Dickens, there is a similar idea in regard to bears, which, while
used in a joking way, may explain some of the commercial uses to which bears were
put in Victorian England. These ursine images also show that the idea of signatures
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The image of the bull-dog itself, and even its actual physical attributes, have undergone considerable
modification since this time. What was once a ferocious animal, capable of hauling down a bear or
bull, is now bred so that its head is of such an enormous size that most pedigree bull-dogs must be
delivered by Caesarian section, and many of them find breathing difficult, due to their compressed
noses. The looks of the animal have become more important than its former function. As to
temperament and image, the bull-dog is often used as a sporting mascot, and is generally seen as an
affable fool. The pit bull terrier has perhaps inherited the mantle of masculine aggression, but it is most
often associated with an urban environment.
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lasted, at least as an accessible joke, well into the mid nineteenth century. The anti
bull-baiting legislation- which also banned bear-baiting - was only passed in 1835,
as mentioned in the previous chapter. Legislative reform had been attempted since
1800, when William Wilberforce (the anti-slavery campaigner) introduced the first bill
into the House of Commons. This delay shows that some politicians may have
continued to take this idea more seriously than Dickens did. 167

When reading Dickens one is often struck by the similarities between his society and
ours. Something of its foreignness occasionally shines through, however, as when a
hairdresser, Mr Clip, describes his 'stock in trade' as ' [sJome fifty wigs, two poles,
half-a-dozen head blocks, and a dead bruin' in "Mr Robert Bolton". 168 Similar
references occur elsewhere, as for example in Nicholas Nickelby (131 and 529). In
his notes to the latter book, Michael Slater describes the practice of barbers who kept
bears in the basements of their shops. One would put an advertisement in the window,
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On the other hand, the judiciary seems to have lagged behind the politicians. The 1822 Act was
intended to cover bulls, but in the case I discussed in the previous chapter, we saw how judges bent over
backwards to find that bulls were not cattle, and the refore outside the protection of the 1822 Act. The
fear that a part of traditional English life was to be lost - and with it, a (rural) masculine character seems to have worried the judges. Some of the current debate about the banning of fox-hunting in
England is of interest here. The spokesmen for the groups in favour of fox-hunting draw upon
arguments of what it is to be English in order to defend their sport. However, they draw on notions of
the beauty of the countryside and references to what is vaguely called historical tradition, and avoid any
suggestion that savagery is inherent in the practice of fox-hunting, let alone in the notion ofEnglishness
that they are defending. This is quite different from those who defended bull-baiting on the grounds
that such savagery was essential if England was to remain strong. Amusingly, the current agitators
assert that many dogs would be slaughtered if fox-hunting were to be banned, raising the stakes in the
cruelty debate from a mere wild animal to dogs, therefore drawing on another notion of Englishness
(kindness to animals) to support fox-hunting. The class basis of at least some of the push against the
ban- often occluded by the country versus city language of the debate - is perhaps indicated by the
fact that pupils of Eton were given a day off school so they could attend a pro-hunting rally held in
London in September 2002. Over 70% of the English population supports the ban, according to opinion
polls, and Scotland has, as mentioned before, moved to ban fox-hunting. These observations are based
on newspaper and television reports. The fact that fox-hunting exists in England as a legal activity,
whereas badger-baiting and dog- and cock-fighting are banned, reflects something of the former(?)
class-bias of animal welfare groups. Arthur W. Moss, Valiant Crusade: The History of the R.S.P.C.A.
(London: Cassell, 1961) records that the principal of Eton was a member of the Committee of his
relevant RSPCA branch in 1897, at a time the school had its own pack of fox-hunting dogs (142).
168
"Mr Robert Bolton, The 'Gentleman Connected with the Press"' in Sketches by Boz, London, Heron
Books, n.d., Vol 2,405-410. This work, originally published in Bentley's Miscellany, August 1838,
has been included in this edition of Boz, along with certain other short writings.
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'Another young bear slaughtered today', as an attraction to customers. Bear's grease
was used as a hair preparation.

In The Mudfog Papers there is a mock scientific discussion of the possible effects of
this practice:

PROFESSOR PUMPINSKULL wished to take that opportunity of calling the
attention of the section to a most important and serious point. The author of the
treatise just read had alluded to the prevalent taste for bears' -grease as a means of
promoting the growth of hair, which undoubtedly was diffused to a very great and
(it appeared to him) very alarming extent. No gentleman attending that section
could fail to be aware of the fact that the youth of the present age evinced, by their
behaviour in the streets ... a considerable lack of that gallantry and gentlemanly
feeling which, in more ignorant times, had been thought becoming. He wished to
know whether it was possible that a constant outward application of bears' -grease
by the young gentlemen about town had imperceptibly infused into those unhappy
persons something of the nature and quality of the bear. He shuddered as he
threw out the remark ...
The PRESIDENT highly complimented the learned gentleman on his most
valuable suggestion .. .It was dreadful to reflect that our youth were so rapidly
verging into a generation of bears. (376)
This piece, written in 1837-1838, draws on the doctrine of signatures explained by
Kenyon-Jones in the quotation above. The ferociousness of the bear enters into the
young men who use products derived from it. However, the fact that this idea is used
to show the idiocy of the Mudfog members indicates that Dickens no longer took it
seriously. Only a fool, such as the members of the Mudfog society, would continue to
harbour such ignorance, and the reader is credited -

if not flattered - with the

intelligence to recognise this. If it was in its twilight years in the late eighteenth
century, the doctrine of signatures was probably dead and buried, at least in Dickens's
mind, except as a humorous device. It is of historical interest that as science moved
towards showing we are more closely related to animals than had been previously
thought, the notion that one imbibed animal qualities from close association with them
or their by-products was fading.

21 4

In a piece published in Household Words on August 20 1853 entitled "Brother Bruin"
the author, identified by Lohrli as Edmund Saul Dixon, reviews or more accurately,
summarises a book called L 'Esprit des Betes by Monsieur Toussenel, whose first
name is not given. 169 In this article, the author mentions the practice of making hair
preparations from bears in a way that indicates a slightly more complicated passage
from animal to consumer. A vestige of the notion of the doctrine of signatures is
perhaps detectable in this piece written much later than that by Dickens referred to
above:

His frugivorous appetite being easily satisfied, he profits by this facility of living
in good style, to amass, during the autumn, a large provision of that hair-adorning
grease, with which apocatheries of the Rue Vivienne compose the precious
cosmetic known to Parisian fashionables under the name of Lion's pomade!
Prodigies of chemistry! All to persuade bald people that the king of animals
entirely owes his thick and splendid mane to the daily use of the aforesaid
cosmetic. ( 579)
It seems that hair-tonic customers would rather identify with the lion than the bear, at

least in Paris. The customer's wish to believe that he will be made lion-like by the
application of the bear-derived product is perhaps indicative of the doctrine of
signatures continuing to apply in the world of advertising, if not literature.

Another reference, in Oliver Twist, also from 1837-39, shows how the doctrine of
signatures was not the major means of describing the association between an animal
and a person's characteristics in Dickens's own works. It is not a bear but a beaver
which is the focus of this passage describing Mr Bumble in his last moment of
triumph:

169

Anne Lohrli points out that the author's first name was Alphonse. Anne Lohrli, Household Words, a
Weekly Journal 1850-1859, Conducted by Charles Dickens: Table of Contents, List of Contributors and
Their Contributions Based on the Household Words Office Book (Toronto; University of Toronto Press,
1973) 113. Kathleen Kete describes Toussenel as 'an anti-Semitic Fourierist whose only objection to
Fourier seems to have been the social theorist's baffling dislike of dogs .. . ' Kathleen Kete, The Beast in
the Boudoir: Petkeeping in Nineteenth-Century Paris (Berkely and Los Angeles: University of
California Press, 1994) 73.
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But, tears were not the things to find their way to Mr Bumble's soul; his heart was
waterproof. Like washable beaver hats that improve with rain, his nerves were
rendered stouter and more vigorous, by showers of tears, which, being tokens of
weakness, and so far tacit admissions of his own power, pleased and exalted him.
(324)
Dickens chooses a more attenuated link between the beaver and the man in this
description, and the moral criticism behind it is serious, even if the relations between
Mr and Mrs Bumble are enjoyably awful. By Bleak House in 1853, the association
between Jo and his animal state is further reinforced by the way he clutches a rag of a
fur cap, but Dickens has moved his spotlight to society as a whole to explain his lowly
state, rather than suggesting a causal link between the cap and its wearer. Such a
humorous tactic would have been quite inappropriate in the description of Jo, whose
ignorance, and the active indifference of society to his plight, is seen as tragic.

This is not to say that Dickens believed in such links at the time of writing Mudfog,
but rather to suggest that in his works there is a humorous use of the doctrine of
signatures which acts as a kind of eulogy for the notion. This simple link between
human beings and animals they consume is replaced by more subtle characterisation in
more serious passages. In "Lively Turtle", published in Household Words for 26
October 1850 - not long before Bleak House -

we find Dickens once again drawing

a direct link between the eater (or drinker) of turtle soup, and the animal who forms
that repast. Turtles, who Dickens describes as slow and conservative, are 'all
extraordinarily like the gentlemen who eat them' (418). Once again, the direct link
between man and beast is in a humorous article. I analyse this piece thoroughly in my
next chapter.

As with elephants, bears are also part of the valued world of fantasy which Dickens
associates with childhood. The figure of Orson, raised by bears, and providing a
contrast to his civilised brother Valentine, is referred to in A Christmas Carol by
Scrooge as one of the books he is reading as a boy:
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"Why, it's Ali Baba!" Scrooge exclaimed in ecstasy. "It's dear old honest Ali
Baba! Yes, yes, I know! One Christmas time, when yonder solitary child was left
here all alone, he did come, for the first time, just like that. Poor boy! And
Valentine," said Scrooge, "and his wild brother, Orson; there they go ... " (72).
Scrooge is described as 'an animal, rather a disagreeable animal, a savage animal, an
animal that growled and grunted sometimes' by his nephew (106). These terms would
seem to belong to the Orson side of the coupling, however, it is largely because
Scrooge has shut out the elements of fun and fantasy that he has transmogrified into
such a forbidding character. In Barnaby Rudge, Orson is used as an intended insult by
Sir John Chester in regard to his enemy Haredale. He mentions his 'tete-a-tete with
Haredale, which, vanity aside, was quite a Valentine and Orson business' ( 171 ).

Like Scrooge, Mr Chester senior is totally caught up in his own affairs, denying that
emotion should play any part in life. His selfishness later allows him to avoid
attending the execution of Hugh, his son, and a true Orson character. In this he is like
an unreformed Scrooge, and it is he, not Hugh, who is 'unnatural' in denying his son.
Edward, his legitimate son, sees that Hugh was not a 'monster of ingratitude', but, in
refusing his proffered visit, was acting quite naturally, given that he has been treated
and raised as an animal, and denied by his father (713).

The bear image is here only an unspoken association with a wonderful tale of a boy
raised by bears, but those who deny the power of such childhood fantasies are
generally shown to be inadequate human beings in Dickens's work. Elephants and
bears both have an association with this fantasy world. It is significant that Valentine,
and by implication, his bearish brother appear in "A Christmas Tree", which is
'decorated with bright merriment, and song, and dance, and cheerfulness.' (Selected
Journalism, 3-16, at 16.)

In what is arguably his most explicitly religious piece outside The Life of Our Lord
(which was not intended for publication) and possibly "The Heart of Mid-London",
discussed in my previous chapter, Dickens is here tying the love of childish fantasy
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and decoration with the story of Jesus's birth, death and resurrection. 'Encircled by
the social thoughts of Christmas-time, still let the benignant figure of my childhood
stand unchanged!' To deny this figure is to deny the 'whisper going through the
leaves. "This, in commemoration of the law of love and kindness, mercy and
compassion. This, in remembrance of Me!"' (16). It is a remarkable piece of work
which can link stories of boys raised with bears, not to mention Robinson Crusoe
(who Scrooge also recalls, along with his parrot, in A Christmas Carol) and Ali Baba,
with the profoundest tenets of Christian belief. To deny the power of nursery stories
seems, to Dickens, at least in this piece, almost sacrilegious. Animal fantasy whether David Copperfield's crocodile book, or Crusoe's parrot, or the boy raised by
bears -

is, for Dickens, a vital part of what it is to be fully human. The child's less

rigid division between human and animal or fantasy and reality is at the centre of
Dickens's view of humanity.

In a way, this idea is also present in the toy Noah's Arks, which are mentioned not
only in "A Christmas Tree", but time and time again by Dickens. The Ark, filled with
the animals and men to be saved, not only shows humans and animals both chosen by
God to live in an act of recreation which prefigures the coming of Christ, but also, in
the image of the child rearranging the pieces, links creativity of the most significant
kind with play.

For Dickens, there is something God-like in the child, even one doomed, such as little
Johnny in Our Mutual Friend, whose death at the Children's Hospital is marked by a
gift of his toys, which include a Noah's Ark, to another child. In his analysis of this
and other Genesis inspired imagery in Dickens one author argues that Dickens's belief
in the efficacy of the Ark as a means to escape the deluge of destruction in society
becomes less in later works such as Our Mutual Friend. (Hornback 7 and 143-144)
However, Johnny's death, linking the innocence of the child, the toy with its hodgepodge of animals, and the hope of resurrection, shows that something of the links
played out in "A Christmas Tree" of 1850 still hold power for Dickens in his last
completed novel. This is not to deny, but rather to emphasise the worth of Johnny in
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Dickens's novel. The orphan child takes on an almost Christ-like element as his
simple death is described. Johnny's recently acquired, and freely given, treasure-trove
is made up of 'the horse, the ark, the yellow bird, and the man in the Guards', which
subtly yet comprehensively covers the water, sky, animals and man of creation (385).
In "A Christmas Tree", even the adult perspective on the child's toy cannot destroy
'the wonder' which the narrator feels:

0 the wonderful Noah's Ark! It was not found sea-worthy when put in a
washing-tub, and the animals were crammed in at the roof, and needed to have
their legs well shaken down before they could be got in, even there - and then,
ten to one but they began to tumble out at the door, which was but imperfectly
fastened with a wire latch- but what was that against it! Consider the noble fly,
a size or two smaller than the elephant: the lady-bird, the butterfly - all triumphs
of art! Consider the goose, whose feet were so small, and whose balance was so
indifferent, that he usually tumbled forward, and knocked down all the animal
creation. Consider Noah and his family, like idiotic tobacco-stoppers; and how
the leopard stuck to warm little fingers; and how the larger animals used gradually
to resolve themselves into frayed bits of string!' (7)1 70
The wonder is unaffected by the physical imperfections of the toy, and, as we have
seen, this piece ends in a religious vision -

or, to be more accurate, speech -

of

Christ in the Christmas tree. The animals, the child's play, and the spiritual are linked
here, and in the much sadder image of the ark in Our Mutual Friend. The exotic and
domestic animals, and man are similarly all linked- sometimes humorously, with the
faults in perspective Dickens described - when this image is employed. The physical
world of the leopard is entwined with the child's fingers, and both seem imbued with
the semi-religious, almost ecstatic wonder which Dickens portrays as residing in play.
The encumbrances of the physical do not deny the reality of the spiritual in Dickens's
writing.

170

An anonymous article called ''Noah's Arks" appeared in All The Year Round 13.311 in 1865. Like
Dickens, the author comments on the strange proportions of the animals contained in the arks. The
'pigs [are] not so much smaller than elephants as they ought to be, but piggishly shaped nevertheless'
(259). Germany was the world centre for the manufacture of Noah's Arks.
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Odds and ends from the Empire

Australia
If the bear and the elephant have been fully integrated into Dickens's creative world
and are used in a variety of ways, some animals remain fully exotic, and are referred
to as indicators of the far-flung or foreign. It is as if some creatures relatively recently brought to England -

usually

have not yet become part of the everyday

mental landscape of the writer, except as images of the outlandish or weird. In a piece
entitled "Four-Legged Australians" published in Household Words in 1853, the author
-

who Lohrli states to be Samuel Rinder -

examines a variety of animals ranging

from the platypus to the dingo, and even touches on the 'Bunyup' (more commonly
known as the Bunyip ), a mythical creature usually described as possessing only two
legb l It is telling that he states 'I will insult nobody by the description of a
kangaroo ... ' by which he means that the animal was fully familiar -

at least to

readers of Household Words - by 185 3. Yet there is, it seems, a large leap between
familiarity in the sense of a knowledge of natural history and the integration of a
creature into one's personal vocabulary of meaning. For Dickens, the kangaroo
remains a symbol of Australia's difference.

Mrs Micawber, in David Copperfield, about to embark on the international voyage
which results in something finally turning up for her husband, 'discoursed about the
habits of the kangaroo!' as a means of establishing her familiarity with Australia
(833). The seeming familiarity with the creature only known in England for seventy
odd years is a means of bridging the tremendous physical gap between Australia and
England by knowledge. This type of knowledge of natural history was presumably
gleaned from publications such as Household Words by persons such as Mrs
Micawber, if I may mix the fictional with the actual for a moment. The jump-like
exclamation mark emphasises the remarkable way in which the Micawbers quickly
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Rinder discusses both the bipedal and quadripedal descriptions of the Bunyip.
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adapt to the notion of sailing across the world, and how the narrator sees her
knowledge as amusing or surprising, rather like the kangaroo's way of moving to
European eyes. Mr Micawber performs a similar trick by assuming a 'hardy roving
manner' as he examines the bullocks in Canterbury, as if he were already an
Australian farmer. He attempts to exhibit 'the unsettled habits of a temporary
sojourner' in England, familiar with cattle but not the ways of English society (833).
Through animals then, both the very foreign and the very familiar, the Micawbers
exhibit their willingness to emigrate.

