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The novels of Charles Dickens resonate with ancient and Christian moral 

messages: From plots and characters representative of Victorian ideals and 

concerns emerge themes that reflect centuries of moral, and, as I argue, specifically 

Augustinian, teaching. While the Christian overtones of Charles Dickens‘s novels 

are seldom denied, their Augustinian nature, their purpose, and Dickens‘s hopes for 

their effect are rarely given their proper due. In opposition to the postmodern idea 

of an increasing nihilism and despair in Dickens‘s message, I examine instead his 

steadfast fascination with and joy in the power of charitable friendships—

friendships that embody goodness and the possibility for conversion, friendships 

that are especially noteworthy amid the societal darkness ushered in by the crises of 

faith that accompanied nineteenth-century industrialization, commercialization, and 

de-moralization.  
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Preparing to highlight the undeniable moral value in both the rejected and 

realized friendships and conversions of Dickens‘s Martin Chuzzlewit, Bleak House, 

and Great Expectations, first I focus on true friendship as a necessary part of a 

soul‘s ascent developed in Plato‘s Symposium and Phaedrus, as well as in 

Aristotle‘s Nicomachean Ethics, illustrating how these classical texts anticipate the 

Augustinian notion of a soul‘s transformation from the earthly city to the city of 

God. With this literary continuum thus established, I contend that the Heavenly 

City as it is reflected in the Dickensian world relies on its virtuous citizens, those 

true friends who consistently manifest Christian charity, humility, and forgiveness. 
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INTRODUCTION 

While it is now widely recognized by literary scholars and philosophers that 

the marriage of classical antiquity and Christianity integrated reason and faith, thus 

helping solidify the foundations for Western civilization,
1
 this union has often been 

scrutinized. The Victorians, on whose literature this dissertation focuses, struggled 

with their sincere debt to and love for the classics, as they feared its conflict with 

their strong, but sometimes tenuous, Christian faith. John Henry Newman, for 

example, simultaneously renowned and infamous for his nineteenth-century 

conversion from the Anglican to the Catholic Church, wrote in a sonnet of his 

dilemma over an unresolved passion for the masterpieces of ancient Greece: ―Why, 

wedded to the Lord, still yearns my heart / Towards these scenes of ancient heathen 

fame? ... Nay, from no fount impure these drops arise / ‗Tis but that sympathy with 

Adam‘s race / Which in each brother‘s history reads its own.‖
2
 Frank M. Turner 

explains that the revived attraction to antiquity resulted from the social, political, 

religious, and intellectual tumult of the Enlightenment and a seemingly persistent 

state of revolution. In this era of tremendous religious, scientific, and industrial 

change, the tenets and institutions of Christianity did not always align to the more 

                                                 
1. See, for example, Lucy Beckett, In the Light of Christ: Writings in the Western Tradition (San 

Francisco: Ignatius, 2006), p18-57; C. S. Lewis, ―Christianity and Literature,‖ The Seeing Eye, Ed. 

Walter Hooper (New York: Ballantine, 1967), p1-14; Peter Milward, The Simplicity of the West 

(London: St. Austin P, 1998), 24-31; Josef Pieper, “Divine Madness”: Plato‟s Case Against Secular 

Humanism, Trans. Lothar Krauth (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1995). 
2. Quoted in Richard Jenkyns, The Victorians and Ancient Greece (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 

1980), 68. 
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progressive nature of these cultural changes. Such a conflict of interests was, at this 

time, relatively new. Until the latter part of the eighteenth-century Western 

Europeans identified predominantly with their Roman and Christian foundations: 

―Europe had a Roman past, and European civilization was congruent with Latin 

Christendom.‖
3
 The new conflict, however, was undeniable, as it manifested itself 

in all parts of society, literature being no exception. Referencing Charles Dickens‘s 

A Tale of Two Cities, Richard Jenkyns elucidates, via Dickens‘s eighteenth-century 

example, the Victorian situation at hand: 

It was a time certainly when both faith and doubt grew in strength and 

fervor; and similarly progress and decline, hypocrisy and integrity, all forms 

of conformity and disaffection, social, moral and political, seemed to have 

intensified. The religious conflict was often fought out within the compass 

of a single human mind, and in other ways too many of those eminent men 

whom we or their contemporaries have chosen to regard as typically 

Victorian seem to have represented their age in microcosm by being pulled 

in different directions by contrary impulses.
4
  

 

Dickens, Jenkyns points out, was no exception, as he wavered between reformism 

and convention. For his struggles, as well as for his pervasive Christian optimism, 

Charles Dickens, I maintain, can be seen as one of the many fruits of the two-

thousand year union of antiquity and Christianity, steeped as he was in the 

traditions of his Western, Christian heritage as well as in his own English Victorian 

society.  

Dickens‘s work resonates with ancient and Christian moral messages: From 

plots and characters representative of Victorian ideals and concerns emerge themes 

                                                 
3. Frank M. Turner, The Greek Heritage in Victorian Britain (New Haven and London: Yale UP, 

1984), 2-3. 

4. Jenkyns, 69-70. 

 



 

vii 

 

that reflect centuries of moral, and specifically Augustinian, teaching. Augustine, 

as I will argue, provides a foundation on which authors interested in moral 

transformation build throughout subsequent history. For, as Kenneth Boa asserts, 

By universalizing the dynamics of the human soul in his Confessions, 

[Augustine] developed a theology of personal engagement in which the 

quest of the finite seeking the infinite and the flight of the soul to God 

became paradigmatic of the need for all human activity to be directed 

toward the possession of the only One who can satisfy the deepest hunger of 

the heart.
5
 

 

Of course, in Dickens‘s literary worlds, as we will see, God is most often 

metaphorically present in the goodness of truly virtuous characters, rather than in 

frequent mention of His infinite goodness. Nonetheless, in the course of the 

Dickensian plots, the ultimate direction of a character‘s soul is clearly dependent 

upon his/her chosen activities in response to that goodness.  

 While the Christian overtones of Charles Dickens‘s novels are seldom 

denied, their Augustinian nature, their purpose, and Dickens‘s hopes for their effect 

are rarely given their proper due. Often neglected, too, are the metaphysical 

manifestations in Dickens‘s works. My examination, however, will consider signs 

of the metaphysical therein, defining the ―metaphysical‖ as that which ―transcends 

the world of experience as its ultimate source.‖
6
 Determined to pay the Dickensian 

corpus proper homage, I will explore in his works what Elliot L. Gilbert calls the 

                                                 
5. Kenneth Boa, Augustine to Freud (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 2004), 60. 

6. Walter Brugger and Kenneth Baker, eds. and trans., Philosophical Dictionary (Spokane, WA: 

Gonzaga University Press, 1972), 247. This definition takes into account the Aristotelian tradition 

which considered physical ―the whole corporeal world of experience insofar as it is subject to 

physics or nature.‖  
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―metaphysical innocence‖
7
 [italics are mine] yearned for by many of his 

protagonists and enabled by other characters who—from a state of seemingly 

perpetual innocence—guide them back to their metaphysical origin. Their journeys 

are replete with positive potential, for these metaphysical voyages are not 

susceptible to the ravages of time. For example, in A Christmas Carol—according 

to Gilbert, who does not acknowledge the Augustinian tenor of his own words—

Dickens portrays the true ―simultaneity of all experience,‖ noting that ―it is only the 

immediacy, the insistence of material reality, Dickens tells us, that distracts men 

from the greater reality of their inner lives.‖
8
 Thus, A Christmas Carol, manifestly 

a tale of moral conversion, illustrates Scrooge‘s eventual answer to the supernatural 

call away from his material, time-bound obsessions. In this work, Gilbert explains, 

Dickens presents ―the past, present, and future exist[ing] in an eternal present,‖
9
 the 

literary actualization of which has a transformational effect on Scrooge. Gilbert‘s 

analysis clearly echoes, even if unintentionally, Augustine‘s realization that God, 

Truth, ―Wisdom … is as it has always been and as it will be for ever [sic] … 

because eternity is not in the past or the future.‖
10

 This acknowledgment of God as 

ever-present stands in complete opposition to the idea of an increasing nihilism and 

                                                 
7. Elliot L. Gilbert, ―The Ceremony of Innocence: Charles Dickens‘ A Christmas Carol,‖ PMLA, 

Vol. 90, No. 1 (Jan., 1975), 24. In the next two chapters, at appropriate points, I will discuss 

Gilbert‘s thesis in greater detail. Although Gilbert makes no mention of Augustine in his study, his 

assertion that ―metaphysical innocence is immutable, … always potentially recoverable … , always 

ready to be reintroduced by [the individual] into his consciousness of himself‖ (24) is clearly 

reminiscent of Augustine‘s discussions on  memory and time in books ten and eleven of the 

Confessions. Additionally, what Gilbert says of Scrooge‘s ―quest for the lost innocence‖ (28) may 

be said also of the pilgrimages of Dickens‘s other dynamic, converting characters. 

8. Ibid., 28. 

9. Ibid. 

10. Augustine, Confessions, trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin (London: Penguin, 1961), 9.10.  All subsequent 

quotations from the Confessions will be taken from this translation.                                             
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despair in Dickens‘s message; thus, I examine instead—throughout his corpus— 

his steadfast fascination with and joy in the power of goodness and the possibility 

for conversion, that is, for transformations or reformations uniquely noteworthy 

amidst the societal darkness ushered in by the materialistic, scientific advances that 

led to industrialization, commercialization, and de-moralization.  

Arguing for Dickens as an heir of classical and, most especially, Christian 

ideals, I will focus specifically on the signs of hope and truth in three of his novels: 

Martin Chuzzlewit (1843), Bleak House (1852), and Great Expectations (1860)—

novels which offer much more essential optimism than literary criticism typically 

recognizes. For example, Kate Flint highlights Martin Chuzzlewit‘s insistence on 

the weapon of the Victorian public‘s gullibility for the veneer of stature, as it is 

manifested in Jonas Chuzzlewit‘s greedy and fatal attraction to the finely appointed 

waiting room of The Anglo-Bengalee Disinterested Loan and Life Assurance 

Company and his later duping of his own clients. With her focus on the novel‘s 

darkness, Flint gives no attention to the unmistakable message of hope and healing 

in Martin Chuzzlewit‟s Mark Tapley, Tom Pinch, and John Westlock. Flint‘s 

discussion of societal greed and society‘s obsession with status is surely warranted, 

yet she neglects Dickens‘s dominant message as she claims, ―If Martin Chuzzlewit 

teaches one lesson, it is not so much about the obvious pitfalls of selfishness but 

about the dangers of being too trusting, too confident in one‘s own interpretive 

powers.‖
 11

 Further overshadowing Dickensian optimism, Flint insists that the 

reading audience, as well as the concerned characters (the younger Martin, Tom 

                                                 
11. Kate Flint, ―The Middle Novels: Chuzzlewit, Dombey and Copperfield,‖ The Cambridge 

Companion to Charles Dickens, Ed. John O. Jordan (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2001), 37.  
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Pinch, John Westlock, etc.), incorrectly fear that the elder Martin is Pecksniff‘s 

unwary victim. Again, her contention is true, yet this gullibility in no way matches 

the importance of the persistent efforts of each member of this family to extricate 

his loved one from the clutches of moral decrepitude.  

In Bleak House and Great Expectations criticism, too, the beneficent 

characters are often denied adequate recognition for their thematic importance. For 

example, according to J. Hillis Miller, in the opening of Bleak House,  

It does not seem that a truly human existence is possible ... no relation 

between people making possible significant communication. But we come 

to see that the inhuman fixity   ... is not a permanent condition. ... Prior to 

the timeless paralysis of things there was a long process of deceleration and 

decay. ... The world possesses an immanent tendency toward decomposition 

which only the most delicately and resolutely applied constructive force can 

counteract. And it is just this force which is almost totally absent in Bleak 

House.
12

   

 

Miller‘s notion of ―almost totally absent‖ neglects the vital force of the constructive 

presence of such dominant figures as John Jarndyce and Esther, as well as the 

deprivation of metaphysical innocence—most visible in the story of Richard 

Carstone—that results from resisting their charitable offers of salvation. Regarding 

Great Expectations, K. J. Fielding rightly criticizes Miller‘s, as well as Lionel 

                                                 
12. J. Hillis Miller, ―The World of Bleak House,‖ Bleak House, Eds. George Ford and Sylvère 

Monod (New York: Norton, 1977), 948. See also Monroe Engel, The Maturity of Dickens 

(Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1959). For example, regarding Bleak House, Engel writes, ―It is the 

obduracy of the old bad system that makes the hope for gradual or peaceful improvement seem so 

small to Dickens‖ (123). Likewise, Joyce Kloc McClure, with whom I agree on love‘s role in 

promoting justice, like Miller, ignores the moral and spiritual value of the novel‘s hopeful ending in 

the new Bleak House. She insists that ―Bleak House is much more a novel about the deleterious 

nature of injustice than it is one about the power of love to reverse its effects‖ (p.41). Rather than 

take this quantitative approach, I read Dickens qualitatively, seeing the ultimate messages as they 

are portrayed in the positive outcomes of the charitable friends in contrast to the negative outcomes 

for those unwilling to accept or to be such a friend. Joyce Kloc McClure, ―Seeing Through the Fog: 

Love and Injustice in Bleak House,‖ The Journal of Religious Ethics, Vol. 31, no. 1 (Spring, 2003), 

23-44. 
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Trilling‘s, claim of the autonomy of each novel; Fielding focuses instead on 

Dickens, and on Great Expectations in particular, as a moral message to society, a 

society in need of positive models to follow as they learn to reject the negative 

ones. Thus, rather than concentrate on Pip‘s personal guilt, as Miller and Trilling 

and numerous others do, Fielding looks instead ―at the real world by which 

Dickens was so passionately disturbed, [where] one can catch a glimpse of a 

society the members of which did well to raise a feeling of guilt at its recent 

treatment of crime and punishment.‖
13

 To clarify, Fielding quotes from the 

Attorney-General‘s 1859 hopeful address to a Y. M. C. A. group: ―‗I am perfectly 

confident that the principle of mutual benevolence, of universal desire to do good, 

derived from Christianity...is one of the best and most sure modes of securing even 

temporary success in life.‘‖
14

 How interesting it is to read, alongside the Attorney-

General‘s claim, Augustine‘s claim, written in 401, that ―Every human being is part 

of the human race, and human nature is a social entity, and has naturally the great 

benefit and power and friendship.‖
15

 As I explore these novels, it is with an 

Augustinian eye that I will celebrate the salvific effects of conversions facilitated 

by the charity of true friends. In her study of Augustine and the conversion 

narrative, Anne Hunsaker Hawkins presents conversion ―as a kind of transcendent 

wish-fulfillment, where the ordinary state of ambivalence gives way to the sense of 

                                                 
13. K. J. Fielding, ―The Critical Autonomy of Great Expectations,‖ Great Expectations, Ed. Edgar 

Rosenberg (New York: Norton, 1999 [1961]), 667. 

14. Ibid., 667-8. 

15. ―The Excellence of Marriage,‖ Marriage and Virginity, Trans. Ray Kearney, Eds. David G. 

Hunter and John E. Rotelle (Hyde Park, NY: New City P, 1999), 33. With this, Augustine opens his 

treatise on the virtues and responsibilities of marriage, yet he also further amplifies the importance 

he has earlier placed on friendship in both Teaching Christianity and the Confessions. 
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clarity and inner harmony, and where the usual distance between self and other is 

replaced by the sensation of oneness.‖
16

 Clearly Hawkins‘s notion echoes 

Augustine‘s definition of the human being as one who relies on true friends for his 

return to metaphysical innocence. 

To build the foundation for my concentration on the undeniable moral value 

in the friendships and conversions—both rejected and realized—of these novels, 

first I will cite the concepts of true friendship as a necessary part of a soul‘s ascent 

developed in Plato‘s Symposium and Phaedrus, as well as in Aristotle‘s 

Nicomachean Ethics, and I will show how they—properly read, according to the 

philosophy of St. Augustine of Hippo
17

—anticipate the Augustinian notion of a 

soul‘s transformation from the earthly city to the city of God, which is, in effect, 

―both a rediscovery of the state of early infancy, and its perfection.‖
18

 For 

Augustine, such a state of innocence exists always in the memory, for our origin, 

God, from Whom we fall away from the moment of our birth, need only be 

earnestly, humbly, faithfully sought in order to be found. One who thus acquiesces 

to his soul‘s need for transformation, for conversion, remembers that—despite any 

worldly gifts of praise, money, or affection—his memory is ―crippled by the loss of 

                                                 
16. Anne Hunsaker Hawkins, Archetypes of Conversion: The Autobiographies of Augustine, 

Bunyan, and Merton (Lewisburg: Bucknell UP, 2001), 19. Hawkins‘s study deals with authors 

whose conversion narratives are overtly Christian. Extending beyond Hawkins‘s discussion, I 

employ her presentation of the Augustinian archetype to elucidate the Christian themes, most often 

implicitly conveyed, in Dickens‘s tales of conversion.  

17. Discussing the problem of ambiguity in metaphorical language, Augustine insists on the danger 

of understanding signs as merely that to which they most directly refer. Instead, he prescribes that 

we ―carry out or venerate useful signs established by God, fully understanding their force and 

significance, ...not in fact venerating what can be seen and passes away, but rather that reality to 

which all such things are to be referred.‖ Teaching Christianity, Ed. John E. Rotelle, Trans. Edmund 

Hill (Hyde park, NY: New City P, 1996), 3.9.   

18. Hawkins, 19. 
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something to which it had grown accustomed, [and keeps] demanding that the 

missing part should be restored.‖
19

  

After establishing this foundation, I will unearth the bedrock of the 

Dickensian landscape to reveal the common ground between his Victorian 

microcosm of society and the Augustinian vision, a vision of the universal 

Christian messages of charity, humility, and love. Moreover, guided by the 

philosophy and theology of Augustine, I will elucidate the coexistent moral 

urgency and moral hopefulness of the Dickensian world.  Perhaps more to the 

twenty-first century reader than to his/her nineteenth century counterpart,  

Dickens‘s often emphatic precepts alongside his overtly enthusiastic prospects 

seem paradoxical; nonetheless, in Dickens‘s corpus, his purposefully dogmatic 

prescriptions and condemnations are pervasive and purposeful. Furthermore, these 

narrative interjections are profound, for, as I maintain, they present a positive 

model for conversion adhering to Augustine‘s foundational teachings. The 

Augustinian ethos was surely part of the intellectual consciousness of Dickens‘s 

era, for his was the society that gave rise to the Oxford Movement, which led 

ultimately to John Henry Newman‘s momentous role in the restoration of 

traditional Catholicism to the Victorian world.
20

  

                                                 
19. Augustine, Confessions, 10.19.   

20. In chapter two, I will discuss Newman as I outline the development and the influence of the 

Oxford Movement, which began as a controversy between liberal Anglicans and those in the church 

who sought a return to the Thirty-nine Articles, the foundation for the Anglican church of the 

Reformation. This liberal versus conservative struggle evolved into an Anglo-Catholic versus 

Roman Catholic struggle as some prominent Anglican clergymen, Newman arguably the most 

notable, converted to the Church of Rome, a process which was bolstered and propelled by 
Newman‘s reading of Augustine‘s words, ―‗Securus judicat orbis terrarum,‘‖ words which Newman 

translated as ―The universal Church is in its judgments secure of truth.‖ Apologia Pro Vita Sua, Ed. 

Ian Ker (London: Penguin, 1994), 116, 547 (n. 67).  
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 Of course, with the progression from the burgeoning Modernism that 

immediately followed Dickens to the ensuing Postmodernism of the latter twentieth 

century, literary criticism decisively shifted its focus from tradition, authorial 

influence, and intention to the relativistic ‗art for art‘s sake‘ approach,
21

 which in 

the course of the succeeding century paved the way for the post-structuralist 

obsession with ―différance‖ and ―textuality.‖
22

  However, proclaiming loudly from 

within the heyday of Modernism the influence of the preceding eras on the 

                                                 
21. The English translation of the French term ―L‘Art pour L‘Art.‖ In the world of visual arts, in the 

mid-nineteenth century realism of Gustave Courbet and the late nineteenth century impressionism of 

Edouard Manet, the Art for Art‘s Sake doctrine took hold. According to this doctrine, the painter 

concerns himself with aesthetics alone, leaving behind any necessary connection to reality, any need 

to convey a message with strict representation. Although in the 1840s, Turner‘s works, such as The 

Slave Ship (1840), were surely nonrepresentational, Turner, owing to his expressed intentions and 

subsequent classification, is considered a member of the Romantic movement. By the century‘s end, 

Whistler, an outspoken proponent of the Art for Art‘s Sake movement, created what, was considered 

the most nonrepresentational piece: Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket (1874), a 

painting that ―does not look for resemblances but for purely formal harmony.‖ H. W. Janson and 

Anthony F. Janson, History of Art, 5
th

 edition revised (New York, Harry N. Abrams, 1997), 690-91, 

720, 731-32. 

In the realm of British literature, early detractors to what was commonly called the Aesthetic 

Movement included John Ruskin and Matthew Arnold who sought a moralistic purpose in art. 

According to Shuster, Ruskin, in particular, who had a particular fancy for medieval painting, was 

concerned that society ―had turned from its ancient highway into ugly and degenerate paths.‖ 

Interestingly, however, Ruskin is credited often with propelling the movement, perhaps for the 

reason that, as G. K. Chesterton concludes, ―He seemed to want all parts of the Cathedral except the 

altar.‖ From such desires was born the modern divide that separates beauty from religion and a 

belief in absolute truth. George N. Shuster. The Catholic Spirit in Modern English Literature 

(Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries P, 1967 [1922]), 167. G. K. Chesterton, The Victorian Age in 

Literature, G. K. Chesterton Collected Works, Volume XV: Chesterton on Dickens (San Francisco: 

Ignatius, 1989), 448. 

22. In his essay, ―Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,‖ Jacques 

Derrida, a leading post-structuralist, celebrates ―the Nietzschean affirmation—the joyous 

affirmation of the freeplay of the world and of the innocence of becoming, the affirmation of a 

world of signs without fault, without truth, without origin, offered to an active interpretation‖ (925). 

Elaborating on Heideggerean thought, Derrida discusses, in his essay ―Différance,‖ the 
meaninglessness of origin, or of ―trace,‖ for ―if we admit that différance (is) (itself) something other 

than presence and absence, if it traces, then we are dealing with the forgetting of the difference 

(between Being and beings), and we now have to talk about the disappearance of the trace‘s trace‖ 

(947). As we will see in our later discussions of Augustine‘s Confessions, book 10, it is precisely 

our memory that leads us to the trace, to God, for the absolute Truth, which Derrida‘s theory denies. 

Like Augustine, Dickens, too, I would argue, insists on a stable origin, of the Being who gives us 

being and to whom we look for the meaning of all signs. David H. Richter, ed., The Critical Edition: 

Classic Texts and Contemporary Trends, Third Edition (Boston and New York: Bedford/St. 

Martin‘s, 2007), 915-26 and 932-49. 
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Victorian age, G. K. Chesterton writes, ―Real development is not leaving things 

behind, as on a road, but drawing life from them, as from a root,‖ and England, he 

says, ―like all Christian countries, ...drank its long literary draughts from the classic 

fountain of the ancients.‖
23

 Even so, the monumental Modern/Postmodern move—

partly an assault on the continuity of history as narrative—devalued a longtime 

continuum of literary thought which I seek to reappraise.  

To reenter the continuum and to acknowledge the religious skepticism of 

the Victorian period, we can look, for example, at the variations in the philosophies 

of Renaissance author Sir Philip Sidney and nineteenth century poet Percy Bysshe 

Shelley. Sidney, in his ―Apology for Poetry,‖ says that poetry‘s ―final end is to lead 

and draw us to as high a perfection as our degenerate souls ... can be capable of.‖
24

 

Influenced by Aristotle, Sidney recognizes poetry as mimesis and poesis, and from 

his Christian perspective, Sidney acknowledges that the chief form of poetry 

―imitate[s] the inconceivable excellencies of God‖
25

 and lifts the character of the 

reader to a high and virtuous state. Three hundred years later, Shelley, in his 

―Defence of Poetry,‖ again affirms the value of literature, contending that all great 

philosophers (and he places especial emphasis on Plato) and poets present through 

language a vision of the world and the eternal truths to which its time-bound 

citizens aspire. Shelley claims that ―a poem is the very image of life expressed in 

                                                 
23. Chesterton, The Victorian Age in Literature, 425  

24. Sir Philip Sidney, ―An Apology for Poetry,‖ The Critical Tradition: Classic Texts and 

Contemporary Trends, 3
rd

 ed, Ed. David H. Richter (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin‘s, 2007), 140. 

25. Ibid., 139. 
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its eternal truth.‖
26

 The Sidney/Shelley divide becomes evident, as we read 

Shelley‘s insistence that ―Nobody merits the title Creator save God and the Poet.‖
27

 

Here, rather than defining poetry as a divinely-inspired gift, Shelley deifies it, thus 

separating himself from his Renaissance predecessor and the ever-Christian ethos 

of Charles Dickens. Unlike Shelley, Dickens, we will find, echoes Augustine‘s 

medieval assertion about the arts, namely, that ―all good and true Christians should 

understand that truth, wherever they may find it, belongs to their Lord ... , ... 

weighing it up and acknowledging it also in the sacred books.‖
28

 In the works of 

Dickens, such truth—illuminating the division between good and evil—exists and 

conforms to Augustine‘s, as well as Sidney‘s, prescription; that is, truth as revealed 

in the Dickensian world calls forth our recognition of biblical lessons. In this study, 

then, I will illuminate the guiding truths to be found in the Dickensian landscape, 

conducting, as has not yet been done, a full-length study of his place in a long, vital 

line of Christian authors that originates with Augustine.
29

  

                                                 
26. Percy Bysshe Shelley, ―A Defence of Poetry,‖ The Critical Tradition: Classic Texts and 

Contemporary Trends, 3
rd

 ed, Ed. David H. Richter (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin‘s, 2007), 349. 

Although Shelley differentiates between story and poetry—as has been common since the Victorian 

era, during which fiction, both the short story and the novel, gained literary prominence—I maintain 

that his definition of poetry as that which ―is universal and contains within itself the germ of a 

relation to whatever motives or actions have place in the possible varieties of human nature‖ (350) 

holds true for fiction such as Dickens‘s, as well. 

27. Ibid., 361, n. 23. 

28. Augustine, Teaching Christianity (De Doctrina Christiana), Trans. Edmund Hill, O.P,  Ed. John 

E. Rotelle, O. S. A. (Hyde Park, NY: New City P, 1996), 2.28.                                           
29. However, in The City of Dickens, Alexander Welsh does make several vital connections 

between Dickens and Augustine. He writes, ―The good in Dickens are sojourners also in the literal 

sense of St. Augustine and St. Paul. They are traveling beyond the earthly city, beyond death.‖ 

Welsh does treat of Martin Chuzzlewit in this section of his study, discussing Martin‘s sojourn and 

subsequent conversion, but he does not place the importance that I do on Mark Tapley‘s role in 

Martin‘s transformation. The sojourners of Bleak House and Great Expectations and their 

relationship to the Augustinian notion of friendship and conversion are not introduced. Alexander 

Welsh, The City of Dickens (Cambridge, Harvard UP, 1986), 118. 
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 To claim Augustine as a Dickensian influence is not to forget the true 

origins of Christianity. Specifically, Augustine‘s debt to Paul‘s conversion and 

subsequent epistles is undeniable. And, indeed, the Dickensian conversions—such 

as Martin Chuzzlewit‘s and Pip‘s—do contain much that is Pauline, but not in that 

they are similar to Paul‘s sudden, on the road to Damascus change.
30

 Rather, the 

Pauline aspects of Dickens can be traced to Paul‘s letters—where he discusses love, 

humility, friendship, charity, and associated virtues, all of which are attributes of 

the Holy City to be pursued in order to reach that destination. Of course, Paul‘s 

letters detail, too, all of the opposing evils—lust, pride, greed, and envy—which 

will be vanquished by good, once Paul‘s listeners cast aside their earthly 

worldliness in exchange for their souls‘ salvation.
31

 These lessons, which are later 

promoted and further developed by Augustine (tied to history in City of God, to 

personal narrative in Confessions, and to honest reading and scriptural exegesis in 

Teaching Christianity)
32

 come forth in Dickens. It is Augustine's assimilation of 

Plato (through Plotinus) and Paul that advances Augustine‘s philosophy and 

                                                 
30. Of course, Scrooge‘s conversion in A Christmas Carol, which I will discuss in chapter two, is 

closer to Paul‘s. 

31. In his ―Letter to the Romans,‖ Paul says of the wicked, ―Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 

and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man or birds or animals 

or reptiles‖ (1.22-23). Further along, his distinction between eternal life and death is even more 

precise: ―To set the mind on things of the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and 

peace‖ (8.6). Unless otherwise noted, scriptural quotations are taken from The Holy Bible: Revised 

Standard Version, Catholic Edition (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1965). 