The strangeness of Australian animals is indicated by another use of an animal's name
by Dickens, this time in Bleak House. The lady who appears in the novel as Mrs
Bayham Badger was formerly known as Mrs Dingo, the wife of 'Professor Dingo of
European reputation' (225). The dingo is the native dog of Australia, and the name
derives from an Aboriginal language of New South Wales. 172 Mrs Badger seems
almost to tell a story of colonialism in her marital history. The remarkably named
Professor Dingo replaces Captain Swosser of the Royal Navy whose name possibly
carries echoes of swashbuckling (and perhaps an implication of drunkenness). Then
the flexible widow changes to the more English-sounding Badger, a rather pugnacious
animal subjected to baiting, the image of which stands in contrast to Mr Badger's
happy admiration for his predecessors.

That Dickens is playing with geographical oddities is indicated by Mrs Badger's
remark that Professor Dingo, a botanist, 'was the Antipodes of Captain Swosser,
and ... Mr Badger is not in the least like either!' (228). The names of Swosser and
Dingo are continually repeated by both Mr and Mrs Badger. Here the pure
inexplicability of a Professor being called Dingo, the mental contrast with Badger as
the respective animals' native locations are called up, and the nonsensical name
Swosser, add to the joke of a married couple speaking only of the woman's previous
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The dingo was introduced into Australia 3500 or 4000 years ago by 'Asian sea-farers'. Ronald
Strachan ed., The Mammals of Australia: The National Photographic Index of Australian Wildlife,
(Sydney: Reed New Holland, 1995) 696.
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partners. That such behaviour must have bordered on impropriety adds to the humour
of the scene. The dingo itself is important more for being outlandish and having a
name which, through its unfamiliarity, sounds peculiar, rather than for any actual
image of the wild dog itself.

There is little indication here of what Rinder, in the article on four-legged Australians,
calls 'the characteristics of the wolf' which are revealed in 'the ravages of this
destructive animal upon the settler' (213). However, this aspect of the received
I

/l

;"e_

picture of the dingo may underl~the description of the professor chipping away at
buildings in his quest for geological samples in Devon, a tendency which, in his last
illness, leads to him 'chipping at the countenances of the attendants' (283). It is
immediately obvious, however, that this is another humorous image, quite different
from that of a ravening wolf-like dog. It seems to be the unusual name itself, and the
doubts it seems to cast on Professor Dingo's credentials, which create the joke here.

In A Christmas Carol, there is another reference to an Australian animal which
emphasises the difference of that country's animals from those known in Europe. The
Cratchits' poverty is emphasised by their reaction to their little goose in Stave Three,
as the Ghost of Christmas Present and Scrooge observe their Christmas preparations:

Such a bustle ensued that you might have thought a goose the rarest of all birds; a
feathered phenomenon, to which a black swan was a matter of course; and in truth
it was something very like it in that house. (95)
The black swan, a native of Australia, was as Janet Davis points out 'anything but a
matter of course in Victorian England.' (Davis 91) They were the direct opposite of
the familiar white swan known in Europe, and the imaginary presence of such an
exotic creature in the Cratchit' s house emphasises how far removed they are from a
comfortable acquaintance with a goose, a familiar English bird specifically bred for
food. Their regarding a mere goose as an ornithological wonder shows that their own
country's poultry is made foreign to them. Australian animals feature again as a
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convenient symbol of otherness, although a black swan is more a simple reversal
rather than a complete novelty such as the platypus.

It is instructive that 'black swan' was, according to the OED, a proverbial phrase for

something extremely rare (or non-existent) before the European discovery of
Australia. Apparently this use is derived form Juvenal's Satires, and an example
(which Dickens might have approved of) given in the OED is drawn from Wesley's
Journal for October, 2, 1764 (still before Australia was discovered by Europeans): 'I
breakfasted ... with Mr B

a black swan, an honest lawyer!' The discovery of

such a bird in Australia seems, therefore, almost predestined. That such a bird had
been described scientifically by Dickens's time gives a slightly different edge to the
use of the phrase in A Christmas Carol. The physical existence of the actual black
swan makes the image more specific swan of any colour -

one can hardly say concrete in regard to a

than if the black swan had remained a creature of the

imagination, a merely proverbial entity.

The platypus, on the other hand, was the type of creature that led Darwin to note as
early as 1836 that' A Disbeliever in everything beyond his own reason might exclaim,
"Surely two distinct Creators 1nust have been at work."' (Moyal 103) As Ritvo puts it,
'the kangaroo and the platypus did not seem to be nearly allied to anything.' (Ritvo,
1997, 6) It is perhaps the overwhelming novelty of the platypus which results in its
being absent from the pages of Dickens. I have not noted a reference in his work to
the animal which Rinder in "Four-legged Australians" states 'to have seemed on its
first discovery to be a creature quite as wonderful as any mermaid' (212) a comparison
also made by Harriet Ritvo in her book The Platypus and the Mermaid. The unsettling
nature of the platypus was perhaps beyond what could be usefully employed by a
novelist. The overwhelming strangeness of the platypus disturbed many in the
scientific community, not least Professor Owen -

referred to quite often by Dickens

who wrongly asserted that such a creature could not lay eggs. (Moyal 142) The

waves caused by the inoffensive platypus -

desperately called the Duck-billed

platypus in an attempt to render it more familiar, an attempt which perhaps mixes
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categories more than it creates certainty- are perhaps detectable in only a subtle way
in Dickens's novels, if one reads it as a symbol of change rather than as an actual
animal. 173

When Magwitch returns from Australia and reveals his true relation to Pip, it is hard
not to see, in his overturning of all that Pip held solid, something of the refiguring of
the world which evolutionary theory entailed. Pip records that 'The abhorrence in
which I held the man, the dread I had of him, the repugnance with which I shrunk
from him, could not have been exceeded if he had been some terrible beast' (337).
Goldie Morgentaler writes that the relationship between Pip and Magwitch is an
illustration of the Darwinian truth that 'all human beings, no matter how advanced
they may think themselves to be, share the same lowly animal origins.' (Morgentaler
712-713) She goes on to point out that 'Magwitch belongs to the underclass of the

underworld, but the fortune he makes Down Under will support Pip at the topmost
reaches of the social scale.'

Despite her reference to 'Down Under', Morgentaler does not really emphasise that it
is Australia from which Magwitch sends the money, a whole continent which has been
used as a jail for miscreants or the scum of English society. As well as the fact that
this was convenient to Dickens in terms of plot development, it is perhaps possible to
see in Pip's reaction to Magwitch something of the incredulity with which science
regarded the platypus, or the overturning of the world which evolutionary theory
entailed. While it is highly unlikely that a platypus would engender a reaction of
'repugnance' in anyone, the idea that we are related to the low foreign -

even the weirdly

as much as to the high did cause considerable angst in Victorian society.

Magwitch is to Pip what the platypus was to the idea of one creation, and shows that

173

Umberto Eco deals with the category-challenging platypus in Kant and the Platypus: Essays on
Language and Cognition, trans. Alastair McEwen, (San Diego, Harvest Books, 1997). He imagines
Kant trying to classify a platypus: 'It would have been a matter of figuring the schema, starting from
sense impressions, but these sense impressions are not suited to any previous schema. How could one
reconcile the beak and the webbed feet with the fur and the beaver tail, or the idea of the beaver with
the idea of an oviparous animal; how could one see a bird where there was a quadruped?' (89)
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the English gentleman has to be seen as a creation as well. In Darwin and the
Novelists, George Levine has pointed to how Dickens's revelations of obscured
relations echo Darwin's theories. In Magwitch's creation of the English gentleman,
the total overthrow of certainty is most strongly marked. Magwitch's striving with
sheep and cattle is the economic means by which the transformation of Pip has
occurred, (the golden fleece) but hidden in the deeper structure of the story there is
perhaps the mammal that laid the golden egg of doubt. Pip's eventual acceptance of,
and sacrifice for, Magwitch reasserts traditional Christian values in the face of any
such unease, a point I will return to in my discussion of Mr Venus' s shop in Our
Mutual Friend, in my last chapter.

A further layer of complexity is added by the fact that Magwitch is himself such a
snob, a trait expressed partially in animal terms, when he speaks of his scorn for the
colonials who ride 'blood horses'. He creates a real English gentleman back in the
mother country. It is this strange attachment to the society that has spumed him,
rather than the new country which has elevated him, that has spawned a counter-

.) L

tradition of retelling Great Expectations. LeonJ>ifitvack traces some of these
Australian retellings of Great Expectations in which Magwitch returns to Australia.
The most recent of these is Peter Carey's Jack Maggs, but there were much earlier
attempts to bring the platypus back to roost, away from the perfidious lion.
(Litvack) 174

174

....<

I

It may seem somewhat perverse to introduce an animal that is not present in the text into a
discussion of Great Expectations, however, I am somewhat heartened by other strange absences that
occur in the novel. As previously noted, Joe refers to a dog he owns which is never described in the
work. This is a peculiar absence given that Pip, as a boy, is the focus of the work. (Perhaps this
indicates Pip's refusal to accept reality, as he would rather invent puppies at Miss Hav~sham's
than
...
'see' his poor protector's actual pet.) Joe, a blacksmith, is similarly never associated with actual horses.
In this context, I must mention a poem which appeared in Volume 1.1 of All The Year Round (April 30
1859), which is one of several published under the title "Trade Songs" over some issues of the
periodical. Oppenlander attributes this poem "Trade Songs: The Blacksmith" to either Bryan Waller
Procter or to Dickens himself. The poem is, to put it mildly, of a rather poor standard, and I was
reluctant to attribute it to Dickens on this basis although I have not made a detailed study of his poetry.
However, the editor of the two volume Miscellaneous Papers originally making up part of a Centennial
edition of Dickens's works (i.e. centenerary of his birth in 1812)- whose name is not given in the
reprint edition I am using - points out correctly that there is an undeniable reference to "The
Blacksmith" in Forster's Life of Dickens. (The initials "B.W.M.' appear after the note about the poem):
Miscellaneous Papers (London: Heron, [1969]) Volume 2, 489. In Volume 2 of the Life Forster recalls
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The year of the hippopotamus
The hippopotamus is another animal that Dickens seems to use more for its novelty
than for any deeply felt meaning attached to the beast. A series of articles in
Household Words in 1850 dealing with the hippopotamus - two of which are written
by Dickens himself- show how a novelty animal is used by Dickens to comment on
the foibles of the English.

On August 3, 1850, a piece appeared in Volume 1 called "The Hippopotamus," which
Lohrli attributes to Richard H. Home. Lohrli records that Dickens particularly liked
the piece, as a letter to Wills of July 12 1850 makes clear (310). 175 This initial article
deals with a visit to England of an "illustrious stranger", that is, a hippopotamus, a
present from 'His Highness the Pasha of Egypt' (445). The second piece by
Home, "Zoological Sessions", in which the hippopotamus takes a leading role,
appeared in Volume 2 of September 28, 1850.

Dickens repeating parts of the poem to him, and Forster states the poem was composed by the novelist:
John Forster, The Life of Dickens, (London: J.M. Dent and Sons, 1966) 229. I found this reference to
the attribution of the poem after reading it in All The Year Round, and would have included it under
Anonymous were it not for this reference, on the basis that it is too bad to be Dickens's and I could
hardly attribute it to Procter - Oppenlander's other suspect- because of deference to Dickens.
Oppenlander does not mention the Forster reference. The poem was apparently not attributed to
Dickens until the publication of the centenary edition. "The Blacksmith" appears in my list of
Dickens's works due to this reference in Forster. Interestingly, to return to the original reason for this
footnote, the poem shows a similarity to the blacksmith scenes in the slightly later Great Expectations in
that no actual horses appear in the piece (despite the reference to 'strangers' wearing the blacksmith's
shoes). As the poem is quite short I include it here for interest: 'Old England, she has great warriors,/
Great princes and poets great;/ But the Blacksmith is not to be quite forgot,/ In the history of the State.//
He is rich in the best of all metals,/ Yet silver he lacks and gold;/ And he payeth his due, and his heart is
true,/ Though he bloweth both hot and cold.// The boldest is he of incendaries/ That ever the wide world
saw,/And a forger as rank as e'er robbed the Bank,/ Though he never doth break the law.// He hath
shoes that are worn by strangers,/ Yet he laugheth and maketh more;/ And a share (concealed) in the
poor man's field,/ Yet it adds to the poor man's store.// Then, hurrah for the iron Blacksmith!/ And
hurrah for his iron crew! / And whenever we go where~ his forges glow,/ We'll sing what A MAN can
do.' The approving use of the term 'Old England' almost seems enough to rule out Dickens being the
author of this piece, which is little more than a series of bad puns forced into rhyme, were it not for the
Forster reference. This is perhaps a good example of how a great novelist can be a poor poet.
175
Dickens's praise is hardly overwhelming. 'I think the Bank Note very good indeed. Do. [ditto] the
Hippopotamus. Do. Swinging the Ship.' (Volume 6 of the Letters.)
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Dickens turns to the hippopotamus himself in "From the Raven in the Happy Family"
of August 28 of the same year. This piece, written as ifby the raven (with input from
his less cynical friend the horse), acts as a commentary on human folly:

I wonder what there is, new and strange, that you wouldn't lionise, as you call it.
Can you suggest anything? It's not a hippopotamus, I suppose. I hear from my
brother-in-law in the Zoological Gardens, that you are always pelting away into
the Regent's Park, by thousands, to see the hippopotamus. Oh, you're very fond
of hippopotami, ain't you? You come away, so much wiser than you went,
reflecting so profoundly on the wonders of creation- eh?
Bah! You follow one another like wild geese, but you are not so good to eat!
(505).
The hippopotamus is really a cipher with which Dickens, adopting the cynical
narrative viewpoint of the raven, can comment on fads sweeping through society. I
examined the word 'lionise' in my chapter on cats, and we saw that it stretches back
through centuries. 176 The exhibition of such novelties has a long history, with each
new sensation replacing the next in a long procession of wonders, stretching back,
perhaps, to the Ark which the raven quit, presumably in disgust. The pious reflection
on creation is revealed by the raven as a mere cover for the quest for sensation, as his
little inquisitive exclamations throughout the piece ('ain't you', 'eh') indicate that he
does not really believe in the profundity of the wisdom acquired through such novelty
appearances. Dickens is commenting more on the raven, and most of all about the
human being (which the raven describes as 'a powerful species of monkey', again
indicating his contempt for the human race), than on the hippo itself. (506)

Something about the degree of celebrity granted the visiting hippo seems to have
annoyed Dickens. In his next piece, the hippopotamus is used again to expose a
different type of folly: the proliferation of statues in London celebrating the exploits of
various persons seen as charitable or otherwise worthy of commemoration. Taking up
a proposal of the raven to produce a statue of the hippo on horseback, Dickens uses the

176

I also discussed Dickens's own status as a lion in Chapter 4.
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ridiculous image to expose the self-interest behind the lauding of many eminent
Victorians in "The 'Good' Hippopotamus" of October 12, 1850.

The major figure in the piece is a Mister Cannana, described as "Secretary to HRH,' or
'His Rolling Hulk.' (29). Mr Cannana describes the way he came to light upon the
title "The 'Good' Hippopotamus":

Having got the phrase down, in black and white, for speedy publication, the next
step was to explain it to an unimaginative public. This process, Mr CANN ANA
can describe. He relates, that when he came to consider the vast quantities of
milk of which the Hippopotamus partook, his amazing consumption of meal, his
unctuous appetite for dates, his jog-trot manner of going, his majestic power of
sleep, he felt that all these qualities pointed him out emphatically as the "Good"
Hippopotamus. He never howled, like the Hyena; he never roared, like the Lion;
he never screeched like the Parrot; he never damaged the tops of high trees, like
the Giraffe, he never put a trunk in people's way, like the Elephant; he never
hugged anybody, like the bear; he never projected a forked tongue, like the
Serpent. He was an easy, basking, jolly, slow, inoffensive, eating and drinking
Hippopotamus. Therefore he was, supremely, the "Good" Hippopotamus. (49).
For doing nothing but satisfy his appetite in the quietest way possible, the
hippopotamus is lauded as 'Good', and is rewarded by the efforts of a Committee to
raise money to erect a statue of him. The Committee is made up of the milkman, the
man who sells meal, the two policeman who guard the hippo, the money-taker, 'the
Monkey who early in the season, was appointed (by MR CANNANA) to a post on
H.R.H.'s grounds' the builders, one of MR WOMBWELL's keepers and keepers from
the Surrey Zoological gardens, an exhibitor of dancing dogs, the proprietor of
"'Punch's Opera" containing the only singing dogs in Europe' and a trainer of birds
and white mice (50). Mr Wombwell ran the most famous menagerie in England, so
his self-interest in promoting the statue of an exhibit is equal to the other committee
members. 177

l.)