32. For example, in the City of God, Augustine responds to the pagans‘ accusation that devotion to 

Christ led to the fall of Rome. In contrast, he insists that pagan self-reliance left Rome weak and 

unprepared to withstand the Visigoths. In the Confessions, Augustine emphasizes pride as the cause 

of his parents‘ earlier overemphasis on his social and professional successes. Additionally, we learn 

that Augustine‘s final surrender of his lustful inclinations is the necessary predecessor to his 

baptism. In Teaching Christianity, book two, Augustine insists that in all scriptural reading we must 

seek God‘s will for us. Our well-instructed interpretation of signs, in both their literal and figurative 

senses, is vital to our honest reading. In subsequent chapters, I will provide further elaboration and 

examples. 
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theology of Christian friendship and community, which in turn fuels the conversion 

stories of Western literature, a group to which many of Dickens‘s works belong.  

As will be discussed in greater detail in the following chapter, Augustine 

describes Platonic thought as a prefiguring of Christianity. In the Republic, of 

course, Plato delineates the hierarchy from the sensible world to the intelligible 

world.  As the first major figure to merge the classical with the Christian, in his 

City of God, Augustine explains, ―Plato defined the Sovereign Good as the life in 

accordance with virtue; and he declared that this was possible only for one who had 

the knowledge of God and who strove to imitate him; this was the sole condition of 

happiness.‖
33

 Re-illuminating Platonic philosophy with his belief in Christianity‘s 

one true God, Augustine maintains that Platonists found ―the light by which truth is 

perceived, and the spring which offers the drink of felicity.‖
34

  

The Platonic ascent to the Forms is clearly linked to the Augustinian 

pilgrimage from the earthly to the Heavenly city. Having so emphatically linked 

Platonic thought with Christian doctrine, Augustine follows with discussion of the 

God‘s city. Hopeful, future citizens of this city, ―must lead a right life … during 

their earthy pilgrimage.‖
35

 A life rightly led, he recognizes after his own 

conversion, will ensure eternal life with God. Augustine‘s internal self-examination 

and ongoing conversation with God—as he faces his own selfishness and 

irreverence and then, contrite and changed, proceeds with his conversion—defines 

                                                 
33. Augustine, City of God, Trans. Henry Bettenson (London: Penguin, 1972), 8.8. See also Lucy 

Beckett, In the Light of Christ: Writings in the Western Tradition (San Francisco: Ignatius, 2006), 

38. 

34. Ibid., 8.10 

35. Ibid., 14.9. 
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his role as son, father, friend, and priest. More than that, his dynamic path from 

doubt to faith in the Confessions defines the conversion narrative from the Middle 

Ages onward and clearly provides the foundation for the modern conversion story. 

Unlike in earlier authors influenced by Augustine (consider Dante, Cervantes, 

Bunyan), in Dickens, typically, God is much less often overtly addressed, but His 

tenets are ever-present and respected as characters are delineated by their 

willingness, or lack thereof, to humble themselves and to cling to God‘s tenets as 

they surrender Self, thereby paradoxically avoiding self-destruction.  

In his chapter on ―The Hearth,‖ Alexander Welsh‘s analysis of the home as 

a substitute for the Heavenly City is crucial to my argument. Welsh considers this 

passage from City of God—one that illuminates Augustine‘s estimate of the role of 

earthly city:  

There was certainly a kind of shadow and prophetic image of this 

[Heavenly] City, which served rather to point towards it than to reproduce it 

on earth at the time when it was due to be displayed. This image was also 

called the holy city, in virtue of its pointing to that other City, not as being 

the express likeness of the reality which is yet to be.
36

  

 

The Victorian society, as Welsh notes, was now resistant to such a philosophy, for 

the burgeoning role of science led to an abandonment of faith and a ―positivism 

[that] undermined the very premise of [Augustine‘s] argument.‖
37

 For this reason, 

Karl Ashley Smith suggests that ―we might want to think of Dickens‘s London as 

in contrast to Augustine‘s City of God … identifying London as a social and 

spiritual problem with Augustine‘s earthly city, based on corrupt values and 

                                                 
36. Augustine, City of God, Trans. Henry Bettenson (London: Penguin, 1972), 15.2. 

37. Welsh, 148. 
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destined for destruction.‖
38

 Smith‘s assertion aligns with Welsh‘s comment that ―of 

the earthly city there was more evidence than ever in the nineteenth century; but 

rather than surrender the heavenly city altogether, this century would find both its 

symbolic presentation and its reality in the family surrounded by the earthly city.‖
39

 

Diverging from Welsh‘s argument that the Dickensian homes and hearths suggest 

merely the warmth and safety mutually exclusive from Christianity,
40

 I will argue 

that the Heavenly City as it is reflected in the Dickensian city relies heavily on its 

virtuous citizens who consistently manifest Christian charity and forgiveness.   

That Dickensian heroes find their happiness, their peace in an earthly 

setting, rather than in heaven, perhaps manifests Dickens‘s use of storytelling 

technique to convey his persistent faith in a world better than the increasingly 

faithless one in which he lived. While we do have in the nineteenth-century such 

vital supernatural inclusions as Dickens‘s A Christmas Carol, with Marley‘s 

converted spirit returning to London to guide Scrooge, his former soul mate in 

greed and Godlessness, most often in the Dickensian world we still find the locus 

of conversion and salvation in a specially created offshoot of the world itself. No 

longer in the nineteenth-century novel do we have what I will call the heavenly 

retrospective of Africanus, for example, from his position in the heavens, observing 

his misguided grandson Scipio before visiting him in a dream to turn Scipio from 

his attraction to things temporal to an awareness and awe of things eternal.
41

 Nor do 

                                                 
38. Karl Ashley Smith, Dickens and the Unreal City: Searching for Spiritual Significance in 

Nineteenth-Century London (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 212. 

39. Ibid.  

40. Ibid. 

41. See Cicero‘s ―The Dream of Scipio.‖ 
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we have the heavenly retrospective of Chaucer's Troilus, looking down from 

heaven acknowledging his worldly errors and appreciating his enlightened 

Heavenly vantage point.
42

 Instead, in the cases of my three chosen Dickens novels 

(and others, such as Oliver Twist, Dombey and Son, and David Copperfield, for 

example),
43

 there is, by the conclusion,  really an heavenly prospective of sorts, a 

true community—however small—of friends who love one another in and for God, 

typologically anticipating the Eternal City and metaphysical innocence regained.
44

 

To fortify this contention, we may look to Phillip Cary‘s study of Augustine‘s view 

of the soul‘s inner self, in which Cary contends that ―sin is not necessary—and a 

soul without sin, having no evil will to separate it from God, could not possibly be 

                                                 
42. See Chaucer‘s Troilus and Criseyde. 

43. In these works, after numerous bouts with worldly temptations, as represented by the people and 

institutions of Victorian society, the heroes/heroines arrive in places cleansed of the external dangers 

and peopled with figures of equal goodness. At the conclusion of Oliver Twist, we find the peaceful 

communion of Oliver, Mr. Brownlow, and the Maylies. In Dombey and Son, Florence heals from 

her wounds, both physical and emotional, in the comforting haven of Captain Cuttle‘s home. 

Ultimately, the home she builds with Walter and their child is her reformed father‘s refuge from his 

earlier life of abusive greed and ambition. In David Copperfield, David ultimately finds rest and 

happiness in the arms of Agnes Wickfield, she who had been the devoted ―angel‖ throughout his 

tumultuous life. 

44. I must point out here the trend of much postmodern Dickens criticism, which attributes to 

Dickens a focus on homoeroticism —a focus in very stark contrast to my explanation above of the 

concept of heavenly prospective. Holly Furneaux, for example, discusses Dickens‘s creation of 

―alternative families, ‖ in which ―marriage is deprivileged as just one possible choice in determining 

family,‖ parenting is an  ―imaginatively overdetermined activity of the heterosexual family,‖ and 

―maternity is pluralized … [to] demonstrate Dickens‘s fascination with the possibility of diverse 

gendered roles within the family.‖ Holly Furneaux, ―Charles Dickens‘s Families of Choice: Elective 

Affinities, Sibling Substitution, and Homoerotic Desire,‖ Nineteenth-Century Literature, vol. 62, no. 

2, p153-54. As I will clarify throughout this dissertation, the value of friendship—both inside and 

outside biological family ties—transcends gender and sex, and exists for eternal, rather than 

temporal purposes. Oliver Buckton explains that,  in contrast to the early Victorian period when 

same-sex friendships were not considered unnatural, by the time of the Oxford Movement, ―close 

male-male bonds were coming to be viewed in a[n] … increasingly sexualized light.‖ Secret Selves: 

Confession and Same-Sex Desire in Victorian Autobiography (Chapel Hill and London, University 

of North Carolina Press, 1998), 38. My readings of the friendships between Dickens‘s Martin 

Chuzzlewit and Mark Tapley, between his Pip and Joe Gargery, and between his Pip and Herbert 

Pocket will discourage any sexualized readings, in favor of those which manifest these friendships‘ 

evidently Christian, salvific value. 
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separated from other souls either.‖ Thus, ―an unfallen inner space would 

necessarily belong to an inner community—an unclouded version of that  

fellowship which Augustine later calls ‗the invisible church.‘‖
45

 The concept of an 

―inner community‖ in the form of an ―invisible church,‖ as well as of a regained 

metaphysical innocence, provides a starting point for an exploration of Dickens‘s 

creation of heavenly prospective. For at the culmination of the Dickensian journeys, 

no longer do the now-virtuous characters, as Gilbert explains, ―try to reach infinity 

through finite means‖
46

 of wealth, status, and power; instead, now they are 

enveloped by charity as Augustine describes it: ―The more [they] are cured of the 

tumor of pride, the fuller [they] are of love.‖
47

  In Dickens‘s heavenly prospective, 

these heavenly microcosms—lit from without by God‘s favor and from within by 

the goodness of their citizens—the lust, pride, greed, and envy are gone. The 

protagonist‘s restoration of oneness within a community of faithful friends is 

reminiscent of Augustine‘s restoration of his memory, a ―Beauty at once so ancient 

and so new.‖
48

 As a precursor to the Dickensian characters who ultimately choose 

this infinite happiness of conversion enabled by friends, Augustine confesses to 

                                                 
45. Phillip Cary, Augustine‟s Invention of the Inner Self: The Legacy of a Christian Platonist 

(Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000), 122. Augustine popularized this term (used later most notably by John 

Calvin) to dispel the doctrines of the heretical Donatists, who believed that any priest or bishop who 

had abandoned the Church for fear of  persecution by anti-Christian emperors could never be 

forgiven and readmitted, even if he confessed and recommitted his life to the Church. In contrast to 

the visible church, those physically present in church, whose souls may or may not be true to God, 

the invisible church was comprised of true believers, whose hearts only God can know.  

46. Gilbert, 27. While Gilbert‘s article focuses on A Christmas Carol and Scrooge‘s attainment of 

metaphysical innocence through the guidance of Marley‘s and the Three Spirits‘ heavenly 

retrospective, his contentions correlate with mine regarding Martin Chuzzlewit, Bleak House, and 

Great Expectations. From the heavenly prospective of these novels, guidance comes from corporeal 

beings gifted with a God-like charity and patience. 

47. Augustine, The Trinity, (De Trinitate), Trans. Edmund Hill, O.P, Ed. John E. Rotelle, O. S. A. 

(Hyde Park, NY: New City P, 1991), 8.12. 

48. Augustine, Confessions, 10.27. 
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God his heretofore misunderstood hopeless quest: ―I searched for you outside 

myself and, disfigured as I was, I fell upon the lovely things of your creation.‖
49

 

Like Augustine, these characters come to recognize the false, fleeting promise of 

the ―lovely things,‖ choosing instead eternal truth.  

Students of Augustine know well his concern about literature‘s ability to 

lead readers astray and likely recognize in Augustine‘s anxiety echoes of Plato‘s 

Republic.
50

 Augustine‘s concern stemmed from his own early readings, mostly of 

his reading of Virgil‘s Aeneid, the dominant Western textbook of his time. In 

learning to weep for Aeneas‘s parting from Dido and Dido‘s subsequent death, 

Augustine ignored what he later realized was Virgil‘s true focus: the virtue of 

Aeneas‘s reason and devotion to God over his earthly passion for Dido.  As an 

adult convert to orthodox Christianity, Augustine acknowledged that it was not 

Virgil‘s work but Augustine‘s own immorality, habituated by those who presented 

the epic to Augustine, that led to his textual misinterpretation. He explains in book 

one of the Confessions that his teachers‘ misrepresentation of Virgil‘s themes, in 

conjunction with his parents‘ concentration on worldly goods and pleasures, 

rendered him a young student incapable of gleaning the epic‘s metaphorical 

                                                 
49. Ibid. 

50. For example, in Book 3, Socrates, concerned with designing the best education for guardians of 

the kallipolis, explains that ―what poets and prose-writers tell us about the most important matters 

concerning human beings is bad. They say that many unjust people are happy and many just ones 

wretched‖ (392b), deciding that ―for our own good, we ourselves should employ a more austere and 

less pleasure-giving poet and storyteller, one who would imitate the speech of a decent person and 

who would tell his stories in accordance with the patterns we laid down when we first undertook the 

education of our soldiers‖ (398b). In Book 10, where the discussion of poetry‘s dangers resumes, 

Socrates condemns the artist, the imitator, who ―produces work that is inferior with respect to truth 

and that appeals to a part of the soul that is similarly inferior rather than to the best part. ... An 

imitative poet puts a bad constitution in the soul of each individual ... by gratifying the irrational 

part‖ (605b-c). Plato, Republic, John M. Cooper, ed., Plato: Complete Works, Trans. G. M. A. 

Grube (Rev. C. D. C. Reeve) (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997). All subsequent citations from the 

Republic will be from this translation. 
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truths.
51

 For Augustine, a reader‘s ability to discern good from evil is the key, and 

the virtue of the Aeneid—or any literary work of moral virtue—pours forth 

contingent upon that prerequisite.  

Of course, the existence of a student—as reader, as listener—implies the 

existence of a teacher to lead the student to wisdom. In Teaching Christianity, 

Augustine discusses the three-fold importance of a properly delivered speech: ―to 

teach, to delight, to sway.‖
52

 His discussion here—very fruitful to my assertion of 

the necessity of proper guidance before and during literary study and 

appreciation—written ten years after the Confessions,
53

 solidifies the reasons for 

Augustine‘s distaste for how he was taught and his later regret for how he allowed 

himself to be swayed. In his prologue to Book One, Augustine writes, ―Let us not 

be too proud to learn what has to be learned with the help of other people, and let 

those of us by whom others are taught pass on what we have received without pride 

and without jealousy.‖
54

 Augustine‘s entreaty calls for a virtuous reason to sway 

one‘s audience. In the Confessions, the converted Augustine recognizes the selfish 

motives of both his early teachers and his parents, all interested in his success as a 

rhetorician—his teachers desiring to be paid well and remembered well for their 

part in his success, his parents wanting assurance of their son‘s social prominence 

and financial stability. Concerning the process of teaching, Augustine tells us,  

                                                 
51. In Confessions, Book 1, Augustine recounts the errors of his early education, asking God, ―What 

can be more pitiful than an unhappy wretch unaware of his own sorry state, bewailing the fate of 

Dido, who died for love of Aeneas, yet shedding no tears for himself as he dies for want of loving 

you‖ (1.13-19).  

52. Augustine, Teaching Christianity, 4.27. 

53. Ibid., introduction, 11. Although Teaching Christianity was originally written in 396, one year 

before Augustine wrote the Confessions, he did not add the end of Book Three or the whole of Book 

Four until 426-427. 

54. Ibid., Prologue 1.5. 
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Just as the listener needs to be delighted if you are to hold his attention and 

keep him listening, so he needs to be swayed, if you are to move him to act. 

And just as he is delighted if you speak agreeably, so in the same way he is 

swayed if he loves what you promise him, fears what you threaten him with, 

hates what  you find fault with, embraces what you commend to him, 

deplores what you strongly insist is deplorable.
55

  

 

Augustine‘s reasoning is particularly interesting, for Augustine heard Ambrose for 

the first time not long after he had heard the renowned Manichee leader, Faustus, 

known for his rhetorical eloquence and power.
56

 Augustine left Faustus‘s presence 

unmoved by his Manichean swaying, yet when he heard the words of Ambrose, 

perhaps less celebrated for their charm and professing doctrines with which 

Augustine was still struggling, Augustine was deeply moved by the truth of the 

words.
57

 Thus, it is not surprising, while it is extremely pertinent to our purposes 

here, that Augustine continues, 

But neither is delighting an audience a matter of necessity, seeing that when 

things that are true are being pointed out in a speech, which is what the 

function of teaching is about, it is not the concern of the speaker, ... that 

either his matter or his speech should give delight; but his matter by itself, 

being true, delights simply by being shown to be so. Which is why it 

                                                 
55. Ibid., 4.28. 

56. In fact, in the Confessions, Augustine claims that Faustus was ―a great decoy of the devil and 

many people were trapped by his charming manner of speech‖ (5.3). Yet, even so, he admits, ―I 

awaited the coming of this man Faustus with the keenest expectation‖ (5.6). Indeed, Augustine 

found the man charming and his words eloquent; however, after hearing him speak about 

Manichean arguments, both scientific and religious, about which Augustine had already become 

highly suspicious, Augustine recognized that ―these tales ...[were] none the better for being better 

expressed, nor true simply because they were eloquently told‖ (5.6). 

57. As Augustine recounts in the Confessions, after his awakening to the falsehoods of Manichean 

doctrine, he was led to Ambrose, Bishop of Milan. Augustine found him charming, but not so 

charming as Faustus. Still, Ambrose‘s learning far exceeded that of his Manichean counterpart.  

Crediting the value of learning over eloquence, Augustine tells us, ―Faustus had lost his way among 

the fallacies of Manicheism, while Ambrose most surely taught the doctrine of salvation‖ (5.13). 

Try as he might to judge only Ambrose‘s eloquence while he ignored the content of his speech, 

Augustine admits, ―Nevertheless his meaning ... found its way into my mind together with his 

words, which I admired so much. I could not keep the two apart, and while I was all ears to seize 

upon his eloquence, I also began to sense the truth of what he said‖ (5.14). While Augustine‘s 

acceptance of Catholic teaching was surely gradual, of the process, he says, ―when he [Ambrose] 

lifted the veil of mystery and disclosed the spiritual meaning of texts which, taken literally, appeared 

to contain the most unlikely doctrines, I was not aggrieved by what he said‖ (6.4). 
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frequently happens that even falsehoods give delight when they are 

convincingly laid bare and revealed to an audience. It is not because they 

are false, but because it is true that they are false, the speech by which this 

is shown to be true also gives delight.
58

  

 

With this Augustinian notion of the value of truth in teaching as my springboard, I 

proceed, asserting that morally virtuous literature is created as a trustworthy 

imitation of reality and intended as a moral catalyst. In a society such as Dickens‘s, 

steeped in Christian heritage though wavering on the brink of doubt, such literature 

was intended as a moral wake-up call for  minds and hearts already blessed with 

some prior, though perhaps now somewhat dimmed, notion of Truth. The intended 

role of the literature itself might be said to mimic the role of the true friends of 

Dickens‘s heavenly prospective. 

To illustrate this reality, we may consider the intent and possible effect of 

the literature of any period and place, keeping in mind Augustine‘s discussion of 

the Aeneid. Reading Homer‘s Odyssey, for example, the morally enlightened mind 

will rejoice in Odysseus‘s fidelity to his wife and kingdom and his rejection of 

Circe‘s unending promise of self-centered youth and pleasure. Likewise, reading 

Shakespeare‘s King Lear, the well-guided reader will exult in the divine promise of 

Cordelia‘s excruciating honesty, recognizing her surrender of earthly goods in 

exchange for her father‘s salvation and her own. Similarly, the truly wise student, 

when reading Cervantes‘s Don Quixote, will drown out the crowd‘s mocking 

arrogance as he applauds the devotion of the ―holy fool,‖
59

 much as when reading 

                                                 
58. Augustine, Teaching Christianity, 4.29. 

59. Here, I employ G. K. Chesterton‘s term. He refers to the humorous, bumbling Toots of Dombey 

and Son as a ―holy fool.‖ Observing Toots‘s consistently self-sacrificing charity and courage—akin 

to Cervantes‘s Quixote—―we do not know whether he is an enormous idiot or an enormous 
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Milton‘s Paradise Lost, one who understands the unsatisfying nature of earthly 

temptations will recoil from Satan‘s slithering charm to seek shelter in God. I 

venture forth on this project, then, in the Augustinian spirit, asserting the value of a 

well-written story in the formation of well-formed souls and, moreover, in the 

possible reformation of an ill-formed society; such literature may serve as a moral 

buttress in its persistent notion of right, of justice, of God.   

Still, as Augustine will tell us, as the literature‘s predecessor and 

complement there must be the foundational moral guidance of home. Although 

young Augustine was first mistaught to memorize Aeneas‘s wanderings to compete 

with his peers and to climb the social and intellectual ladder, he eventually learned 

that Virgil‘s work—as with any work of great literature—must be read in the vein 

of Scripture so that, as we follow the paths of the heroes, we recognize in their 

waywardness reflections of our own sins and acknowledge in their attempts at 

reformation models for our own salvation.
60

 Such recognition of and reverence for 

the universal moral value of literature spans the centuries. For, even though we 

acknowledge Shelley‘s misguided deification of the artist, as we revisit Shelley‘s 

words, we recall his telling assertion: ―A poem is the very image of life expressed 

in its eternal truth.‖
61

 As with the works of Augustine, with the agreement of 

Sidney and even this statement of Shelley, the Dickensian corpus rests in its 

                                                                                                                                        
philosopher.‖ G. K. Chesterton, Charles Dickens, G. K. Chesterton Collected Works, Volume XV: 

Chesterton on Dickens (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989), 147, 185. 

60. See my pages 19-20, note 51. 

61. Shelley, ―A Defence of Poetry,‖ 349. 

 



 

vii 

 

universality and, therefore, merits the careful, reverent reading prescribed by 

Augustine so many years earlier. 

Grateful as I am to the ongoing conversation regarding Augustinian 

influence on Western literature, in this study, I set out for as yet uncharted 

territory—an exploration of Augustine‘s indirect influence, subtle yet profound, on 

the novels of Charles Dickens. Precisely because Dickens is arguably the most 

popular of Victorian novelists and because he shares with Augustine a hearty 

distaste for misguidance and a hopeful trust in reform, the path from the medieval 

to the Victorian—left largely obscured by modern scholarship—surely awaits 

delineation. For example, a work such as Barry Qualls‘s The Secular Pilgrims of 

Victorian Fiction does much to link Dickens and contemporaries, such as Charlotte 

Brontë and George Eliot to their immediate predecessor, Thomas Carlyle, and then 

to link Carlyle to his seventeenth century forebear, John Bunyan. Indeed, the 

Bunyanesque pilgrimage is a vital literary trope, yet this aforementioned trail of 

influence, while surely important, is cut far too short, for it neglects its true origin. 

Consequently, I contend that Augustine—for his groundbreaking telling of his own 

conversion story, his influential interpretation of the Bible, and his definitive 

discussion of the chasm between the earthly and the Heavenly cities—is the source 

from which spring these literary examples of the human struggle to find the peace 

that comes with reaching one‘s proper destination.  Clearly, ―the idea that telling 

one‘s own story might lead to a deeper inner truth, and not just to Ithaca and the 
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home hearth, originates with Augustine, and it changes the focus of literature in the 

post-Augustinian era.‖
62

  

According to Heather Henderson, Augustine‘s ―autobiography illustrates 

the way in which the telling of every life ‗story‘ requires a conversion for its 

climax—otherwise the story has no plot, and the telling of it no point.‖
63

 In her 

discussion of the preponderance of biblical tropes in Victorian autobiography, 

Henderson illuminates the continuum from St. Paul to Augustine and its far-

reaching effects in the nineteenth century. Building upon the earlier study of 

autobiography of Avrom Fleishman, Henderson concurs that Augustine, more so 

than Paul, presents completely ―Edenic childhoods and lost Edens, fall and exile, 

journey or pilgrimage, crisis, conversion, renewal and return.‖
64

 In Martin 

Chuzzlewit, Bleak House, and Great Expectations, we find vital combinations of 

these motifs at work. After all, Dickens‘s novels are unmistakable descendents of 

this literary tradition.  

In their portrayal of the need for and extension of true charity, as well as of 

the hope for and realization of resulting conversions, Dickens‘s novels 

communicate more than his own life‘s search for justice and goodness and his 

society‘s need for the same.  More importantly, Dickens himself says all art should 

―show, by a backward light, what everything has been working to ...These are the 

                                                 
62. Augustine and Literature, Eds. Robert Kennedy, Kim Paffenroth, John Doody (Lanham, MD: 

Lexington, 2006), 1. 

63. The Victorian Self: Autobiography and Biblical Narrative (Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 

1989), 9. 

64. Ibid. 
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ways of Providence, of which all art is but a little imitation.‖
65

 Here, Dickens 

acknowledges the interconnectedness of his work to Truth—not to relative, 

changing opinions, but to universals on which our ultimate happiness depends. 

And, paradoxical though it may seem, through art these universals are 

communicated by way of particulars. Dickens has deemed art a servant of God, of 

Providence; thus, his appraisal of art is reminiscent of Augustine‘s. Without 

diminishing the inherent beauty of art, appreciating art for its true purpose is key. 

Within the Augustinian aesthetic-hermeneutic—in which beauty and truth are 

synonymous and therefore powerful in their role as moral guide—art is ―to be used 

to help us on our way to happiness, providing us, so to say, with crutches and props 

for reaching the things that will make us happy.‖
66

 Under the backward light 

prescribed by Dickens, then, and within Augustine‘s prescription for reaching our 

one true happiness which is God, art exists ―so that we may behold the invisible 

things of God brought to our knowledge through the things that have been made.‖
67

 

Considering, then, both the Augustinian and the Dickensian perspectives on art‘s 

potentially illuminating effect, we can see how the heavenly retrospective of earlier 

literature
68

 and the heavenly prospective of the Dickensian world exist in harmony, 

                                                 
65. To Wilkie Collins, 6 October 1859, Letters, vol. IX, 128, quoted in Karl Ashley Smith, Dickens 

and the Unreal City: Searching for Spiritual Significance in Nineteenth-Century London 
(Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 30 and in Harland S. Nelson, Charles 

Dickens (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1981), 27. I am indebted to Dr. Regis Martin (Franciscan 
University) for this discussion of Dickens‘s estimation of his art‘s purpose. ―Dickens and Desire: 

Exploring Eros in Great Expectations,‖ Great Expectations, Ed. Jill Kriegel (San Francisco: 

Ignatius, forthcoming  2010). 

66. Augustine, Teaching Christianity, 1.3. 

67. Ibid., 1.4. 

68. Revisit my discussion of Africanus and Troilus, pages 16-17. 
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permitting readers of any era to glean from the art the moral lessons infused by the 

creators.   

As we will see, an attentive visit to any Dickensian world, each so minutely 

created and rich with images, gifts us with a clearer perspective of our own. With 

what I term Dickens‘s redolent impressionism,
69

 he awakens our innate memories 

to the world around us. To elucidate my point, a brief discussion of the visual art of 

painting is in order. Let us consider first Caravaggio‘s sixteenth-century realism, 

which  utilized the effects of chiaroscuro; in his painting The Calling of St. 

Matthew, for example, a beam of sunlight extends from the hand of Jesus to St. 

Matthew, expressing the heavenly calling from within a dismal interior. Like 

Caravaggio, who believed that ―the mysteries of faith are revealed not by 

intellectual speculation but spontaneously, through an inward experience open to 

all people,‖
70

 Dickens—with his backward light—gives us beacons of light from 

within the darkness of his Victorian settings. Without portraying particular 

historical figures, Dickens presented to his nineteenth century audience specific 

types of people and problems in Victorian England, yes, in the hopes that his 

society would aspire to the transformation he prescribes but with the added result 

that Dickens‘s lasting appeal rests in the ability of his multi-layered microcosms to 

resonate with our perceptions of and concerns for ourselves and those around us.  

                                                 
69. While my term might evoke thoughts of the Impressionism of the mid-late nineteenth century 

and does indeed share in the  impressionists‘ concern with light, here I hearken to the turn-of-the -

seventeenth century naturalism of Caravaggio. He, who ―depicted the world he knew, so that his 

canvases are filled with ordinary people‖ gives us, more than any of his predecessors, ―sacred 

subject[s] depicted so entirely in terms of contemporary lowlife.‖ (Janson and Janson, 549.) 

Dickens, I argue, creating his messages of light via characters‘ words and actions, rather than 

brushstrokes, conveys to us equally vital sacred messages. I will revisit my discussion of redolent 

impressionism in chapter two. 

70. Janson and Janson, 550-51. 
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In effect, we are reawakened to our metaphysical innocence and encouraged to seek 

it anew; we find in our memories, as Augustine tells us, our source of original 

happiness and long to escape our worldly chains and to return to our potential 

eternity.
71

 A. N. Wilson‘s reference to Dickens, then, as a poet who ―refashions the 

world in his own terms and persuades us that what we have seen is not Dickens‘s 

world but the true world‖
72

 is surely fitting.  