177

Paul SchlickwDickens and Popular Entertainment, (London: Allen and Unwin, 1985) records that
after one of Wombwell's elephants died during a 'forced march' to Bartholomew Fair, he had displayed
a sign stating 'the only dead elephant in the fair.' This attraction out-competed his rival's live elephants
(114-115).
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Once again, the hippopotamus is a topical stand-in with which Dickens can expose the
folly and self-interest behind the erection of statues. These were arranged by those
who had benefited from connection with the worthy being transformed into an icon.
Dickens quite carefully describes the hippopotamus's diet and habits, but the focus is
on the tuft-hunting human, rather than the African import. In the proliferation of
corruption which allows such self-congratulation to flourish, the later creation of the
Barnacles in Bleak House comes to mind. There the animal reference is to a small
parasite on the ship of state -

which, if not removed, may become dangerous -

whereas the picture of the bulk of the hippopotamus, mounted on an unfortunate horse
uses a more obvious, even slap-stick image to show how progress is impeded by the
lazy and self-congratulatory processes which Dickens is exposing. As a final jibe,
Dickens's piece shows the collector for the statue project unable to enter some houses
due to 'the entrance being previously occupied by the collector of the Queen's Taxes,
going his rounds for the annuity to the young Duke of Cambridge. Whom Heaven
Preserve!' (51). The rich being supported by the State is as worthy a cause as a statue
of a hippopotamus on a horse, and the reference to Heaven perhaps indicates how
religion is sometimes implicated in such enterprises, which Dickens describes as a
total waste of money.
Dickens has opened out the use of the hippopotamus from the Raven's sneering at the
way people rush along to see novelties, and hide their quest under religious platitudes
about the Creation, to examine the needless collection of money -

public and private

for dubious causes. It is remarkable that the hippopotamus features four times in

Household Words in 1850, showing that the journal itself was part of the rush to
novelties which the raven, Dickens's narrative voice, decries. However, the image of
the fat, bloated creature being lauded leads Dickens to reflect in greater depth on
corruption in England. The bulk of the hippopotamus, or river horse, would, in
reality, squash the terrestrial horse upon which it would be mounted in bronze, and
this vivid image humorously exposes the worthless pursuit of erecting statues to
commemorate those of dubious worth. The exotic creature is therefore used to expose
the follies of the English, and he is not part of Dickens ' s mental landscape in the same
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way as an elephant or bear. If the elephant and castle is the epitome of wonder, the
hippo on the horse is simply ridiculous. The hippo is useful, but simply too peculiar
and new to have become an image meaningful in itself. That is perhaps why we find
more reference to him in the somewhat more topical world of Household Words,
rather than in the novels themselves.
This is not to say that striking images of rarer or less familiar animals never appear in
the novels. On the contrary, one could point to the description of Mr Boffin in Our
Mutual Friend as an example of a very exotic animal being used by Dickens to make a
character's description particularly vivid:
Both as to his dress and to himself, he was of an overlapping rhinoceros build,
with folds in his cheeks, and his forehead, and his eyelids, and his lips, and his
ears; but with bright, eager, childishly-enquiring, grey eyes, under his ragged
eyebrows, and broad-brimmed hat. A very odd-looking fellow altogether. (90)
The rhinoceros is used here just for its 'oddness', and remains, in a sense, a novelty or
'star attraction' in the menagerie available to Dickens, used for a dramatic effect, and
standing out because of its unfamiliarity. Certain exotic animals, such as the elephant,
have become central to Dickens's mental landscape, whereas others, such as the
hippopotamus, rhinoceros or kangaroo, are presented as novelties, designed to amaze
the literary consumer.
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Chapter 8: Lower forms of life
In this chapter I will examine the non-mammalian creatures which populate Dickens's
works, excluding birds. Reptiles, eels, oysters and other sea creatures, and insects are
the major presences in this chapter, although rats pariahs -

mammals usually regarded as

are also briefly scrutinised here. By the use of the term 'lower' I am not

implying that there is any biological reason for this classification, but I am accepting
the way they are described by Dickens and others as simply inferior, often in a moral
sense, as much as any other.

Reptiles
I have been (by mere accident) seeing the serpents fed today, with the live birds,
rabbits, and guinea pigs - a sight so very horrible that I cannot get rid of the
impression, and am, at this moment, imagining serpents coming up the legs of the
table, with their infernal flat heads, and their tongues like the Devil's tail
(evidently taken from that model, in the magic lanterns and other such popular
representations), elongated for dinner ... Please to imagine two small serpents, one
beginning on the tail of a white mouse, and one on the head, and each pulling his
own way, and the mouse very much alive all the time, with the middle of him
madly writhing,
(Letter to John Forster,? 13 February 1857) 178
Dickens's view of the snake -the biblical term serpent is used in the letter to Forster
-

is quite traditional. Snake-like characteristics are attributed to the evil, the

conniving and the duplicitous. Eels are used in a similar way, showing that the
biological dissimilarities between snakes and eels (reptiles and fish) are far less
important than their appearance, movement and the moral qualities associated with
them in the author's mind.

178

A question mark is included by the editors. Dickens also mentions the serpents in a letter to Miss
Burdett-Coutts written the next day, in very similar, although perhaps slightly less graphic terms.
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In this Dickens reflects the first part of the OED's definition of a reptile as 'a creeping

or crawling animal; specifically an animal belonging to the class REPTILIA. ' It may
be that the second, scientific, part of the definition is now beginning to replace the
earlier part, but certainly in Dickens's works no distinction on the basis of
membership of a particular order or class is present. The representation of evil through
images of reptiles can be found in the earliest of Dickens's novels right through to his
last works. Only a brief survey is necessary, and begins with Fagin, an example of 'a
person of a low, mean, grovelling or repulsive character' to give the OED's definition
of another meaning of 'reptile':

As he glided stealthily along, creeping beneath the shelter of the walls and
doorways, the hideous old man seemed like some loathsome reptile, engendered
in the slime and darkness through which he moved: crawling forth, by night, in
search of some rich offal for a meal. ( 186)
Fagin is often associated with the meat -

specifically sausages, in which any type of

offal can be contained - with which he regales the young charges off whose labours
he feeds (105, 134). It is almost as if the offal mentioned in this description is actually
found, and becomes the means through which he corrupts the children.

Elsewhere, Fagin is compared with a rat: 'he bit his long black nails he disclosed

.J '

among his toothless gums a few such fangs as should have been a dog's or ra>1s' (417).
The implication that he is feeding on himself strengthens the rat simile, as many
Victorian articles emphasised the rat's penchant for cannibalism. In a sense, as Fagin
feeds off the children and feeds them, he is similar to the amusing description of rats
in the following passage from an article called "The Mind of Brutes" in Household
Words of August 13 1853. This piece has been attributed to Edmund Saul Dixon, and
as mentioned previously, he was reviewing a book L 'Esprit des Betes by M.
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Toussenel. (As mentioned, Lohrli explains that the author's full name was Alphonse
T oussenel) 179 :

All rats are Ratophagi; that is to say, rat eats rat. Not only neighbouring races
reciprocally, but even individuals of the same race. The fathers eat their children
in the cradle, to save them the pain of initiation into existence; and the grateful
children hasten, in return ... to relieve their parents of the burden of life ... (567)
As Fagin is willing to sacrifice his charges for his own safety, and to ensure Bill will
murder Nancy, he is like a rat feeding on its own young as he has previously fed them.

The sliding between descriptions of Fagin as reptile or rat emphasises that these
animals are seen overwhelmingly in moral terms, as 'vermin' as much as in distinct
images of individual animals. In this, Dickens's views stretch back to biblical
passages such as that of Leviticus 11, 29 where the Israelites are warned 'these shall
be unclean unto you among the things that creep upon the earth; the weasel and the
mouse and the tortoise after his kind.' A recent book on rats explains that 'mouse' in
this passage includes rat, as it is only recently that a distinction was drawn between the
two. (Barnett 5) 180

Noah Claypole, who, like Fagin, is interested in controlling others for his own benefit,
is also associated with reptiles. He adopts 'eel-like positions' and 'writhed and

179

It is difficult to determine just where Dixon's views are expressed in the series of reviews and where
they are the views of M. Toussenel himself. Dickens obviously felt the same way, and in a letter to
W.H. Wills of August 5 1853, asked that one of the articles ("Brother Bruin") be revised so as to clearly
differentiate between what was Dixon's opinion, and when 'it is M. Toussenel speaking.' Anne Lohrli,
Household Words, a Weekly Journal 1850-1859, Conducted by Charles Dickens: Table of Contents,
List of Contributors and Their Contributions Based on the Household Words Office Book (Toronto;
University of Toronto Press, 1973) 258. Despite this instruction it is still difficult to separate the
reviewer from the reviewed material.
180
Jules Verne's amusing fairy tale Adventures of the Rat Family, originally published in 1893,
contains a rare depiction of the rat in a positive light, but even here the rats hope to become human
beings through 'the transmigration of souls', after having been transformed into oysters and other subrat creatures. Jules Verne, Adventures of the Rat Family, trans. Evelyn Copeland (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1993) 8. Dickens refers jokingly to the 'trans-migration of souls' and the positive
effect animals derive from this notion in Sketches by Boz, "The First of May" (200-209 at 203),
showing how ideas from Asian thought had penetrated England at quite an early date. This piece,
written in 1836, pre-dates Victoria's ascension to the throne.
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twisted his body' (91) when he is exaggerating the harm inflicted by Oliver after the
latter has defended his mother's reputation. As mentioned, an eel is actually a type of
fish, but its shape and movement are more important to the novelist (and the writer of
a literary dissertation) than its scientific classification. The eel-like, slippery
contortions provide a contrast with Oliver's desperate defence of his mother, and
emphasise the deceitful nature of Claypole.

The image of the eel links Oliver Twist of the late 1830s with the later David
Copperfield, in which Uriah Heep is described as having a 'ghastly writhe' of his body
(316). His 'snaky twistings' (292), and the way he 'twisted and turned' (640) reflect
his behaviour towards his benefactor and lead to his being described by an older David
as 'that crawling impersonation of meanness' (578). He writhes 'like a Conger-eel'
(682). David's Aunt demands of Heep that 'if you're an eel, sir, conduct yourself like
one', making a pun, just as she has recently cautioned him 'not to be galvanic' (578).
She is referring to the electric eel, which stuns its victims, and the conduction of
electricity. She goes on to say 'I am not going to be serpentined and corkscrewed out
of my senses' (580). Heep is also described as having a forefinger which made
'clammy tracks along the page .. .like a snail' (290). Elsewhere his 'damp fishy
fingers' (638) extend the list of cold-blooded creatures with which he is compared.

Heep is more like an educated Fagin, than like Claypole, but the eel-like movements
of his body and the similarity of Noah Claypole and Uriah Heep's names indicates
continuity in a particular reptilian type of evil. The similarity in the overtly religious
first names in contrast with the earthly Claypole and Heep emphasis the two
characters' deceitful nature, as if they were hiding their true natures in the sanctity of
their Christian (or Old Testament) names. This association between serpents and
deceit needs little exposition. As the writers of a Household Words article about the
seemingly innocent topic of puppets put it, 'Puppets are as old as deceit which dates from Eve and the serpent.' (Wills and Costello 43 8)

a vice
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A somewhat different use of the snake image occurs in Hard Times, where the plumes
of smoke emerging from the factories are consistently referred to as Smoke-serpents
as they 'trail themselves over Coketown' (107). 181 When rain falls, the serpents,
'submissive to the curse of all that tribe, trailed themselves upon the earth' ( 108 and
14 7). Throughout the novel, this image is often linked with that of the melancholy
mad elephant, discussed above and, although the monstrosity of the serpents is a much
harsher one, both images suggest something so awry that it threatens to consume
humanity, either literally, through 'killing airs and gases' ( 102), or through driving
them mad. At the very least, Dickens is emphasising how Coketown is far removed
from Eden before the fall. The union orator, Slackbridge, draws upon a similar set of
images of the serpent and the fall from grace in his speech to the workers:

Oh my prostrate friends, with the galling yoke of tyrants on your necks and the
iron foot of despotism treading down your fallen forms into the dust of the earth,
upon which right glad would your oppressors be to see you creeping on your
bellies all the days of your lives, like the serpent in the garden ... (267)
The cliched way that the images are used, the multiplication of images of oppression
expressed in animal form, and the fact that he refers to Stephen Blackpool as a viper
-

something that the novel has clearly established he is not - robs his speech of any

power. Dickens seeks to show that this use of the image of the serpent is another
attempt at deception, a false type of knowledge held out to the workers. The narrative
voice has previously drawn on these images of the serpent, but the reader can hardly
find Slackbridge' s use of the same image attractive. I will return to Hard Times below
in my section on insects.

The sole exception with which I am familiar to the use of reptiles as a negative image
in Dickens occurs in the same novel that contains the eel-like Uriah Heep. Frequent
reference is made to 'the Crocodile book' (203), which the young David Copperfield

18 1

In Dickens and Popular Entertainment, (London: Allen and Unwin, 1985) Paul Schlicke points out
that smoke serpents were a particular form of pyrotechnical entertainment, forming part of the program
at places such as Astley's (180).
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cherishes. There is little suggestion that David takes on the nature of a crocodile, but
rather, that he is simply showing a child-like wonder in the exotic and remarkable.
However, the crocodiles may appeal to the child as a symbol of strength, associated
with his happier years before the advent of the Murdstones. After this flood, the
image of a savage, water-based animal that bites may have had an extra special
meaning for the boy who is treated, as we have seen, as a kind of dog, and who does
bite his step-father. This tentative association might explain something of the
attraction of the book, but it is probably easier to see the Crocodile book simply as
belonging to the realm of fantasy otherwise inhabited by Ali Baba and the elephant
upon which Betsey Trotwood's husband rode, in the young David's mind. 182

Molluscs
The oyster symbolises at least two totally different things in Dickens's novels and
other works. On the one hand it is associated with the selfish, secluded and
deliberately isolated, and on the other, it is an important ingredient in celebration and
enjoyment. Occasionally a more complicated use of the oyster occurs, as we shall see,
but this division into the two main images of the mollusc provides a useful way to
begin this examination. The first use of the oyster refers to the physical characteristics
of the animal, and the second to its use as a food item.

In her discussion of A Christmas Carol, amusingly called "An Oyster, Three Turkeys,
and a Small Dead Goose", Janet Davis points out that Scrooge is described as 'as
solitary as an oyster' (A Christmas Carol, 46). She devotes considerable time to an
analysis of this image, which, as she notes herself, occurs only once in the story.
(Davis 85) 183 For Davis, the entire story is one of Scrooge opening up to his fellow
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A rather ambiguous alligator image occurs in the description of Mr Venus's shop in Our Mutual
Friend, and I will deal with this in my last chapter.
183
A barrel of oysters appears as part of the 'throne' that the ghost of Christmas Present sits on, along
with a variety of meat. These oysters are the oysters of celebration, not of tightness, and do show an
alternative vision of Christmas from the one the closed-up Scrooge has entertained (or refused to
entertain) (A Christmas Carol (86)). The role of meat in A Christmas Carol is discussed in greater
detail in my last chapter.

236

man. She points to the oyster image being used at the beginning of this tale of
Scrooge's growing awareness as implying that a pearl is hidden within him. For
Davis, this recalls 'the kingdom of heaven, "the pearl of great price" (Matthew
13 :46).' (Davis 77) She describes Scrooge after his night with the spirits in an
extension of the oyster metaphor:

Like an oyster, Scrooge finds a way to filter his experience, discarding what is
harmful and keeping what he needs to nourish his new way of life. He discards
paralysing fears; he keeps his tendency toward secrecy and enlists it in the cause
of anonymous giving. (Davis 85)
Certainly, the 'pearl of great price' image in the Bible would have been familiar to
Dickens and most Victorians. However I find it difficult to agree with Davis that the
oyster image brings a pearl to mind in this instance, despite this being a Christmas
book. Of course, this raises questions of what the reader brings to the interpretation of
the animal image, but I feel that there is rather an overload of meaning put on the
oyster in her reading of the story. 184

That A Christmas Carol represents Scrooge gradually opening up to his fellow man
(to 'consent to open their shut-up hearts freely' as his nephew puts it at 49) is, of
course, inarguable. One might wish to add that he has to be prised open by the
surprise, or shock, of the visitations, rather than the gentle process that Davis seems to
describe. However, extension of the metaphor in her analysis to the way oysters feed
through filtration adds little to the analysis of this particular work. This is not to say
that such information will never be useful in the analysis of an animal image, but
rather that Davis's own stress on the importance of the image seems rather
disproportionate in terms of Dickens's use of it in this tale. The oyster image is not
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Pearls - that by-product of an irritated oyster - are sometimes associated with stupidity in
Dickens's world. In Bleak House, Volumnia's 'persistency in an obsolete pearl necklace like a rosary
of little-bird's eggs' is mentioned frequently and establishes her being out of touch with actual events
unfolding around her (446, 448 , 456, 773). Other sea creatures are sometimes used to indicate a lack of
compassion or understanding, as we shall see, and Volumnia's pearls seem to provide this type of
element. There may also be an indication of her rather annoying or irritating personality here, rather as
if the pearls are created through the irritation of her presence.
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continuously central to the book in the way Davis's reading might be seen to imply.
Scrooge has chosen to become a solitary, mean person, closed off even to his own
relatives, and the oyster image is a suggestive means by which Dickens establishes
this. There is explicit religious content in A Christmas Carol, but it seems rather
peculiar to seek to find such content in the oyster image's hidden pearl, and then to
extend the analysis through further oyster metaphors. 185 (I return to A Christmas
Carol in my section on meat in my last chapter, and examine the undeniably religious
framework of the work and its emphasis on resurrection, but in a different way from
Davis).

The use of the oyster to indicate isolation from humanity's concerns unites this work
with Bleak House, where Mr Tulkinghorn, often described as a rook, as we have seen,
is also characterised as 'An Oyster of the old school, whom nobody can open' (182)
and a 'tight, unopenable Oyster' (184). Like Scrooge, Tulkinghorn is self-focused,
without feeling for his fellow man or woman. Tulkinghorn's coolness toward Lady
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On the other hand, Scrooge's name does seem to relate to the way oysters are often pictured. It is
probable that 'Scrooge' derived in some way from the word 'scrouge'. Indeed, the OED gives
'scroo( d)ge' as a form of scrouge. The word, a verb, means 'to incommode by pressing against (a
person); to encroach on (a person's) space in sitting or standing; to crowd. Also, to push or squeeze (a
thing)'. Scrooge is constantly squeezing his employees, and the idea of 'pushing or squeezing' does
somehow bring the oyster and pearl to mind. It is notable that a creature seen as 'solitary' also has
notions of irritation and squeezing connected with it. Dickens uses another corruption of the word in
The Old Curiosity Shop, written three years before the creation of Scrooge, which is used by the OED
in its definitions, where he wrote 'Kit had hit a man on the head with a handkerchief of apples for
'scrowdging' his parent with unnecessary violence.' (375-376). It is fascinating to note that this
incident occurs in the chapter to be discussed below, in which Kit teaches his little brother 'what oysters
meant' (371). So perhaps, for Dickens, the word scrouge, which must have influenced the development
of Scrooge, is inextricably linked with that of the oyster. To finish this brief examination of Scrooge's
name, I must note that the mole in Kenneth Grahame's The Wind in the Willows is described in the
following terms in the first paragraph of that work: 'So he scraped and scratched and scrabbled and
scrooged, and then he scrooged again and scratched and scraped, working busily with his little paws
and muttering to himself "Up we go! Up we go!" till at last, pop! His snout came out into the sunlight,
and he found himself rolling in the warm grass of a great meadow.' In Grahame's adoption of the
spelling 'scrooge', rather than the more usual 'scrou( d)ge' as he describes Mole escaping from the
darkness into the light, we perhaps detect the ghost of Dickens's character, whose story described a
similar progress, in moral terms, in 1843. Kenneth Grahame, The Wind in the Willows (London:
Methuen and Company, 1908) 19.
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Dedlock recalls that of Scrooge towards the charity collectors and his employees, and
there is, of course, no pre-death conversion in the latter work.