Wilson‘s salute to Dickens‘s universality, however, is not universally 

echoed. In her recent work, Victorian Religion: Faith and Life in Britain, Julie 

Melnyk—while offering much valuable information about the period—neglects the 

potential of specifically Victorian stories to convey timelessly relevant themes. 

Melnyk acknowledges that much literature of the Victorian period communicates 

spiritual themes and that church attendance was common and consistent among 

many of the most famous authors, and she rightly notes that ―the Victorian novel, 

with its ethical focus and intrusive narrators, lent itself to religious and moral 

discourse.‖
73

 In her discussion of Dickens, she focuses on his criticism of organized 

religion and the hypocritical nature of his religious characters, such as Mr. Stiggins 

in the Pickwick Papers and Mrs. Jellyby in Bleak House. With this foundation, 

while Melnyk does allow for the positive side of Dickens‘s religious sentiments, 

she sees them as ―largely secularized.‖ She claims that ―Dickens‘s works seem the 

                                                 
71. Augustine, Confessions, 10. 27. When Augustine realizes that God has been with him, in his 

memory, all along, he happily declares, ―You shone upon me; your radiance enveloped me; you put 

my blindness to flight. You shed your fragrance about me; I drew breath and now I Gasp for your 

sweet odour. I tasted you, and now I hunger and thirst for you.‖ 

72. A. N. Wilson, ―Charles Dickens‖, from Literary Genius: 25 Classic Writers Who Define English 

and Ancient Literature, selected and edited by Joseph Epstein (Philadelphia: Paul Dry Books, Inc., 

2007), 119. 

73. Julie Melnyk, Victorian Religion: Faith and Life in Britain (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2008), 109. 
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most religious when he portrays the possibility of redemption  through 

‗conversions‘ of the sort experienced by Ebenezer Scrooge; these conversions, 

however, seem much more psychological than spiritual, and they are effected not 

by God or the church but by human love and sympathy.‖
74

 Such an assertion leaves 

a large gap in a complete understanding of Dickens and his work, for what this 

reading of Dickens omits is the typological value of his tales.  

Dennis Walder explains that critics from Dickens‘s time to our own have 

been too prejudiced in their assumptions about his religion. Biased standards have 

been set for Dickens‘s religion, standards which ―have swung from being too 

demanding to being too undemanding; and rarely, if ever, has it been allowed that 

what he was writing was fiction, not confession.‖
75

 His depictions of that human 

love and sympathy are nothing if not clear signs of the charity and humility 

expressed in the Bible. As I read Dickens, alongside his friend and chosen 

biographer, John Forster, and twentieth century biographer Edgar Johnson, and 

through the medium of Augustine‘s Teaching Christianity, the metaphorical 

connections become clearer. Moreover, attention to the biographical details of 

Dickens‘s life, including his very private and profound decision to write The Life of 

Our Lord for his own children, reveals how the biblical story permeated his 

thought, as well as the importance he placed on its themes.
76

 This little-known 

                                                 
74. Ibid. 111. 

75. Dennis Walder, Dickens and Religion (London: Routledge, 2007 [1981]), 6. 

76. Dickens wrote The Life of Our Lord for his children, exclusively, prohibiting its publication 

while he was alive. It was not published until 1934. 
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work was completed in 1846,
77

 the year in which he began Dombey and Son and 

completed his 1846 Pictures from Italy, which reveals Dickens‘s enduring 

appreciation for religious reverence, even as he railed against what he saw as 

superficial ceremony and hypocritical dogma within the Catholic Church.  

Dickens‘s struggles with the oppressive Victorian institutions—the Church,
78

 the 

law, etc.—were provoked much more by the concomitant human oppression, greed, 

and hypocrisy than they were by the originally intended goodness of the entity 

itself. With no intention, then, of beleaguering Dickens‘s oft-noted complaints, I 

will argue still for the religious nature of Dickens‘s works, in which, as Dennis 

Walder explains, his ―sympathies are available for those elements in religious 

activities he encounters which promote the social and moral well-being of the 

people.‖
79

 It is, without doubt, this undying concern for the social and moral well-

being of the people that Dickens shares with Augustine, and the Augustinian 

vision—always focused on human interactions and their ability, or inability, to lead 

one to God—is pervasive in the Dickensian landscape.  

To proceed, I must first acknowledge a most important recent addition to 

the discussion of Augustine‘s influence on literature and literary studies.  In their 

                                                 
77. While Smithmark Publishers, the publishers of the edition to which I will refer in this 

dissertation, mention that Dickens had completed The Life of Our Lord in 1849, Gary Colledge, in 

his new study Dickens, Christianity and the Life of Our Lord, finds differently. In fact, Colledge 

cites a letter from Dickens to his friend and biographer, John Forster, in which Dickens mentions 

that among several writing tasks ahead of him on June 28, 1846, was a portion of  ―‗the children‘s 

New Testament‘‖ and that he ―‗set to work and did that.‘‖ Gary Colledge, Dickens, Christianity and 

the Life of Our Lord (London and New York: Continuum Literary Studies, 2009), 9. 

78. Contemplating novels such as Oliver Twist and Barnaby Rudge, for example, we remember, 

respectively, his attacks on both the Anglican Church in which he was raised and the Catholic 

Church which, with the uproar of the Oxford Movement, saw a reemergence in nineteenth-century 

England.  

79. Walder, 109.  
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introduction to Augustine and Literature, editors Robert Kennedy, Kim Paffenroth, 

John Doody, and Marylu Hill acknowledge that, while Augustine himself was not a 

creator, nor often an advocate, of poetry and fiction, he created a literary form since 

borrowed by most authors.
80

Augustine‘s Confessions, although not a work of 

fiction, sets the stage for future protagonists‘ ―self-journeying out of childhood and 

into spiritual and intellectual maturity having undergone a conversion 

experience.‖
81

 Glenn Moulaison explains that, in addition to its role as a narrative 

of Augustine‘s childhood and early adulthood, the Confessions is ―a second 

narrative, that which theologians would know to consider the more important one 

and call the ‗economy of salvation‘: the journey of Augustine‘s soul towards God 

through grace.‖
82

 The pivotal events of Augustine‘s second narrative are primarily 

interior, rather than exterior; thus, we witness Augustine, in his first-person 

account, ―falling into sin, invoking grace, renouncing the illusory goods of this 

sublunar world, being forgiven and ultimately redeemed, where the soul unites with 

God in a chaste marriage of sorts and no longer ‗defiles itself with unchaste 

love.‘‖
83

 It comes as no surprise, then, that Augustine and Literature includes 

essays about Dante‘s Divine Comedy and Dostoevsky‘s The Brothers Karamazov. 

Considering, however, additional essays in this volume that focus on Milton‘s 

Paradise Lost and Ibsen‘s Emperor and Galilean, among others, it becomes clear 

                                                 
80. Robert Kennedy, Kim Paffenroth, John Doody, Marylu Hill, eds., Augustine and Literature, 

(Lanham, MD: Lexington, 2006), 1. 

81. Ibid. 

82. Glenn Moulaison, ―A Season in Hell or the Confessions of Arthur Rimbaud, Augustine and 

Literature, Eds. Robert Kennedy, Kim Paffenroth, John Doody, Marylu Hill (Lanham, MD: 

Lexington, 2006), 259. 
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that authors have adopted the Augustinian conversion narrative in ways that extend 

beyond the first-person penitent. While the scholars involved in the section on 

nineteenth-century literature in Augustine and Literature cover much important 

ground, exploring, in addition to the works of Ibsen and Dostoevsky, the work of 

Christina Rosetti, Gerard Manley Hopkins, S.J., Arthur Rimbaud, and Goethe, I 

maintain that the corpus of Charles Dickens—rich with moral falls, conversions, 

and spiritual ascents—begs investigation. Similar to Moulaison‘s discussion of 

Augustine‘s ―second narrative,‖ Dennis Walder says that Dickens‘s work suggests 

―good and evil as forces having their origin beyond the material world, so that in 

reading the novel we are often aware of some metaphysical drama hovering about 

the events of the surface-narrative.
84

 As will become evident, Dickens affords us 

the opportunity to witness—sometimes exteriorly, sometimes interiorly, sometimes 

both—the blessings that come to characters who are, or who become virtuous, as 

well as the curses that befall those who persist in their moral weakness. 

The three novels I have chosen to explore—Martin Chuzzlewit, Bleak 

House, and Great Expectations—represent different stages of Dickens‘s career. 

Chuzzlewit, a financial failure, followed the huge successes at home and abroad of 

Dickens‘s first five novels.
85

 This novel criticized not only the abuses of English 

institutions but also those of their American counterparts. At a time when Dickens, 

now a father of five, needed great income and publishing stability, Chuzzlewit‘s 

reception was surely disappointing. Nine years later, when Bleak House was 

                                                 
84. Walder, 44. Walder discusses here Oliver Twist, but I contend that the ―metaphysical drama‖ is 

present also in Dickens‘s other fiction. 

85. The Pickwick Papers (1836), Oliver Twist (1837), Nicholas Nickelby (1838), Old Curiosity Shop 

(1840), and Barnaby Rudge (1841). 
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serialized, we find a Dickens who has in the interim regained his stature, first with 

the serialization of Dombey and Son (1846) and resoundingly with the appearance 

of David Copperfield (1849). This time of great financial success was tempered, 

however, by the deaths of both his father and infant daughter in 1851. By the time 

Dickens writes Great Expectations in 1860, he was the father of nine remaining 

children and was now separated from his wife. He and the children resided in Gad‘s 

Hill Place, Dickens‘s childhood dream home, from 1860 until his death in 1870.
86

  

Still, regardless of Dickens‘s varying circumstances in the years he wrote these 

individual novels, and despite these works‘ diverse plots, points of view, and 

characterization, each illuminates the positive  growth or damaging stagnation of 

moral character, echoing the Augustinian assertion that ever-increasing moral 

fortitude is indispensable to individual salvation and societal hope. Dickens‘s 

assertion of this message, it seems to me, supersedes in importance a categorization 

of his novels.  

Exemplifying formal, rather than thematic, categorization, M. M. Bakhtin 

discusses the evolution of the novel, moving from the ―travel novel‖ to ―novel of 

ordeal,‖
87

 which gave way after the Baroque period to the biographical novel—

                                                 
86. These details of Dickens‘s biography are drawn from Edgar Johnson, Charles Dickens: His 

Tragedy and Triumph, Vols. One and Two (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1952). 

87. At first glance, considering Esther‘s consistently virtuous character, Bleak House may appear to 

fall into Bakhtin‘s large category of ―the novel of ordeal,‖ in which the world of the novel is ―the 

arena of the struggle and testing of the hero … The hero is always presented as complete and 

unchanging. All his qualities are given from the very beginning, and during the course of the novel 

they are only tested and verified‖ (11). Bakhtin acknowledges, too, that, in the case of mythology 

and the epic, this category can apply to classical literature, as well. In this study of Dickens, 

however, we must recognize that in Bakhtin‘s analysis, in the novel of ordeal, typically, ―the 

surrounding world and the secondary characters are transformed into a mere background for the 

hero‖ (15). Clearly, the communal relationships of dependence and guidance within the world of 

Bleak House bring the secondary characters into the foreground, allowing them to both change and 
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having its origins in ―classical biographies, autobiographies, and confessions of the 

early Christian period (ending with Augustine)‖
88

—and  the appearance in the latter 

half of the eighteenth-century of the Bildungsroman, in which the hero is still 

tested, but also in which realistic details of his/her biography play important roles 

in revealing his/her evolving character. In biographical novels, as we see in 

Dickens‘s works, the plot includes as integral ―basic and typical aspects of any life 

course: birth, childhood, school years, marriage, the fate that life brings, works and 

deeds, death, and so forth.‖
89

 While Dickensian heroes fit the Bakhtinian mold of 

the biographical hero who ―strives for actual results,‖ they do not correspond to 

Bakhtin‘s description of this same hero as one whose traits are unchanging. For this 

reason, Bakhtin groups Dickens with other nineteenth-century realist authors, 

whose work was greatly influenced by the German Bildungsromans of the previous 

century.
 90 

Bakhtin‘s focus rests on ―the image of man in the process of becoming in 

the novel‖ and includes mention of Dickens‘s David Copperfield as a primary 

example of this literary phenomenon.
91

   

In addition to Dickens‘s Copperfield, which Bakhtin calls a ―novel of 

emergence,‖
92

 and which David H. Miles refers to as a ―psychological 

Bildungsroman‖ that educates both the novel‘s hero and its audience, we have also 

                                                                                                                                        
to be changed by the heroine. M. M. Bakhtin, ―On the Bildungsroman and Its Significance in the 

History of Realism (Toward a Historical Typology of the Novel),‖ Speech Genres and Other Late 

Essays, Trans. Vern W. McGee, Eds. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin, TX: University 

of Texas Press, 1986), 10-59. 

88. Ibid., 17. 

89. .Ibid. 

90. Ibid., 19. 

91. Ibid., 20. As will be discussed in succeeding chapters, this phenomenon exists, too, in Dickens‘s 

Scrooge, young Martin Chuzzlewit, and Pip. 
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Martin Chuzzlewit and Great Expectations, in which young Martin and Pip, 

respectively, find themselves in ―a process launched by crisis and ending in a 

‗conversion‘ to a new self.‖
93

 Furthermore, while in the equally educational Bleak 

House, Esther herself requires no conversion but seeks to draw others toward one, 

in this novel, as in the others, Dickens‘s message is unwavering. For these novels‘ 

protagonists, their moral strength—be it newfound and elicited by the charity of 

true friends, or innate and charitably shared with others—results from right 

decisions when confronted by the choices between hubris and humility, Self and 

Other, and time and eternity, just such choices are treated in great philosophical and 

theological detail by Augustine, whose Confessions Miles describes as ―a prime 

example of an early, psychological Bildungsroman.‖
94

 Clearly, these overarching 

moral decisions are necessarily formed by the more specific choices of allegiance, 

action, and ultimate goals—choices integral to the salvation of the hero/heroine or 

his/her friends, which often requires first a conversion of heart and soul. Hence, in 

Martin Chuzzlewit—apparently a novel of greed and potential familial self-

destruction—I will unearth from beneath the surface text the effect of a true, 

humble friendship on young Martin‘s journey from a crumbling earthly city to a 

rebuilding of hearth and home. In Bleak House—apparently a novel of avarice and 

                                                 
93. ―The Picaro‘s Journey to the Confessional: The Changing Image of the Hero in the German 

Bildungsroman,‖ PMLA, Vol. 89, No. 5(Oct., 1974), 980-81. As the title indicates, Miles‘s focus is 

on the development of the literary hero in the German Bildungsroman; still, his discussion of the 

differences between the ―‗picaro‘ (the nondeveloping  hero, the unselfconscious adventurer or man 

of action) and the ‗confessor‘ (the hero of personality growth, the introspective hero, the protagonist 

of consciousness, memory, and guilt)‖ is relevant to my study of the moral journey of Dickens‘s 

characters, for each character on whom I focus is surely self-conscious, aware—sooner or later—of 

the effects of his/her actions. In an endnote, Miles credits Karl Morgenstern, who, in 1820, 

identified the educational benefits to the reader, as well as to the literary hero, inherent in the term 

―Bildungsroman‖ (991, n. 9). 
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its consequential and seemingly unavoidable implosion—I will elucidate the value 

of Esther‘s friendship, both realized and unrealized, this time highlighting the 

happy fate of Esther, a soul who delights in doing right, and the impasse that exists 

between her utter goodness and the utter despair of her friend Richard, who is 

chained to false friendships fueled by the stifling, selfish machinations of the 

societal behemoth.
95

 Finally, in Great Expectations—Dickens‘s most pointed novel 

of conversion—I will scrutinize Pip‘s errant soul as it repents and reforms and 

recognizes at last the inadequacy of earthly goods and the indispensability of 

eternal truths.  

As I draw upon the themes of Augustine‘s Confessions, City of God, and 

Teaching Christianity, as well as several of his lesser known works, I will 

concentrate predominantly on the abovementioned three works of Dickens to 

elucidate the hunger for Augustinian morality in an age often as neglectful of its 

humble past as it was over-eager for a supposedly ―improved‖ future.  Dickens, 

while soured by the hypocrisy he saw in religious institutions, was essentially a 

religious novelist; his works—even at their darkest—consistently and decisively 

light a path to charity. This is an Augustinian feature. Although Michael Wheeler 

refers to Augustine‘s ―doom-laden ...tradition‖ and the Victorians‘ consequent 

rejection of   that tradition,
96

 such a narrow view ignores the overarching moral of 

the Augustinian corpus, one intended to guide his readers away from Self and 

                                                 
95. True, Esther, herself, may not ―emerge,‖ for she is unfailingly good throughout the novel; still, 

the potential of her goodness does emerge, as we witness its softening, healing effects on Caddy and 

Jo, for example, alongside the damaging effects on those who repel her charity, such as Richard 

Carstone and Lady Dedlock. 

96. Michael Wheeler, Heaven, Hell, and the Victorians (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994), 75. 
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toward God. Similarly, Wheeler‘s perspective ignores Dickens‘s insistence that his 

society risked self-inflicted doom, lest it abandoned its selfish, highfalutin 

aspirations and acknowledged the needy in their very midst. In The City of Dickens, 

Alexander Welsh claims that ―the modest disposal of worldly affairs is prepared for 

by an experience of loss, humiliation, or suffering among the main characters.‖
97

 

As we proceed, we will find this to be so, yet I will insist further that these 

disposals lead to a happier, more peaceful state for the characters who sacrifice 

themselves as they learn to accept charity, as well as to extend it. Such a state of 

joy is, in effect, a return to that metaphysical innocence of Gilbert‘s study
98

 and, 

more importantly, to that place in our memory where we house our innate desire for 

good, for God. Augustine, as well as Dickens, proclaims as necessary this return 

toward good. Such a turn, in both its interior and exterior manifestations, evokes 

the hope for peace of soul, home, and society.  This hope is realized, as evidenced 

by Augustine‘s writings and Dickens‘s novels, through the virtuous living that 

follows acknowledgment of sin, repentance for that sin, and conversion. In the 

potential, if not yet realized, morality and accompanying metaphysical innocence of 

Dickens‘s saved and saving heroes and heroines, we find, without fail, Dickens‘s 

                                                 
97. (Cambridge, MA and London, 1986), 68. In this chapter, Welsh discusses novels such as 

Dombey and Son, Bleak House, David Copperfield, and Little Dorrit, but, as I will address 

presently, the concept holds true in Martin Chuzzlewit and Great Expectations as well. In his 

chapters, ―The Spirit of Love and Truth‖ (p164-79) and ―The Two Angels of Death‖ (180-95), 

Welsh examines the salvific role of certain Dickensian heroines, but he omits discussion of male 

representatives of charity and salvation, such as Chuzzlewit‟s Mark Tapley, Bleak House‟s Jarndyce, 

and Great Expectations‟s Joe Gargery and Herbert Pocket. Undoubtedly, Welsh‘s discussion will be 

relevant to my forthcoming discussions of Bleak House and Great Expectations, although he 

focuses primarily on the role of Florence in Dombey and Son and Agnes in David Copperfield. 

98. See page 4, note 7. 
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prominent themes of humility and selflessness and charity. Indeed, we find 

Augustinian virtue. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

A LITERARY CONTINUUM: PLATO TO AUGUSTINE TO DICKENS 

Antiquity’s Far-Reaching Effects 

To credit properly the role of friendship, community, and conversion in 

Dickens‘s work is to assert Dickens‘s kinship to antiquity and Christianity, for 

Dickens is a self-conscious product of the nearly two thousand years‘ union of the 

Classical and the Christian. With my insistence, then, upon a continuum of thought 

that led to a continuum of faith and hope, it is in this chapter that I hearken back to 

foundational traditions to whose longevity Western culture—and therefore, by 

association, Dickens—is indebted.  More specifically, to establish the Augustinian 

vision which, I argue, is present in the Dickensian corpus,  entails first a three-fold 

endeavor: 1) an overview of the Platonic ideas that surely influence Augustine‘s 

philosophy, 2) a study of Augustine‘s life to include his upbringing, education, and 

conversion, and 3) Augustine‘s own philosophical influences, his works, and 

current Augustinian scholarship. 

 In The Classical Background of English Literature, J. A. K. Thomson 

characterizes European tradition as beginning in ancient Greece and moving 

through Rome north to all of Europe, including Britain. Thomson‘s work provides 

insight into Plato‘s thought as it is manifested in his Socratic dialogues. For 

Socrates, according to Thomson, ―truth was likely to be attained not by one mind 

thinking by itself, but as the result of discussion and argument between intelligent 
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friends.‖
1
 Perhaps as in Dickens‘s use of humor to express vital themes, Plato‘s 

dialogues present ―a conflict of ideas, [a]bove all we get a new kind of humour …‖
2
 

Just this sort of productive and even Socratic exchange between friends is what I 

note, in varying forms and degrees, for example, between Martin Chuzzlewit‟s 

Martin and Mark and Great Expectations‟s Pip and Joe. These Dickensian friends 

do reflect friendship in the classical sense, as the very process of meaningful 

personal interaction ennobles the soul. As Martin eventually learns the value of 

Mark‘s humble lead, and as Pip, after much soul-searching and repentance, learns 

the same, they come to fit Thomson‘s definition of a Platonic friendship: The 

―mutual attraction of kindred spirits eager for the discovery of truth he described by 

the name of Love. Now the true was, according to the general faith of the Greeks 

and of Plato in particular, in the last resort also the good and the beautiful; so that 

to love the beautiful was at the same time to love the good and the true. That is 

Platonic love; anything else is a misunderstanding.‖
3
  

When Thomson looks specifically at a number of Victorians, however, his 

comments seem ill-conceived. Of John Ruskin, he writes, ―His belief that the artist 

should have a moral purpose is thoroughly Greek, though he did not learn it from 

the Greeks,‖ and Dickens, he says, is ―under no debt to the classics, not having read 

them.‖
4
 Yet, considering both Ruskin and Dickens as members of a society 

influenced by ancient Greeks—as well as by their Roman, early Christian and 

                                                 
1. J. A. K. Thomson, The Classical Background of English Literature (Great Britain: John Dickens, 

1962), 1. 

2. Ibid., 115. 
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medieval descendants—must permit the possible reflections of classical thought in 

their works. Rather than disregarding such reflections, considering available 

English translations and Thomson‘s own mention of ―Jowett, whose version of 

Plato certainly contributed a good deal towards making Greek thought of the best 

period available to readers,‖
5
 we must allow that the intellectuals of Victorian 

society were, if not immersed in, certainly surrounded by, the influences of 

classical literature. Pertinent, therefore, to any analysis of Greek and Christian 

elements in the friendships and conversions of Dickens‘s characters, is Jenkyns‘s 

The Victorians and Ancient Greece. Jenkyns writes of Wescott, the Bishop of 

Durham, who claimed, ―Aeschylus was a ‗preparation‘ for Plato, and Euripides too 

was a ‗religious teacher‘ in whom appears a ‗further distinct stage in the 

preparation ... for Christianity.‖
6
 Later, he again cites Westcott: ―The Life of Christ 

is ... the divine reality of which the Myths were an instructive foreshadowing.‖
7
 

Thus, to Jenkyns, ―a sense of the close alliance between Christianity and the study 

of the classics, strangely but eloquently blended with an awareness of the tension 

between them, runs right through the nineteenth century.‖
8
 To characterize more 

specifically Dickens‘s assimilation of Greek and early Christian influences, it will 

be helpful to consider Plato‘s and Aristotle‘s philosophies of art and friendship, 

thus uncovering the foundations of very far-reaching traditions and revealing early 

signs of Christian thought as well as of types that we see clearly reflected in 

Victorian literature.   

                                                 
5. Ibid., 250. 

6. Richard Jenkyns, The Victorians and Ancient Greece (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1980), 71. 

7. Ibid., 243. 

8. Ibid., 72. 
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Art and Friendship in Plato and Aristotle: Relevant Connections  

In the Republic and Poetics, we can trace the earliest discussions of the 

proposed values and possible dangers of art. In Plato‘s dialogue, to best train the 

philosopher-kings Socrates insists that ―they must imitate from childhood what is 

appropriate for them, namely, people who are courageous, self-controlled, pious, 

and free.‖
9
 Poetry, therefore, is troublesome, for its imitation presents the base 

alongside the noble, ―consort[ing] with a part of us that is far from reason.‖
10

 Plato 

worries that imitation ―with a few rare exceptions ... is able to corrupt even decent 

people.‖
11

 In Aristotle‘s Poetics, we find a response to Plato‘s earlier challenge. 

Tragedy, in its universality, ―is not an imitation of men but of actions and of life.‖
12

 

Spectators of such imitations will be appropriately and beneficially affected by both 

the noble and the base mimetic representations. In the case of a well-crafted 

tragedy, Aristotle claims, ―Anyone who merely hears the events unfold will 

shudder and feel pity as a result of what is happening,‖
13

 and, thus shuddering, the 

spectator will also shun in reality people and actions that would engender such 

suffering. The best tragic event occurs for Aristotle ―within the sphere of mutual 

affections.‖
14

 It is relevant to recall here Renaissance critic Sir Phillip Sidney‘s 

amplification of Aristotle: Poetry‘s ―final end is to lead and draw us to as high a 

                                                 
9.  Plato, Republic,  John M. Cooper, ed., Plato: Complete Works, Trans. G. M. A. Grube (Rev. C. 

D. C. Reeve) (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997). 3.395c. 

10. Ibid., 10.603a. 

11. Ibid., 10.607d. 

12. Aristotle, Poetics, Trans. James Hutton (New York: Norton, 1982), 6.1450a.10. 

13. Ibid., 14.1453b. 

14. Ibid., 1453b.2. 
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perfection as our degenerate souls ... can be capable of.‖
15

 Despite Plato‘s 

expulsion of the poets in the Republic, Sidney reminds us that even if we ―shall 

find in the body of [Plato‘s] work, though the inside and strength were philosophy, 

the skin as it were and the beauty depended most on poetry: for all standeth upon 

dialogues‖
16

 and the poetic interweaving of parabolic tales. Like many Renaissance 

critics,
17

 Sidney‘s ideas align with Aristotle‘s on the beneficial potential of 

poetry,
18

 and he seems to anticipate the type of role played by both Augustinian and 

Dickensian literature: ―The poet is the food for the tenderest stomachs, the poet is 

indeed the right popular philosopher, whereof Aesop‘s tales give good proof: 

whose pretty allegories, stealing under the formal tale of beasts, make many, more 

beastly than beasts, begin to hear the sound of virtue from these dumb speakers.‖
19

 

Plato may have reprimanded poets for their misrepresentation of the gods, but 

ultimately, even he ―in his dialogue called Ion, giveth high and rightly divine 

commendation to poetry.‖
20

 While Aristotle‘s examples comprise the family events 

                                                 
15. Sir Philip Sidney, ―An Apology for Poetry,‖ The Critical Edition: Classical Texts and 

Contemporary Trends, 3
rd

 ed. (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin‘s, 2007), 140. 

16. Ibid., 136-7. 

17. Quoting Ben Jonson‘s Discoveries, Marvin Herrick, explains, ―To nature, exercise, imitation, 

and study, says Jonson, ‗art must be added to make all perfect‘‖ (26). And from Dryden‘s ―Author‘s 

Apology for Heroic Poetry and Poetic Licence‖, ―‗all poets ought to study [Nature], as well as 

Aristotle and Horace, her interpreters. But then this also undeniably follows, that those things which 

delight all ages must have been an imitation of Nature‘‖ (27). Marvin T. Herrick, The Fusion of 

Horatian and Aristotelian Literary Criticism, 1531-1555 (Urbana: U of Illinios P, 1946), 26-27. 

18. Ibid., 1,5. Herrick explains that western literary criticism is the product of both Aristotle‘s 

Poetics and Horace‘s Ars Poetica. Horace‘s work, clearly influenced by Aristotle‘s, was translated 

first into the vernacular, but Latin translations from the Greek were available in the sixteenth 

century. 

19. Sidney, 143. 

20. Ibid., 153. Shelley‘s point is easily supported by looking directly to Plato. Speaking to Ion about 

the poets, Socrates explains that the god ―uses them as servants, as he does prophets and godly 

diviners, so that we who hear should know that they are not the ones who speak those verses that are 

of such high value ... the god himself is the one who speaks, and he gives voice through them to us.‖ 

Plato, Ion, John M. Cooper, ed., Plato: Complete Works, Trans. Paul Woodruff (Indianapolis: 

Hackett, 1997), 534d. 
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of the Oresteia, they apply, too, to our more modern purposes. In Augustine‘s 

Confessions, for example, he calls for us to learn from his past sins and to 

recognize that our goal of eternity rests in the conversion of our souls, in our 

willingness to order our loves properly. For this reason, the Confessions represents 

―an early, psychological Bildungsroman.‖
21

 In Martin Chuzzlewit, too, we will find 

that Dickens‘s moral messages and concomitant potential conversions come both 

from the repulsive behaviors of the Chuzzlewit clan and from the healing, salvific 

forces of those on the periphery of the family‘s moral decrepitude. Mark Tapley, 

specifically, over time, engenders in young Martin the positive moral development 

that comprises Martin‘s successful Bildungsroman. A similar moral value of both 

the negative and positive examples is evident as well in the communities of Bleak 

House, albeit not a true Bildungsroman,
22

 and Great Expectations. In the former, 

we find Richard Carstone unwilling—to the point of his own demise—to convert, 

even guided by the friendship and consistently virtuous love of Esther. In the latter, 

we hear a soberly converted Pip reminisce about his painfully and profoundly 

evolving transformation, aided by his patient, humble friends.  