To move on to the second main use of oysters in Dickens's world, there are many
images of oysters as a necessary concomitant of celebration. The most notable series
of references to oysters associated with joy occur in The Old Curiosity Shop, where
Kit's employment with the Garlands allows him to treat his family to an outing to
Astley' s, and to let his little brother Jacob 'know what oysters means' (230). This
reference is repeated at 371 shortly before the actual oyster eating is described:

What was all this though - even all this - to the extraordinary dissipation that
ensued, when Kit, walking into an oyster-shop as bold as if he lived there ... and
ordered a fierce gentleman with whiskers, who acted as waiter and called him,
him, Christopher Nubbles, 'sir,' to bring three dozen of his largest-sized oysters,
and to look sharp about it. ..
Then they fell to work upon the supper in earnest; and there was Barbara, that
foolish Barbara, declaring that she couldn't eat more than two, and wanting more
pressing than you would believe before she would eat four; though her mother
and Kit's mother made up for it pretty well, and ate and laughed and enjoyed
themselves so thoroughly that it did Kit good to see them, and made him laugh
and eat likewise from a strong sympathy. But the greatest miracle of the night
was little Jacob, who ate oysters as if he had been born and bred to the business,
sprinkled the pepper and the vinegar with a discretion beyond his years, and
afterwards build a grotto on the table with shells. There was the baby
too, ... making indentations in his soft visage with an oyster-shell, to that degree
that a heart of iron must have loved him. (3 79)
Here the consumption of oysters is a means by which the family's (and future inlaw's) closeness with each other is expressed. If the closed oyster is a symbol of
isolation, the open one is here a means of connection between people. Just as the shell
marks the baby's soft skin, the enjoyment of the celebration is what makes its
impression on Kit. His enjoyment is sympathetic rather than selfish. Barbara's slight
vanity in feigning lack of appetite is described with equal sympathy by the narrator, in
a way that draws the reader into the description, rather than passing judgment in a
harsh way.
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Tellingly, the oyster eating is explicitly contrasted with the hell and brimstone
proceedings at Little Bethel Church, where 'little Jacob, whose youth prevented him
from recognising in this prolonged spiritual nourishment anything half as interesting
as oysters' falls asleep, although his 'terror of being personally alluded to in the
discourse' would sometimes wake him (390). The sympathy between the family out
enjoying themselves is placed just before the description of boredom and terror at the
chapel. The restriction of working class people's ability to celebrate was a theme
Dickens had examined in his essays on "Sunday under Three Heads", where the
extreme Sabbatarians are criticised, as mentioned previously. 186

It is important to read this passage with the knowledge that oysters were not as

expensive in Victorian England as they are now in that country, otherwise one might
not pick up that Dickens is actually describing quite a modest celebration, however
sybaritic it might be for a family of the Nubbles' s background. Oysters are a food
which varies dramatically in price, and this is frequently related to the way they feed
through the process of filtration as mentioned by Davis in the passage quoted above.
Oyster stocks can decline most dramatically due to muddy water or contamination,
sending prices very high, but in London in 1836 -five years before The Old Curiosity
Shop -

'about 800 million oysters were consumed a year. The less delectable

specimens were hawked for as little as 12 pence a peck (about two gallons dry
measure).' (Stasko 283) 187 Indeed, Stasko quotes from The Pickwick Papers of 1836
as further illustration of the link between poor people and oysters. Sam Weller
explains that
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"Sunday Under Three Heads" Reprinted Pieces, 635-663.
Attempts to farm oysters in more efficient ways - thus ensuring a regular supply - are the subject
of an article by the prolific (and animal obsessed) Edmund Saul Dixon, writing in Household Words for
August 23 , 1859, entitled "Oyster Seed". Perhaps unsurprisingly, the French were at the forefront of
developing this practice, which Dixon dubs 'mariculture.' (4 78). A more surprising development is
described in the article "Domestic Pets" by the same author in HouseholdWords for May 14, 1853 ,
where the keeping of oysters in home aquaria is described. According to Dixon, mussels and oysters,
'the last links in Nature's chain' are very fussy about their conditions, and do not take 'things coolly
and contentedly', at all (248 and 249). Tame sea anemones, he continues, 'display great willfulness,
and, if not properly managed, a sulky temper' (250). This amusing article does show that some people
were looking very closely into the habits of lower forms of life at the time Dickens was writing, a point
I return to below.
187
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... the poorer a place is, the greater the call seems to be for oysters. Look here, sir;
here's a oyster stall to every half-dozen houses - the streets are lined with them.
Blessed if I don't think that ven a man's wery poor, he rushes out of his lodgings,
and eats oysters in reg'lar desperation. (383)
Of course, this is a humorous exaggeration, but there is little doubt that oysters were
not a luxury food in the same way that they are in Britain today, and the Nubbles'
enjoyment of three dozen of them is by no means extravagant. The detritus that such
consumption created became a way of establishing an area as down-at-heel, as in the
description of Staggs's Gardens in Dombey and Son: 'Little tumuli of oyster shells in
the oyster season, and of lobster shells in the lobster season, and of broken crockery
and faded cabbage leaves in all seasons, encroached upon its high places' (121). The
mess that accumulates after consumption gives the poorer areas a seediness; a kind of
permanent hangover. The association of 'the morning after' with oyster shells would
continue a very long time, at least until the 'sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells'
used in T.S. Eliot's "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock", written in 1917.

The consumption of oysters is not always an indication of mutual love, as in the
Nubbles's feast. A more complicated uses of the oyster image occurs in "The
Misplaced Attachment of Mr John Dounce" where a connection is drawn between
women and oysters, as the character of the title is attracted to a woman working in an
oyster shop. He is gazing at the oysters when he sees a young woman who 'finally
retired, in oyster-like bashfulness, to the very back of the store.' (Sketches by Boz,
282-289 at 287.) The 'bashful' woman opens oysters for him, and oversees his
transformation into a ridiculous old beau. The connection between the desirable
oysters and the young woman is thus quite explicit, and the young woman's
'bashfulness' is immediately drawn into question by the way she expertly opens the
oysters with which she has been associated in the narrative. This indicates her control
over the proceedings and also contains a sexual element: she is using her sexuality to
attract Dounce, just as the oysters are displayed in the shop window.
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The connection drawn between the sexuality of women and oysters is apparently
longstanding. In illustrating one definition of the word meat, ('the penis; the female
genital organs; the human body regarded as an instrument of sexual pleasure; a
prostitute') the OED gives the following lines from Ram Alley by Lording Barry,
written in 1611 :

Faith take a maide, and leaue the widdow, Maister. Of all meates I loue not a
gaping oyster.
In Dickens's far more restrained portrait of the oyster girl, so expert at opening
oysters, there is perhaps a faint echo of the more openly misogynistic contempt for
sexually experienced women detectable in the earlier work.

Dounce's consumption of oysters is far from the joyous scene in The Old Curiosity
Shop. The reader's awareness of the foolishness of his entrapment is engendered by
the title of the piece itself, as we know the affection is 'misplaced'. Tellingly, Dounce
is described as 'tubbish' (284) and there are barrels of oysters waiting to be posted all
around the empire in the shop, each marked with the name of its (male) recipient (286287). In a way, Dounce becomes such a tub or barrel, stuffed with oysters and
eventually dispatched by the young lady, who refuses his offer of marriage. So a
subtle comparison between Dounce and the oysters sits next to the more explicit one
comparing the shop assistant and her wares, open or closed.

Selfishness is also associated with oysters in a different way from the isolation that
marks Scrooge. In Oliver Twist:

Mr Noah Claypole lolled negligently in an easy-chair, with his legs thrown over
one of the arms: an open clasp-knife in one hand, and a mass of buttered bread in
the other. Close beside him stood Charlotte, opening oysters from a barrel; which
Mr Claypole condescended to swallow, with remarkable avidity. A more than
ordinary redness in the region of the young gentleman's nose, and a kind of fixed
wink in his right eye, denoted that he was in a slight degree intoxicated; these
symptoms were confirmed by the intense relish with which he took his oysters,
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for which nothing but a strong appreciation of their cooling properties, in cases of
internal fever, could have sufficiently accounted. (251)
Claypole' s selfishness is indicated by his lack of understanding when Charlotte
explains that she enjoys watching him eating more than she likes eating oysters
herself. Here the greed of the scene and the lack of mutual understanding are the
focus. Noah is selfishly enjoying a food in a purely sensual way, and there is no
sympathetic feeling on his behalf at all, just as he later doles out 'homeopathic' doses
of meat to Charlotte (380). Once again the scene implies a sexual element to the
relationship, but here Noah's needs are the focus, rather tha9{the young woman in the
Dounce story who is quite in control of proceedings.

The Pickwick Papers contains similar scenes of avid eating of oysters. The two
'medical students' Bob Sawyer and Benjamin Allen are the focus here. Once again
their thoughtlessness is indicated in the description of the process, as Sam describes it:

' ... the tother one - him in the barnacles - has got a barrel o' oysters atween his
knees, wich he's a openin' like steam, and as fast as he eats 'em, he takes a aim
vith the shells at young dropsy, who's a sittin' down fast asleep, in the chimbley
comer.' (492)
The dissipation of the scene, which also involves the consumption of brandy, is
excused in a kind of accidental pun by Mr Pickwick as 'overflowing with kindly
feelings and animal spirits,' whereas Sam's more accurate judgment is implicit in his
description. Here greed and excess are associated with another barrel of oysters, as
opposed to the moderate consumption in a family setting. The use of the shells as
weapons -

however harmless -

to throw at the Fat Boy shows how the medical

students have little concern for other's well-being, and the demonstration of 'the
removal of a tumour. .. which he illustrated by means of an oyster-knife and a halfquartem loaf takes this lack of consideration further. This occurs after their remark
that there's '[n]othing like dissecting, to give one an appetite' (494) and despite Mr
Pickwick's attempting to stop them talking about such matters in front of the ladies.
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The implication that their eating of oysters is linked with dissection, and the
substitution of bread for human flesh, adds an element of horror to this scene which is,
perhaps because of this, quite amusing. There is something quite indecent, in Mr
Pickwick's mind, in discussing medical matters in front of women, and the eager
consumption of the oysters becomes associated with the tumour in the reader's mind.
This rather sickening connection indicates that the medical students are lacking in
compassion and feeling for others. 188 The cannibalistic element, which has been dealt
with thoroughly in Harry Stone's The Night Side of Dickens, will be returned to
briefly in my final chapter.

A later scene of oyster eating in Pickwick is more joyous, and involves Sam Weller
eating them with Mr Tuckie, in a scene which acts as a climax to a 'swarry' Sam
attends. The oysters are here merely part of a scene of harmless excess (617).
Previously, Sam has impressed his father with his ability to suck down a large amount
of beer: 'Werry good power o' suction, Sammy ... You'd ha' mead an uncommon fine
oyster, Sammy, if you'd been born in that station o' life.' (397). This must be one of
the very few -

if not the only -

occasions where comparison with an oyster is a

compliment in Dickens's works, and the description being meant as a positive thing
can only occur in a joke between family members. The idea that comparison with an
oyster is meant as a compliment is in fact what the joke consists of, especially when
the suction is directed towards the non-oysterly drink of beer.

This section is named 'Molluscs' rather than 'Oysters' as it would be remiss not to
mention the Barnacles as characters deliberately described by Dickens in terms of the
'lowest' kind of animal life, which merely attaches itself to something and feeds. Tite,
Decimus, Ferdinand, Clarence and the other Barnacles are shown as totally parasitic,
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Dickens's growing disgust with manners in America is expressed an in oyster simile: 'I have twice
seen gentlemen, at evening parties in New York, tum aside when they were not engaged in
conversation, and spit upon the drawing-room carpet. And in every bar-room and hotel passage the
stone floor looks as if it were paved with open oysters - from the quantity of this kind of deposit
which tessellates it all over. .. ' (Letter to Forster, 6 March 1842). Here the oyster image is sickening,
although amusing, and the mixing of spitting and feeding reflects a similar lack of concern for others as
with the medical students.
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and threatening, through their nuisance value, to sink the entire ship of state. The
irony of the Barnacles being 'a very high family' (Little Dorrit 148) needs little
explication, and surely represents Dickens showing how those of little ability were
raised above those such as the inventor Daniel Doyce, whose inventions are blocked
by the accretion of barnacles. Here Dickens is creating an allegorical or mythological
shoal of characters. The Barnacles are nearly totally interchangeable. Tite Barnacle's
name is derived from that of Lord Decimus Tite Barnacle, and the name Decimus not
only indicates how many Barnacles there are, but perhaps carries a hint of the
decimation that they will bring to the English ship of state, through their clinging on at
all costs. Dickens is here scraping the bottom of the animal world's barrel to find a
way of expressing his disgust at this situation, and the resulting names are almost
outrageous. The human being is here reduced to the lowest animal form possible, in a
system that exalts this ability to merely encumber. Amusingly in this context, an 1851
Popular History of the Mollusca, quoted in a recent book on Oysters, describes the
mature oyster in terms that could be used to sum up the Barnacles: 'they remain
contentedly in their place of abode, surrounded by a numerous and continuously
increasing progeny.' (Stasko 27) 189

A similar, although rather more problematic, use of Dickens's dominant mollusc another oyster - occurs in "The Perils of Certain English Prisoners", published in
1857. Here, the sailor with the fishy name Gill Davis makes the comment 'I have
stated myself to be a man of no learning, and, if I entertain prejudices, I hope
allowance may be made. I will now confess to one. I never did like Natives, except in
the form of oysters.' (170). The native or 'Sambo Pilot' is put on the same level, or
even below, the primitive sea creature as if to bring his humanity into question.
Unlike the Barnacles, the subject of the comparison with an oyster is a foreigner. The
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An article on oysters from All the Year Round shows how myths about animals were not suddenly
replaced by accurate natural observation during the nineteenth century. The author describes monkeys
fishing for oysters with their tails ' ... and on the valves closing, they make for the dry land with all
speed, dragging behind them the prize which they soon find a way to get at and devour.' Anonymous,
"Oysters," All the Year Round 4.99 (1861): 541-547 at 542. This amusing and surely inaccurate
description is the gentler side of descriptions of the gorilla which will be touched on in my last chapter,
which painted that creature as unremittingly stupid and violent.
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'disarming' frankness of Gill (the modem equivalent might be 'I am not a racist,
but ... ') and the fact that the insult is cast in the form of the joke presumably to entice
the reader into agreement with the likeable old salt. The plot's developments would
seem to indicate that Gill's prejudices were based on fact, and that the fishy old salt is
right to look down on the slimy native. 190

If the 'savages' in "The Noble Savage" are shown to be uncivilised because they don't
breed good dogs, as discussed above, the native given the remarkably patronising
name of Christian King George is adjudged inferior to even the Native oyster. 191
Stasko quotes the Reverend Charles Williams, who in 1857 - the same year as
"Perils" - wrote that the oyster 'only regarded as a thing to be eaten, and having
actually a low place in the ascending series of animals, not only demands, but will
richly reward, an enlightened examination' (25). In the case of Christian King George
this work shows a person of very low moral stature indeed, who seems to be
'naturally' perfidious, and whose eventual dispatch is not subject to any reflection at
all, rather as most people would open an oyster without the 'examination' Williams
would accord it. ·

To summarise, it seems that the very dullness of these creatures to human eyes makes
their possible description as animals rather limited. They, somewhat like the
barnacles, can symbolise selfishness and not much else. But once opened up brought as food items into the human world - their very lack of noticeable
characteristics as animals makes them useful ingredients in scenes expressing
emotions as diverse as sympathy, lust, selfishness, atavism or dissipation. That a
seemingly insignificant creature such as the oyster is important in so many of
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The name Gill also recalls Gil Blas, one of the books Dickens often associates with childhood ( as for
example in Chapter 4 of David Copperfield, 105). Pascoe, in his notes to the Journalism, says that this
book tells of 'the rise and fall of a young man of humble parentage' (600). "Perils" is also, in one
sense, the story of Gill Davis's rise. Solomon Gills of Dom bey and Son is another reliable old salt and
will be mentioned in the next section of this chapter.
191
The classification of oysters is quite complicated, as Stasko points out in her section "A Rose by any
other Name", 29-41, but it is hardly to the point to wonder exactly what type of oyster is meant by
'native' in this context.
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Dickens's works is of itself quite surprising. This may indicate that the oyster's
position in English society has declined since Victorian times, as it has become a food
associated primarily with the rich. Its symbolic worth has been degraded as its
economic value increases.