The moral value assigned to the character relationships in each novel can be 

illuminated by Plato‘s elevation of love‘s noble purpose above the erotic, and then 

                                                 
21. David H. Miles, ―The Picaro‘s Journey to the Confessional: The Changing Image of the Hero in 

the German Bildungsroman,‖ PMLA, Vol. 89, No. 5(Oct., 1974), p981. See ―Introduction‖ 30, n. 83 

for Miles‘s discussion of the ―psychological Bildungsroman,‖ as well as p30-32, for additional 

discussion of Bakhtin‘s and Miles‘s work. Also acknowledging the relevant connection between the 

Bildungsroman and the nonfictional autobiography, such as Augustine‘s, both in which ―the 

constitution of the self by the representation and analysis of individual experience is a paramount 

feature,‖ Oliver Buckton refers to Bakhtin‘s The Dialogic Imagination. Oliver S. Buckton,  Secret 

Selves: Confession and Same-Sex Desire in Victorian Autobiography (Chapel Hill and London, 

University of North Carolina Press, 1998), 3 and 219,  n. 4. 

22. See my pages 33-35. 
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Aristotle‘s elevation of the virtuous friendship above those of utility and pleasure—

notions which we will hear repeated in Augustine‘s Confessions, as he details his 

transformed regard for love and friendship in the process of his conversion.  In 

Plato‘s Symposium, each of the speeches on Love expresses wise, but partial 

wisdom, until at last we reach the words of Socrates/Diotima, which solidify a 

definition of and tribute to love that is at once rational and celebratory of its 

perfection. To begin, Phaedrus says that Love is ―the source of the greatest benefits 

to us.‖
23

 Claiming that ―no one is so cowardly that Love could not inspire him to 

heroism, equal to that of the bravest.‖
24

 Pausanias follows, building on, but also 

correcting Phaedrus‘s assertions. Pausanias distinguishes the type of Love worthy 

of praise as ―only that which has a noble purpose.‖
25

 Perhaps prefiguring 

Aristotle‘s depreciating of friendships of utility, Pausanias declares, ―There is 

dishonor in being overcome by the love of money, or of wealth, or of political 

power; ... no generous friendship ever sprang from them.‖
26

 Next, Euryximachus, 

the physician, offers his analysis of Love‘s value: ―the Love, more especially, that 

is concerned with the good and is realized in company with temperance and justice, 

whether among gods or men, has the greatest power, ... and makes it possible for us 

to be friends with the gods, who are above us, and with one another.‖
27

 When 

Aristophanes, the comedian, takes his turn, he expects ridicule, but, in fact, his wise 

                                                 
23.Phaedrus‘s speech (beginning at 178a) argues for Eros as the oldest god, most worthy of 

reverence because love leads men to honorable actions and, therefore, blessedness. Plato, 

Symposium, John M. Cooper, ed., Plato: Complete Works, Trans. G. M. A. Grube (Rev. C. D. C. 

Reeve) (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 178c. 

24. Ibid., 179a. 

25. Pausanias, the lawyer of the group, argues that the honored love between men (lover and 

beloved) is one based on a desire for wisdom. Ibid., 181a. 

26. Ibid., 184a-b. 

27. Ibid., 188d. 
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words earn him praise from Phaedrus. Aristophanes says, when one ―meets with his 

other half, ... the pair are lost in an amazement of love and friendship and intimacy. 

... No one could plausibly think that it is just sexual relations that makes them enjoy 

each other‘s company with so much intensity; rather, the soul of each manifests a 

desire for something else, but what that is it is unable to say.‖
28

 Agathon, the host 

of the party, announces that to make a proper tribute, he must describe not only 

Love‘s characteristics but also those things Love causes,
29

 explaining that Love 

makes his home ―not in every soul without exception, for where there is hardness 

of heart he departs, where there is softness, there he settles down.‖
 30

 And in terms 

that, I maintain, foreshadow Christ, he continues, ―Ever since this good was born, 

every good in heaven and earth has arisen from loving the beautiful. … He who 

empties men of disaffection and fills them with affection, … makes them to meet 

together at banquets such as these: in sacrifices, feasts, dances, he is our lord … , 

who gives kindness ever and never gives unkindness.‖
31

 To conclude the speeches, 

Socrates offers wisdom he learned from Diotima, that Love ―is neither mortal nor 

immortal, but a mean between the two.‖
32

 This platonic Love incites humankind to 

seek the good, to achieve immortality through generation:
33

 in regard to friendship, 

we do not consider the generation of offspring, ―but those who are pregnant in their 

souls ... conceive the kind of things that it is proper for the soul to give birth to. 

                                                 
28. Ibid., 192b-d. 

29. Ibid., 195a. 

30. Ibid., 195e. 

31. Ibid., 197b-d. 

32. Ibid., 202d. When Socrates was young, Diotima of Mantinea , a priestess, shared with him her 

notion of love. These ideas, as conveyed by Socrates in the Symposium, are the foundation for what 

we know as Platonic love. 

33. Ibid., 206e. 
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…Wisdom and virtue in general.‖
34

 Drawn together in such a bond, two people 

―are married by a far nearer tie and have a closer friendship than those who beget 

mortal children.‖
35

 In Augustine‘s friendship with Alypius,
36

 as in the friendships 

of our chosen Dickens novels, we will see just such pregnant souls and their 

salvific effects. 

On this point of platonic love, Richard Jenkyns criticizes Shelly‘s 

nineteenth-century translation of the Symposium because Shelley extracts from the 

dialogue only the erotic, pointing to ―Plato‘s scheme as a defence of free love.‖
37

 

Similar misreading occurs in current Dickens scholarship, for while Jenkyns argues 

that in Plato, ―on the contrary, physical desire is a crude emotion from which the 

philosopher must free himself,‖ Rosemarie Bodenheimer claims that in Dickens, 

―connections between male characters are eroticized by anxieties about class status, 

power and masculinity.‖
38

 On the contrary, as I will show, the salvific Dickensian 

friendships are noble, in the fully Platonic, Aristotelian, and Augustinian sense.  

                                                 
34. Ibid., 208e-209a. 

35. Ibid., 209c. 

36. Augustine, Confessions, trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin (London: Penguin, 1961). See Confessions, 6.7, 

10, 12, 16 and 8.12. Augustine and Alypius, one of his former students, chose to live together, 

because, as Augustine tells us, each was misguided by earthly passion—Augustine‘s for a woman, 

Alypius‘s for the spectacle of amphitheater games—and  ―was perplexed to know what course of 

life we ought to follow ... [and] his distress was not less than mine‖ (6.10). They pursued wisdom 

together, and—though Augustine admits in Book Six that he urged Alypius to engage in the same 

disordered lust that was burdening his soul—the two friends endure and bolster one another until, in 

Book Eight their concern for each other‘s souls comes to fruition. First, Augustine experiences his 

moment of conversion when he hears a voice tell him, ―‗Take it and  read, take it and read.‖ He 

returns to his place in Paul‘s epistles, Romans 13:13, 14, to Paul‘s command: ―‗Not in reveling and 

drunkenness, not in lust and wantonness, not in quarrels and rivalries. Rather, arm yourselves with 

the Lord Jesus Christ; spend no more thought on nature and nature‘s appetites.‘‖ Augustine tells us 

that, with that reading, ―In an instant, ... it was as though the light of confidence flooded into my 

heart and all the darkness of doubt was dispelled‖ (8.12). Thus converted, Augustine shared the 

experience with Alypius: ―This admonition was enough to give him strength,‖ and the two 

announced to Monica their resolution to follow God. 

37. Jenkyns, 238. 

38. Rosemarie Bodenheimer, ―Dickens, Fascinated,‖ Victorian Studies 48.2 (2006), 268.  
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In the Phaedrus, as in the Symposium, Socrates emphasizes Love‘s highest 

purpose. Speaking on the nature of Love, Socrates supports love between men, and 

while the relationship discussed surely entails erotic attraction, the conclusions 

emphatically focus on ―the real nature of Beauty, … where it stands on the sacred 

pedestal next to Self-control.‖
39

 In Plato‘s metaphor, when the charioteer and the 

noble horse resist the goading of the undisciplined horse, there is victory ―which 

lead[s] them to follow the assigned regimen of philosophy, [and] their life here 

below is one of bliss and shared understanding.‖
 40

 As Augustine approached his 

conversion, he finally understood discipline‘s indispensable role in truly blissful 

friendship, and upon reflection, he realized the recklessness of his earlier 

friendships, friendships devoid of self control.  

In his youth, Augustine swayed his friend—a young man who was never 

drawn to faith—to the ―superstitious, soul-destroying fallacies‖
41

 of Augustine‘s 

own Manichean beliefs. When this friend fell critically ill, the selfish nature of their 

boyhood friendship led Augustine to belittle the baptism his friend received during 

the delirium of a fever that would apparently end his life. Recalling this period of 

his own prideful faithlessness, Augustine tells us, ―I chose to believe that his soul 

would retain what it had learnt from me, no matter what was done to his body when 

it was deprived of sense.‖
42

 Even when his friend briefly recovered, now fervently 

affected and faithfully enflamed by his baptism, Augustine ―tried to chaff him 

                                                 
39. Plato, Phaedrus, John M. Cooper, ed., Plato: Complete Works, Trans. G. M. A. Grube (Rev. C. 

D. C. Reeve) (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 254b. 

40. Ibid., 256a-b. 

41. Augustine, Confessions, 4.4. This friend of Augustine‘s childhood and young adulthood is never 
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42. Ibid. 
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about it,‖
43

 only to hear his friend‘s rebuke and warning that to retain their 

friendship, Augustine would have to abandon his blasphemy. Still, Augustine 

resolved to re-indoctrinate his friend in his heretical beliefs, but as the mature, 

transformed Augustine confesses to God, ―[my friend] was rescued from my folly 

and taken into your safe keeping.‖
44

  

From his youthful vantage point, however, Augustine was blind to God‘s 

blessing and experienced uncontrollable, selfish despair upon his friend‘s death, 

measuring only his own worldly losses and not God‘s will for his friend. In 

retrospect, Augustine recognizes, ―the grief I felt for the loss of my friend had 

struck so easily into my inmost heart simply because I had poured out my soul 

upon him, like water upon sand, loving a man who was mortal as though he were 

never to die.
45

 Young Augustine, unable to distinguish true friendship from false, 

was risking two souls as he paved a path of moral destruction that he did not want 

to travel alone. 

In a telling contrast to his early missteps, adult Augustine—now turned 

toward God in sacrifice and charity and discipline—experiences with Alypius the 

fruits of true, selfless friendship when Alypius, too, receives his call and the two 

are baptized together.  It is a similarly blissful understanding that Dickens‘s Martin 

and Mark ultimately achieve, but, as Plato‘s metaphor suggests, only after Martin is 

cured, through Mark‘s example and care, of hubris and selfishness that weaken ties 

of family, friendship, and love earlier in the plot. In Great Expectations, after 

                                                 
43. Ibid. 

44. Ibid. 

45. Augustine, Confessions, 4.8. 
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decisive amendment of Pip‘s character and choices, the same can be said for the 

restoration of his bonds of friendship—with Herbert, with Magwitch, and with 

Joe—bonds which are surely jeopardized by Pip‘s earlier obsession with status. In 

contrast, in Bleak House, we witness the fall of Richard Carstone, who —too 

enveloped by the false promises of greed—is unable to surrender his passions to 

discipline; thus, Richard consistently resists the loving, but demanding discipline of 

Jarndyce and Esther, thereby risking his own life and the wellbeing of his wife and 

child. 

Much as we see in the Augustinian and Dickensian friendships, Plato‘s 

analysis of Love and friendship proves their most divine aspects to be those beyond 

the realm of the tangible and earthly. Aristotle‘s definition proceeds from this 

assumption, with the definition of the people, motivations, and actions comprising 

the divine possibility. In book eight of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle 

distinguishes among three types of friendship: pleasurable, utilitarian, and virtuous, 

the last being the perfected form. Perfect friends ―wish alike for one another‘s good 

because they are good men. … Those who wish for their friends‘ good for their 

friends‘ sake are friends in the truest sense.‖
46

 These rare friendships endure while 

friendships of utility and pleasure disappear once one friend ceases to offer gain or 

joy.
47

 Conversely, true friends enjoy mutual trust and choose to live in one 

another‘s company. Their friendship is not an ephemeral emotion but an enduring 

                                                 
46. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Trans. Martin Ostwald (Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall, 

1999),8.3.1156b.6-10. 

47. Ibid., 1156a.20. 
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attitude, evoking voluntary mutual affection.
48

 In the case of one friend tending 

toward evil, Aristotle reminds us that ―like is the friend of like, … but if there is the 

chance of reforming him, we must come to the aid of his character.‖
49

 Indeed, early 

in Augustine‘s friendship with Alypius, each is struggling with his own cross, and 

it is the tripartite bond between the two of them and God that leads them from evil 

toward good.
50

  Similarly, while Martin and Mark‘s friendship may initially seem 

to be based on utility, soon we realize that the utility may be assumed due to their 

difference in social status and education, but their trials and tribulations as they 

travel abroad level the playing field. Mark embarks on Martin‘s journey to Eden in 

hopes of financial gain, but soon his true purpose is unmistakable. As their dreams 

of comforts and success quickly dissipate, Mark shows no sign of anger or 

abandonment; instead, he maintains his ―jolly‖ attitude as he becomes Martin‘s 

only source of strength and hope. Mark is the truly virtuous Aristotelian friend. In 

both Bleak House and Great Expectations, too, the humility and charity of true 

friends will be the source of healing and salvation for those in need. 

 

 

 

                                                 
48. Ibid., 1157b.5. 

49. Ibid., 9.3.1165b.15-19. 

50. See Confessions, Book Six. Augustine had not yet understood, as he struggled with his visceral 

temptations, that ―there is a world of difference between the joy of hope that comes from faith and 
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St. Augustine’s Assimilation of Classical Thought 

To grasp the import of these Augustinian and Dickensian friendships 

requires bridging the divide between antiquity and Christianity. Shelley may have 

overemphasized the erotic in his treatment of the Symposium, but in his ―Defence 

of Poetry,‖ he both refutes and praises Plato. In response to Plato‘s disparaging of 

the poets, Shelley shows all great philosophers to be poets in that they present 

through language a vision of the world and the eternal truths to which it aspires, 

and in this sense Shelley‘s thesis is a fusion of classical and Christian beliefs. Plato, 

Shelley says, ―taught also a moral and intellectual system of doctrine 

comprehending at once the past, the present, and the future condition of man. Jesus 

Christ divulged the sacred and eternal truths contained in these views to mankind, 

and Christianity, in its abstract purity, became the exoteric expression of esoteric 

doctrines of the poetry and wisdom of antiquity.‖
51

 Furthermore, for any of the 

concerns Plato had concerning poetry‘s negative representations, Sidney assures us, 

―Christianity hath taken away all the hurtful belief.‖
52

 As a human bridge between 

Christian doctrine and classical wisdom, Augustine stands strong, as his own 

experiences led him to assimilate ancient philosophy to his evolving devotion to 

Christ‘s teaching. In City of God, Augustine credits Plato‘s philosophy as most 

closely approximating Christianity. ―Plato defined the Sovereign Good as the life in 

accordance with virtue; and he declared that this was possible only for one who had 

the knowledge of God and who strove to imitate him; this was the sole condition of 
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happiness.‖
53

 With this understanding of God, Augustine maintains that Platonists 

have found ―the light by which truth is perceived, and the spring which offers the 

drink of felicity.‖
54

 Having so emphatically linked Platonic thought with Christian 

doctrine, Augustine follows with discussion of God‘s city. Hopeful, future citizens 

of this city ―must lead a right life … during their earthy pilgrimage.‖
55

 In effect, by 

journeying with Martin, Mark metaphorically leads him toward Augustine‘s 

proposed city and, thus, away from ―the society of the ungodly.‖
56

 While Martin 

begins with what Augustine calls ―an empty complacency … which makes [him] so 

charmed with [his] achievement,‖ as he becomes more and more like his friend, he 

finds ―true tranquility.‖
57

 We will see the same dynamic at work as Pip relinquishes 

his gentlemanly aspirations and follows Joe‘s fine example, and we will see the 

inevitable failure of Richard Carstone‘s journey when he stubbornly clings to the 

false hopes of greed. 

Edward C. Sellner traces in Augustine‘s Confessions his conceptual 

changes before, during, and after his conversion.
58

 In so doing, he notes how 

Augustine‘s fire imagery transforms from the lustful, to the passionately 

intellectual, to the nurturing kindling of friendship. Brother André Marie, too, 

traces St. Augustine‘s biographical, philosophical, and theological influences to 
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arrive at Augustine‘s belief in the indispensable role of friendship in Christian life, 

emphasizing the influence of Cicero‘s writing on friendship and how, in 

Augustine‘s theology, Cicero is assimilated to Christianity to formulate the 

Augustinian notion of friendship.
59

 Marie says, Cicero‘s definition, clearly echoing 

Aristotle, claims that ―‗true friendship is limited to the good, for friendship is 

founded on virtue and presupposes it.‘‖
60

 Furthermore, ―one must correct a friend 

when necessary; if one permits another to continue in wrong-doing, he is not a 

friend.‖
 61

 Noteworthy, too, is Marie‘s emphasis that the importance of ―this 

Ciceronian conception of friendship is that it was the Roman conception dominant 

at the time of St. Augustine. ... Cicero‘s ideas were ingrained in the fabric of the 

Empire, … [even] almost four centuries after Cicero‘s death.‖
62

 Lucy Beckett 

further amplifies the influence of Cicero‘s thought on the moral and theological 

thought that followed: ―Cicero‘s ethics were absorbed without friction into 

Christian teaching: the cardinal virtues, for example—prudence, justice, 

temperance, and fortitude—which he took from Plato and Aristotle, were, when 

supported by the theological virtues of faith, hope and love, sound Christian 

principles of behavior.‖
63

 When achieved, these virtues, present in true friendship 

and clearly vital to Cicero and to Augustine, will prove to be the saving grace of 

our Dickensian characters, as well.  
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According to Sellner, as to most scholars and theologians, Augustine‘s 

theological views are solidified with his conversion.
64

 Although earlier in his life, 

the death of a friend had caused him despair, upon his conversion he has grown 

―from a fear of dying when he had first encountered his own mortality to the 

Christian faith that our friendships live on in a God who is always mindful of us.‖
65

 

As we will see, Dickens‘s depiction of how Mark‘s goodness influences Martin 

parallels Sellner‘s position on Augustine: ―What is true friendship according to 

Augustine? Nothing else but the welding together of two souls who seek the same 

goal; nothing more than two hearts united by the Holy Spirit who is God.‖
66

 Sellner 

describes Augustine‘s definition as ―similar to that of Plato, Cicero, … and 

classical writers who rated friendship and dialogue with friends as the highest 

calling of humankind. It is a pattern that Plato in his Symposium describes as that of 

being drawn, with the help of one‘s friends, from desire for a beautiful body to love 

of wisdom to immortality.‖
67

  

For Augustine, this wisdom, this truth, becomes the grace of God which we 

earn through charity.
68

 In one of his letters, Augustine—after his conversion—

writes, ―A man must be a friend of truth before he can be a friend to any human 

                                                 
64. For example, Janet Coleman writes of Augustine‘s conversion, ―That moment in which the soul 

did not think of self but mounted beyond itself and in that silence heard the Word of God, that 

moment of divine speech ... constituted the reaching forth, the flash of mind in which eternal 

Wisdom was touched.‖ Janet Coleman, Ancient and Medieval Memories: Studies in the 

Reconstruction of the Past (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1992), 89. 

65. Sellner, par. 16. 

66. Ibid., par. 17. 

67. Ibid. 

68. Charity, the English translation of the Latin caritas, is love for one‘s fellow men; in my 

discussions of the relationships between Dickensian characters, I will use the words charity and love 

interchangeably, for I will always be referring to this type of love, as opposed to Eros, or erotic 

love. 
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being.‖
69

 Parallel to my view of Dickensian friendship as a reflection of Christian 

virtue clearly informed by classical Greek philosophy, Sellner clarifies the 

classical/Christian distinction in Augustine: ―But for him [Augustine] … , there is 

one important difference between Platonic concepts and his own. While friendship 

by classical writers is described as a search together for beauty, truth, and wisdom, 

in Christian friendship, the search ultimately leads friends to the source who is 

Beauty, Wisdom, Truth, and Love.‖
70

 Indeed, in book four of the Confessions, 

Augustine discusses friendship‘s value when it exists according to God‘s will. He 

calls it ―madness … to love a man as something more than human;‖
71

 rather, he 

says, ―If your delight is in souls, love them in God, because they are too frail and 

stand firm only when they cling to him.‖
72

 As we will see, Mark is Martin‘s true 

friend, for he does just this. In his humble simplicity, Mark knows, as Augustine 

ultimately learned, that to be a virtuous friend is to be willing to say to the other, 

―Come down from those heights, for then you may climb and, this time, climb to 

God. To climb against him was your fall.‖
73

 In Great Expectations, Joe consistently 

offers to Pip his quietly simple but sage call, much as Esther and John Jarndyce 

offer theirs to Richard in Bleak House. At last, Pip answers. Sadly, Richard does 

not.  

Marie explains, ―For the author of the City of God, theological Charity 

orders all our other loves, purifying them, setting them aright, elevating them, and 

                                                 
69. Letter 155, 1.1, cited in Marie, 27.  

70. Sellner. 

71. Augustine, Confessions, 4.7. 

72. Ibid., 4.12 

73. Ibid. 
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orienting them properly in relation to one another.‖
74

 With this Augustinian notion 

of friendship, ―we have gone beyond the pagan authors into completely Christian 

territory. Cicero has been used but transcended. … The fact that through Christian 

friendship each friend both sanctifies himself and assists the other to the same end 

shows how exalted a thing amicitia is, for it is not only an expression of charity, 

but something which actually effects it.‖
75

 Moreover, Marie observes, ―While St. 

Augustine did not consider that there could be a true friendship between those who 

did not agree on divine things, still, the offer of friendship, the invitation to a 

perfect union of hearts, could be cause for conversion.‖
76

 This distinction is vital to 

Mark‘s role in Martin Chuzzlewit, wherein we will note the presence of the 

Ciceronian ideal that left its mark on Augustine and, thus, the literature of 

subsequent centuries: ―In the face of a true friend a man sees at is were a second 

self. So that where his friend is he is; if his friend be rich, he is not poor; though he 

be weak, his friend‘s strength is his.‖
77

  

Alexander Welsh notes that ―Dickens and his contemporaries were steeped 

in the Christian tradition – Pauline, Augustinian, and Puritan — of two cities: the 

earthly city of men and the city of God.‖
78

 If so, perhaps Augustine best articulates 

the main conflict of the Dickensian novel, a conflict that is born of an absence of 

charity and friendship: ―The city, that is the society, of the ungodly consists of 

those who live by the standards not of God but of man ... they are so arrogant and 

                                                 
74. Marie, 14. 

75. Ibid. 

76. Ibid., 19. 

77. Cicero, ―On Friendship, or Laelius,‖ 1.7. 

78. Alexander Welsh, The City of Dickens (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1986), 57. 
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pretentious in their irreligion that the swelling of their pride increases in exact 

proportion as their feeling of pain decreases.‖
79

  

In Martin Chuzzlewit, Bleak House, and Great Expectations, it is the 

formation of godly communities based on true friendships that have the power to 

trigger conversions. Hope awaits those who join these communities, for they are 

ultimately led from the ungodly society of greed, lust, and irreverence. 

 

Augustine’s Life 

With Augustine‘s Platonic roots thus planted, there remains still the need to 

understand Augustine‘s background—familial, societal, and intellectual—in order 

to illuminate his moral and spiritual motivations as bishop and author, motivations 

which permeate the literary landscape of ages to come. As a figure from late 

antiquity and a Father of the early Church, Augustine stands on the cusp of a 

changing world. In fact, in the Roman Empire of 300, only ten percent of the 

population was Christian, and these Christians were a persecuted group. With the 

emperor Constantine came changes that—by the close of the century—made 

Christianity the official religion.
80

 Augustine‘s birth, then, in 354, in Thagaste, 

North Africa, placed him at the true center of the changing world, both 

                                                 
79. Augustine, City of God, 14.10. 
80. William R. Cook and Ronald B. Herzman, The Medieval Worldview: An Introduction (New 

York: Oxford UP, 2004), 42-51. During his reign from 284-305, Emperor Diocletian wanted to rid 

the empire of Christianity, concerned that Christians‘ first loyalty was not to the state. Persecutions 

of Christians ensued until 313 with the Edict of Milan. Diocletian had retired in 305, but there 

followed then a period of co-emperors (one for the East and one for the West). Constantine, who 

was emperor of the West, was responsible for the Edict of Milan which ended the persecutions and 

extended toleration to all religions. In the years that followed, Constantine favored Christianity more 

and more; he was baptized on his deathbed in 337. 
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geographically and religiously, for Thagaste was the center of the Roman world at 

the time.
81

  

Moreover, the bridge between the pagan and the Christian was evident in 

Augustine‘s own childhood home. When Augustine was born his father, Patricius, 

was still a pagan; therefore, Augustine was given a pagan education.
82

 His mother, 

Monica, however, was a Christian, yet she followed her husband‘s aspirations for 

their son. As a result, while Augustine received the sacraments that accompanied 

his mother‘s faith, his own boyhood and young adult choices, as we will see, were 

not made accordingly.
83

  In regard to his parents‘ strict attitude toward his 

schooling in contrast to their more laissez-faire attitude toward his morality, 

Augustine details his sixteenth year:  

I surrendered myself entirely to lust, which your law forbids but human 

hearts are not ashamed to sanction. My family made no effort to save me 

from my fall by marriage. Their only concern was that I should learn how to 

make a good speech and how to persuade others by my words. … My father 

… , despite his slender resources, was ready to provide his son with all that 

was needed to enable him to travel so far for the purpose of study. …Yet 

this same father of mine took no trouble at all to see how I was growing in 

your sight or whether I was chaste or not.
84

  

 

                                                 
81. William R. Cook and Ronald B. Herzman, ―Lecture 2: Augustine and the World of Classical 

Antiquity,‖ St. Augustine‘s Confessions, MP3 Download (The Teaching Company, 2004). 

82. Possidius, The Life of Saint Augustine, trans. John E. Rotelle, O. S. A. (Villanova, PA: 

Augustinian P, 1998), 39-40. In his notes for this edition, Cardinal Michele Pellegrino tells us that 

when Augustine was born, only Monica was a Christian. Patrcius, his father, worked to provide 

Augustine with a secular education to prepare him for a career in rhetoric. Patricius did not become 

a cathecumen until Augustine was a teenager, and he was baptized just before his death.  In 

Confessions Book 9.9, Augustine tells God about his mother‘s effect on his father: ―She never 

ceased to try to gain him for you as a convert, for the virtues with which you had adorned her, and 

for which he respected, loved, and admired her, were like so many voices constantly speaking to 

him of you.‖  

83. Augustine shares that as a boy he ―was blessed regularly from birth with the sign of the Cross 

and was seasoned with God‘s salt, for O Lord, my mother placed great hope in you‖ (Confessions 

1.11). 

84. Ibid., 2.2-3. 
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But, as Augustine maintains, Monica was ever-aware of her son‘s misdeeds 

and concerned for his salvation. As she witnessed her son‘s immoral path, 

Augustine recounts, ―in her piety, she became alarmed and apprehensive, and 

although I had not yet been baptized, she began to dread that I might follow in the 

crooked path of those who do not keep their eyes on you but turn their backs 

instead.‖
85

 After her husband‘s death, Monica devoted herself to fervent prayer for 

her son‘s eventual conversion. Eventually, in fact, her devout reverence plays a role 

for Augustine similar to the one it played earlier for Patricius: Augustine explains 

that ―her patience was so great that his [Patricius‘s] infidelity never became a cause 

of quarrelling between them. For she looked to you to show him mercy, hoping that 

chastity would come with faith.‖
86

  Her prayers were ultimately answered with 

Patricius‘s conversion, and, Augustine continues, her life, in which ―she had 

brought up her children and had been in travail afresh each time she saw them go 

astray from you,‖
87

 ended not only with her son‘s conversion, but also with a 

telling conversation with Augustine about his moral healing. ―Our conversation,‖ 

he explains, ―led us to the conclusion that no bodily pleasure, however great it 

might be and whatever earthly light might shed lustre upon it, was worthy of 

comparison, or even of mention, beside the happiness of the life of the saints.‖
88

 

Alongside this understanding of his mother‘s beneficent influence, it 

remains vital to understand that Augustine‘s conversion came only after he was 

first misled by the heretical Manichees. This Christian group insisted on dualism, 

                                                 
85. Ibid., 2.3. 

86. Ibid., 9.9. 
87. Ibid. 

88. Ibid., 9.10. 
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the existence of evil as a substance in conflict with and with the potential to destroy 

the goodness of God. As Augustine details in his confession to God, it was 

Augustine‘s friend, Nebridius,
89

 who helped to liberate him from these lies:  

He used to ask what the imaginary powers of darkness, which the 

Manichees always describe as a force in conflict with you, would have done 

if you had refused to join battle with them. If they answered that this force 

could have done you some harm, they would, in effect, be saying that you 

were subject to hurt and corruption. If on the other hand they said that the 

powers of darkness could not harm you, there would be no purpose in a 

battle which was supposed to result in some part or member of you, some 

offshoot of your substance, becoming intermingled with opposing powers 

whose nature was not of your creation, and being corrupted and degraded to 

such an extent that its bliss was turned to misery and it needed your help if 

it was to be rescued and purged of evil. This offshoot of your substance, 

they claimed, was man‘s soul. It had been taken captive, made impure, and 

corrupted, while the Word of God, which was to come to its assistance, was 

free, pure, and incorrupt. Yet, if this was so, the Word of God must also 

have been subject to corruption, because it came of one and the same 

substance as the soul. … I saw that it was not to be found in any theory that 

would oblige me to believe that the immutable God was mutable. … I could 

see that while they [the Manichees] were inquiring into the origin of evil 

they were full of evil themselves, since they preferred to think that yours 

was a substance that could suffer evil rather than that theirs was capable of 

committing it.
90 

 

 

As Augustine continues to explain in Confessions, book 7, even after he was loosed 

from the lies of the Manichees, he foundered yet, as he sought the cause of evil in 

the world.
91

 At last, he was enlightened by the Neo-Platonic works of Plotinus. As 

he tells us retrospectively of the truths he encountered therein, he juxtaposes them 

                                                 
89. According to James J. O‘Donnell, Nebridius was a young man of a wealthy family; he was very 

studious and, by the time of his friendship with Augustine in Milan, very pious. Augustine: A New 

Biography (Harper Perennial: New York, 2005), 102. 

90. Augustine, Confessions, 7.2-3. 

91. Augustine tells us that he deals  in astrology, until Nebridius and two other trusted associates, 

and old doctor named Vindicianus, and his friend Firminus, end his delusions. See Book 7.6 for 

Augustine‘s account of Firminus‘s story of his own birth, the story which freed Augustine from 

putting any further credence in horoscopes. 
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next to biblical truths—of which the Neo-Platonist accounts are but a part—to 

which he, the converted Augustine, now adheres. For example, Augustine recounts,  

I read too that the soul of man, although it bears witness of the light, is not 

the Light. But the Word, who is himself God, is the true Light, which 

enlightens every soul born into the world. ... But I did not find it written in 

those books that he came to what was his own, and they who were his own 

gave him no welcome. But all those who did welcome him he empowered 

to become children of God, all those who believe in his name.
92

  

 

For Augustine, the Platonic philosophy, as it is brought forth in the Neo-

Platonic works, provides the integral bridge that allows him to cross from clouded 

misunderstanding to clear vision, where, as he says, ―the eye of my soul could 

discern you without mistake.‖
93

 Clearly, it is vital to recognize Augustine‘s world, 

both its interior and exterior aspects, as one of interconnectedness and heredity, 

rather than a world of newness and isolation, for Rome was indeed a syncretistic 

empire, and Augustinian thought—a building upon, reworking of, and extending 

beyond the Classical tradition— is a product of this synthesis. 

In The Medieval Worldview: An Introduction, William Cook and Ronald 

Herzman emphasize the lineage from antiquity to the Middle Ages, clarifying the 

anticipatory role of Plato and Aristotle in the salvific story of Jesus Christ. 

Augustine, as a faithful adherent of the Apostle Paul, does much to credit the 

wisdom of the Greek philosophers, always mindful to highlight the Christian truth 

to which they pointed but, due to their time in salvation history, never attained. For 

                                                 
92. Augustine, Confessions, 7.9. Here, Augustine provides numerous instances of the truths he 

gleaned from Plotinus, as well as the gaps that he filled only when he became a Christian. 

93. Ibid, 7.8. 
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Paul, ―the proper purpose of study and reflection is to lead a person to God;‖
94

 done 

properly, said study and reflection will free him/her from the chains of sin that have 

shackled him/her since birth.
95

 As we study and revere and emulate God the Son, 

we liberate ourselves in order to ascend to God the Father.  

Owing to Pauline theology, Augustine, while indebted to Platonism, 

Christianizes the original Platonic ascension to the Forms, as well as the Plotinian 

Neo-platonist fall of the soul away from the One, followed by that soul‘s attempt to 

return to its divine place. In his opposition to the Manichean notion that a soul falls 

into the dark, corrupt world, more specifically, into a corrupt body, Augustine 

insists on the goodness of all God‘s creation, and the nothingness (rather, the no-

thingness) of evil.
96

 He adheres consistently to Paul‘s declaration that ―I know and 

am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself; but it is unclean for 

anyone who thinks it unclean.‖
97

 In keeping with Paul, for Augustine, the question 

of the origin of evil—that which is no substance, but absence—is an ontological 

one, for evil has no being. In contrast to the Manichean theology from which he 

departed, in Augustine‘s theology, evil is without substance, for it is the void that 

results from our turning away from God. This absence of goodness is sin, our 

willful separation from the Creator. Avarice, disordered lust, ambition. These are 

all forms of the overarching sin of pride, in which, as we elevate Self, we denigrate 

                                                 
94. Cook and Herzman, The Medieval Worldview, 15. 

95. In Romans 8.2, Paul says, ―For the law of the Spirit of life in Jesus Christ has set me free from 

the law of sin and death.‖ 

96. Prior to his conversion, however, Augustine wrangled with the Manichean belief that evil was a 

substance. At that time, rather than blaming his own weak will for his sins, he tells us, ―Myself a 

man of flesh and blood I blamed the flesh.‖ Confessions, 4.15. 

97. Romans 14:14. 
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God. According to Phillip Cary‘s discussion of Augustine on evil, ―Given the 

defect of being that can indeed take place when the soul turns away from Truth, 

what prevents the ensuing tendency toward nothingness from going all the way to 

the extinction of the soul?‖
98

 From a personal perspective in The Confessions and 

from a universal perspective in Teaching Christianity and City of God, 

Augustine—in the interest of saving souls—emphasizes the necessity, promise, and 

beauty of elevating the God-like as he illustrates the inescapable results of 

selfishness: an unsatisfying wallowing in the world, a skewed view of love and 

friendship, an enslavement to the corporeal that renders impossible the ascent to the 

ethereal. These undeniably negative outcomes parallel those we find in  the as-yet 

unreformed protagonist of Martin Chuzzlewit, Bleak House‘s self-imprisoned 

Richard Carstone, and the ever bitter and stagnated Miss Havisham of Great 

Expectations. Dickens‘s negative examples—positioned, as similar examples are in 

Augustine, as repugnant alternatives to the humble, charitable, hopeful ways of 

such opposing figures as Mark Tapley, Esther Summerson, and Biddy, 

respectively—do not drag our attention down to the depths of despair; instead, they 

lead us to turn away from darkness and toward light, toward hope.  Clearly similar 

to the enlightened philosopher of Plato‘s ―Allegory of the Cave,‖
99

 these virtuous 

                                                 
98. Phillip Cary, Augustine‟s Invention of the Inner Self: The Legacy of a Christian Platonist  

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000 ), 109. 
99. Plato, Republic. In the Republic, book seven, Socrates explains the value of knowledge in terms 

of one who has been freed from the darkness of a cave—where only fragmented bits of sunlight 

enter. This liberated prisoner adjusts to the brightness of truth as he sees the source of the light he 

never knew. Should he return to the cave to share his knowledge, he risks ridicule and rejection, but 

he must try, nonetheless. ―In the knowable realm, the form of the good is the last thing to be seen, 

and it is reached only with difficulty. Once one has seen it, however, one must conclude that it is the 

cause of all that is correct and beautiful in anything, that it produces both light and it source in the 
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Dickensian characters are more similar yet to the enlightened Augustine who sees 

God at work in every worldly event, depends on Him for endurance and strength, 

and thanks Him for the goodness that comes from every part of His creation.
100

  

Augustine, on his road to becoming a Christian, had to accept God‘s 

omnipresence and divinity and then to reform that part of himself capable of 

leading him to God. This, of course, led Augustine to contemplate the soul. In the 

prayerful opening lines of the Confessions he says, ―Our hearts find no peace until 

they rest in you.‖
101

 Clearly, in the works of Augustine on which I focus—and 

likewise in the works of Dickens, as will be detailed in subsequent chapters—this 

statement is emphatically portrayed.  In the first ten books of the Confessions, we 

witness a soul‘s long journey from utter unrest to centered solace. The remaining 

books reveal what only an enlightened mind, the product of a soul at rest, can 

comprehend: the pricelessness of memory, the nature of time and eternity, the 

necessity of exegetical training, and the universality of the specific biblical 

messages, properly interpreted.
102

 In Teaching Christianity, we learn the 

indispensability of a properly formed soul in the discernment of scriptural signs and 

the absolute necessity of these signs in our navigation as we strive to live a moral 

life. Etienne Gilson tells us that for Augustine, a moral life is, without question, 

―something interwoven with social life. In his eyes, the individual is never 

                                                                                                                                        
visible realm, and that in the intelligible realm it controls and provides truth and understanding, so 

that anyone who is to act sensibly in private or public must see it‖ (7.517.b-c).  

100. After his conversion, Augustine says, ―Lord, … you have broken the chains that bound me; I 

will sacrifice in your honor. Let me praise you in my heart, let me praise you with my tongue.‖ 

Confessions, 9.1. While of these three Dickensian figures, it is only Esther who explicitly mentions 

God, both in her prayer and conversation, still, in their words and deeds, both Mark and Biddy 

exemplify God‘s goodness and encourage others to do the same. 

101. Ibid., 1.1 

102. In the final book of the Confessions, Augustine performs scriptural exegesis of Genesis. 
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separated from the city.‖
103

 Hence Augustine‘s vital distinction between the earthly 

and the Heavenly cities and their citizens. Augustine presents Cain as the founder 

of an earthly city, in contrast to his brother Abel, who instead looks toward his 

destination in the heavenly city. With God‘s city in view, Abel navigates his earthly 

path, yes, as a citizen of the temporal city, but one whose pious pilgrimage will 

bring him to eternity.
104

 In City of God—which employs the reality of a recently-

fallen Rome as a microcosmic example of the world—we note the profound divide 

between the eternal and the temporal, as we see that the restless soul, enveloped by 

earthly things and chained to their false, ephemeral enjoyment, remains in 

agonizing flux until it aligns the proper use of God‘s time-bound gifts with the goal 

of eternal joy in Heaven. 

 

A Delineation of Ideas: Plato, Plotinus, Augustine 

As we have noted, Augustine‘s philosophy and theology create a hinge 

between the Classical and the Christian. Following the intellectual trends of Plato, 

indirectly, and Plotinus directly, Augustine—after his conversion to Christianity 

and his appointment as Bishop of Hippo
105

—draws from his intellectual ancestors, 

even as he Christianizes their philosophy, in order to create, among others, four key 

theological points: 1) the hierarchy of the universe, 2) the primacy of the will over 

                                                 
103. Etienne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Augustine, Trans. L. E. M. Lynch (New York: 

Random House, 1960), 171. 

104. Augustine, City of God, 15.1. 

105. In 391, Augustine came to Hippo as a junior clergyman in the African church, wanting to 

establish there a monastery with his spiritual brothers and hoping to convert a friend there who 

would then join them. Soon, however, the bishop decided he needed Augustine as his subordinate 

(priest). Before long, Augustine was appointed bishop, making his life a much more public one than 

he intended. O‘Donnell, 12, 19-20.                                               
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the intellect, 3) the immortality of the soul, and 4) the value of love in the soul‘s 

ascent to God. Plato‘s Timaeus—the only one of Plato‘s dialogues available to 

Western Europe in Augustine‘s time—and Symposium and Plotinus‘s Enneads will 

serve here as telling examples.  

On the Hierarchy of the Universe. In the Timaeus, as the immortal gods 

work on the human race, the creator discusses those who are fit ―to possess 

something that shares our name of ‗immortal‘, something described as divine and 

ruling within those of them who always consent to follow after justice and after 

you.‖  The creator continues by mixing the human souls, immortal, but reduced in 

purity compared to those of the higher beings. ―Then he would sow each of the 

souls into that instrument of time suitable to it, where they were to acquire the 

nature of being the most god-fearing of living things, and, since humans have a 

twofold nature, the superior kind should be such as would from then on be called 

‗man.‘‖
106

   

 Plotinus, too, establishes the creator as necessarily anterior to his creation, 

clarifying that ―when we are discussing eternal realities we must not let coming 

into being in time be an obstacle to our thought; … what comes into being from the 

One does so without the One being moved.‖
107

 To explain the causal order and 

connection—more specifically, the Plotinian emanations
108

—he continues, ―Life 

                                                 
106. Plato, Timaeus, John M. Cooper, ed., Plato: Complete Works, Trans. Donald J. Zeyl 

(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997), 41c, e and 42a. 

107. Plotinus, The Enneads, ―On the Three Primary Hypostases‖ Trans. A. H. Armstrong 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), V.I.6.20-6. 

108.That which unfolds, emanates, from the One; in other words, all of the spiritual and material 
worlds. Each emanation is diminished in goodness according to its distance from the One. The 

divine mind, or the Nous, is the first emanation. The second is the world soul, divided into upper 
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and thought and all things come from the One, because that God is not one of all 

things; for this is how all things come from him, because he is not confined by any 

shape; that One is one alone.‖
109

 Further emphasizing this inherent division 

between the One and man, in the chapter entitled ―On the Good or the One,‖ 

Plotinus reminds us, ―Whoever thinks that reality is governed by chance and 

accident and held together by bodily causes is far removed from God and from the 

idea of the One.‖
110

  

 Augustine further amplifies the necessity of a creator because ―earth and the 

heavens are before our eyes ...proclaim[ing] that they were created. ‗We exist,‘ they 

tell us, ‗because we were made. And this is proof that we did not make ourselves. 

For to make ourselves, we should have had to exist before our existence began.‘‖
111

 

But as he had already clarified in Confessions, Book 7, as he quoted the Book of 

Wisdom, God is ―himself ever unchanged, he makes all things new. … ; he has no 

need of aught that is mine.‖
112

 Later, in Book 11, Augustine again differentiates 

between God‘s eternality and our temporality: ―In your Word all is uttered at one 

and the same time, yet eternally. …Your Word, then, in no degree gives no place to 

anything or takes the place of anything, because it is truly immortal and eternal.‖
113

  

On the Primacy of the Will Over the Intellect. In this Plato-Plotinus-

Augustine study, the intellect-to-will shift is obvious. Plato insists on a trained 

                                                                                                                                        
and lower. From the world soul emanates individual human souls. Matter rests at the lowest level, 

furthest removed from the One. 

109. Ibid., V.I.7.20-4. Of course, one thousand years after Plotinus and nine hundred years after 

Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas assimilated these ideas into his arguments of the First Cause and 

Prime Mover. 

110. Ibid., ―On the Good or the One,‖ VI. 9.5.1-4. 

111. Confessions, 11.4. 

112. Ibid., 7.11. 

113. Ibid., 11.7.  
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intellect as paramount, an absolute necessity in knowing the Good.
114

 In fact, Plato 

warns against the soul‘s focusing on anything but the rational because ―hovering 

around the sensible world ... [where] ... the circle of the diverse also moving truly 

imparts the imitations of sense to the whole soul, then arise opinions sure and 

certain.‖
115

 Here, Plato implies that these beliefs—too affected by the senses—are 

not necessarily good. However, he continues, ―But when reason is concerned with 

the rational, and the circle of the same moving smoothly declares it, then 

intelligence and knowledge are necessarily achieved.‖
116

 From a Platonic 

perspective, reason and knowledge are sufficient for right decisions; therefore, he 

asserts, ―We must acknowledge disease of the mind to be a want of intelligence, 

and of this there are two kinds—to wit, madness and ignorance.‖
117

 In other words, 

no one who possesses knowledge would ever choose to act in opposition to it. With 

this notion, the will is rendered ineffectual.  

 For Plotinus, however, the notion of will surfaces when he questions our 

passivity, our willful inactivity and the subsequent, often ill-advised options 

                                                 
114. Plato‘s notion of the tripartite soul presents a microcosm of his polis. In Book Four of the 

Republic, Socrates emphasizes reason as the only part of the soul capable of ascending to the Forms. 

While each person‘s soul comprises the following three parts, Socrates argues that the rational part 

of the soul is responsible for learning; moreover, this part is dominant among rulers and 

philosophers, the only ones who can know the Good. The spirited part houses courage and is 

preeminent among soldiers. Their spirits must be well-trained by the rulers so that they tend toward 

the rational rather than the appetitive. Finally, the appetitive part of the soul, where appetites for 

food, drink, sex, etc. reside, is strongest among the producers—workers and craftsmen. The rulers 

select and train the soldiers for the city. The soldiers‘ job is protecting and ―preserving it and not 

abandoning it because of pains, pleasures, desires, or fears‖ (429d). The higher reason of the 

soldiers allows them to guard against both the idleness of wealth and the slavishness of poverty that 

might overwhelm the producers. Clearly, in Plato, those with the dominant intellect are necessary 

for a successful community. There is no issue of the will, but rather the absolute necessity of reason 

and wisdom. See also Republic, Book Nine for the analogy of the tripartite being: human (intellect), 

lion (spirit), and many-headed beast (appetite). 

115. Timaeus, 37b-c. 

116. Ibid., 37c. 
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chosen over the clear examples of right reason. He ponders, ―Why, then, when we 

have such great possessions, do we not consciously grasp them, but are most 

inactive in these ways, and some of us are never active at all?‖
118

 Clearly, for 

Plotinus knowledge is necessary but not sufficient; the will, too, is necessary, for 

the choice to act on acquired knowledge is vital and a sure function of the will. 

The will, then, for Plotinus, must submit to the intellect. 

 Augustine asserts not only the necessity of the will but also its primacy. 

Allowing for the humility and simplicity that separate classical philosophy from 

Christian theology, Augustine contends, ―If our will is good, you will find some 

room for us, so that we shall wish for nothing else but to remain in your house 

forever.‖
119

 Earlier, he had recognized the responsibility that accompanies that 

potential gift: ―When I chose to do something or not to do it, I was quite certain 

that it was my own self, and not some other person, who made this act of will, so 

that I was on the point of understanding that herein lay the cause of my sin.‖
120

 For 

Augustine, the surrender of the will to God is imperative. As Janet Coleman points 

out, while Plotinus instructs, ―‗Now call up all your confidence; you need a guide 

no longer; strain and see,‘‖ Augustine humbly recognizes, ―‗Being admonished by 

all this to return to myself, I entered into my own depths with You as guide; and I 

was able to do it because You were my helper.‘‖ Here, Coleman explains, is the 
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divide between neo-Platonism and Christianity: ―the one autonomous, the other 

wholly reliant on God‘s guidance.‖
121

  

On the Immortality of the Soul. Both Plato and Plotinus believe the soul to 

emanate from God, from the One, thus to be part of the divine nature. Resulting 

solely from its unavoidable position in the hierarchy of creation, the soul descends 

to the material world—into a physical body—where there is risk of corruption. The 

inclination, then, of every soul is to seek return to the source of its divinity. Having 

established that, for Plato, living well is synonymous with the acquisition of 

knowledge and, thus, with the soul‘s return to its divine nature, we understand the 

necessity of contemplation of the Forms —according to one‘s ability
122

— during 

one‘s lifetime. Upon that condition, Plato tells us in the Timaeus, ―He who lived 

well during his appointed time was to return and dwell in his native star, and there 

would have blessed and congenial existence.‖
123

 Plotinus iterates similarly, ―Souls 

and their virtues here below continue to belong to the higher world of the 

Intellect.‖
124

 

 For Augustine, however, the soul is not divine, but a creature—and a fallen 

creature at that—who longs to be reunited with his Creator. The soul‘s desired 

destination is the metaphysical innocence
125

 with which it began. Augustine says to 

God, ―Even though men are primed and initiated by ... signs and submit to the 

                                                 
121. Coleman, 81. For this observation, Coleman credits Paul Henry‘s introduction to Plotinus: The 

Enneads, trans. Stephen Mackenna (London, 1969), lxix. 

122. What is a cosmic discussion in the Timaeus, is a discussion of the society and the individual 

soul in the Republic. See Note 109. 

123. Plato, Timaeus, 42b.   

124. Plotinus, Enneads, Introductory Note. 

125. Elliot L. Gilbert, ―The Ceremony of Innoncence: Charles Dickens‘ A Christmas Carol,‖ 

PMLA, Vol. 90, No. 1 (Jan., 1975), 24. 



 

72 

 

outward rites of your sacraments, they would not progress beyond them unless their 

souls had spiritual life of another order and looked forward beyond the word of 

initiation to the fulfillment that follows after.‖
126

 For this Augustine thanks God, 

for ―our hearts had received the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Before then, our 

impulse was to do wrong, because we had deserted you. ... By the gift of your grace 

some of the works that we do are good, but they are not everlasting. After them, we 

hope that we shall find rest, when you admit us to the great holiness of your 

presence.‖
127

 Those who will be admitted are they who are true servants of the 

heavenly city, they who, in their goodness, provide a ―prophetic image of this City, 

… in virtue of [their] pointing to that other City.‖
128

 

On the Value of Friendship and Love in the Ascent of the Soul. To return 

to the One—in the verbiage of Plato and Plotinus—or to find rest with the Creator 

as Augustine describes, a relationship to others plays a key role. Timaeus explains 

the creator‘s plan, regarding the creation of humans: ―It would be necessary that 

they should have in them one and the same faculty of sensation, arising out of 

irresistible impressions; in the second place, they must have love.‖
129

 In the 

Symposium, Plato clarifies the higher value and use of love:  

He who has been instructed thus far in the things of love, and who has 

learned to see the beautiful in due order and succession, when he comes 

toward the end will suddenly have a vision of wondrous beauty ... a beauty 

that in the first place is everlasting, not growing or decaying, or waxing or 

waning,‖ [in other words, the One]. ... The correct order of going, or being 

led by another, to the things of love is to begin from the beauties of the 

earth and mount ever upward for the sake of that other beauty, using these 
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127. Ibid., 13.38. 
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as steps only, and from going on to two, and from two to all the beautiful 

bodies, and from beautiful bodies to beautiful practices, and from beautiful 

practices to beautiful notions, until from beautiful notions he arrives at the 

notion of absolute beauty, and at last knows what that essence of beauty 

is.
130

  

 

Thus, love for Other is not an end in itself, but rather a means by which to attain the 

desired end, a return to the One. In a similar vein, Plotinus declares, ―By admiring 

the soul in another, you admire yourself. Since the soul is so honorable and divine a 

thing, be sure already that you can attain God by reason of its being this kind, and 

with this as your motive ascend to him.‖
131

 

 When Augustine recounts for us his despair at the loss of a childhood 

friend, he begins his discussion of the role and value of true friendship. As we have 

previously discussed, from his adult, Christian perspective, Augustine knows, 

―What madness to love a man as something more than human!‖
132

 While he felt 

that he had lost half of himself with the death of his friend, what he failed to 

understand was that neither he nor his friend was meant to find eternal enjoyment 

in one another. Augustine admits, ―I had poured out my soul upon him, like water 

upon sand, loving a man who was mortal as though he were never to die.‖
133

 Only 

later, with a true knowledge of the nature of God, does he realize that ―Blessed are 

those who love you, O God, and love their friends in you and their enemies for 

your sake. They alone will never lose those who are dear to them, for they love 
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them in one who is never lost, in God.‖
134

 Years after the loss of his childhood 

friend, as he approaches his conversion, he has reached a clearer understanding of 

friendship and community: ―When large numbers of people share their joy in 

common the happiness of each is greater, because each adds fuel to the other‘s 

flame. Moreover, when converts are well known, their example guides many others 

to salvation.‖
135

 And so, according to Augustine, we are to join with our friends in 

our love for God—urging one another to redirect our fallen wills—thereby 

propelling them and ourselves toward the true goal, the eternal enjoyment of God‘s 

presence. Augustine recognizes the freedom and true charity he gains—as a man, as 

a friend, as Bishop—as he moves from the weight of the worldly back to the 

lightness of the divine. Thus, in the closing book of the Confessions, with true 

appreciation for his memory and for his metaphysical innocence, Augustine reveals 

to God his long-awaited understanding: ―It is your fire, your good fire, that sets us 

aflame and carries us upward. For our journey leads us upward to the peace of the 

Heavenly Jerusalem.‖
136

  In City of God, Augustine reinforces this assertion, 

explaining, ―When good men die who are our friends we rejoice for them; and 

though their death brings us sadness, we find our surer consolation in this, that they 

                                                 
134. Ibid., 4.9. In The Philosophy of Friendship, Mark Vernon contradicts Augustine‘s words when 

he writes that ―this ‗friendship-in-God‘ ethos cast a shadow over human friendship.‖ Vernon rightly 
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recovered his faith in actual friendships again‖ is a misreading. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
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have been spared those evils by which in this life good men are crushed and 

corrupted, or are at least are in danger of both these disasters.‖
137

 

 

Conclusions 

As Jaroslav Pelikan points out, the Timaeus ―was the only dialogue of Plato 

known in anything near its entirety to the Latin Middle Ages, and therefore it has 

had the longest continuous influence of any of the dialogues in the West.‖
138

 

Furthermore, Pelikan insists that the ―Latin culture of Catholic Rome dominated 

the history and culture of the Mediterranean world and of western Europe for more 

than a millennium and then spread from there to the seven continents and to the 

islands of the sea.‖
139

 As we will see in the following section, Augustine‘s reliance 

upon and departure from his classical sources combines the abovementioned points 

in an overarching concern, the nature of evil, a concern which is vital, yes, to 

Augustine, but certainly no less so  to his literary descendants. The ensuing 

discussion, which engages modern interpretations of Augustinian thought, will 

support my assertion of the effect of his moral discoveries, specifically in the works 

of Charles Dickens, wherein we are led to scrutinize the expanse that separates the 

good characters from the evil and the hopeful potential for bridging the chasm. To 

be sure, Augustine‘s theology—as it applies to creation, to the will in regard to Self 

and Other, and to the soul‘s destiny—assimilates the Platonic and the Neo-Platonic, 
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but it diverges from them in such a way that positions Augustine as the foundation 

of western Christianity, and therefore, as I argue, of Dickensian morality.  

 

Scholarship 

To clarify Augustine‘s thought on of the nature of the soul, Philip Cary 

explains Augustine‘s invention of the inner self, an interiority that permits one to 

turn inward to see the intelligible world and then, necessarily, upward to 

acknowledge God as the Creator of the intelligible and the sensible worlds. For 

Cary, ―the Plotinian soul goes into itself to find the god within, while the 

Augustinian soul goes into itself to find the God that is other than the self, above 

and outside it.‖
140

 Cary differentiates between the impersonal intelligible self as 

depicted in Plotinus and Augustine‘s spatial privatization of this self, but he 

considers Augustine‘s thought simply as a modification of Plotinus. In the Plotinian 

view, the soul does not descend entirely to the material world; rather it is comprised 

of a lower part that does descend into the earthly body and a higher part that is in 

constant contemplation of the intelligible forms,
141

 thus permitting the soul an 

equality with the forms, with divinity, in other words. As we have previously 

established, from a Christian view, the soul is created and, thus, can never be 

placed on par with the Creator; therefore, the Augustinian soul must, by necessity, 

be wholly different from the Plotinian.
142

 What is vital in Plotinus for Augustine, 

John Kenney argues, is that the Plotinian soul is not merely public, but a ―private 
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142. Ibid., 80-81. See also John Milbank, ―Sacred Triads: Augustine and the Indo-European Soul,‖ 
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77 

 

self which is alone making decisions, not a universal self dissolved in the 

impersonal world of intelligibles.‖
143

 Cary, Kenney contends, misses Plotinus‘s 

presentation of ―the self as a metaphysical pilgrim;‖
144

 it is this aspect of Plotinus 

that is most important to Augustine and a notion indispensable to this dissertation. 

The pilgrim soul is a vital concept, for it emphasizes the crucial nature of 

our every choice. In Cary, this idea is minimized. Cary claims that our prelapsarian 

souls were transparent; had it not been for the Fall, our individual souls would 

never have been separated from one another. For Cary, ―the privacy of the inner 

self is thus a temporary phenomenon, … strictly a consequence of the Fall, a result 

of ignorance and discord that divides soul from soul in our present state of sin and 

punishment.‖
145

 If we are saved, then, and ascend to Heaven after our death, again, 

―our inmost selves will be open to each other‘s gaze, as they were always meant to 

be.‖
146

 But, according to Kenney‘s argument, Augustine and Plotinus share a 

different view: ―There is a dimension of self which is private and which is the seat 

of our ability as humans to exercise moral choices of great spiritual 

significance.‖
147

  

In opposition to Cary, Kenney maintains that the vital aspect of Augustinian 

interiority—which is a sure departure from Plotinus—is the memory, for it is the 

memory that allows one to transcend space and time to find the immaterial within. 