Sea Creatures
There are two main types of images of sea creatures in Dickens's novels and other
works. Some emphasise the cold-blooded nature of fish and similar creatures, and
show a character's inability to sympathise with other human beings, in a similar
fashion to the use of the oyster, the ubiquity of which demanded its own section. On
the other hand, an association with the sea - which is so deep as to seem to have
entered even into the character's name or body- is often a positive thing. I will
begin with a brief examination of the latter presence in Dickens's menagerie.

Solomon Gills, like Gill Davis examined above, would seem to have something of the
sea about him, even at the level of his name. Gills is decidedly unsuccessful in the
world of commerce, as the railway and 'competition' threaten his old-fashioned shop.
One is tempted to say that he is all at sea on the land, and unable to cope with its
shifting nature. Although his name implies a fish association, there is nothing cold
about Gills, who provides a contrast to Dombey and his treatment of his daughter.

In David Copperfield, too, Daniel Peggotty, who houses his adopted family in a ship
and lives by fishing, is warm-hearted and generous, protective of Little Em'ly. The
sea, associated in both books with death (the doomed little Paul Dombey's visions are
expressed in these terms, and the sea takes Steerforth and Ham Peggotty), is also
connected with those who seek to protect others. Indeed, Peggotty senior, as his
nephew's name Ham would imply, is a kind of Noah who eventually rescues Em'ly
from her moral shipwreck and sails away. The ability to help others and the changing
nature of the sea are linked, and sometimes provide an alternative to the worldly
concerns of commerce and accumulation. The fish association is here far from one of
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coldness. Despite my earlier criticism of Davis for finding Christian references where
they are not obviously apparent, I would suggest that the old association between the
fish image and Christianity is perhaps submerged in these images of generous, warmhearted men who place others before themselves.

There are, however, a great many references to sea creatures which are more negative,
expressing simple stupidity, or more absolute coldness and lack of sympathy. These
images are often associated with eyes, as in Barnaby Rudge where John Willett, a
stupid man who treats his son with little understanding, is described as having 'dull
fish-like eyes' (48). In Dombey and Son, the same device is used to describe a
character of a more seriously selfish kind, where the narrator frequently refers to
Major Bagstock's eyes in terms of sea creatures. For example, we read that 'the
Major's lobster eyes stood out in bolder relief (344). These eyes have previously
been described as 'like a prawn's' (187) and 'lobster eyes' (146). The lobster image is
used again and again, as at 444 and 445. Miss Tox, also wears a locket 'like a fishy
old eye' (56 and 144). In the early parts of the novel, she is trying to attract the Major
as a possible spouse, so the link between him and the locket is used by Dickens to
show her designs. Miss Tox eventually proves herself to be quite a different character
from the Major who is purely selfish, preying on Dombey' s vanity for his own gain.

These images of shelled sea creatures which are used to describe the Maj or stand in
subtle contrast with Solomon Gills, with his 'outlandish shells, seaweeds and mosses'
(90), and his lively interest in the well-being of others. In one of his many selfdescriptions, the Major claims he is 'plain old herrings with hard roes' (368).
Coldness and hardness are indeed present in the sea creatures Dickens's narrative
description associates with him: they are shelled animals with a barrier between
themselves and others. 192 Similarly, the appallingly artificial Lady Tippins in Our
Mutual Friend is shown to have little sympathy with others, and Dickens's description
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His 'horse's cough' is also referred to frequently, and this would seem to carry connotations of a
man over-familiar with the stables rather than any hint of the nobility of the horse.
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of her make-up is particularly amusing: 'as to her face and neck this adorable divinity
is, as it were, a diurnal species of lobster - throwing off a shell every forenoon, and
needing to keep in a retired spot until the new crust hardens' (466).

Dickens uses Bagstock to show blindness in Dombey senior. Because of his vanity,
he tolerates the cold-eyed Bagstock, but tellingly, he shrinks from the 'touch of warm
feeling and cold iron' (198) which Captain Cuttle presents him with when he touches
him. Cuttle, like Gills, is marked by his time on the sea, and carries a sea-related
name. His body has been re-made by his experiences, but the coldness of his steel arm
is quite different from the barrier which Bagstock, and Dombey, put between
themselves and others. It is merely a physical, not a sympathetic barrier. Edith, who
makes no attempt to disguise her coldness towards Dombey, is described as 'the
perfect pearl of my life' by Mrs Skewton (446). Here there is the implication that the
cold beauty of Edith, and the irritation of her mother's willingness to sacrifice her for
money, are linked. This is economically expressed in terms of sea creatures with the
oyster (a mollusc, as we have discussed at some length) taking its place amongst a
gallery of crustacea.

Another shelled creature is used as a direct simile for unthinking, selfish conservatism
is an article by Dickens entitled "Lively Turtle", first published in Household Words
on October 26, 1850. The thoughts of the conservative narrator of the piece often
recall the Major in Dombey, written in 1846-48. The narrator even calls himself by a
nickname, as if addressing himself as a third party, in the same way as the Major does.
This seems to imply that to these characters, any other real person is not as interesting
an audience as himself, and as if they have externalised even their own consciousness,
converting it into a kind of mask. The shell of the lobster (in Bagstock' s case) and the
turtle, in "Lively Turtle", become a physical way of expressing this extreme
selfishness, which keeps others from touching the character in question. Lively Turtle
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refers to the practice of bringing live turtles back from overseas and keeping them
alive below restaurants until they were slaughtered for soup.
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The narrator, who has recorded his selfishness and pride in his ability to extract
maximum service for minimum payment from his landlady, is struck by the
similarities between 'that noble animal the Turtle' (416) and his friend Mr Groggles,
with whose opinions he totally agrees. Mr Groggles has recently spoken out against
various proposals for sanitary reform, simply because they involved reform. Snoady,
the narrator, sees in the turtle's 'intelligent eye -

I mean to say, intelligent enough for

a person of correct, principles, and not dangerously so-... the eye of Mr Groggles'
(418). He sees the waistcoats of Mr Groggles and his companions opposing reform in
the shells of the turtles, and wishes:

'Honour to the Court of Lively Turtle! The wisdom of the Turtle is the hope of
England!'
There are three heads in the moral of what I have to say. First, Turtle and
Groggles are identical; wonderfully alike externally, wonderfully alike mentally.
Secondly, Turtle is a good thing in every way, and the liveliness of the Turtle is
intended as an example for the liveliness of man; you are not to go beyond that.
Thirdly, we are all quite comfortable. Leave us alone!" (419)
The joke here is dependent on the usual view of the turtle existing in an unspoken
understanding between the writer and the reader. To want to be like a turtle represents
a great falling off for man, only if one accepts that the turtle is far inferior to humans
in energy and intellect. Turtles, ironically praised as a model for us all, are slow and
unintelligent in the 'reality' against which Snoady's ravings are supposedly to be
weighed. Snoady' s wishing to have the turtle elevated into a model for us all is
humorous just to the extent that one accepts the view of the turtle as anything but

/. s
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This convention has been supegteded in Western countries so far as turtles are concerned, which are
generally protected species, although it still occurs in relation to crayfish and fish. This shows how
divisions are still drawn between 'cold blooded' creatures and other animals used for meat. It is
impossible to imagine a fold of lamb being presented in the same way. (It would also be illegal, at least
in Australia.)

250

noble -

that adjective invariably applied to the horse -

and a particularly stupid

creature. 194 From this understanding emerges the idea that only an idiot conservative
would wish to have society modelled on this creature. Amusingly, the narrator speaks
with admiration of an orator who has condemned the French on the grounds that they
eat frogs; the silliness of such a criticism mounted in a piece devoted to eating turtles
is immediately apparent.

Insects and vermin
If a humorous piece such as "Lively Turtle" can boast an idiot narrator who would
elevate the turtle into a model for humanity, insects remain the animals furthest
removed from humanity in Dickens's novels. Their presence is sometimes a useful
indicator of when something has gone seriously wrong in the world. When their
presence impinges upon human characters, Dickens is often describing a scene of
monstrous injustice, and the insects' elevation in the description shows the natural
order has been perverted. In Little Dorrit, for example, the eponymous character's
birth takes place in the filthy Marshalsea, where ' [t ]he walls and ceiling were
blackened by flies' (101). A woman volunteers her services as 'fly-catcher and
general attendant' (101), the mixing of the two functions showing the extent to which
the insects intrude upon the delivery of the human baby. Dickens continues this
description in a manner that indicates the dangers into which Little Dorrit is being
born:

Three or four hours passed; the flies fell into the traps by hundreds; and at length
one little life, hardly stronger than theirs, appeared among the multitude of little
deaths. (102)
That a birth takes place amongst this filth (and with a drunken doctor) threatens to
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In one sense at least, land tortoises, which strongly resemble turtles, may have the last laugh. The
oldest documented living land animal is a land tortoise named Harriet caught by Charles Darwin, who
now resides at Steve Irwin's zoo in Queensland, Australia. This eminent Victorian (actually Georgian,
as her capture pre-dates Victoria's ascension), is 172 as of November 2002. She has certainly outlasted
all the original readers of Household Words, the Inimitable, and the man of science who abducted her.
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reduce the human being to the level of flies. The word 'little' however, refers the
reader back to the title of the work, and this, and the received conventions of story
telling, argue against the 'little life' being reduced to the level of an insect in the way
that the comparison suggests.

Insects are also present at a death to emphasise how a great loss has occurred. In
Nicholas Nickelby, Lord Frederick Verisopht, who has been shown to reject the more
revolting designs of Sir Mulberry Hawk, is killed by him:

The sun came proudly up in all his majesty, the noble river ran its winding course,
the leaves quivered and rustled in the air, the birds poured their cheerful songs
from every tree, the short-lived butterfly fluttered its little wings; all the light and
life of day came on, and, amidst it all, and pressing down the grass whose every
blade bore twenty tiny lives, lay the dead man, with his stark and rigid face turned
upwards to the sky. (763)
The sudden intrusion of the immobile body into the moving world of nature, from the
river to the tiny insects, is the stark means by which Dickens interrupts the picture of a
beneficent creation. That the insects continue to live while the higher creation is dead
emphasises that a murder is the ultimate impiety, as well as a crime. The smallness of
the lives which continue to flourish emphasise the enormity of the loss, just as the
presence of the flies in Little Dorrit spoke of the injustice of a world which would
allow a child to be born in such conditions. The insects, described as beautiful in
Nickelby and as dirty in Little Dorrit, are both used to indicate lowness intruding upon
humanity, and show that the natural order of things has been thrown into disarray.
The word 'his' referring to the sun's majesty provides a link with the 'his' of the last
phrase of the sentence, emphasising the fallen majesty of the human being, linked with
the rising face of the sun.
The insect world is also used in passages which establish an area's nature, sometimes
with humorous effect and sometimes to create a feeling of dread. Both effects are
aimed for when Dickens's interpolates the story of Alice and her sisters into Nicholas
Nickel by. The 'deep buzz of insects' ( 120) is part of a scene of romantic beauty at the
beginning of the tale, and they are allied with the birds, as part of' all nature beaming
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in brightness and sunshine' ( 121). The change in fortune is mirrored by a change in
the type of creature portrayed. From buzzing, bird-like creatures we move down into
the world of the worm, who 'exults' to see human beings moving towards the grave
(123), and the bat. The latter is often seen as a troubling entity as it crosses over
boundaries in nature as a flying mammal which likes darkness:
The bat skimmed in fantastic flights through the heavy air, and the ground was
alive with crawling things, whose instinct brought them forth to swell and fatten
in the rain. (126).
The 'crawling things' are not actually identified as insects, almost as if the narrator
finds them too horrible to examine closely. They could be toads, an animal closely
associated with witchcraft and evil. Their specific identity is not as important as the
fact that they belong to the class of' crawling things', their means of locomotion
becoming a kind of judgment passed on their true nature, just as the serpent's sliding
along on his belly is a punishment in biblical terms. Dickens is employing very
traditional uses of animals in this story, moving from creatures of the light to the
darkness. The interpolation of the tale as a fireside anecdote, told during travels,
makes this entry into the world of the ghost story, with a cruder palette of effects than
is usual in the novel, explicable.
One can trace this use of insect imagery -

and that of other crawling things -

into

the later works, where the elements of witchlike evil are projected on to the social
system itself. The following passage from Bleak House makes for an interesting
comparison with the story of Alice just examined, as the narrator establishes the
horrible nature of Tom-All-Alane's, which shelters a 'swarm of misery' (272):
As on the ruined human wretch, vermin parasites appear, so, these ruined shelters
have bred a crowd of foul existence that crawls in and out of gaps in walls and
boards, and coils itself to sleep in maggot numbers, where the rain drips in; and
comes and goes, fetching and carrying fever, and sowing more evil in its every
footprint than Lord Coodle or Sir Thomas Doodle ... shall yet set right in five
hundred years. (272-273)
Once again, there is a walk, or crawl, through the various forms that evil takes in the
animal world in this passage. There is a kind of conflation of the serpent, the rat, the
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maggot (and, by extension, the fly), and, to the modem reader, there is an inevitable
hint ofbacteria. 195 There is perhaps an historical link with the notion of the witch's
familiar in the different forms which evil takes -

a concept which, as we have seen,

also dwells in the character of Lady Jane in this novel - but the projection of evil is
not due to any supernatural element. It squarely placed on a social system which
allows such squalor to exist and multiply.
There is, in the final phrase of the sentence, and in the very vigour with which the
'foul existence' changes form, perhaps a kind of despair at the possibility of this evil
being stopped. However, the despair seems to be as much at the hopelessness of the
particular social system as at any unstoppable force of primary evil. The human
being's ability live as a human being is compromised by the conditions in which he or
she exists, until that person becomes indistinguishable from the lesser forms of life
which scuttle through the paragraph. In fact, Jo comes from Tom-All-Alone's -

the individuated character who

is described most often in dog-like terms, which is

certainly a step up from the vermin described here. Probably, no human could be
described in terms of vermin and attract the reader's sympathy, whereas a dog is a
falling off from the human condition, but not that far. 196
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The role of bacteria in spreading disease was still unknown at the time Dickens wrote Bleak House.
As Ackroyd points out, 'nothing was known about the role of microbes in infection ... ' Peter Ackroyd,
Dickens' London: An Imaginative Vision, 126. That bad water and air were connected with outbreaks
of diseases such as cholera was known - not least by those who campaigned for sanitary reform, such
as Dickens - although the precise mechanism for transmission was not. Pool points out that diseases
such as malaria (its name is informative) then known as ague, killed many in Britain in Dickens's day,
and that some chemists 'did a brisk business in quinine. ' Daniel Pool, What Jane Austen Ate and
Charles Dickens Knew: From Fox Hunting to Whist- the Facts of Daily Life in Nineteenth-Century
England (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1993) 246. Similarly, in Sketches by Boza baby's
' vaccination' is described, so one can deduce that cures, or at least preventative measures, sometimes
pre-dated the development of scientific knowledge of the means by which disease was communicated.
("The Bloomsbury Christening", 535-554, at 540.) These two may have been lucky guesses amongst a
sea of quackery. The existence of microscopic creatures was known, at least by 1860, as pieces such as
the "Resuscitating Animals" makes clear. Anonymous, "Resuscitating Animals," All the Year Round
2.43 (1860): 387-392. A passing reference to Professor Owen's microscopic examination of animals '
blood in "The Heart of Mid-London" of 1850 takes this knowledge back further. The OED gives an
entry for the word bacterium for 184 7-49 in a Cyclopedia of Anatomy and Physiology. A thorough
examination of scientific literature on the discovery of the means of the transmission of diseases is
outside the scope of my thesis.
196
Fagin, frequently described in rat and vermin terms, does attract sympathy at the very end of Oliver
Twist, but the terms used to describe him are changed by the author so as to engender this sympathy.
The culprit here is capital punishment itself, and 'all the hideous apparatus of death' (475).
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From the fireside tale told in Nicholas Nickelby to Bleak House, the means by which
Dickens describes particularly insidious evil in terms of vermin have not changed.
Although the strength of the Bleak House passage, central to the novel, makes the
'creepy' little tale of Alice fade into insignificance, the vermin remain a constant.
In Hard Times, too, there are interesting uses of the insect world to comment on the
way humanity has been denied by the factory system of work, and, equally, by the
system of education which has been imposed on the young Bounderbys and others.
Louisa's ignorance of the workers who provide her wealth is expressed in the
following terms:
She knew of their existence by hundreds and thousands. She knew what results in
work a given number of them would produce, in a given period of time. She
knew them in crowds passing to and fro from their nests, like ants or beetles. But
she knew from her reading infinitely more of the ways of toiling insects than of
these toiling men and women. (187)
Just as the inhabitants of Tom-All-Alone's become indistinguishable from vermin, the
Utilitarian-based education system has reduced men and women to units of production
with no life beyond their productive capacity. This conflation with the insect world is
also reductive, and significantly, Louisa is seen to have suffered from her
understanding of the people who surround her being less than her entomological
knowledge. She is reduced, as well as the 'Hands' .197
Similar complaints about the comparison of people with insects are made in Bleak
House by Harold Skimpole (143-144), and in Our Mutual Friend by Eugene Wraybum
(138), but the tone is joking in these passages. The tradition they are objecting to is
that of the 'improving bee' of Isaac Watts, a morally based hymn to self-improvement,
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J...:.

The inability of the-French nobility to see the poor as anything but 'rats' or 'vermin' in A Tale of
Two Cities indicat~ an insurmountable blindness, which calls the Revolution into being (141, 143 , 146).
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rather than the idea of reducing people to units of production.