For Augustine, ―only after discovering immaterial truth within can he discern 
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God‘s invisible nature understood ‗through the things which are made.‘‖
148

 

Agreeing with John Milbank, Kenney puts forth a notable distinction: ―The key to 

Augustine‘s interior self is not the closed, private, inner individuality that 

subsequently became the basis of the modern Cartesian self. Rather, the interior 

self is always to be understood as incomplete and other-directed.‖
149

 More simply 

put, Augustine does not assign to the self any external substance; the self—and, 

thus, the soul—is created, and only by way of memory, which is an interior entity, 

can it orient itself and thus find—outside creation, outside time—its Creator. In 

Teaching Christianity (De Doctrina Christiana), Augustine tells us that it is this 

orientation that allows us to distinguish, as we must, between the time-bound and 

the eternal, the earthly and the Heavenly, that which we must use and that which 

we long to enjoy.
150

 For Milbank, the proper relationship between God and man 

necessitates ―remaining within time and travelling to God by gathering ourselves 

again through memory, through a tearful shedding of ourselves and an expectation 

governed by right desire.‖
151

  

In fact, citing Galatians 5:17, Augustine tells us how universally difficult 

such shedding is: ―It may be that all men do desire to be happy, but because the 

impulses of nature and the impulses of the spirit are at war with one another, so that 

they cannot do all that their will approves, they fall back upon what they are able to 
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do and find contentment in this way.‖
152

 Of course, as we have discussed, the 

temporal things of nature—mistakenly engaged for enjoyment, rather than for 

proper use—do not conform to right desire precisely because they are fleeting. 

Still, precisely because we exist in time we must use time to gain eternity, our 

salvation. Milbank writes, ―We discover that we are to ‗comprehend‘ time as the 

mystery of the possibility of charity. ... Hence the only graspable meaning of time 

is an ethical one.‖
153

 After all, it is via our memories of the past and our desires for 

the future that we decide each of our present actions. Our decisions—as we will see 

in Augustine‘s works, as well as in Dickens‘s—are inseparable from the state of 

our souls; therefore, conversion (often many minute ones with one ultimately 

monumental result) is absolutely and frequently necessary. In his examination of 

Augustine‘s view of recollection, John S. Dunne clarifies, ―Repetition here is the 

fact that one‘s whole lifetime, past and future, is present in each successive 

existential moment through all the changes in orientation of self to self, to others, 

and to God. Recollection, accordingly, means bringing to mind the successive 

changes the orientation of one‘s life has undergone.‖
154

  

Again, this notion of conversion—a notion that involves assimilation and 

change—hearkens back to Augustine‘s use of his pagan sources. Pelikan reminds 

us,  

Augustine invoked the passage in Timaeus that distinguished between Truth 

… and  … , according to which Truth pertained only to Being… but not to 
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Becoming … and applied it to Christ as Truth and as ―eternity‖ … That 

passage from Timaeus was, with others, evidence for the truth of the 

statement of Paul that the ―invisible attributes‖ of God were ―visible in the 

things he has made,‖ but was also evidence for the inadequacy of 

―philosophizing without the Mediator, that is, without Christ the man.‖
155

 

 

In light of his understanding of the soul, then, and attuned to the inescapable divide 

between corporeal and ethereal, Augustine says we must surrender the things of the 

earthly city in order to join the journey toward the Heavenly City, a place eternal, 

not temporal (City of God). To achieve this end, union with God in the Heavenly 

City, entails the proper use of those earthly things (people included) so that we may 

enjoy eternity in the Heavenly City. According to Augustine, ―Things that are to be 

enjoyed make us happy; things which are to be used help us on our way to 

happiness, providing us, so to say, with crutches and props for reaching the things 

that will make us happy, and enabling us to keep them.‖
156

 For Augustine, then, it 

is the misplaced enjoyment, rather than the healthy use of people and things in the 

world, that hinders—often prevents—our ultimate enjoyment. If we think back to 

the Symposium and the Phaedrus, we recognize Plato‘s shared concerns. As we 

look ahead from Augustine to Martin Chuzzlewit, Bleak House, and Great 

Expectations, we hear Dickens‘s similar message. The pilgrim, on his search for 

Truth, may well be so drawn to the things of the world that he is enveloped by the 

earthly city, caught up in misuse, seeking false enjoyment. This is Augustine‘s state 

in the Confessions, that is, until he—as a ―metaphysical pilgrim‖—―picks up and 
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reads‖ and, thereby jarred by his memory of the happiness for which he truly longs, 

subsequently sheds his earthly chains and turns his gaze upward to begin his ascent 

toward God.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

DICKENS‘S WORLD:  

CHRISTIAN, MORAL, AND PERSONAL PERSPECTIVES 

Dickens’s Background 

Before elaborating on Dickens‘s creation of metaphysical pilgrims in the 

Augustinian vein, a brief sketch of Dickens‘s formative years is in order. Young 

Charles Dickens, born in 1812, saw the rise of industrialism and witnessed his 

country ignorantly and selfishly divide itself between the rich and poor. Before 

beginning his writing career, Dickens‘s religious experience was little, if any, once 

his family moved from Chatham to London in 1822. In Dickens‘s childhood home, 

religion was not a primary focus. According to Dennis Walder, ―The family was 

Church of England, and not conspicuously devout, or conversant with doctrine.‖
1
  

Charles and his seven siblings were baptized, but they received no formal religious 

education. His elder sister, Fanny, was quite religious and eventually married an 

evangelical minister, and Dickens‘s mother, too, acquired a certain religious zeal. 

However, rather than foster in Charles an increased interest, their fervor for the 

church as an institution served only to foster his impatience for what he saw as the 

hypocritical injustices of the church that resulted from human greed and arrogance.  
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 A direct contributor to the eventual religious conversion of Charles Dickens 

— from nominal Christian to fervently concerned Christian moralist — was 

Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881). Carlyle‘s semi-autobiographical Sartor Resartus 

―asserted [his] preference for duty and self-renunciation to his contemporaries‘ 

misplaced quest for physical comfort and happiness.‖
2
 In mid-nineteenth-century 

England, avarice and ambition were commonplace—combining to create an 

overarching pride that decimated charity as it obscured humility. In his 1843 Past 

and Present, ―Carlyle contrasted the hard work and Christian obligation of an 

earlier time with the shifting and secular values of his own age.‖
3
 Not surprisingly, 

as a young man, influenced by Thomas Carlyle, Dickens shunned nominal 

Christianity, for he was critical of the moral tepidity that he so often saw as its 

complement. Michael K. Goldberg quotes Carlyle‘s Past and Present, elucidating 

Dickens‘s employment of the ―cash-payment‖ problem in Victorian society: Cash-

payment is ―‗the sole relation of human beings,‘ which ‗absolves and liquidates all 

engagements.‘‖
4
 With the implementation of the Poor Law Amendment Act of 

1834, for example, grew Dickens‘s ―suspicion of the religious establishment‘s 

attitude towards the poor, whose spiritual guardian it was supposed to be.‖
5
 

                                                 
2. Ian Campbell, ―Thomas Carlyle,‖ The Carlyle Encyclopedia, Ed. Mark Cumming (Madison: 

Farleigh Dickinson UP, 2004), 80. Sartor Resartus was published in Fraser‟s Magazine, 1833-1834. 
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Biographer Edgar Johnson clarifies Dickens‘s view: ―In theory the new Poor Law 

distinguished between the helpless and the man or woman who could work but 

wouldn‘t. In practice, however, it mingled the idler, tramp, drunkard, and prostitute 

in the same workhouse with the aged, ill, and infirm, and with the foundling 

children.‖
6
 Acting as an influence on Dickens, Carlyle believed strongly that in the 

case of the damaging divide between rich and poor, ―the basic cause of the situation 

was not economic but moral.‖
7
  

As I will further argue in subsequent chapters, while Dickens‘s abhorrence 

of the human neglect and cruelty produced by capitalism is surely pervasive in his 

works, we cannot ignore the heavenly prospective which he offers. In this, Dickens 

seems to stray from Carlyle, who, Houghton explains, misses ―the symbolic 

character of creative literature which can make at its best a more profound 

revelation of truth than either biography or history.‖
8
 Reading Dickens for his 

positive, revelatory symbolism—in Mr. Brownlow, in Scrooge‘s nephew, in 

Florence Dombey, in Esther Summerson and John Jarndyce, and in Joe and Biddy 

Gargery—we do find those who represent the ideals to which potential converts 

may aspire, those who never fall to the ―dehumanizing tendencies of the new 

industrial age.‖
9
 Walder writes, ―If God permits evil to flourish in Oliver Twist— 
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… then he also ensures its ultimate failure and destruction‖,
10

 making Dickens‘s 

stable, good characters and the communities (in the forms of homes, families, and 

friendships) they create vital in the potential reform of  his wayward characters. In 

his 1841 Preface to Oliver Twist, Dickens writes that he ―wished to show in little 

Oliver, the principle of Good surviving through every adverse circumstance, and 

triumphing at last.‖
 11

 As I will elaborate further in this chapter, as well as in those 

to follow, in Dickens‘s subsequent novels—with my concentration on Martin 

Chuzzlewit, Bleak House, and Great Expectations—he also illustrates good 

triumphing over evil. Just as Walder mentions the fall of Bumble and Fagin and 

Sikes in Oliver Twist, we must consider the fates of, among others, Martin 

Chuzzlewit‘s Jonas and Pecksniff, Bleak House‘s Richard Carstone, and Great 

Expectations‘s Drummle and Compeyson. While some good and/or reformed 

characters, too, meet their deaths, we find first—as in the cases of Nancy, Jo, and 

Magwitch, for example—their opportunity for the saving, forgiving touch of those 

within the heavenly prospective. True, at the conclusion of these novels—most 

manifestly in Bleak House—societal evils, such as religious hypocrisy, avaricious 

legalities, and capitalistic greed persist, but Dickens, in his typological instantiation 

of a Heavenly City, calls for individual changes of heart  that he deems necessary to 

                                                                                                                                        
122). Houghton explains Carlyle‘s growing distaste for metaphysical discussions in philosophy and 

literature and his preference for biography and history.  ―Fiction, whether in prose or verse … is 

always unsatisfactory … because it produces a tension between imagination and understanding, the 

imagination urging one to accept as true what the understanding warns him is false: namely, either 

the supernatural, which he cannot believe at all, or, if that is banished … , the made-up story which 

he can only believe momentarily and must dismiss, the instant he finishes reading, as fictitious 

because it ever really happened.‖ Houghton, 131. As we continue, Dickens‘s divergence from these 

Carlylean ideas will become ever more evident.  

10. Walder, 43. 

11. Ibid., 44. 
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counteract the ―deformation of the individual life by the ruthlessness of the money 

ethic.‖
12

 

Despite Dickens‘s evident divergence, then, from Carlyle‘s pragmatism, in 

1840, under Carlyle‘s strong influence, Dickens became a radical Protestant who 

assumed that the ritualistic, hierarchical practice of the High Anglican Church and 

the Roman Catholic Church interfered with ―true‖ religion and the duty to help 

one‘s fellow men. As is manifest in his works, however, this aversion to nominal 

morality in no way stifled his insistence on individual moral conversion as a 

precursor to a hoped-for societal shift from earthly selfishness to heavenly 

selflessness. For Dickens, the improvement of the social and moral life of the 

whole community took priority over doctrine, and petty sectarian arguments 

troubled him.  In the pervasive religious humanism of the   1840s and 1850s, 

briefly ―Dickens found among the Unitarians a haven of reasonable and plain 

thinking,‖ a place where he could focus on Christianity‘s fundamentally moral 

features.
13

 Gary Colledge contradicts, however, any claim that Unitarianism was 

the long-held, dominant focus of Dickens‘s Christianity. On the contrary, 

―Dickens‘s religion belongs within the confines of the Establishment and … a 

passing interest in Unitarianism is as far afield of orthodoxy as Dickens would 

roam during his lifetime.‖
14

 

While Dickens was surely a reformer, he was not the garden variety 

reformer of his age. Considering the wide variety of religious expression practiced 
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in the middle of the nineteenth century,
15

 Dickens‘s minimal involvement with 

Unitarianism ―seems less than radical and his expressed criticisms of the Church 

seem to be, when considered in perspective, the criticisms of one within the fold of 

Christianity and not one outwith the fold.‖
16

 In fact, Chesterton credits Dickens 

with a sensitivity unique to the radical reformers of his time. In Oliver Twist, 

Dickens‘s second novel, he assumes his stance against social oppression, one that 

he maintains henceforward. In his essay on Oliver Twist, Chesterton contrasts 

Dickens with his contemporaries who ―sought to destroy the old sentimental 

clericalism, the old sentimental feudalism, the old-world belief in priests, the old-

world belief in patrons, and among other things the old-world belief in beggars.‖
17

 

As these reformers pretended the poor were now invisible, thanks to the reformers‘ 

creation of the new poor law and modern workhouse, Dickens—in his literary 

worlds—took up arms on the side of the weak against the strong. ―His revolt,‖ 

Chesterton explains, ―was simply and solely the eternal revolt.‖
18

 

Perhaps one of Chesterton‘s greatest attractions to Dickens was Dickens‘s 

paradoxical combinations of insistent criticism of the social order and persistent 

faith in the individual. Interestingly, Dickens‘s father is the initial source of both 

the chastisement and the hopefulness. It was John Dickens who prompted his son‘s 

gentlemanly hope for success, showing the nine-year-old Charles Gadshill Place 

                                                 
15. Ibid. Colledge describes Unitarians as the most radical of the Christians of the time; other 

Christians whose practices went beyond the mainstream included Evangelicals, Methodists, and 

Dissenters.  

16. Ibid. 

17. Chesterton, Appreciations and Criticisms, 267. 

18. Ibid. 
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and telling his smitten son that with hard work he might one day live in such a 

house. Alongside such blossoms of promise, the seeds of societal concerns were 

also sown, as Charles endured the shame of debtor‘s prison and workhouse 

drudgery as a result of his father‘s financial improvidence. A laissez-faire attitude 

and a tendency to excess and overgenerosity rendered John Dickens incapable of 

supporting his family. Yet, despite his failings, John Dickens was a faithful, warm-

hearted, and jovial man, as well—qualities which surely become the saving grace 

of many of his son‘s role model characters: Samuel Pickwick, Mr. Brownlow, John 

Jarndyce, Joe Gargery, and even Abel Magwitch, just to name a few. Even in the 

dismal atmosphere of Marshalsea prison, John Dickens was known for his 

optimism, leading a committee to improve conditions for the inmates. His 

admirable behavior earned him early release, but his continued pecuniary 

irresponsibility earned him chronic domestic instability.
19

 Thus, Charles Dickens‘s 

youth was a montage of shifting scenes—from festive gatherings of family and 

friends to long lonely hours in Warren‘s Blacking Factory, from bitter-turned-

blissful hours reading the beloved books his father gave him, to humiliation bred of 

his family‘s predicament.  

According to Fr. Ian Ker, ―it was the coexistence of these two fundamental 

aspects of life, [joy and sorrow], which for Chesterton were the inevitable basis of a 

Christian conception of the world that was also at the heart of Dickens‘s genius as a 

novelist.‖
20

 In keeping with this ebb and flow of earthly existence, by its very 
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nature susceptible to perpetual change and growth, Dickens creates characters to 

navigate the worldly channels. To be sure, some characters are better equipped than 

others, but the joy and value of reading Dickens comes through the motivations and 

results of their navigation. We look, as Dickens did in his society, for the beacons 

of hope who can guide the others on a straight path. Dickens, Walder reminds us, 

felt that the dangers of earthly temptations can only ―be repudiated by a new 

awareness of the spiritual ties which bind mankind together,‖ giving us, then, 

―Dickens‘s personal interpretation of the gospel injunction to renounce earthly 

goods and follow Christ,‖ a message in which he conveys ―a religious dimension 

by means of metaphoric or allegoric implication.‖
21

 

 

Situating the Dickensian Appeal and Effect 

Before turning to the actual world to which Dickens reacted and in which he 

wrote, let us consider Dickens‘s creations in regard to the value I assign them. 

Biographer Humphry House says of Dickens, ―Instead of speaking about real 

people as if they were fictions, he spoke about his fictions as if they were real 

people,‖
22

 an illumination with which I agree and an apt reason, it seems, why 

House titled his renowned biography The Dickens World. However, in this work, 

the ―real‖ world of Dickens is, in reality, overlooked. House is overcritical of what 

I called in the introduction, perhaps oxymoronically but most reverently, Dickens‘s 

redolent impressionism, minutely crafted creations that do not concern themselves 

with exact dates and names, but rather spark in our innate memories a Christian, 
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moral sense of ―I know him,‖ ―She needs help, ‖ ―He needs to change,‖ or ―I 

should be more like her.‖
23

 As we read of these characters‘ struggles—struggles 

that have distanced them from their metaphysical innocence
24

 and chained them to 

the Earthly City—our memories are reawakened to our own journey and to the 

importance of right decisions in reaching our destination. We are enlightened by 

the riveting contrasts of light and darkness among Dickens‘s characters and 

settings, for he creates—both interiorly and exteriorly— a chiaroscuro effect with 

moral dimensions. From the depths of darkness, his wayward characters are called 

to reach up toward the light of their virtuous counterparts who have been called to 

illuminate the darkness with hope of salvation.  

Like Caravaggio‘s paintings on the cusp of the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, I maintain that Dickens‘s novels of the nineteenth century evoke ―a ‗lay 

Christianity‘ that appealed to Protestants no less than Catholics.‖
25

 However, 

Dickens‘s milieu in nineteenth century England afforded his work more widespread 

reception and longevity. Recall for a moment Caravaggio‘s The Calling of St. 

Matthew in which a ray of light extends from Jesus‘s hand to St. Matthew, calling 

him from his earthly ties to heavenly possibility.
26

 Let us consider that while 

                                                 
23. In fact, Dickens, the novelist, is a master of naming and characterization, someone much more 

interested in creating the minute details of types in whom we see ourselves and those around us than 
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Caravaggio‘s work was praised by the art world, the masses for whom his artistic 

messages were intended were offended by his expression of sacred theme through 

average people, their counterparts. Caravaggio‘s society preferred instead more 

idealized religious imagery. On the contrary—in a seeming rebellion against the 

utilitarian, Benthamite anti-intellectualism of the industrial age—Dickens‘s society 

welcomed the moral models of his earthly characters, characters indeed reflective 

of his Victorian audience. In turn, Dickens‘s acclaim from the masses propelled his 

persistent popularity from his time forward and made Dickens a master of popular 

religion.
27

 

Nonetheless, born of Humphry House‘s concern is his assertion that 

Dickens‘s audiences of succeeding years are misled by the presumed historical 

acumen and chronological reality of Dickens‘s social commentary.
28

 In other 

words, for House our praise of  Dickens‘s call for his society‘s moral reform—in 

regard to the imprisonment of debtors in Pickwick and the harsh punishment of 

vagrants and petty thieves in Oliver Twist, for example—neglects the fact that 

Dickens was addressing issues that had already been addressed in his time.
29

 

Interestingly, Chesterton, too, questions the problem of Dickens‘s historical 

inaccuracies. In A Child‟s History of England, according to Chesterton, Dickens‘s 
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historical analysis is inferior to that of more learned historians, much as his 

nonfiction writing is to his fiction. Diverging from House‘s judgment, however, 

Chesterton, in his consideration of Dickens‘s social sentiments, tempers his 

criticism, deeming Dickens‘s presentation ―a bright and brisk summary of the cock-

sure, healthy-minded, essentially manly and essentially ungentlemanly view of 

history which characterised the Radicals of that particular Radical era.‖
30

 Here, it is 

appropriate to consider a lengthy passage from Chesterton‘s Appreciations and 

Criticisms of the Works of Charles Dickens: 

The Radicals of the nineteenth century were engaged, and most righteously 

engaged, in dealing with one particular problem of human civilisation; they 

were shifting and apportioning more equally a load of custom that had 

really become unmeaning, often accidental, and nearly always unfair. Thus, 

for instance, a fierce and fighting penal code, which had been perfectly 

natural when the robbers were as strong as the Government, had become in 

more ordered times nothing but a base and bloody habit. Thus again Church 

powers and dues, which had been human when every man felt the Church 

as the best part of himself, were mere mean privileges when the nation was 

full of sects and full of free thinkers.
 31

  

 

Noting the pervasive crisis of faith within the Victorian society, Chesterton 

analyzes the Protestant reaction to Catholic rituals and adornments: ―This clearing 

away of external symbols that no longer symbolised anything was an honourable 

and needful work; but‖ he explains, ―it was so difficult that to the men engaged in it 

it blocked up the perspective and filled the sky, so that they slid into a very natural 

mental mistake which coloured all their views of history.‖
32

  Unable to recognize 
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31. Ibid., 352.  
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earlier cultures‘ reverence for the Church, ―they supposed that this particular 

problem on which they were engaged was the one problem upon which all mankind 

had always been engaged. They got it into their heads that breaking away from a 

dead past was the perpetual process of humanity.‖
33

 As Chesterton tells us, 

however, in matters of religion, as well as of all social institutions,  

Sometimes the best business of an age is to resist some alien invasion; 

sometimes to preach practical self-control in a world too self-indulgent and 

diffused; sometimes to prevent the growth in the State of great new private 

enterprises that would poison or oppress it. Above all it may sometimes 

happen that the highest task of a thinking citizen may be to do the exact 

opposite of the work which the Radicals had to do. It may be his highest 

duty to cling on to every scrap of the past that he can find, if he feels that 

the ground is giving way beneath him and sinking into mere savagery and 

forgetfulness of all human culture.
34

 

 

From Chesterton‘s perspective, then, the flaw in nineteenth century historians—

including Dickens—is the abandonment of the past for wrong and/or nonexistent 

reasons. For Chesterton, though, Dickens‘s flaw is minimized by his unflinching 

application of a chiseled moral standard. Of Dickens‘s errors in history, Chesterton 

writes, ―It is … better to be ignorant, provincial, slap-dash, seeing only the passing 

moment, but in that moment, to be true to eternal things.‖
35

 

Looking to the Dickensian corpus, we find his universal moral standard 

everywhere applied. In Dickens‘s nonfiction, as well as his fiction, we note his 

distaste for religious institutions, but his reaction is against the hypocrisies of his 

time, rather than the Church‘s age-old doctrines.   In Dickens‘s 1839 Sketches by 
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34. Ibid. 

35. Chesterton, Appreciations and Criticisms, 355. 
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Boz, for example, the church beadle—―the dignity of his office … never impaired 

by the absence of efforts on his part to maintain it‖—misuses his authority as he so 

―pompously … marshals the children into their places.‖
36

 With the New Poor Law 

of 1834, parish authority—presumably bestowed to ensure improved treatment of 

the poor—was abused. While the Act professed that workhouse would benefit the 

poor, in fact the administration of the Act was unfairly selective, ―wishing them 

[the workhouses] to be humane to the ailing and helpless, but also, punitively, to 

deter by unpleasantness the able-bodied poor.‖
37

 Of course, in Oliver Twist, the 

beadle‘s, Mr. Bumble‘s, harsh, hypocritical treatment of Oliver represents 

Dickens‘s impatience with institutional and religious veneer: 

 Let it not be supposed by the enemies of ‗the system,‘ that … Oliver was  

denied the benefit of exercise, the pleasures of society, or the advantages of 

religious consolation. As for exercise, it was nice cold weather, and he was 

allowed to perform his ablutions every morning … in the presence of Mr. 

Bumble, who prevented his catching cold, and caused a tingling sensation to 

pervade his frame, by repeated applications of the cane; as for society, he 

was … socially flogged as a public warning and example; and, so far from 

being denied the advantages of religious consolation, he was kicked into the 

same apartment every evening at prayer-time … to listen to, and console his 

mind with, a general supplication of the boys, … in which they entreated to 

be made good, … and to be guarded from the sins and vices of Oliver 

Twist, who … [was] an article direct from the manufactory of the devil 

himself.
38

 

 

Even with these harsh criticisms of church-related business, we do know that he 

respected true religious devotion, even when it did not correspond to his own.  

For example, looking to Dickens‘s history, we note his connection to the 

Virgin Mary and his ―lifelong yearning for some female image of spirituality, of 
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personal guidance and redemption.‖
39

 Both Walder and Welsh recount Dickens‘s 

1844 dream of his beloved, deceased sister-in-law, Mary Hogarth, who came to 

him dressed in blue like a Madonna. When he questioned her whether it was true 

that the particular form of religion does not matter as long as we try to do good, or 

if Roman Catholicism, which causes more steady thoughts and beliefs in God, were 

better, she recommended Catholicism over the general, non-sectarian goodness.
40

 

Of course, Dickens‘s consistently open negativity toward Catholicism is common 

knowledge, and ―Dickens‘s populist agenda was that of a Broad Church social 

reformer,‖
41

 yet — keeping in mind this clearly reported Marian dream and 

Dickens‘s avowed refusal to refute Catholic creed in his Pictures From Italy—I 

will proceed.  

Dickens himself makes immediately clear this refusal in his introduction to 

Pictures From Italy, his 1846 journal of his observations as he traveled through the 

country. Out of concern for the Protestant/Catholic climate of his society, he 

clarifies in advance his observations of the Holy Week in Rome: ―When I mention 

any exhibition that impressed me as absurd or disagreeable, I do not seek to 

connect it, or to recognize it as necessarily connected with, any essentials of [the 

Roman Catholic] creed,‖
42

 It is worth noting here that by determining in advance 
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not to kindle any further anti-Catholic sentiments, Dickens fits John Henry 

Newman‘s description of a ―gentleman‖ as one who ―respects piety and devotion 

… even supports institutions as venerable, beautiful, or useful, to which he does not 

assent.‖
43

 Dickens describes Pictures from Italy as ―a series of faint reflections—

mere shadows in the water‖
44

 and, therefore,    as he illustrates the Holy Week 

ceremonies, he writes, ―I merely treat of their effect, and do not challenge the good 

and learned Dr. Wiseman‘s interpretation of their meaning.‖
45

 Never overstepping 

the bounds of respect for the Cardinal or the Church, Dickens does not claim to be 

a voice of authority in regard to religious practices.
46

   

Even so, it was vitally important to Dickens that his own children be well-

versed in the source of the Christian faith, as well as that his public audience 

recognized the indispensability of  Christ-like behavior in a happy life. Gary 

Colledge points out that careful attention to Dickens‘s oft-neglected The Life of 
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disestablishment.‖  OCit., Colledge, p138-39. 

43. John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University, ―Discourse 8. Knowledge Viewed in Relation to 

Religion,‖ 210, http://www.newmanreader.org/works/idea/discourse8.html (accessed March 24, 

2010)..  Newman wrote the first half of The Idea of a University, ―Discourses on the Scope and 

Nature of University Education‖, in 1852, having been commissioned to deliver a talk to launch the 

Catholic University in Ireland. In order to temper the differing points of view between Irish 

nationalists and Catholic Englishmen who would head this university, Newman begins the 

discourses by promoting the fact that this institution would belong to both the Irish and the English 

Catholics and that it would, in fact, be a ―real university, as opposed to a clerical seminary.‖ Ian 

Ker, The Achievement of John Henry Newman (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 

1990), 1-2. As Newman discusses the qualities of real education, including philosophical pursuit, he 

admits that in such a pursuit, ―humility [as opposed to the nineteenth-century English sense of 

‗condescension‘] is one of the most difficult of virtues to attain and ascertain‖ (Dicourse 8, 205). 

Humility, as we will see, is integral to Newman‘s model of a true gentleman , which I will explore 

further in chapter five.  

44. Ibid., 5. 

45. Ibid., 6. 

46. In Barnaby Rudge, again, he exhibits his overall respect for—regardless of his disagreement 

with—the Church, as his narrator denounces the riotous vandals , who, after their destruction of the 

church and its sacred furnishings, are ―distinctly visible … like hideous madmen … a dream of 

demon heads and savage eyes.‖ Charles Dickens, Barnaby Rudge: A Tale of The Riots of „Eighty 

(London : Heritage Press, 1969 ), 393.  