198

However, in all

cases, Dickens is providing either a serious or humorous questioning of various
viewpoints that equate people with insects.
A counterpoint use of images of insects occurs in Hard Times, when Mrs Sparsit,
desperate to do harm to Louisa, spies upon her. This passage marks a return to insects
as 'creeping things', as in the Nicholas Nickelby and Bleak House passages examined
above:
She thought of the wood, and stole towards it, heedless of long grass and briers:
of worms, snails, and slugs, and all the creeping things that be ... Mrs Sparsit softly
crushed her way through the thick undergrowth, so intent upon her object that she
probably would have done no less, if the wood had been a wood of adders. (234)
Mrs Sparsit' s white stockings were of many colours, green predominating; prickly
things were in her shoes; caterpillars slung themselves, in hammocks of their own
making, from various parts of her dress ... (236)
Here, the woman has lowered herself to the level of insects and snakes, and crawled
through bushes with the intent of bringing harm to others. The caterpillars make
themselves comfortable on her dress, as if they recognise one of their own. Her
stockings, made green, must also look like caterpillars. As opposed to the Coketown
system of manufacture which seeks to reduce people to units of production, against
which individuals fight, Mrs Sparsit has deliberately lowered herself to the level of
crawling things. Unlike Stephen Blackpool in the pit, looking at the stars, Dickens's
picture of the woman makes it very difficult to imagine the caterpillars developing
into moral butterflies. A traditional moral view of crawling animals is apparent here,
leavened by the humorous reference to the caterpillars making hammocks on Mrs
Sparsit.
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Another eighteenth century work, Bernard de Mandeville's The Fable of the Bees, or Private Vices,
Public Benefits, first published as The Grumbling Hive, or Knaves Turned Honest in 1705, also
compares human society with a hive of bees, but, unlike Watts, he does not intend to inspire through the
comparison. Mandeville's work was not written for children. Isaac Watts, Divine Songs Attempted in
Easy Language for the Use of Children, ed. J.H.P Pafford (London: Oxford University Press, 1971).
Bernard Mandeville, The Fable of the Bees (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1989). Watts's song is quoted
below.
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As mentioned above, other insects, namely bees, were traditionally referred to as
models of industry, notably in Isaac Watts' s Divine Song 20, "Against Idleness and
Mischief':
How doth the little busy bee
Improve each shining hour,
And gather honey all the day
From every opening flower!
(Watts 177 and 238-239)
This type of conventional worship of productive energy is similar to the unthinking
Little Margery type of piety discussed in my section on sheep in Chapter Six. In
Bleak House, Skimpole prefers the butterfly to the bee, as 'the butterflies are free'
(126), and he questions 'why the busy Bee should be proposed as a model to him ... '
(143). Despite Skimpole's eventual exposure as a selfish and unfeeling person, the
conventional moralising he dislikes seems to be treated with suspicion by Dickens,
whether it be clothed in insect form, or, as we saw above, in the skin of a lamb. The
pre-Victorian praise of the bee is thrown into question in Dickens's works, as the
comparison between man and an insect is ridiculed.
A slightly different use of Watts' s bee occurs when Captain Cuttle in Dombey and
Son, also refers to himself as one who 'doth improve each shining hour' (895). The
Captain's goodness is not held up to ridicule, but his quotation of such lines is used by
Dickens to establish the childlike innocence of his character. As J .H.P. Pafford, the
editor of the edition of Watts' s Divine Songs cited above points out, this instance
shows how the busy bee's improving every hour 'had become a household expression
even by 1848.' (Watts 94) 199 In fact, it was so much a cliche that we see Dickens
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Lewis Carroll's parodies of some of the Divine Songs 'How doth the little crocodile' and 'Tis the
voice of the lobster, I heard him declare' (the latter a parody of 'Tis the voice of the sluggard; I heard
him complain,' in "The Sluggard", the first of the Moral Songs, the former of Divine Song 20 discussed
above) are the best known examples of Watts' s works being recast in a way that rejects the idea of
'improvement' and emphasises nonsensical fun. These parodies are discussed in the edition of Divine
Songs referred to previously. Isaac Watts, Divine Songs Attempted in Easy Language for the Use of
Children 93-94. Dickens's references to the Songs can be seen as part of a process of laughing at the
reflex citation of such works which in time became the fully nonsensical rhymes which bewilder Alice.
The humour of these rhymes is partially generated by the penetration of animals which do not seem to
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using it to gently establish a character's remarkable innocence, or to question the
unthinking use of such songs as a kind of reflex action. At the same time, the author
often draws upon other insect images to emphasise an aspect of characters' moral
shortcomings, or to expose the perverted nature of society which reduces people to the
same level as an insect, as we have seen.

mean anything, into the shape of the very familiar Divine Songs. Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland
(Bury St. Edmunds: Folio Society, 1962) 14 and 92.
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Chapter 9: Monkeys, Monsters and Meat
The focus of this final chapter is largely on links between human beings and other
animals, examined in three different ways. Monkeys, seen as worryingly human-like
both before and after Darwin, are used by Dickens mostly to describe people who are
morally deficient in some respect. The next section, 'Monsters and Meaning", will
focus on mythical creatures, and creatures such as dinosaurs which appear in
Dickens's works, but also on monstrous people. The effect of Darwin's thought on
Dickens's works, and his traditional assertion of moral virtue, will be dealt with here.
My meat section briefly points to the amount and variety of meat in Dickens's works,
but also includes passing references to taxidermy and cannibalism, practices which
could be seen as marking the ultimate blurring of the division drawn between people
and animals.
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Monkeys
Characters are sometimes compared with monkeys in order to show that they have
failed in some important aspect of what Dickens sees as essential to a human being.
Bleak House is particularly relevant here, with the Smallweed family explicitly
compared with monkeys:

Hence the gratifying fact, that it has had no child born to it, and that the complete
little men and women whom it has produced, have been observed to bear a
likeness to old monkeys, with something depressing on their minds. (342)
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A great deal could be added on the way animal products used as clothing or for other purposes aside
from meat figure in the works. I have previously mentioned ivory and sheepskin (parchment), fur and
pearls, bear-derived hair tonics, and the use of horse-hair in crinolines. However a separate section on
animal products used for clothing which figure in Dickens's works would be of an insupportable length.
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This lightly toned passage is fascinating, as the monkeys with which Dickens
compares the Smallweeds are seemingly more reflective than the avaricious human
beings themselves. The monkeys have an ability to suffer depression, which implies a
certain degree of reflection and self-awareness, undetectable in the baby Smallweeds,
or their parents. I am reminded of the descriptions of the 'melancholy mad elephants'
in Hard Times which were examined earlier, which also credited the animal with some
mental complexity. The comparison with monkeys continues when Dickens draws the
portrait of Judy Smallweed:

... she so happily exemplifies the before-mentioned family likeness to the monkey
tribe, that, attired in a spangled robe and cap, she might walk about the table-land
on the top of a barrel-organ without exciting much comment as an unusual
specimen. Under existing circumstances, however, she is dressed in a plain, spare
gown of brown stuff.
She once or twice fell into children's company when she was about ten years old,
but the children couldn't get on with Judy, and Judy couldn't get on with them.
She seemed like an animal of a different species, and there was instinctive
repugnance on both sides. (344)
Here the description becomes more complicated. Judy is first described as monkeylike, but in the second paragraph quoted the repugnance felt towards her is hardly what
one would expect of children if this were simply true. They would undoubtedly be
attracted to a monkey such as that described dancing on a table-top. The 'repugnance'
on the children's behalf is exactly because Judy is neither a human nor a monkey,
neither young nor old. She does not engage in the playful games of children or
animals. She is a freak, a kind of monster, which produces a shiver in the observer.

Dickens's tone is light, but the word 'repugnance' Judy herself towards the children who enjoy games -

attributed to children and to
shows that there is something

deeply troubling about this young example of 'sordid age'. This is an example of
what Harriet Ritvo, discussing the vogue for all monstrous things in the late eighteenth
and the nineteenth century, calls 'the breaching of apparently natural boundaries. '
(Ritvo, 1997, 132) Judy is crossing the boundary between old and young, monkey and
human being. Dickens implies that the Smallweeds are in a sense monsters, things out
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of place. They are doing quite well in a system which allows the greater monster of
Chancery to feed off its victims. The petty horror of the Smallweeds is used by
Dickens to emphasise his vision of a monstrous system, unforgettably caught in the
image of the Megalosaurus 'waddling like an elephantine lizard up Holborn Hill' (49).
The Smallweeds are flourishing in the muddy, corrupt world which the 'pestilent'
Chancery court rules from on high (50). The fossil evidence of ancient creatures is
worked into a profoundly moral view of the world, enriching the picture of the fall
from Eden rather than replacing it.

Uriah Heep's dominance over the kind but impressionable Mr Wickfield is described
by Dickens in terms which also imply a breach in the proper order of nature in David
Copperfield, the novel written just before Bleak House:

It was not that he had lost his good looks, or his old bearing as a gentleman - for
he had not - but the thing that struck me most, was, that with the evidences of
his native superiority still upon him, he should submit himself to that crawling
impersonation of meanness, Uriah Heep. The reversal of the two natures, in their
relative positions, Uriah's of power and Mr Wickfield's of dependence, was a
sight more painful to me than I can express. If I had seen an Ape taking
command of a Man, I should hardly have thought it a more degrading spectacle.
(578)

Uriah's comparison with an Ape emphasises his lack of moral stature. In form he is
like a human being, but lacking any of the higher faculties which distinguish men
from monkeys in the minds of most people. He is an 'impersonation' -

in the sense

of the quintessential expression - of meanness. This is what his humanity has been
reduced to. This is a very old use of the image of an ape as a creature with a physical
similarity to man but lacking his God-given ability to act according to intellectual and
moral compunctions. For example, the OED gives a 1579 example to illustrate the
phrase 'to play the ape' which is quite similar to the way in which the David narrator
sees Uriah in the above passage. 'He playeth the Ape, and counterfeteth what God
hath ordeined for our saluation.' There is no confusion in Dickens's description about
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what the proper relationship between man and ape should be, and there has been a
simple reversal of that relationship. 201
Human attributes were, and perhaps still are, projected onto apes in ways that do little
credit to the species doing the projection. A piece in All the Year Round in 1859
called "Our Nearest Relation" actually contrasts the gorilla unfavourably with the bee,
drawing on traditions of elevating that insect's worth due to its perceived 'industry' as
discussed in my last chapter:
Again and again it strikes the fancy - strikes deeper than the fancy - that the
honey-making, architectural bee, low down in the scale of life, with its
insignificant head, its little boneless body, and gauzy wing, is our type of industry
and skill: while this apex in the pyramid of the brute creation, this near approach
to the human form, what can it do? The great hands, have no skill but to clutch
and strangle; the complex brain is kindled by no divine spark; there, amid the
unwholesome luxuriance of a tropical fore st, the creature can do nothing but gass
its life in fierce sullen isolation - eat, drink and die. (Anonymous 114-115)2 2
This Hobbesian description of the gorilla occurs after a description of a mother gorilla
vainly struggling to protect her young from hunters. Such is the anonymous author's
disgust that this act which resembles a better aspect of human society is forgotten as
the creature -

now understood to be a tool-making vegetarian, probably with a

language and culture varying between different cohorts -

is painted in the light of his

(?) worst fears. This passage, written just before the publication of The Origin of
Species, shows the background of disgust towards apes into which Darwin's ideas
were soon to emerge. The further description of gorillas in a post-Darwinian article
entitled "An Ugly Likeness" is arguably even less complimentary, describing them as
the 'most hateful animal development that can be conceived.' The gorilla shows 'how
entirely we [human beings J are redeemed from being devils by that breathing into our
nostrils the breath of intellectual existence and capacity by which man becomes a

20 1

Of course, ape can also be a verb, meaning to imitate, in the way monkeys supposedly imitate
people. The implication is of unthinking imitation, rather as the word 'parrot' is used to describe the
repetition of words without thought. We examined the use of the word parrot in the Birds chapter
above.
202
The busy bee 'improv(ing) each shining hour' annoys Skimpole and Eugene Wraybum, as
mentioned in my insects section.
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living soul.' (Anonymous 239)2° 3 The intense disgust felt by the authors towards
gorillas is the other side of the response of people laughing at monkeys dressed in
human clothes: the unnerving closeness of the human being and the monkey or ape
can result in laughter or loathing.
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Monsters and Meaning
Some beings in Dickens's novels are shown to be entirely monstrous. In Our Mutual
Friend, Rogue Riderhood is described in terms that question his humanity:
He crushed through [hailstones] leaving marks in the fast-melting slush that were
mere shapeless holes; one might have fancied, following, that the very fashion of
humanity had departed from his feet. (204)
Riderhood's monstrous moral nature is expressed in terms that go beyond merely
finding another animal to compare him with in this passage. His footprints are
shapeless, rather than like those of either a man or any other animal. This passage
does not emphasise the links between men and animals as do other aspects of this
work, one of Dickens's two finished post-Origin of Species novels, which will be
examined below. The shapeless holes emphasise the moral bankruptcy of Riderhood,
and foretell his death. The emphasis on this occasion is firmly on Riderhood's falling
below what it is to be a human being in moral terms, and the transience of all life.
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Comparisons between the gorilla and 'the lowest and most degraded men, such as the native tribes of
Western Africa or of Australia' are made by the author, and he finds that even 'the stupid weak savage'
will beat the gorilla, 'for the one uses reason, and the other has only his instincts.' Anonymous, "An
Ugly Likeness," All the Year Round 5.110 (1861): 237-240 at 240. This article therefore makes for an
interesting summary of crude colonial attitudes towards both human beings and animals, couched in
religious rhetoric. (I hesitate to use my usual expression 'human beings and other animals ', lest it be
seen to condone the author's description of Africans and Aborigines as less intelligent than Europeans.)
204
An uneasiness about Europeans eating monkeys due to this similarity is noted by both Thomas, at 54
and Ritvo (1987) at 31. Carson notes that when the Parisians were starved during the siege of their city
during the Franco-Prussian war 'they ate ... kangaroo, English wolf, camel, and elephant from the
zoological gardens. Only the monkeys were still alive after three months of short rations, because, as
one English observer wrote, "these are kept alive from a vague and Darwinian notion that they are our
relatives, or at least the relatives of some members of the Government."' Unfortunately Carson does not
give the name of the observer. Gerald Carson, Men, Beasts and Gods: A History of Kindness and
Cruelty to Animals (New York: Charles Scribener and Sons) 143. A similar reluctance to eat dogs (in
European society) was noted above, and also relates to eating members of the 'family'.
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If anything, it recalls the paths left in the forest by Hansel and Gretel which are
sometimes prone to disappear, although Riderhood is as far from innocent childhood
as it is possible to imagine. Riderhood is perhaps nearer to the wicked witches and
disguised wolves of fairy-tales, a monster of the old school, than any post-Darwinian
freak. One commentator, in examining the fairy-tale element of this novel, writes that
' ... Dickens reads Little Red Riding Hood not simply as an individual's encounter with
evil in the world, but as an individual's encounter with the evil in himself.' (DeMarcus
16) The blankness of Riderhood's footsteps would imply that he has, in a sense, eaten
himself up, such is his moral blindness and voracious appetite.
Riderhood, in lying to Lightwood and Mortimer a few pages before the description of
his footsteps, has sworn 'by George and the Draggin' (199). He pronounces the
Dragon's name in a way that pictures it dragging along the earth, rather than flying. In
a way, he has pictured, through this pronunciation, a dragon moved down to the
ground like himself, walking through the hail, perhaps leaving strange tracks. The
word 'draggin' also recalls what he does in the Thames, and lowers the mythical
monster even further.

Mr Venus' s shop in Our Mutual Friend has become a treasure-trove for those seeking
to find evidence of Darwin's Origin making its mark felt in Dickens's novels. The
jumble of human and animals bones makes it difficult to distinguish between human
beings and other animals:

'You're casting your eye round the shop, Mr Wegg. Let me show you a light.
My working bench. My young man's bench. A Wice. Tools. Bones, warious.
Skulls, warious. Preserved Indian baby. African ditto. Bottled preparations,
warious. Everything within reach of your hand, in good preservation. The
mouldy ones a-top. What's in those hampers over them again, I don't quite
remember. Say, human warious. Cats. Articulated English baby. Dogs. Ducks.
Glass eyes, warious. Mummied bird. Dried cuticle, warious. Oh, dear me!
That's the general panoramic view.' (126)
The 'light' reveals confusion, not the divinely created order of Genesis. It reveals a
jumble of human and animal parts, and there seems to be no system that keeps the
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human separate from the animal. Mr Venus' s exclamation 'Oh, dear me' could be
seen as a kind of metaphysical sigh at the jumble between the animal and the human
that his shop represents, and which seems to replicate man's stepping down into the
same swamp as all other creatures. The 'general panoramic view' can no longer place
man firmly at its centre, or at the apex of creation. The Chain of Being has been
dissolved, not just broken. Mouldy cats, ducks and other sundries seem to have as
much right to inhabit the higher realms as the articulated English baby does. The law
of random chance seems truly to be at work in this miniature jungle.

In an article entitled "A Dismal Swamp: Darwin, Design, and Evolution in Our Mutual
Friend", Howard W. Fulweiler summarises Darwin's account of the struggle of all life
as 'an intricate pattern of mutual relationships conducted in a chaotic environment by
individuals seeking their own advantage and acting without either a superintending
intelligence or a common end.' (Fulweiler 51) The phrase 'individuals seeking their
own advantage' certainly applies to the human beings in Our Mutual Friend, although
Darwin, describing natural selection, is not talking about intention or seeking in a
conscious sense, but rather the random variation that occurs in nature giving advantage
to certain individuals over time. Fulweiler makes a similar point later in this article
when, following Levine, he points out that 'natural selection' is itself an oxymoron,
implying that someone is selecting, rather than things just happening due to random
chance.

Fulweiler sees Our Mutual Friend -

and by implication, Dickens -

as ultimately

rejecting the Darwinian view of survival of the fittest, not least in the example of Mr
Venus. This character 'transcends the predatory world ofWegg ... to tum to the human
world of moral responsibility and .. .is rewarded by the love of Pleasant Riderhood'
(64). One could, of course, apply a Darwinian reading to this, in that sexual attraction
of a mate is certainly part of the way natural selection works, but it is true that
Dickens's work elevates the moral and the sacrificial over the selfish. (Examples
include Mr Venus' s refusal to follow Wegg in his plans, his giving up a profitable part
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of his business, the Boffins' delight at John Harmon's survival, Bella's inability to
tolerate Mr Baffin's rudeness to his inferior, etc.)