 

97 

 

Our Lord, written in the same year as Pictures From Italy, can serve as a guide to 

the religious messages of his other works. Dickens‘s intense interest in fostering in 

his children an appreciation for Jesus‘s teaching and example, in addition to the 

purposefully crafted transitional and hermeneutic passages he includes between his 

rendering of the Gospel stories, Colledge asserts, present to us his moral 

priorities.
47

 In subsequent chapters, I will refer to The Life of Our Lord, to illustrate 

the clear connections between this intensely personal work, intended only for his 

children‘s eyes, and the overtly Christian messages of charity, humility, and 

forgiveness conveyed by his truly good characters. Again, Newman‘s illustration of 

a true gentleman applies to Dickens, who, in his ability to convey moral truths, is 

one whose ―religion is the embodiment of those ideas of the sublime, majestic, and 

beautiful, without which there can be no large philosophy.‖
48

 As we proceed with 

this discussion, we might, I contend, agree that Dickens ―is able to see what 

sentiments are consistent in those who hold any religious doctrine at all, and he 

appears to others to feel and to hold a whole circle of theological truths.‖
49

 

Alexander Welsh explains, ―Dickens wrote at a time when the Christian 

myth of history, from the creation to the last day, though fighting a losing battle 

against historicism, was still strong in the popular imagination.‖
50

 Welsh‘s 

sentiment, surely resonating with Chesterton‘s, is absent in Humphry House‘s 

work, as is his acceptance of Dickens‘s gift of timelessness within the time of his 
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created world, of both heaven and hell within the boundaries of his created city,
 51

 

of the Christian-Platonist notion of the light-within and the light-without that 

connects his works to the very foundations of Western art. In its attempts to negate 

Chesterton‘s view that Dickens‘s creations are ―brought from the borderlands and 

the horizons, like glimpses of a world beyond the world,‖
52

  House‘s study surely 

opposes my concept of Dickens‘s heavenly prospective. While House faults 

Chesterton for making of Dickens‘s unlikely success stories ―Chestertonian saint[s] 

who ‗never ought to succeed,‘ whose ‗kingdom is not of this world,‖
53

 House 

misses Chesterton‘s argument: ―The trouble is not that his [Dickens‘s] world is not 

like our world; it is that our world is a great deal too like his world.‖
54

 It is 

precisely this claim—one which reiterates the morally illuminating power of 

Dickens‘s works—that elevates Dickens‘s redolent impressionism to a level of 

Augustinian import, to the possibility of providing us—via the heavenly 

prospective—examples of the city of God within the communities of the 

Dickensian metropolis.
55

  

According to Augustine, ―When large numbers of people share their joy in 

common the happiness of each is greater, because each adds fuel to the other‘s 
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flame. Moreover, when converts are well known, their example guides many others 

to salvation.‖
56

  As a beneficiary of Augustine‘s aesthetic-hermeneutic,
57

 Dickens 

creates novelistic communities peopled with the bad, the good, and those on the 

ascending path from the former to the latter. In each Dickensian instance, God is 

made visible in the charity of true friends, and this charity—illuminated by 

humility and self-sacrifice and forgiveness—has the potential to save others from 

the damages of their own hubris and self-absorption.  

Here, we can benefit from an excerpt from The Life of Our Lord, just 

following Jesus‘s teaching to the Pharisee who could not forgive Mary Magdalene, 

wherein Dickens explains to his children, ―We learn from this, that we must always 

forgive those who have done us any harm, when they come to us and say they are 

truly sorry for it. Even if they do not come and say so, we must still forgive them, 

and never hate them or be unkind to them.‖
58

 This direction echoes a statement 

Dickens made in an anonymous letter in 1841: ―In love of virtue and hatred of vice, 

and in the detestation of cruelty and the encouragement of gentleness and mercy, all 

men who endeavor to be acceptable to their Creator in any way, may freely agree. 

There are more roads to Heaven, I am inclined to think, than any sect believes; but 

there can be none which have not these flowers garnishing the way.‖
59
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In his novels, Colledge maintains, Dickens demonstrates this ―practicable 

Jesus-centric ethic that he was anxious for his children to embrace.‖
60

 Dickens, the 

product of a society that struggled with its faith and with its morality, gives 

readers—of his own time and beyond—models of virtue. If we consider again 

Dickens‘s apparent ―yearning for some female image of spirituality, of personal 

guidance and redemption,‖
61

 we might recognize that from religious sentiments 

similar to those reflected in his Marian vision of his deceased sister-in-law, Dickens 

offered to his readers such spiritual images clothed in the garb of his virtuous 

characters. Walder reminds us, ―[Dickens‘s] dream does not imply any desire to 

take up Roman Catholicism; … but, at the same time, it expresses a depth of 

anxiety and longing,‖
62

 which he attempts to cure by way of the salvific, true 

friends, indispensable to the recovery of the troubled characters‘ metaphysical 

innocence. 

 Andrew Sanders claims that ―Dickens had far more in him of the ‗Reformer 

heart and soul‘ than of the out and out ‗revolutionist.‖
63

 Certainly, it is at the 

hearths and homes and hearts of Dickens‘s characters that we find the gradual, 

subtle stirrings that awaken the necessary conversions. Walder calls conversion in 

Dickens ―a sudden inner enlightenment perceived as the product of external action, 
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not necessarily divine in origin, but tending to carry a burden of religious 

implication [which] becomes increasingly important in the works succeeding 

Barnaby Rudge, especially Martin Chuzzlewit, A Christmas Carol, and Dombey 

and Son.‖
64

 Of course, the same holds true in Great Expectations in Pip‘s 

transformation from selfish upstart to selfless servant. In a novel, such as Bleak 

House, yes, the societal behemoth of the law casts a dark shadow over London and 

increases the divide between the rich and the poor. But the greatest personal lessons 

come not at Chancery, but in the characters‘ moral stirrings. Consider, for example, 

how Dickens dovetails for us so delicately the subtle, yet nonetheless stark 

chiaroscuro effects of Richard Carstone‘s rejection of Esther‘s and Jarndyce‘s 

charity alongside Esther and Allan Woodcourt‘s embrace of Jarndyce‘s 

graciousness. Beyond Sanders‘s assertion that ―Dickens‘s focus on the multiple 

blurrings, gradations, and confusions of nineteenth-century London … renders him 

a particularly astute observer of contemporary class and class attitudes,‖
65

 I further 

praise his focus, for—owing to those blurrings—it renders blindingly clear 

Dickens‘s emphasis on the goodness of those who have either consistently avoided 

or have extricated themselves from the moral chaos. As characters transform, or as 

they do not —as Augustine reveals in the Confessions and as Dickens reveals in his 

novels— we find the undeniable, black and white truth between right and wrong. 

According to George Gissing, ―from his duty … of teaching a moral lesson, 
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Dickens never departs;‖
66

 as we proceed, we will recognize his chosen lessons as 

the products of the Victorian tug-of-war between societal change and personal 

morality.  

 

Dickens and His Society 

While I do propose that Dickens‘s characters are typological representations 

of all times, at this point it is vital to explore further the society in which Dickens 

lived and worked. While he was no realist in the sense of an exacting copier of life, 

Dickens, Gissing tells us, ―created individuals, to become at once and for ever 

representative of their time.‖
67

  Thus, in this section we will situate Dickens in his 

Victorian milieu to examine the tenor of that time, a time in which the Victorian 

religious culture underwent notable change. To cogently argue for the religious 

nature of the Dickensian characters and their respective quests requires a brief 

tableau of the societal norms and the moral ambience of the period in which they 

were created. We have in this time dire social issues: the large number of and the 

plight of orphans, the overwhelming effect of class status on one‘s life in the 

community, the increasing dependence on a mechanistic society, and a splintering 

of Christianity that made true reverence harder and harder to recognize.
68
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Chesterton frames the era, saying that it began with Macaulay, who believed that 

common sense meant having a defined theology, and ended with Huxley, who 

believed common sense meant having none.
69

  

Interested in the shift from the religious to the secular in the literature of the 

period, much of Qualls‘s study focuses on the works of Thomas Carlyle, who 

feared the nominal Christianity that was growing in his time. A loss of moral 

earnestness, he worried, would minimize the belief in final judgment and, thus, 

would have a negative effect on the moral behavior of people throughout their 

lifetimes. In fact, by the time Carlyle wrote his Latter Day Pamphlets,
70

 he saw the 

great danger of the latter Victorian period as the tendency toward the amalgamation 

of good and evil.
71

 Carlyle believed that nominal Christianity was ―the source of 

the selfishness corrupting society. ... [He believed] man has no moral earnestness. 

He must realize once more the real nature of human existence, poised between two 

eternities. Then he will rediscover his soul and his conscience.‖
72

 Until properly 

dissected into the black and white of right and wrong, this gray area—this 

relativistic blurring of good and evil—no doubt, would be problematic to his cause. 

In this same timeframe, was John Henry Newman who, first as a clergyman in the 
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Anglican High Church, feared that worldly distractions—growing ever more 

prevalent in the age of science and industrialism—would cause people to abandon 

their Christian beliefs and practices. His interest was in making men and women 

better Christians, though he knew that in doing so he would also make them better 

citizens.
73

 ―Newman was less concerned with the social crisis, but he was well 

aware that the times were dangerous,‖ but, still, he recalled St. Paul‘s warning 

about the love of money as the root of all evil. Christianity was the only remedy.‖
74

 

His own search for religious truth, his Apologia Pro Vita Sua, leads him finally to 

the understanding of universal Truth and devotion to the origins of faith that had 

only been clouded by the pride and selfishness of more modern times. Against the 

growing rationalism of the Victorian period, then, we have resistance coming from 

conservative Protestants such as Carlyle, the Oxford Movement of which Newman 

was a primary participant, and then, as yet unmentioned, Charles Dickens.  

To this rejection of Victorian rationalism, Dickens offered his visceral 

contribution. Although not schooled as the others due to circumstances of his 

childhood, he had, as Chesterton reminds us, an ability to know evil and 

benevolence. For him, there was no gray area.  He could spot the angels and the 

demons of society wherever they were. His hopes were for everyone, even those 

who were wicked, but if the wicked would not answer the call of reform, he did not 
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shy away from showing the ruinous, self-inflicted results of their sins.
75

 Gary 

Colledge points out that, like Newman, Dickens‘s faith included the possibility of 

God‘s negative judgment and that, most overtly in The Life of Our Lord, his work 

comprises ―God‘s judgement [sic] on sin, punishment in hell and an unseen world 

of malevolent spirits.‖
76

 While Dickens and Newman, alike, desired to make the 

idea of eternal punishment less terrifying; nonetheless, they acknowledged the truth 

of hell along with the truth of heaven.
77

  Understanding Dickens in this light, I 

believe, reveals him as the creator of a moral message quite in line with 

Augustine‘s. Dickens, like Newman and like Augustine, develops for his 

protagonists a need for an ascent from the sensible to the intelligible, from 

ignorance to wisdom, from sin to virtue, from self to God.  

 

Newman and Augustine 

To connect Augustine to the Victorian era, I will focus most specifically on 

the Oxford Movement, which brought the Anglican/Catholic debate to the forefront 

among prominent theologians and scholars. According to Chesterton, ―the Oxford 

Movement was the first in a series of attacks on Victorian rationalism. The second 

reaction was one man; without teacher or pupils—Dickens.‖
78

 Thus, for Chesterton, 

―the quality of [Newman‘s] moral comment on the age remains ...a protest of the 

rationality of religion as against the increasing irrationality of mere Victorian 
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comfort and compromise.‖
79

 Of course, Dickens also sought to eradicate this 

irrationality, and his creation of morally virtuous characters whose charity and 

humility have the power to lead others from their selfish arrogance, lust, and 

avarice is integral to this mission. Examining the Oxford Movement and, perhaps, 

its most famous leader, John Henry Newman, manifests the Victorian desire for 

positive moral change, while also revealing the simultaneous crises of faith and 

doubt. Finding, as we will, then, that Augustine played a vital role in Newman‘s 

controversial conversion underscores the vitality of Victorian struggle between 

material progress and spiritual stability. 

While one of the Doctors of the Catholic Church may at first seem an 

unlikely religious influence in Victorian England, in fact, via his pivotal effect on 

John Henry Newman, Augustine—as an already-established model of conversion 

and strict moral reform—stands as part of the highly charged religious atmosphere 

of this society. As the Anglican Church of the early nineteenth century was leaning 

toward secularism, High Church Anglicans,
80

 specifically, those connected with 

Oxford University, responded with a drive to return the Church of England to its 

origins. Opposed to increasing liberalism in Anglican theology, the proponents of 

the Oxford, or Tractarian Movement—men who were fellows and clergymen of the 

                                                 
79. Ibid., 441. 

80. High-Churchmen were mostly well-to-do, educated, conservative laypersons and clergy, of 

which Newman was one. The Low Church, or Broad Church within the Anglican communion, Peter 

Milward tells us, arose in the eighteenth century, when the Age of Reason led to an ―outburst of 

license‖ in which the religious climate was ―ethical rather than doctrinal. There was as yet little 

open denial of Christianity; but then there was little emphasis, even among the divines, on the 

supernatural aspects of Christianity. … The existence of God is accepted on purely rational grounds, 

from a consideration of the order in nature, rather than from the witness of Christian revelation.‖ 

Peter Milward, Christian Themes in English Literature (Tokyo: Kenkyusha Ltd.), 13-14. 



 

107 

 

various colleges of Oxford—found themselves looking to Roman Catholicism for 

truth in the liturgical traditions and religious creeds that were the foundations of the 

Anglican Church. For example, in 1853, Tractarian Edward Pusey published his 

translation of Augustine‘s Confessions and in his preface had to address his 

Anglican audience to assuage their concerns about this work of a Father of the 

Catholic Church. He has to remind them that ―our Church, however, once … did 

ascribe considerable authority to the Fathers, and … from the tenor of the words 

which she used, that she therein neither derogated from her own legitimate 

authority, nor from the supreme authority of Holy Scripture.‖
81

 As one of the 

primary figures of the Oxford Movement, its key writer, and vicar of the University 

Church of St. Mary the Virgin, John Henry Newman roused much suspicion in his 

Victorian Society as he moved further and further away from the Anglican Church 

of the 1830s and toward the medieval customs of Catholicism.  

As Ian Ker tells us in his introduction to Newman‘s Apologia Pro Vita Sua,  

To appreciate the [Victorian] contemporary significance of the Apologia, 

we need to realize two things: … the contempt and hatred with which 

English people had been brought up to regard Roman Catholicism, … the 

antithesis of the true Christianity which the Reformation had recovered for 

them … [and] the incredulous dismay that anyone with Newman‘s ability 

and position at Oxford (then not only the intellectual centre of England but 

also the hub of its religious life) could not only have inspired and led a 

movement deliberately calculated to subvert the Protestant character of the 

established Church, but could also have actually been converted to the very 

religion that represented the epitome of all that was repugnant.
 82

  

 

Further dissecting the history that fed the deep-seeded distrust evoked by 

Newman‘s conversion, Ker continues, ―Catholicism was not simply a false and 

                                                 
81. E. B. Pusey, D. D., ―Preface,‖ Confessions of S. Augustine, Trans., E. B. Pusey (Oxford: John 

Henry Parker, 1853), iv. 

82. ―Introduction,‖ Apologia Pro Vita Sua,‖ Ed. Ian Ker (London: Penguin, 1994 [2004]), xiii. 



 

108 

 

superstitious religion, it was manifestly out of date and an affront to all the 

progressive beliefs of the most advanced and powerful nation in the world, 

convinced of its divinely appointed duty to the spread the enlightened civilization 

of the British empire all over the world.‖
83

 Writing of his inner religious struggle as 

he faced the combination of his life-long prejudices against Catholicism and what 

he was coming to see as the inconsistencies within the Anglican Church, John 

Henry Newman explains his increasingly tendentious position at Oxford thirty 

years earlier: ―My battle was with liberalism.... From the age of fifteen, dogma has 

been the fundamental principle of my religion: I know no other religion; I cannot 

enter into the idea of any other sort of religion; religion as mere sentiment, is to me 

a dream and a mockery.‖
84

   

As Newman read of ancient Rome, he learned about the heresies of the 

Monophysites and their more extreme counterparts, the Eutychians—both groups 

insisting (though somewhat differently) that God could not have two natures … 

that the divine subsumes the human. This was against Church doctrine and was 

thereby condemned by Pope Leo in the ecumenical Council of Chaldecon in 451. 

When Newman then looked to the more recent 15
th

 and 16
th

 centuries, the time of 

the Protestant Reformation, he noted similar condemnation from the Church against 

the assertions of the reformers. He realized, looking at his own Victorian society, 

that ―the principles and proceedings of heretics then, were those of Protestants now. 

... The Church then, as now, might be called peremptory and stern, resolute, 

overbearing, and relentless; and heretics were shifting, changeable, reserved, and 
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deceitful, ever courting civil power, and never agreeing together, except by its aid; 

and the civil power was ever aiming at comprehensions, trying to put the invisible 

out of view, and substituting expediency for faith.‖
85

 His criticism of the reformers, 

past and present, stemmed from his belief ―in the truth of a certain definite religious 

teaching, … that there was a visible church, with sacraments and rites which are the 

channels of invisible grace.‖
86

 These things he believed as he entered and 

participated in the Oxford Movement, and they remained with him as his religious 

search led to his Catholic conversion.  

Per its initial intent, the Oxford Movement, and therefore Newman, sought 

to find the Via Media, a middle path between liberal Protestantism and Roman 

Catholicism that would create room for an acceptable Anglo-Catholicism. As such, 

in the mid-1830s, Newman said of himself and others within the Movement, ―Thus 

we had a real wish to co-operate with Rome in all lawful things, if she would let us, 

and if the rules of our own Church let us; and we thought there was no better way 

towards the restoration of doctrinal purity and unity.‖
87

  In search of this middle 

ground, the Oxford Movement looked back to the original 39 Articles (1562) of the 

Reformation, wanting to restore the Anglican church to those ideals, eradicating all 

the modern, liberal changes. The result was, Newman tells us, that ―We … find 

from first to last that, not only is not the Catholic teaching of the first centuries, but 

neither again are the dogmas of Rome, the objects of the protest of the compilers of 

the Articles, but the dominant errors, the popular corruptions authorized or suffered 
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by the high name of Rome.‖
88

  For Newman, the great problem was that the 

Articles were ―evidently framed on the principle of leaving open large questions on 

which controversy hinges. They state broadly extreme truths, and are silent about 

their adjustment.‖
89

 The Articles‘ broadness, Newman felt, led to his age‘s 

recreating them and/or ignoring them to suit the current trends. According to 

Newman‘s view of the problem, ―The truer doctrines are, the more liable they are 

to be perverted;‖
90

 therefore, as he considered Victorian Broad Church‘s push for 

liberalism and secularism, in his pivotal Tract 90, Newman reminded his society 

that the primary concern in King Henry‘s and Queen Elizabeth‘s time was the 

establishment of royal supremacy, and the removal of Papal supremacy. Of the 

current manipulation of 39 Articles, then, he asked, ―Did Henry VIII religiously 

hold Justification by faith only? Did he disbelieve in Purgatory? Was Elizabeth 

zealous for the marriage of the Clergy? Or had she a conscience against the 

Mass?‖
91

 Examination of the Articles proved all of these to the contrary and, thus, 

weakened the argument of the liberals. In fact, as he studied the 39 Articles that 

formed the basis of the Reformation, he found that ―the very Convocation, which 

received and confirmed the 39 Articles, also enjoined by Canon that ‗preachers 

should be careful, that they should never teach aught in a sermon, to be religiously 

held and believed by the people, except that which is agreeable to the doctrine of 

the Old and New Testament, and which the Catholic Fathers and ancient Bishops 
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have collected from that very doctrine.‘‖
92

 Not surprisingly, Tract 90, which 

discovered and vividly illustrated how tolerant the Articles were of Catholic 

interpretation, was unwanted, not only by the Anglican opponents of the Oxford 

Movement but also by its very members. Newman was criticized from without and 

within the Movement alike. From without, liberal Anglicans sought to maintain the 

modern, secular sway of their Church. From within, some of Newman‘s Tractarian 

peers believed he was going too far, that Newman was going to leave the Anglican 

Church and possibly influence others to do the same. From both sides there were 

skeptics, such as Maria Spencer Ruscombe Poole, an eventual Catholic convert and 

nun, who watched, waiting to see Newman‘s next move.
93

  Newman writes of 

Poole‘s concern that he was leading her and others in search of truth like ―pilgrims, 

who were making their way across a bleak common in great discomfort, and who 

were ever warned against, yet continually nearing, ‗the king‘s highway.‘‖
94

 He 

confesses his manifest ―religious selfishness,‖ noting that only ―they that are whole 

can heal others.‖
95

 It was Newman‘s writing of his famous Tract 90 that propelled 

him toward a oneness of spirit and solidified his permanent divide with the 

Anglican Church.  

Of course, owing to his study of the early African Church, Newman knew 

of Augustine‘s battle against Donatism,
96

 but initially, Newman did not equate the 
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Donatist schism—one that represented a conflict within the African Church—with 

the nineteenth-century Anglo-Catholic debate which represented a conflict between 

two distinct churches.  In 1839, however, when Newman was led to Augustine‘s 

words, ―‗Securus judicat orbis terrarum‘‖: ―The Universal Church is in its 

judgments secure of truth,‖
97

 he realized that, in fact, both in the case of fourth-

century Africa and sixteenth-century, as well as nineteenth-century, England the 

struggle existed between schismatic oppositions and the one true Church. With the 

aid of Augustine‘s anti-Donatist writings, Newman saw that ―the deliberate 

judgment, in which the whole Church at length rests and acquiesces, is an infallible 

prescription and a final sentence against such portions of it as protest and secede.‖
 

98
 With this, the Oxford Movement‘s push for the Via Media was, in Newman‘s 

mind, completely negated. 

Even with such seeming certainty, though, Newman, clearly aligning his 

experience with that of Augustine in the opening of his Confessions, writes, ―my 

mind had not found its ultimate rest‖
99

 because he was still on a journey, not sure 

what to do about his ties with the Anglican Church. Despite the profound effect of 

Augustine‘s words, Newman could not yet surrender his prejudices against 

Catholicism, but no longer pleading the case of Anglicanism, he ―was very averse 

to speaking against [Catholic] doctrines, which might turn out possibly to be 

true.‖
100

 As Newman grew more and more in his belief that ―in the history of 

Arianism, the pure Arians were Protestants, the semi-Arians were the Anglicans, 
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and … Rome now was what it was then,‖ he found that the 39 Articles offered 

nothing to establish the Anglican Church as a self-sustaining theological entity. 

Newman explained, ―Man had done his worst to disfigure, to mutilate, the old 

Catholic Truth; but there it was, in spite of them, in the Articles still.‖
101

 In keeping 

with Augustine‘s assertion, Newman knew that there was only one true Church. 

After his earlier attempts to find otherwise, he now understood that ―the truth lay, 

not with the Via Media, but with what was called the ‗extreme party.‘‖
102

 In 

complete opposition to Newman‘s insistence on this revelation, the Anglican 

Church, including those of the Movement of which he had been such an eager 

member, forbade any agreement with Rome and considered aligning itself with 

Protestant Prussia. Newman ultimately came to the conclusion that ―since the 

sixteenth century, [the Anglican Church] had never been a Church all along.‖
103

 

His controversial entrance into the Catholic Church is a hallmark of Victorian 

religious history. 

When Newman set out to write his Apologia Pro Vita Sua, he predicted the 

condemnation he would receive from both the liberal Church and from many of his 

Oxford Movement fellows; therefore, he makes a pointed declaration in his preface: 

Truthfulness, Newman declares, is a natural virtue,
104

 but ―natural virtues may also 

become supernatural; Truthfulness is such; but that does not withdraw it from the 
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jurisdiction of mankind at large.‖
105

 With this assertion, he places the onus of 

judgment on his society, not with selfish fear that they will misjudge him but with 

selfless hope that they will see the light of truth and follow his model. Indeed, in 

Augustinian form, he closes, ―And I earnestly pray for this whole company, with a 

hope against hope, that all of us who once were so united, and so happy in our 

union, may even now be brought at length, by the Power of the Divine Will, into 

One Fold and under One Shepherd.‖
106

 

Newman‘s Apologia elucidates his inner struggle to discover the Church‘s 

truth. It is important to note here that in Newman‘s concern about right action as a 

means of achieving salvation, we must recognize, in addition to the overt 

connection to Augustine‘s own quest for moral truth, there is a connection, too, to 

the Victorian mindset and its manifestation in literature. Thus, Newman‘s 

commitment to the moral quest and the personal changes necessary to reach and 

preach truth is not foreign to us as we visit the fictional worlds of his age. 

Newman‘s spiritual pilgrimage has its unmistakable counterparts in the nineteenth-

century‘s burgeoning world of the novel.
107

 Upon close look, the  actual religious 

turmoil, such as grew up around the Oxford Movement, and the turmoil of fictional 

worlds, such as those of Dickens, coalesce to manifest the climate of the time and 

society‘s at once waning, but seemingly resurging interest in making right 

                                                 
105. Ibid., 11. In fact, Newman wrote the Apologia in response to Charles Kinglsey who wrongly 

condemned him as a liar. In doing so, Kingsley encouraged further Anglican criticism of the 

Catholic Church, as his condemnation of   Newman seemed to paint Newman as a Papist, even 

while Newman was still professing his Anglicanism. Ian Ker, ed., ―Introduction,‖ Apologia Pro Vita 

Sua (London: Penguin, 1994), xi-xvi. 

106. Newman, Apologia, 150-51.  
107. In addition to Dickens‘s novels, we may look also to, among others, Charlotte Brontë‘s Jane 

Eyre and Shirley, Thackeray‘s Vanity Fair, and Eliot‘s Middlemarch.  



 

115 

 

choices.
108

 Michael Wheeler discusses ―Dickens‘s emphasis in his novels upon 

finding Christ in other people, and upon the redemptive role of a few enlightened 

individuals in society.‖
109

 Wheeler associates Dickens‘s ethos with that of Broad 

Church theologians, much like Ian Ker maintains that ―just as Dickens‘s Victorian 

limitations prevented him from appreciating or understanding Roman Catholicism 

… , so too Chesterton doubts if, ‗in the kindly rationalism of his epoch, he kept any 

belief in a personal devil in his theology.‖
110

 However, as Ker reminds us, 

Chesterton believed that Dickens ―certainly created a personal devil in every one of 

his books.‘‖
111

 Indeed, as we will see in this and later chapters, Dickens places a 

typological, as well as functional devil, as well as typological and functional 

saviors in each of his novels. In his Charles Dickens: A Critical Study, Chesterton 

declares, ―Christianity said that any man could be a saint if he chose,‖ and the 

Victorian era ―was a world that encouraged anybody to be anything.  And in 

England and literature its living expression was Dickens.‖
 112

 Perhaps, then, 

Dickens‘s sentiments were not so far removed from Newman‘s emerging Catholic 

ethos as they may seem. After all, Newman, while not as concerned by social crisis 

as Carlyle and Dickens, shared Dickens‘s views on the political crises of the day, 

especially those evils rooted in money. This common ground, Houghton explains, 

                                                 
108. Milward claims that the Oxford Movement was ―unable to stem the rising tide of irreligion in 

the nineteenth century, which was swelled by the progress of science and industrialism, by Kantian 
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116 

 

―from 1819 to 1848 provided an environment which gave the Christian revival 

some its motivation and much of its appeal.‖
113

  

Beyond this rather obvious similarity between Dickens and Newman, one 

that any concerned moralists might share, I find another.  While Michael Wheeler 

sees Dickens, who ―tends … to fit the biblical story into another world with another 

story,‖ as an opposition to Newman who ―incorporates that world into the biblical 

story,‖
114

 I disagree.  Dickens simply uses his medium of fiction as a vehicle for 

sharing a moral lesson.  If ―movements of the heart …  are for Newman … 

subordinated to and regulated by those of the sacred heart of Christ,‖
115

 I believe 

that in Dickens‘s fictional worlds, too, salvific characters act according to a God-

driven heart to save others from, among a variety of manifestations of evil, their 

own ―personal devil.‖  In fact, Newman‘s influential transformation, like 

Augustine‘s influential transformation centuries earlier and along with the 

transformational friendships of Dickens‘s novels, answers perfectly to Chesterton‘s 

call for an antidote to humanity‘s ―sinking into mere savagery and forgetfulness of 

all human culture.‖
116

 

Perhaps nothing can frame more purposefully an argument for Victorian 

society‘s kinship with the philosophies and faith of its ancient Greek and early 

Christian antecedents than Newman‘s Verse 90, ―The Pillar of the Cloud:‖  

 Lead, Kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom 

  Lead Thou me on! 

 The night is dark, and I am far from home— 
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  Lead Thou me on! 

 Keep Thou my feet; I do not ask to see 

 The distant scene—one step enough for me. 

 

 I was not ever thus, nor pray‘d that Thou 

  Shouldst lead me on. 

 I loved to choose and see my path, but now 

  Lead Thou me on! 

 I loved the garish day, and, spite of fears,  

 Pride ruled my will: remember not past years. 

 

 So long Thy power hath blest me, sure it still 

  Will lead me on, 

 O‘er moon and fen, o‘er crag and torrent, till 

  The night is gone; 

 And with the morn those angel faces smile 

 Which I have loved long since, and lost awhile.
117

 

 

In the ―Kindly Light‖ to whom Newman‘s speaker pleads, we see the revelatory 

union among the Platonist-Christian notion of light-within and light-without, the 

Augustinian aesthetic-hermeneutic of God‘s Heavenly City, and the Dickensian 

heavenly prospective in which human beacons of charity offer divine light to a 

darkened society. 