Dickens's brilliantly dingy description of Mr Venus' s shop may capture something of
the view of life as 'a tangled bank, clothed with many plants of many kinds, with birds
singing on the bushes, with various insects flitting about, and with worms crawling
through the damp earth.' However it is without the 'grandeur' which Darwin sees in
this view of nature, rather it is amusingly mouldy and confused. (Darwin 648-649)
But Dickens's own very moral view of the universe is certainly also detectable in the
novel. One point of view has not replaced another. If anything, it has just added a
richness to the jumble out of which the human values of self-sacrifice and love arise.
The world is not shown as monstrous, as redemption through self-sacrifice is still
possible.

It is significant that it is Pleasant Riderhood -

with her experience scraping a living

from the river with her hideous father- who does not want to be seen in 'a boney
light.' Pleasant has a rather more direct idea of the struggle for existence and wants to
reject any association between herself and the dead. Her experience with the dead
drives her to reject a man associated with it. In the end, she agrees to Mr Venus's
proposal on the basis that he only 'articulate' 'men, children and the lower animals'
(853). Her decision also redraws a firm line between the animal and the human - or at
least the female half of the human race -

which Mr Venus' s shop, with its mixture of

bones, had seemed to erase. 205 The novel does not, ultimately, revel in confusion, but
it does play with it for most of its length. One may not see the final assertion of clarity
and traditional values of self-sacrifice and love as successfully transcending the

205

I must mention in passing, the mysterious (and, being written in 1843, pre-Darwinian) reference to a
'Lord No Zoo' , reputedly an ancestor of the Chuzzlewit family. The name of this obscure ancestor,
perhaps mispronounced, misremembered, or, more likely, non-existent, would seem to draw a line
between the aristocratically human (that is, those whose ancestors are from 'no zoo') and the animallike rabble. But the ridiculous name and the way that the story of the Chuzzlewit's dubious ancestor is
told, shows that Dickens is satirising the need for dignified ancestors, and the convenient manufacture
of them for the newly wealthy 'needy'. That the Chuzzlewits are actually from ' mean and low descent'
is strengthened by the story of Lord No Zoo (Martin Chuzzlewit 54-55).
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swamp (or dust heap). Certainly nothing 'positive' in the novel approaches the
splendid vision of the inside of Mr Venus' s shop, whether one accepts a view of man
as another animal or not.

Two articles dealing with Darwin's The Origin of Species appeared in All the Year
Round in 1860. The first, "Species", was published on June 2 1860, and the second,
"Natural Selection", on July 7. (Darwin's book appeared in November 1859.) A
further article, "Transmutation of Species", appears on March 9 of the following year,
and it tends to support Darwin's views over those of Owen, who strenuously opposed
the idea of natural selection. The second summarises the work and does not itself take
a point of view on the theory itself, whereas the first is at pains to point out that a
notion of creatures changing through natural selection is not necessarily at odds with a
religious view of a Creator. Oppenlander, in her descriptive index of All The Year
Round, is unable to give an author for these articles, and they are listed in my
bibliography under 'Anonymous.'

The June 2 article argues that 'It may be just as noble a conception of the Deity to
believe that he created a few original forms capable of self-development into other and
needful forms, as to believe that He required a fresh act of creation to supply the voids
caused by the action of His laws' (Anonymous 176). While I by no means wish to
suggest that Dickens wrote either of these articles, the way that the first piece seems to
accept the method by which random change occurs in Darwinian thought and to
combine this with the idea of a beneficent creator is similar to the way that Mr
Venus' s shop and Mr Venus' s romantic sacrifices can exist at the same time, in the
later Our Mutual Friend. Whoever wrote this article shows the same ability to take on
the new while remaining firmly wedded to notions of morality and goodness which
transcend the struggle for existence, working itself out over 'incomprehensible'
periods of time. ( 177)

The second article begins with the undeniable statement that Mr Darwin would have
been 'put to the rack and the stake' for his book in less tolerant times, (and might still

267

have had a difficult time in 'Austria, Naples or Rome' [293]). The author prefaces his
or her thorough examination of Origin by looking at Darwin's pedigree and physical
ailments:
Charles Darwin comes of a family renowned for close observation, intellectual
ability, and boldness of speculation; he is gifted with clear and passionless
judgment, and with an amiable and gentlemanly disposition; it is doubtful that he
has an enemy in the world; it is certain that he has, and deserves to have, many
friends. He is blessed with a sufficiency of worldly riches, and has not strong
health- the very combination to make a student. (Anonymous 224)
Once again, this description of the forebears, constitution and nature of Darwin now so closely associated with his theory that the idea has totally eclipsed the man shows how the older notions of breeding and class are not immediately jettisoned by
the promulgation of a new way of explaining the world. The old notion of family
resemblance and the transmission of worth is drawn on in a review of a book that
would express such advantages as mere random developments, perhaps providing
advantages or disadvantages over time to the offspring of such individuals. The
review combines the old with the new, and there is no revolutionary jettisoning of the
past.

Dickens, for all that he was (and is) sometimes seen as a radical, also had the kind of
mind that can draw the new into his vision of the world, without undermining the roots
of the profoundly moral view of the world, created in childhood. In a sense, he is a
liberal conservative, rather than a radical. There is no indication that he found
Darwin's ideas particularly troubling or even particularly significant. Certainly, there
is no feeling of disgust in the description of the grinning alligator in Mr Venus's shop:

The yard or two of smile on the part of the alligator might have been invested
with the meaning "all about this was quite familiar knowledge down in the depths
of the slime, ages ago." (647)
Gillian Beer states that 'many Victorian rejections of evolutionary ideas register a
physical shudder. In its early readers one of the lurking fears it conjured was
miscegeny - the frog in the bed -

or what Ruskin called 'the filthy heraldries which
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record the relation of humanity to the ascidian and the crocodile.' (Beer 7)

206

Darwinian thought may have worked its way into Mr Venus' s shop, although it is
impossible to tell if it is the reader's search for it, or if it is in the text 'itself.' But the
comedic elements of the description of the shop, with its lingering on the preserved
babies and other animals, relates as much to older notions of fairground freaks and
museums of curiosities as to any newer developments in scientific thought.

207

Any

shop in which stuffed frogs fight a duel can only give rise to a laugh at the tacky
playfulness of the dead animals being made to resemble the living man, and the living
man in the process of attempting to take another's life, at that.

208

A point of honour

being settled between stuffed amphibians could be seen as playing with the
hopelessness of any 'higher' emotion or spirituality surviving our linking with the
lower animals, but the novel itself asserts - with arguable success - very traditional
notions of self-sacrifice.

There is more disgust in Dickens's description of' a very hideous church, with four
towers at the four corners, resembling some petrified monster, frightful and gigantic,
on its back with its legs in the air' (270-271) than in the muddle of Mr Venus's shop.
Darwin's notion of a struggle for survival may be present in the wider world of the
novel. For example, the church's petrification captures something of the feeling of a
world in which institutions have no real connection with the needs of people. It is not
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An ascidian is a sea-squirt. The name is derived from its similarity to a wine-bag.
The link between the collection or exhibition of 'curiosities' and monstrosities amongst people and
animals is brought out quite starkly in an appropriately small book by Gaby Wood The Smallest of All
Persons Mentioned in the Records of Smallness (London: Profile Books Ltd, 1998). The dwarf,
Caroline Crachami, is the focus of this book, and it emphasises how she and Charles Byrne 'The Irish
Giant' were treated shamefully in terms of the scramble for their remains after their death, despite their
own (Byrne's) or their family's (Crachami's) wishes that they have a proper burial and not be dissected.
Their unusual physical conditions (their freakishness or monstrosity) combined with their lack of social
status seems to have deprived them of any right to manage their affairs in the face of the scientific
community's curiosity. They are both displayed in the Hunterian collection. In a small way their fate
resembles that of people from other cultures, such as Australian Aborigines, whose remains were often
removed and sent back to museums in England. This might give a slightly more serious edge to the
exhibition of the Hindoo baby in Mr Venus's shop, although the tone of the description itself remains
amusingly light.
208
Dickens kept a similar curiosity. Ackroyd refers to the 'bronze images of two toads duelling,' along
with the more conventional 'dog-fancier with the puppies and dogs swarming all over him' which
decorated Dickens's desk. Peter Ackroyd, Dickens (London: Minerva, 1991) 530.
207
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fit for the times. The church is monstrous, as are Riderhood and Headstone, and even
Charlie Rexam, in rejecting his sister, but feelings between people are the only true
means of escape from the selfishness around. In this , Dickens remains wedded to a
Christian tradition, whatever ideas swirl through his novels in the post-Darwinian
years.

Although the works of Darwin were controversial and worrying to some, the earlier
findings in geology that had expanded the notion of the length of time which the world
had existed -

a notion that Dickens had fully integrated in his numerous references to

fossils , dinosaurs, and Professor Owen -

had prepared the ground, as it were, for an

expansion of the idea of history entering into more and more of our lives. The author
of "Species", wrote that '(t)he whole history of the world, as at present known,
although of a length quite incomprehensible to us, will hereafter be recognised as a
mere fragment of time, compared with the ages which have elapsed since the first
creature, the progenitor of innumerable extinct and living descendants, was created.'
(Anonymous 177)

For most people, the notion of species coming into being and becoming extinct would
belong to a totally different realm of thought from spiritual or religious notions which
underpinned their ov.rn lives. The integration of jumble, of random change and luck
into the viev.r of humanity, such as v.re read in Mr Venus's shop , \¥hich some see as
redolent v. ith Darwinian theory, does not mean that notions of love and compassion
suddenly lose their validity. Vlhether these notions are themselves explicable in
Darv, inian terms is some\¥hat beside the point. One can also see the vision
underpinning the Origin as profoundly comedic or tragic, depending on one's own
bent: as presenting a, iev.r of human beings as so many King Lears with absolutely no
control o, er their monstrous offspring, (and, perhaps, parentst blinded, lost and
enraged, or a.s Humpty Dumpty, also de-throned but rather amusing. Despite so many
recent books on Dickens emphasising his 'night-·side' there are elements of both
visions of humanity in his v. orks, both before and after Darwin.
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Meat
To enter Dickens's novels and other works is to enter a world of meat. In this he is a
standard middle class Victorian, writing in a time when meat was an eagerly
anticipated luxury for the very poor, and a frequent, if not permanent, fixture of the
middle class (and higher) table. 209 Dickens's own letters reflect his mainstream
enjoyment of meat. For example, he records his thanks for presents of game sent to
him, and in an early, convivial letter, he invites a friend to a casual meal by asking him
to drop by for a 'chop', emphasising by naming the cut of meat that it will be a casual
affair, rather than a proper 'dinner' in the sense to be examined below.

210

In the

novels, the references to meat are legion, and I have no hope, or intention, of including
every reference. We have already noted Fagin's connection with sausages, and the
frequent reference to oysters, usually associated with modest feasts. The Fat Boy
gives 'a semi-cannibalistic leer' at Mr Pickwick as he thinks of pork and gravy (473) ,
and Sam makes a similar joke when he opines that tongue is a 'wery good thing when
it ain't a woman's' (336). In Our Mutual Friend we find the Wilfers enjoying 'a

209

i

c...

Keith Thomas quotes a foreign vistor to England who remarked, in 1748, that 'I do not believe that
any Englishman who is his own master has ever eaten a dinner without meat.' (Thomas 26) The
'master' comment is telling, as many poorer people regarded meat as a luxury. Indeed, the availability
of meat to the working class in Australia was one attraction dangled in front of potential emigrants ( of
the voluntary kind) in the hope of increasing the free population of that colony. This is discussed under
the heading "Meat Three Times a Day" in a social history of food in Australia. The reference is to a
pamphlet produced by the practical philanthropist Caroline Chisholm published in London in 184 7
which sought to entice honest settlers to Australia. It was entitled "Comfort for the Poor! Meat Three
Times a Day!". Middle class views of the Australian diet were less rosy. Symons records that 'W.W.
Dobie in 1856 talked of the '"muttonous" diet' of Australia, punning on monotonous. Michael Symons,
One Continous Picnic: A History of Eating in Australia. (Adelaide: Duck Press, 1982) 27-41. Mrs
Chisholm contributed two articles on Australian emigration to Household Words, one of them cowritten with Dickens ("A Bundle of Emigrants' Letters" 1.1 , (March 30, 1850): 19-24). (Her work is
mentioned in other articles.) She is referred to as a source for Mrs Jellyby of Bleak House in Edgar
Johnson, ed. Letters from Charles Dickens to Angela Burdett-Coutts 1841-1865 (London: Jonath.e(n
Cape, 19 53), "Introduction", 15.
2 10
As to game, see Volume 12 of the Letters, to Joseph Sly, proprietor of the King's Arm hotel, 25
December 1868, and as to the chop, see Volume 2, to George Cattermole, 13 January 1840; 'If you
could take a chop with me, for instance, on Tuesday or Wednesday, I could tell you more in two
minutes than in twenty letters ... ' Dickens uses the same term in a letter to John Thompson 7 October
1857 (Vol 8), where he writes that he would be ' glad to have a little bit of fish and a mutton chop for
dinner at the office ... '
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rasher of ham' as a special treat when finances allow (84). Meat is the food of
celebration for the poor (or at least the genteel poor) in the Victorian world.

In his book on social life in the Victorian era, Daniel Pool quotes 'the contemporary
author of London at Dinner' in describing the fare at a typical dinner party:

A delicate soup and turtle are handed around - nothing on the tables except
flowers and preserved fruits in old Dresden baskets, a bill of fare placed next to
every person, a turbot with lobster and Dutch sauces, carved by an able domestic
on the side-board, and a portion of red mullet with cardinal sauce are offered to
every guest; cucumber and the essential cruet stands bringing up the rear. The
'flying dishes,' as the modern cooks call the oyster or marrow pates, follow the
fish. The entrees are carried round, a supreme de volaille aux truffes, a
sweetbread au }us, lamb cutlets, with asparagus, peas, a fricandeau a
l'oseille .. .. Either venison, roast saddle of mutton, or stewed beef a lajardiniere
are then produced, the accessories being salad, beetroot, vegetables, French and
English mustard. A Turkey poult, duckling, or green goose, commences the
second course, peas and asparagus following in their course; plovers' eggs in
aspic jelly, a mayonaise [sic] of fowl succeeding; a macedoine of fruit, meringues
a la creme, a marasquino jelly, and a chocolate cream, form the sweets. Sardines,
salad, betroot, celery, anchovies, plain butter and cheese, for those who are gothic
enough to eat it. Two ices, cherry-water and pineapple cream, with the fruit of the
season, furnish the dessert. Two servants or more, according to the number of the
party, must attend exclusively to the wine; sherry, Madeira, and champagne, must
ever be flowing during dinner. (Pool 75) 211
An entire menagerie of animals is detectable in this description, and although
vegetables and fruit are mentioned, they are very much 'accessories'. Pineapple, a
luxury in England at the time, takes its place with vegetables that also have a brief
season, and therefore a high price. 212 It is immediately apparent that no such lengthy
description of the food at a dinner party of the sort summarised here appears in
Dickens. The emphasis of Dickens's descriptions of formal dinner parties is on an
aspect that seeks to establish character. The ugliness of the table setting, 213 or the

A ccents as g1.ven m
. p oo l .
Mrs Gamp's relish for cucumbers in Martin Chuzzlewit is perhaps more of an extravagance than one
might realise without their inclusion in a menu such as this.
213
The elaborate camel epergne on the Veneerings' table in Our Mutual Friend at 52 recalls the biblical
injunction against rich men getting into heaven, as mentioned previously.

2 11

212
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coldness of the food are the focus, rather than the details of the repast. As to the latter,
in Dombey, we read that:

Through the various stages of rich meats and wines, continual gold and silver,
dainties of earth, fire, and water, heaped-up fruits, and that unnecessary article in
Mr Dombey's banquets - ice- the dinner slowly made its way ... (598)
The 'rich meats' are not itemised, but merely form part of a general display of wealth,
of which coldness is the dominant attribute. 214 It would perhaps be beyond the powers
of any novelist -

even Dickens - to include a description of the food served at such

a dinner party without it totally dominating proceedings, and, in his works, the
characters' personalities and motivations are the focus, not the food. When joyous
feasts are described, they are of a much more modest kind, although meat - which I
use in the sense of any animal food - maintains its centrality to proceedings.

As mentioned in my section on molluscs, A Christmas Carol is discussed by Davis
under the heading "An Oyster, Three Turkeys, and a Small Dead Goose" in her study
of the book and three other Dickens novels. Although I have questioned the emphasis
she places on the oyster image, there is no doubt that different kinds of meat are
absolutely central to this story of celebration. 215 The Cratchitt's small goose, and its
substitution by a huge turkey by the reformed Scrooge are probably the best known

214

The word 'meat' does not only refer to the flesh of animals, although the OED's historical
definitions make clear that its meaning had narrowed to usually refer to dead animal flesh by Dickens's
time. The use of 'meat' to refer to 'food in general' is now described as archaic, except in the
figuaritive sense of 'to be meat and drink' to someone, and other specific cases.
215
The three turkeys that Davis refers to are the huge one Scrooge gives at the end of the story, a
'fictitious turkey' which Scrooge's ex-Intended's child may have eaten (82), and a 'red-faced
gentleman with a pendulous excrescence on the end of his nose, that shook like the gills of a turkeycock' who enquires after Scrooge's money when the Ghost of Christmas Yet To Come shows how
Scrooge how his death will be received (111). There are actually more turkeys in the novel, which are
not included in Davis's count, namely the innumerable turkeys which make up part of the Ghost of
Christmas Present's 'throne' , wruch is examined below (86).
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pieces of meat in literature, 216 but there are other references to meat throughout which
emphasise the deep connection between it and the idea of rebirth central to this work.

When Scrooge is first worried by the visitations of the spirits, he tries to suggest that
the Ghost is nothing but 'an undigested bit of beef, a blot of mustard, a crumb of
cheese, a fragment of an underdone potato. There's more of gravy than of grave about
you ... ' (59). The weak joke is shown up as a fallacy not least by the fact that Scrooge
has been associated only with gruel. A repast such as that described would be
anathema to the miserly Scrooge. His diet and the darkness in his house ('darkness is
cheap, and Scrooge liked it' (55)) echo Scrooge's thinness of connection with others,
including his own nephew.

The Ghost of Christmas Present, the most celebratory of the Ghosts, as his being
coincides with Christmas Day itself, is inseparable from meat:

Heaped up on the floor, to form a kind of throne, were turkeys, geese, poultry,
brawn, great joints of meat, sucking-pigs, long wreaths of sausages, mince-pies,
plum-puddings, barrels of oysters, red-hot chestnuts, cherry-cheeked apples, juicy
oranges, luscious pears, immense twelfth-cakes, and seething bowls of punch, that
made the chamber dim with their delicious steam. In easy state upon this couch,
there sat a jolly Giant, glorious to see ... (86)
This portrait of the ghost was apparently quite influential in the development of the
modem notion of Father Christmas, not least in the 'white fur' trimming to his coat.
(Carpenter 184) The ghost can only exist for a day, and his association with meat (and
the other, mostly short-lived, delicacies outlined) is an extreme projection of the
mortality of man. Scrooge's nephew has earlier spoken of Christmas as the only time
when 'men and women seem by one consent to open their shut-up hearts freely, and to
think of people below them as if they really were fellow-passengers to the grave, and
not another race of creatures bound on other journeys' (49). The eating of meat seems

216

That is, animal meat. Shakespeare's 'pound of flesh' may take the overall cake, although this is
debatable.
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to take on an almost religious aspect in this light, as if the consumption of the dead
animal is a recognition of mortality - we are all on our way to being dead meat which the feelings of fellowship can, in a sense, transcend, if only momentarily.

We are flesh, but love -

such as shown by the Cratchits -

and by Jesus who is

referred to at 120, possibly by Tiny Tim's brother Peter- can make us more than
meat. Scrooge, in saying that a man who celebrates Christmas 'should be boiled with
his own pudding, and buried with a stake of holly through his heart' (48), is pictured
as speaking almost sacrilegiously, as he is reducing the human body to flesh without
the spiritual element. The story of Christ's death and resurrection - the tortured body
and the immortal soul -

seems to be associated with the sacrificial turkeys, pigs, and

so on.

When Scrooge sees his own grave, the church-yard is described as 'walled in by
houses; overrun by grass and weeds, the growth of vegetation's death, not life; choked
up with too much burying; fat with repleted appetite' (124). Here the meat that has
fed the grave-yard seems to have had no spiritual rebirth. It is just unwholesome meat,
feeding a graveyard. The telling word 'burying' refers to the internment of bodies but
also recalls a worm. Earlier, when shown the room where his body lies, Scrooge has
seen a 'cat tearing at the door, and there was a sound of gnawing rats beneath the
hearth-stone. What they wanted in the room of death, and why they were so restless
and disturbed, Scrooge did not dare to think' ( 119). The animals smell meat, and
Scrooge, in rejecting human contact, and the celebratory meals of Christmas, seems
not to partake of the 'life irmnortal' which is immediately mentioned before this
passage. He is simply dead meat -

a rat's Christmas dinner.

Harry Stone has devoted a large part of a lengthy book to the discussion of
cannibalism in Dickens. I have no intention of reprising his arguments and
illustrations in any detail, and wish to approach the matter from the point of view of
the relationship between human beings and non-human animals. Stone's emphasis is
on how cannibalistic imagery shows human beings becoming beast-like, but one could
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also approach it as showing how, under the skin, it becomes impossible to tell a
human being from an animal. 217 For Dickens in The Christmas Carol the spiritual
bonds between people can overcome Scrooge's potential fate as mere fodder for
worms. Scrooge's meanness has been a form of cannibalism, reducing the lives of
those around him, feeding off their weakness. The Ghost of Christmas Yet To Come
shows his personal items being sold after death and Scrooge feels as much 'disgust' as
if the sellers 'had been obscene demons, marketing the corpse itself ( 117). His rebirth, partially marked by giving a turkey as big as the boy he sends to buy it, shows
that he will escape the reduction to meat towards which his previous life had tended.

Meat metaphors are used elsewhere to show a particular energy, something that is also
described - perhaps not coincidentally -

as 'animal spirits.' In Oliver Twist, for

example, there is a surprisingly self-referential passage (which sounds rather as if it
might have come from Tristh~ Shandy) at the start of Chapter 17. Here, Dickens uses
L

an image of meat to describe a tradition of drama, which he then explicitly applies to
the work in progress:

It is the custom on the stage, in all good murderous melodramas, to present the
tragic and the comic scenes, in regular alternation, as the layers of red and white
in a side of streaky bacon ... (168)

Such changes appear absurd; but they are not so unnatural ... The transitions in real
life from well-spread boards to death-beds ... are not a whit less startling ...
As sudden shiftings of the scene, and rapid changes of time and place, are not
only sanctioned in books by long usage, but are by many considered as the great
2 17

Stone does look at this aspect, as when he examines Pip's reduction to a potential meal in several
passages from Great Expectations. Harry Stone, The Night Side of Dickens: Cannibalism, Passion,
Necessity (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1994) at 125-139. Stone finds references to
cannibalism almost everywhere, and I sometimes find it hard to agree with his readings. For example,
he sees sinister cannibalistic elements to David's relationship with Dora in David Copperfield, which do
not ring true. At 121 , Stone writes of David that 'He does not see that in many ways he and Uriah are
counterparts, that what he hates and fears in Uriah, he hates and fears in himself. He does not see that
Uriah's desire to devour Agnes (David's true love) is an aggravated version of David's desire to devour
Dora.' Stone puts considerable, and perhaps too much, weight on the remark at 452 that 'I dined off
Dora, entirely' made by David describing their courtship. There are, of course, cannibalistic references
in Dickens - as in the two jokes from Pickwick mentioned in the first paragraph of this section - but
this aspect is a minor one in the novels as a whole.
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art of authorship: an author's skill in his craft being, by such critics, chiefly
estimated with relation to the dilemmas in which he leaves his characters at the
end of every chapter: this brief introduction to the present one may perhaps be
deemed unnecessary. (169)
The appearance of meat -

specifically pig's meat, which, as Stone points out in an

extended footnote is the meat human flesh is most often compared to by cannibals is once again linked intimately with human life from cradle to grave. (Stone 564) The
reference to pig's meat marks the transition to a humorous chapter, just as the word
'gammon' means nonsense, as well as the hind-quarters of a pig, but the reference
cannot merely be dismissed as joking. The fat and blood which make up meat of this
sort are directly relevant to times of the 'full board' and of death which Dickens goes
on to describe. Dickens is arguing that melodrama is realistic, in that human life, in
the sense of that which suffers 'the vicissitudes all flesh is heir to¢', is streaked in the
same way. He seems to suggest that flesh itself captures the vicissitudes mentioned by
Shakespeare in its very composition. In a Letter to W.H. Wills of 27 April 1856,
commenting on an article in Household Words, Dickens complains that ' ... it is the
diabolical property of colorless, shapeless, things of this nature, that they shut up good
subjects and get no kind of point or effect out of them. I would as soon dine off an old
glove, as read such pale literary boiled veal' (Volume 8). Dickens's novels, with their
dramatic contrasts of character are the meaty antithesis of this 'pale literary boiled
veal.'

This is perhaps a link with the sort of jingoistic praise of meat -

admittedly in the

form of beef, not pork - that appears in a piece written for Household Words by
George A. Sala in 1856. Here, as we have seen, the author proclaims that 'Beef is a
great connecting link and bond of better feelings between the great classes of the
commonwealth' (49). He goes on to say that 'Beef makes boys. Beef nerves our
navvies.' Here the actual substance seems to live on in the men, the institutions and
even the nation. There is none of that ambiguous 'streaking' in beef, it seems. It is
pure masculine spirit, made flesh, which in tum makes boys and men, not girls and
women.
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No such claims are made for lesser meats of mutton and pork in articles on them, in
Volume 2 of All the Year Round, namely "English Mutton", and "Pork". The
anonymous author of the piece on mutton -

which deals quite specifically with

improvements in sheep breeding - makes a defensive statement that it is more
important to English agriculture than beef. Even in an article on mutton, beef keeps
bursting forth. The "Beef' article is also the only one of these three which is a lead
article in the journal concerned, which may have something to do with the fervent, and
somewhat amusing, tones of the composition, rather appropriate to a piece about the
masculine spirit of beef itself pushing its way into the vanguard. 218

To return to Dickens himself, it is notable that a similar metaphor is used to that of the
famous 'streaky bacon' of Oliver Twist in a description of a meal in the Tales section
of Sketches by Boz. In "The Boarding House":

The boarders were seated, a lady and gentleman alternately, like the layers of
bread and meat in a plate of sandwiches; and then Mrs Tibbs directed James to
take off the covers. Salmon, lobster-sauce, giblet-soup, and the usual
accompaniments were dis-covered: potatoes like petrifications, and bits of toasted
bread, the shape and size of blank dice.' (321-361 at 328)
Here, in the lower middle class 'genteel' environment of the boarding house, the
melodramatic bacon of the criminal novel has been replaced by the 'layers' of ladies
and gentlemen. The women seem to be the bread and the men the meat, if the order of

2 18

There is a sequel to the "Beef' article by George A. Sala, "Further Travels in Search of Beef,"
Household Words 13.316 (1856): 306-312. I have not dealt with every article on meat in Household
Words or All the Year Round in this brief excursus, which is simply included to draw out aspects of
Dickens's own writing. Interestingly, the most arumal-focused writer of them all, Edmund Saul Dixon,
writes an article called "Horse-Eating," Household Words 13.317 (1856): 313-318. He finds it
reasonably palatable, although he admits he had to 'screw up courage' before tasting it, showing the
aversion that most English readers of the well-fed classes would have felt (317). There is, of course, no
equivalent to the word 'pork' or 'mutton' for horse-flesh, whereby the meat is modestly clothed in a
different word from the arumal. Even the English poor had to be fed horse in a disguised form, as a
reference to 'highly peppered horse' being hidden in a sausage (or 'German') makes clear. "Gone
Astray" Household Words (13 August 1853): 553-557, in Journalism, 35-44, at 38. In another article,
"Rat Tales", Household Words 18:438 (1858): 211-216, Dixon reports that Balzac declared 'What a
horrible perversion of taste it will be, to return to cannibalism through the bye-road of horse-eating! If
they eat the horse today, they will eat the horseman tomorrow. There is only the thickness of a saddle
between the two repasts! ' (214).
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the first part of the sentence flows through to the second. There is little of the birth
and death mentioned in Oliver Twist here. Even the potatoes have been refined into
fossil-like forms -one thinks of this geological description stretching through all the
works even as far as Lady Tippins in Our Mutual Friend, also resplendently death-like
in her artificiality -

and the bread is more the staff of suspended animation than of

life.

The food has been over-refined, just as the people are ill at ease. Even the very weak
joke of dis-covered works in a passage seeking to show a really bad meal. It is the sort
of joke that might be made at the meal itself.
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The meat here is overwhelmingly

white. Giblets are chicken offal, and have more colour than the outer flesh, but are still
a white meat. Mrs Tibbs, dominant over her husband, seems to have won out here,
and it is hard to think of a less 'beefy' meal, in the Sala sense. The bread side of the
sandwiches is dominant in the meal, just as in the house itself, at least until the end of
the story. Meat has its genders, it seems.

Just as we began this thesis with an examination of the link between women and birds,
we have returned to a link between women and chicken in my final chapter. Dead
animals are displayed in Dickens's menagerie, and they, like their live companions,
tell us something about the complex relationships amongst human beings as well as
those between humans and other animals in the Victorian world. Sympathetic feelings
ensure that people are more than merely meat in Dickens's novels and other works. A
traditional uneasiness, meditated by laughter is detectable when monkeys are
compared with people, emphasising that in Dickens's works moral and spiritual
characteristics are what separate human beings from these physically similar creatures.
Whether or not Darwin's thought had an effect on Dickens's writings in emphasising
the similarities between animals and human beings, Dickens seems to posit traditional
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Mamie Dickens remembers her father's regular perusal of the dinner menu at lunch time, and recalls
his rejection of a proposed chicken dish as 'Weak, very weak; decided want of imagination here .. . '
although other white meatj' dishes were approved by Dickens . Mamie Dickens, My Father as I Recall
Him (London: The Roxburghe Press, 1896) 19. Unlike the position in the Tibbs household, the father 's
views were definitely the stronger ones at Gad's Hill.
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moral thought as elevating people above the dismal swamp. The image of Mr Venus ' s
shop, crammed with bits of people and other animals, is far from dismal anyway.
Although it does seem rather confused and confusing, as one species becomes tangled
with the next, this is as much grounds for laughter as it is for existential doom.
Human beings and their institutions can be monstrous in Dickens ' s world, but this is
not inevitable, just as Mr Venus emerges from the shell of his shop morally unscathed.
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Conclusion
This thesis has attempted to examine the ways in which animal characters and animal
imagery are used in Dickens's novels and other works. It is not my intention to sum
up all these diverse uses in this conclusion, as the difference in the representation of
the various beasts has been the focus of my work. The birds, dogs, cats, the horses,
the farm animals, the exotic animals, the vermin, fish and insects, and some of their
by-products, have been examined, as have the ways in which people are described in
terms of these creatures.

The centrality of these images to the works has been emphasised. Although some
novels have comparatively few animal images - A Tale of Two Cities, for example,
has no major animal characters -

there are none in which the mention of animals is

purely incidental. Even the Tale uses an accident involving horses as a major element
in the plot, and the evil of the old regime in France is emphasised by the ways in
which the nobility describes the lower classes in terms of vermin. The majority of
Dickens's works swarm with non-human imagery, sometimes used in traditional ways,
as in the case of snakes, and sometimes reflecting the changing role of a particular
animal in English society. The pet dog, existing as a companion in the heart of the
family, really came into its own in urban England during Dickens's time, and we see
this reflected in the number of highly individual representations of dogs.

Dickens's portrayal of industralised and urbanised society has been subject to frequent
analysis. That animals remained part of most people's lives -

often as pets -

during

this process of change has been largely overlooked. Dickens's menagerie of animals
is not confined to his rural scenes -

although, as we have seen, the cattle which

regard Pip and the singing birds of the country are there - but follow his human
characters into the drawing room (Jip) and the pub (Grip and Bullseye.) Some animals
are usually associated with feminine company, as in the case of small, pretty birds
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(Grip, hardly pretty or small, is a different bird altogether), whereas the dog's
association with women as well as men shows that its role has changed from hunter to
companion. I have examined the moves to provide animals with limited protection
from abuse, which seems to go hand in hand with the development of a more
urbanised society in Victorian England. Dickens's own writings on animal welfare
issues provide an interesting counterpoint to these wider social developments.

The elephant is invoked in the scenes of recently created mechanised hell in
Coketown, whereas the serpent and eel remain firmly part of the ancient vocabulary of
evil (Heep and his ilk) which Dickens continues to explore. Some descriptions of
animals are as remarkable for their longevity as others are for what they indicate about
changes in society during the Victorian period and this has also been noted where
appropriate. If images of the snake are traditional, novelties such as the kangaroo or
the hippopotamus are introduced to show how English society was enriched and
amused by the import of creatures from the Empire and other regions.

Dickens's use of animals is not restricted to a mere reflection of the importance of
each beast in terms of its role in the economy. The cow, for example, is a less
important animal in Dickens's works than the elephant, and the bird comparatively few 'practical' applications -

an animal with

is present in the novels in a surprisingly

diverse series of images. Where the equine image is explored, it is as much for the
beauty of the animal as for its 'usefulness' in an economic sense, although there are
passing references to the horse as simply a beast of burden. The oyster sets itself
solidly in view in many works too, as a foodstuff and a metaphor. I have attempted to
bring out the variety of significant uses of each animal, rather than provide a list of
their occurrences in the works.

That it is Noah's ark that is the most frequent Old Testament reference in Dickens
should not be overlooked. The sheer multitude of animals and their differences seems
to have excited Dickens as a child and to have continued to provide a richness to the
works of the novelist throughout his creative life. Indeed, it is tempting to conclude
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by refiguring the novels, short works and non-fiction as a kind of ark, like the one
Dickens describes in "A Christmas Tree", in which the fly can loom almost as large as
the elephant. Even the emphasis Dickens puts on ravens refers, albeit obliquely, to the
story of Noah and his conservation of all life. Both human and non-human animals (to
use my very post-Darwinian term) were saved in the same boat, emphasising their
commonality, as well as the diversity of individual forms. In the novels, animal
characters are often as important as their human companions.

Changing analysis of the relationship between human and non-human animals
provided by Darwin -

and his geological predecessors -

seems to have made little

difference to the way Dickens used animals in his works. The menagerie expands to
include the dinosaurs; the ark gets bigger, even more lively. New attractions, brought
to human attention through geology, waddle through Dickens's pages, next to very
familiar domestic beasts. The human animal's ability to make choices and to feel
sympathy - the latter trait being one that the dog is sometimes shown to share remain central to the novelist's vision. This work has attempted to capture something
of the richness of uses to which Dickens puts animals in his works, and not to shy
away from the importance of this brute creation in his flood of words.
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