 

More on Dickens’s Influences 

While modern scholarship points predominantly to Carlyle as Dickens‘s 

moral and literary influence, and to John Bunyan as Carlyle‘s, it seems clear that 

the bridge to the past is cut unfairly short if we stop there. In any influential 

Christian literary predecessor or peer of Dickens, we will find Augustinian echoes; 

therefore, to read well their modern works, we are to pay homage to the source of 

their moral message. In his book, Secular Pilgrims of Victorian Fiction, Barry 
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Qualls explores the works of nineteenth-century authors Carlyle, Dickens, 

Charlotte Brontë, and George Eliot, examining their clear connection to the 

pilgrimage/conversion narrative of Bunyan‘s Pilgrim‟s Progress.
118

 For example, 

Qualls tells us that ―the pilgrim‘s questions, ‗Who am I?‘ and ‗What shall I do to be 

saved?‘ have amazing potency in [Dickens‘s] novels.‖
119

 In his introduction, Qualls 

aligns these Victorian novelists with their readers, thus clarifying the religious 

relevance of these literary works. Both the artists and the Victorian masses shared a 

―metaphysical homelessness‖
120

 that evoked in the writers the need to create, and in 

the readers the need to consume tales of pilgrimage that led to potential salvation 

from their increasingly scientific and skeptical society. Qualls claims that writers 

and readers alike clung to Bunyan‘s allegorical themes but, owing to their era‘s 

cultural shift from the daily religious life of Bunyan‘s day, were ―determined to 

shape the facts of this world into a religious typography.‖
121

 While I find Qualls‘s 

study particularly useful, I find it also short-sighted in regard to Dickens‘s claim 

that art should show ―by a backward light, what everything has been working to 

...These are the ways of Providence, of which all art is but a little imitation,‖
122

 for 

we can trace the influences on Victorian fiction, in general, and the Victorian 

conversion narrative, specifically, much further back than the seventeenth century. 

In his discussion of George Eliot, Qualls does align Eliot‘s pilgrim, not only to 
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Bunyan‘s Christian but also to Dante‘s Virgil, yet he makes no mention of 

Augustine, the foundational Christian pilgrim and convert. Of Augustine‘s 

Confessions, Phillip Cary writes that Augustine‘s ―language of turning toward and 

away, conversion and aversion … is one of those Augustinian metaphors deep-

rooted in the Western tradition that has given centuries of Christian poets, 

preachers, and theologians a sensible language for the movement of the will.‖
123

 

The metaphor to which Cary refers is one of divine love: ―My love is my weight, 

by it I am carried wherever I am carried.‖
124

 Prior to his conversion, Augustine‘s 

loves are fragmented and heavy—drawing him down to things earthly, ultimately 

unsatisfying, selfish. Following his conversion, his love is unified and light—

drawing him upward to things heavenly, eternally fulfilling, selfless.  Chronicling 

the events leading to his conversion, Augustine confesses that in his move to 

Carthage he was enveloped by his lusts for physical and emotional satisfaction. 

There, he tells us, ―my love was returned and finally shackled me in the bonds of 

its consummation,‖
125

 clearly reminiscent of Aeneas‘s affair with Dido. Thus, in 

book five, when Augustine leaves the temptations of Carthage for Italy, we 

recognize again his identification with Aeneas, but this time with an Aeneas who 

casts aside earthly desires to follow his divine destiny. Surely, Augustine, in the 

Confessions, represents a Christianized Aeneas
126

 who, after his call from earthly 
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distraction toward divine providence, steadfastly progresses on his life‘s pilgrimage 

to found, not Virgil‘s version of an heavenly prospective, the city of Rome, but 

instead Augustine‘s place in that city, his home in the Church. Any discussion of 

Dante, then, a poet whose opus overtly propounds his Catholic Christian ethos, 

demands credit to these unmistakable sources. ―In fact,‖ Nancy Enright contends, 

―The Divine Comedy can be helpfully read as a narrative depiction of many of the 

key theological truths conveyed by Augustine in his Confessions.‖
127

 In other 

words, to bring Dante‘s thematic and formal influence forward over five hundred 

years, as is certainly in order, and not to extend that reach back to Dante‘s 

Augustinian influences means obscuring the literary continuum that reverently 

persists and evolves to convey Truth through the ages.  

Even in his allusions to Dante—surely appropriate to the appreciation of the 

themes of his chosen Victorian novelists—Qualls relegates his comparisons to 

Eliot, neglecting the clear similarities to Dickens‘s works that attentive reading 

reveals. Of course, owing to the age in which they live, Dickens‘s characters, like 

those of Eliot to whom Qualls refers,
128

 need—in addition to the Word-as-guide to 

Bunyan‘s Christian and Virgil-as-guide to Dante—human guides of their own time, 

a time when the Word had become, in all too many cases, just one of ―so many 
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‗mere words.‘‖
129

  Qualls quotes Eliot‘s very telling words from Daniel Deronda: 

―‗Histories‘ are parables … Prophecy springs from narrative the moment when 

indifference is replaced by ‗the pity and terror of men,‘ and by fellow-feeling.‖
130

 

Surely, the emergence of this fellow-feeling among characters, among men, 

coincides with the surrender of pride which, until it is conquered, stands as an 

obstacle to virtue. These words, which certainly are applicable to Dickens‘s works 

as well, corroborate with the chiaroscuro effect which we have discussed. 

Dickens‘s narrators, in addition to Eliot‘s, provide ―not mere narrative, but 

language forcing us to open our eyes and selves to vision.‖
131

 As an extension—

even an unconscious one—of the Augustinian metaphor, this language of 

awakening propels the will. 

 The beacons of eternal light provided by Dante through Virgil and by 

Bunyan through the Word so contrast with the temporal darkness—deepened by 

pride—as to be able to guide Dante‘s Pilgrim and Bunyan‘s Christian toward their 

heavenly destinies.  And in the Dickensian microcosm, we might think of Florence 

Dombey leading her lost father, at last, from frigid capitalistic isolation to salvation 

in her warm home or, likewise, of Joe Gargery and Herbert Pocket, slowly but 

surely, guiding Pip from his blind gentlemanly ambition to the undying forgiveness 

and charity of their families. Moreover, as Elliot L. Gilbert, claims, Dickens‘s A 

Christmas Carol achieves ―success as the study of a human being‘s quest for, and 
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rediscovery of, his own innocence.‖
132

 Discussing Scrooge‘s moral predicament as 

an especial dilemma of post-Renascence men, Gilbert frames A Christmas Carol as 

a story indeed indicative of the Victorian ambition and concomitant selfishness that 

favored the god of wealth over God.  

In this environment Dickens blossomed as, arguably, the most prominent 

member of the school of Victorian fiction and the master of popular religion, which 

was tightly woven into the fabric of the literature. Prior to Bleak House and Great 

Expectations and concurrent with Martin Chuzzlewit, Dickens‘s A Christmas Carol 

serves as the most well-known example of the Dickens conversion narrative and 

indicates Dickens‘s interest in the supernatural elements inherent in those visible 

transformations. In these works of the Dickensian corpus, as in so many others, the 

rational, chronological, acquisitive approach to the City of God is mistaken, though 

surely representative of ―the typical Victorian metaphysic of rational 

materialism.‖
133

 These Victorian representations, while illustrating the scenarios of 

their time, remain in keeping with their ancestral conversion narratives, depicting 

vividly how pride, ―the root, the original sin of all the sins mentioned in the 

Confessions,‖
134

 disappears as humility emerges. Remembering the bolstering, 

charitable friendship of Augustine and Alypius and the ―tolle legge‖ voice that 
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propelled their conversions, we can see the evolution of these foundational pilgrims 

and their true friends in the literary figures of succeeding centuries.  

 

A Christmas Carol: The Key to Dickens’s Augustinian Aesthetic-Hermeneutic 

Perhaps nowhere more vividly than in A Christmas Carol do we note 

Dickens‘s Christian faith. In this story, rather than the earthly, heavenly prospective 

of his novels, which I will reveal in subsequent chapters, we find Scrooge 

extricated from his chronological, terrestrial life by ethereal spirits. He is, in effect, 

lifted from the time-bound Earthly City long enough to glimpse his role in eternity 

so that he may choose, or choose not to amend his ways. In this conversion story—

a plausible representation of the Augustinian aesthetic-hermeneutic—Dickens‘s art, 

as an instrument of truth, assumes the role of a moral guide.
135

 Through Scrooge‘s 

nephew Fred, a clear moral foil to his uncle, Dickens sets the religious tone, 

assigning to Christmas ―the veneration due to its sacred name and origin‖ (12).
136

 

This analysis, of course, is at odds with Humphry House‘s assertion that ―The 

experience allegorized in the journeys with the three spirits [is] mere pictorial 

allegory without any pretence in the belief in supernatural power, Grace, or 

anything like that.‖
137

 A brief examination of Scrooge‘s return to his bright, 

metaphysical innocence from his dark, earthly experience soon unveils the sure 

reverence paid to the supernatural in Dickens‘s ever-famous Christmas story.  
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Interestingly, Scrooge‘s initial brush with eternity comes in the spectral 

form of Jacob Marley, his former partner in business and avarice. But just as 

Marley‘s death severed their tangible financial ties, his transfiguration from man to 

spirit ended their common worldview. With Marley‘s profound interjections at the 

opening of A Christmas Carol, we cannot help but see Dickens‘s hierarchical 

placement of the Eternal over the Temporal, lending salvific power to Marley, 

who—not unlike Africanus in Cicero‘s ―The Dream of Scipio‖ and Chaucer‘s 

Troilus in Troilus and Criseyde—offers a heavenly retrospective
138

 to the as of yet 

misguided Scrooge. Marley, seven years after his death, admits, ―In life my spirit 

never roved beyond the narrow limits of our money-changing hole; and weary 

journeys lie before me‖ (24)! Having completely obscured the ―business‖ of love 

with the dark eclipse of the business of money, Marley‘s spirit exists in a 

perpetually hellish state of ―no rest, no peace. Incessant torture of remorse‖ (24). 

While he experienced no conversion of heart while alive, Marley—acknowledging 

the ―ponderous chain‖ (23)
139

 of his own making—returns to warn Scrooge, ―You 

have yet a chance and hope of escaping my fate‖ (26). With this ―glimpse of the 

Invisible World‖ (27), Scrooge is left to await the three spirits who will afford him 

the opportunity to ―walk abroad among his fellow-men‖ (23) and to make ―charity, 

mercy, forbearance, and benevolence … all [his] business‖ (24). Under this 
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supernatural guidance, as Scrooge progresses on his spiritual journey, he sheds his 

heavy chain so that he can ascend to hear ―the lustiest peals‖ of church bells, to see 

the ―heavenly sky,‖ and to repeat—in almost angelic fervor—―Oh, glorious. 

Glorious!‖ (83). Upon returning to his metaphysical innocence, he rejoices to find 

himself ―quite a baby‖ (83). Scrooge, in his ebullience, is reminiscent of Augustine 

who, coming to understand the nature of eternity, declares, ―How happy must that 

creature be, the Heaven of Heavens, which has no other state than this!‖
140

 Such 

happiness we see also earlier in the Confessions during Augustine‘s final, nearly 

ethereal conversation with his mother, Monica, when the two acknowledge ―that no 

bodily pleasure, however great it might be and whatever earthly light might shed 

lustre upon it, was worthy of comparison, or even of mention, besides the [eternal] 

happiness of the lives of the saints.‖
141

 As is the case with Augustine before and 

after his conversion, quite different is Scrooge‘s latter reception of the supernatural 

call to virtue from his initial revulsion at Marley‘s visit. 

To bring Scrooge at last to his divine epiphany, the Ghost of Christmas Yet 

to Come takes him to the scene of Tiny Tim‘s deathbed. Here, Scrooge realizes the 

eternal joy of true love. No matter the sorrow and sacrifice that accompanied caring 

for Tiny Tim during his brief life, ―it was no trouble; no trouble‖ (77). Much like 

the converted Augustine who at last understands that ―love is the weight by which I 

act,‖
142

 for Bob Cratchit, his little boy ―was very light to carry,‖ for—we are told— 

―Spirit of Tiny Tim, thy childish essence was from God!‖ (78). While House 
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contends that ―Scrooge does not see the Eternal behind the Temporal, a new heaven 

and a new earth,‖
143

 I maintain that Dickens‘s A Christmas Carol surely takes its 

place in the Western literary continuum that recognizes and respects the other-

worldly as its characters navigate the morally challenging paths of this world. In 

City of God, Augustine, analyzes Christ‘s calling of the nations, citing the prophet 

Zephania‘s words: ―In that day thou shall not be confounded for all thy curious 

inventions, which thou hast done impiously against me; for then I will take away 

from thee the haughtiness of thy trespass; and thou shalt no more magnify thyself 

above thy holy mountain. And I will leave thee a meek and humble people … 

These are the remnant … [who] shall be saved.‖
144

 Indeed, as we proceed with our 

study of Dickens‘s Martin Chuzzlewit, Bleak House, and Great Expectations, we 

will find less of the heavenly retrospective of A Christmas Carol. Here, instead, we 

will find those of the ―remnant‖ extending their charity to others, in the hope of 

illuminating a path of virtue. Those who accept this humble, true offer of guidance 

will join the heavenly prospective of Dickens‘s creations. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

MARTIN CHUZZLEWIT: 

FRIENDSHIP, FORGIVENESS, FAMILY RESTORATION 

 According to Michael Wheeler‘s study of the eschatological concerns of 

Victorian literature, ―typology and analogy ...were both seen in the nineteenth 

century as means by which language could transcend its human limits, and point 

towards ‗heavenly things.‘‖
 1

  Similarly, the language of Dickens‘s novels 

commingles with the language, images, and doctrines of Christianity.  Or viewed 

from the other direction, as C. S. Lewis explains, there is an ―original divine virtue 

passing downwards from rung to rung of a hierarchical ladder, and the mode in 

which each lower rung receives it is, quite frankly, imitation.‖
2
 Clearly, literary 

imitation of this sort wields potential power that a social reformer such as Dickens 

employed emphatically and judiciously. He was nonplussed by the religious 

turmoil of his time—with the pretensions he saw between not only the Roman 

Catholics and Protestants but also among the Protestants themselves. Of the 

concern with the ongoing controversy, he wrote to his friend M. De Cerjat
3
 in 1864, 

―The Church that is to have its part in the coming time must be a more Christian 
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one, with less arbitrary pretensions and a stronger hold upon the mantle of our 

Saviour, as he walked upon this earth.‖
4
 Thus, while we know that Dickens 

considered himself a liberal Christian in regard to Church dogma, we are reminded 

here of  the more orthodox nature of his instruction of his own children and the 

personal moral message he sought to relay to them through The Life of Our Lord. 

In its many public manifestations, too, his work resonates with an urgency for 

change and repentance, as his characters embody his eschatological concerns for 

society.  

The seeming conflict between Dickens‘s oft-discussed liberalism and his 

traditional Christian values is, however, not surprising, for Wheeler notes the 

nineteenth-century ―tension between a longing for a more hopeful and less dark 

eschatology, and a fear lest the weakening of belief in judgment and some kind of 

punishment should have a damaging effect on the morals of both believers and 

unbelievers.‖
5
 As presented in the preceding chapter, I adhere to Gary Colledge‘s 

claim that Dickens‘s involvement in the Unitarian church was brief and that his 

religious belief was far more orthodox than scholars have heretofore presented,
6
 

making Dickens much less of a radical liberal than is often proposed.  Dickens 

clearly bemoans and fears any further loss of morals; thus, in Martin Chuzzlewit, 

his salvific character Mark Tapley becomes a distinct portrait of patience, humility, 

sacrifice, and forgiveness—a portrait of traditional morals; he is in fact, an example 

of Dickens‘s creation of Victorian myth—a prescription for true social reform. 
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Here, Northrop Frye‘s definition of myth is helpful: ―a program of action for a 

specific society, ...relat[ing] not to the actual but to the possible. … It is the 

function of literature not to run away from the actual, but to see the dimension of 

the possible in the actual.‖
7
 More helpful yet, and more specific to this study, 

however, is Augustine‘s definition of the teacher of Scripture. Accepting the 

analogical relationship between artist and teacher, I extend Augustine‘s definition 

and apply it to Dickens—as well as to the salvific characters within his novels—

and the moral value of his work. Augustine, who believes that ―Scriptures … 

contain the syllabus of instruction for Christians,‖
8
 says,  

The defender of faith and the hammer of error, has the duty of both teaching 

what it is good and unteaching what is bad; and in this task of speaking 

[writing, of course, in Dickens‘s case] it is his duty to win over the hostile, 

to stir up the slack, to point out to the ignorant what is at stake and what 

they ought to be looking for. … If the listeners [readers] need to be 

instructed, this calls for the narrative style, provided, at least, that  

they need to be informed about the subject being dealt with. … But if the 

listeners are to be moved rather than instructed, so as not to become 

sluggish in acting upon what they know, and so as to give a real assent to 

things they admit are true, more forceful kinds of speaking [writing] are 

called for. Here what is necessary is words that implore, that rebuke, that 

stir, that check, and whatever other styles may avail to move the audience‘s 

minds and spirits.
9
 

 

Not surprisingly, then, in Dickens‘s novels we find combined critical narrative 

interjections and vivid descriptions of the horrors of evil and the rewards of patient 

virtue. 

Further amplifying Augustine‘s prescription are C. S. Lewis‘s twentieth-

century assertions that, as a Christian believer, Dickens‘s ―own temperament and 
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experience ...as merely his, are of no importance whatsoever: he will deal with 

them, if at all, only because they are the medium through which, or the position 

from which, something universally profitable appeared to him‖
10

 and which he 

must then convey to his readers.  For Dickens, this role may at first seem suspect, 

for as we have previously discussed, he lacked any truly religious education. His 

very religious elder sister, Fanny, married an evangelical Congregationalist, and his 

mother, too, entered a stage of strong evangelicalism. While Walder reminds us 

that these influences provided the young Charles with a ―lasting aversion to 

evangelical zeal,‖
11

 still, this aversion did not minimize Dickens‘s persistent 

insistence that we are called to live according to Jesus‘s example.  

As we will discuss regarding Martin Chuzzlewit, Bleak House, and Great 

Expectations, Jesus‘s example is presented, even if indirectly, via Dickens‘s 

heavenly prospective, comprised of true friends who save each other from the 

wayward worldly paths.  James E. Marlow makes the point that ―the problem … 

for Dickens was both quasi-religious and aesthetic. How is man to be induced to 

remain in the world and yet not yield up his spiritual inheritance? And how is the 

artist to remain faithful to the reality about him and yet be true to the reality 

within?‖
12

 While Marlow answers his questions by suggesting that Dickens, in his 

literature, chooses a Romantic escape from the world—from the city, from society-

at-large—to nature, I consider much more overt the choice of his good characters—

those already virtuous and those aspiring to be—to seek and protect each other and 

                                                 
10. C. S. Lewis, ―Christianity and Literature,‖ 11. 

11. Dennis Walder, Dickens and Religion (London: Allen & Unwin, 1981), 8. 

12. James E. Marlow, ―Memory, Romance, and the Expressive Symbol in Dickens,‖ Nineteenth-

Century Fiction, 30:1 (June, 1975), 22. 
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to seclude themselves, typically in a humble home,
13

 from the world‘s harmful 

effects.  As we discussed in the introduction,
14

 the Dickensian hero/heroine escapes 

the fragmentation of the world and recaptures oneness within a community of 

faithful friends who has reminded him/her of truth; this restoration of morality 

mimics Eliot Gilbert‘s metaphysical innocence
15

 and, more importantly,  

Augustine‘s restoration of his memory, a ―Beauty at once so ancient and so new.‖
16

  

In the latter half of The Trinity, Augustine examines the memory and the 

human mind‘s relationship to God. When our memories are reawakened, he tells 

us, ―it is then that the mind discovers it remembers and understands and loves 

something too, which it was not thinking about when it was thinking about 

something else.‖
17

 Often, the mind, so enmeshed in the world and its demands and 

temptations, has failed to see its true self and how far it has strayed. Explicating 

Augustine‘s philosophy of the memory, Gary Wills writes, ―There is some kind of 

alienation from the self involved in grasping the self.‖
18

 The friend is there to raise 

a mirror so that the other may re-cognize his/her self and reorder his/her priorities. I 

agree with Marlow that, in Dickens, ―an awareness of the past dissolves the tyranny 

of the present, creates a reality that is more vital and rich in interconnections than 

                                                 
13. Consider, for example, Florence Dombey, who, after fleeing the neglect and abuse of her 

father‘s house of selfish ambition, creates her first true home, along with Uncle Sol, in the kindly 

Captain Cuttle‘s Wooden Midshipman‘s Shop, as they await Walter‘s return. Consider also David 

Copperfield‘s comfort with the Pegottys and later with the Wickfields, homes so different from that 

of his childhood under Murdstone‘s roof. 

14. See my pages 16-19. 

15. Ibid., 3,15. 

16. Augustine, Confessions, 10.27. 

17. Augustine, The Trinity, (De Trinitate), Trans. Edmund Hill, O.P, Ed. John E. Rotelle, O. S. A. 

(Hyde Park, NY: New City P, 1991), 14.9. 

18. Gary Wills, Saint Augustine‟s Memory (New York: Viking Penguin, 2002), 13. 
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that which fits only this instant of time,‖
19

 but I recover the deeply Christian, 

deeply instructive link that Marlow misses. For Dickens, as for Augustine, salvific 

characters function to remind those characters in need—much as literature 

functions to remind readers—of the truth. Of those in need of guidance, Augustine 

declares, ―Anyone who is unable to see these things even when he is reminded of 

them and has his attention drawn to them, is suffering from great blindness of heart 

and stuck very deep in the darkness of ignorance, and needs very special aid from 

God to be able to attain true wisdom.‖
20

 Martin Chuzzlewit offers prime examples 

of such concerns, for from the start, as Michael Slater points out, ―all notions of 

pride of birth and breeding are reduced to absurdity.‖
21

 Interestingly, in his 

Confessions, Augustine, too, establishes immediately this inherent reduction, 

acknowledging, ―I should be null and void and could not exist at all, if you, my 

God, were not in me.‖
22

 Affecting the condition that Augustine avoids, those 

characters of Martin Chuzzlewit who refuse to humble themselves are either gone 

or completely incapacitated; they who are void of goodness, of God—like Jonas 

Chuzzlewit and Pecksniff, for example—lose all their power over others. On the 

contrary, those who have turned toward the good— the innately virtuous Mark 

Tapley, Tom Pinch and John Westlock, as well as the evolving virtuous like the 

                                                 
19. Marlow, 23 

20. Augustine, The Trinity, 14.9. 

21. Michael Slater, Charles Dickens (New Haven and London: Yale UP, 2009), 208. 

22. Augustine, Confessions, trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin (London: Penguin, 1961), 1.2.   
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elder and younger Martins—gain heavenly peace and joy in their heavenly 

prospective.
23

  

Chesterton‘s evaluation of the Victorian era offers another important insight 

into Dickens‘s Christianity: ―It is quite needless … to … explain at length why 

individual artists cannot be reviewed without reference to their traditions or creeds. 

It is enough to say that with other creeds they would have been, for literary 

purposes, other individuals.‖
24

 Chesterton discusses the Victorian intellectual 

struggle between the romantic belief that the soul can change for the better and the 

utilitarian concept of ongoing toleration.
25

 Clearly, Dickens believed in the 

reformation of souls, not unlike the members of Newman‘s Oxford Movement, 

who upheld the ―rationality of religion as against the increasing irrationality of 

mere Victorian comfort and compromise.‖
 26

 Chesterton perhaps errs in distancing 

Dickens from the movement‘s ―appeal to reason‖ and attributing to him, albeit in a 

complimentary sense, ―mere manly emotionalism.‖
27

 The Oxford Movement‘s 

declaration, according to Chesterton, ―said that if a Christian had a feast day he 

must have a fast day too. Otherwise, all days ought to be alike; and this was that 

very Utilitarianism against which [the] Oxford Movement was the first and most 

                                                 
23. The respective disintegration and salvation of these groups of characters illustrate well Myron 

Magnet‘s assertion that for Dickens, ―it is essential to the nature of society to transform the self[;] in 

Chuzzlewit he came to focus more sharply on the magnitude of the transformation—on how 

radically far from being a pure production of nature the truly human being is.‖ Magnet emphasizes 

the Platonic ideal (of the Republic) that to arrive at a virtuous society first means the creation of 

virtuous individuals. Dickens and the Social Order (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1985), 231. 

See ―Introduction,‖ p31-33 to recall our earlier discussion of Bakhtin‘s ―novel of emergence,‖ a 

category which focuses on transformation and in which Bakhtin includes David Copperfield. Surely, 

Martin Chuzzlewit, too, may be added to Bakhtin‘s list.  

24. G. K. Chesterton, The Victorian Age in Literature, The Collected Works of G. K. Chesterton, XV 

(San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989), 423. 

25. Ibid., 434. 

26. Ibid., 441 

27. Ibid., 440. 
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rational assault.‖
28

 In reality, this anti-utilitarian notion of moderation and 

reciprocity Dickens shares with the Oxford Movement, and indeed young Martin 

Chuzzlewit‘s conversion and the lessons learned among the characters illustrate the 

acquisition of just this balance of feast and fast. As the plot progresses, Martin‘s 

transatlantic search for an eternal earthly feast day proves fruitless, and as he comes 

to this realization, he finally joins Mark in the ability to be ―jolly‖ under any 

circumstances and to cherish the true rewards of friends and family that come with 

humility, charity, forgiveness, and sacrifice. 

Serialized in 1843 and published in1844, Martin Chuzzlewit surely 

illuminates Dickens‘s distaste for the American greed and disregard for humanity, 

but in fact, what he reveals is a societal problem that knows no nationality, for in 

the English society from which our hero flees lurk equivalent evils. No running 

from one earthly city to the next, even across an ocean, will rid an individual of his 

preoccupation with status, worldly goods, and Self. Slater tells us, ―Self-interest 

was, as Dickens saw it, the age‘s besetting sin.‖
29

 Indeed, in Martin Chuzzlewit, 

Self-ishness seems hereditary, until we see, as the novel unfolds, the charity and 

humility that may be acquired when one is guided by Truth. Initially, Martin‘s 

moves are lateral and fruitless, both for himself and for others, until he finds his 

own soul and, thus, a way to move vertically—to save himself, and ultimately 

others—as his love for goodness and truth transcends his desire for wealth and 

notoriety. For young Martin, who up to this point has had only the examples of the 
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suspicious and selfish elder Martin and the mercilessly self-centered Pecksniff to 

follow, the blueprint for humble selflessness comes in the form of Mark Tapley. 

Mark is a true friend in the Augustinian sense, who exemplifies the meek who will 

inherit the earth, or at least the bliss to be found in the alternate reality of the 

Dickensian terrain. After Mark has faithfully stood by Martin through numerous 

trials, trying and even potentially fatal, the tables are suddenly turned, producing 

Martin‘s long-awaited conversion. Mark‘s friendship is the agent of young Martin‘s 

change, a change that eventually enables him to reunite a family torn apart by greed 

and mistrust. The bliss enjoyed at the novel‘s conclusion manifests the charity and 

humility that accompany the properly ordered use of God‘s gift of friendship. 

A close reading of Martin Chuzzlewit, a novel replete with motifs of greed 

and deceit, will focus on the theme of true friendship as the source of the hero‘s 

ultimate salvation. Here, we must recall the meaning of true friendship as it is 

developed in Plato‘s Symposium and Phaedrus, as well as in Aristotle‘s 

Nicomachean Ethics, and how these classics of ancient Greece anticipate the 

Augustinian notion of the city of God. Remember that, in the Symposium, Agathon 

explained that Love makes his home ―not in every soul without exception, for 

where there is hardness of heart he departs, where there is softness, there he settles 

down.‖
 30

 Later, in his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle‘s truly virtuous friends ―wish 

alike for one another‘s good because they are good men .... Those who wish for 
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136 

 

their friends‘ good for their friends‘ sake are friends in the truest sense.‖
31

 Clearly, 

in both of these cases, compassion is key, and in Augustine, the corrective element 

of compassion is most emphatically elucidated. ―What is compassion,‖ Augustine 

asks, ―but a kind of fellow-feeling in our hearts for another‘s misery, which 

compels us to come to his help by every means in our power? Now this emotion is 

the servant of reason, when compassion is shown without detriment to justice, 

when it is a matter of giving to the needy or of pardoning the repentant.‖
32

 

Indicative of Dickens‘s descent from this Classical and Christian tradition—and its 

moral, theological implications—his message reflects the conditional requirements 

of Augustine‘s Heavenly city. Clearly, Martin and Mark‘s friendship exists in spite 

of the dark, Dickensian city of man, and this friendship—marked by Martin‘s 

evolving selflessness and reciprocal compassion—is the bulwark that protects 

Martin from corruption and leads him to moral conversion.     

Martin‘s understanding comes, though, only after he suffers for his self-

centeredness. In his study of forms of punishment in Dickens‘s works, John R. 

Reed mentions one that ―aims at reform, rehabilitation, or redemption of the 

offender. ... Its constraints may range from simple deprivation to extreme physical 

pain, all in the interest of bringing the offender to a consciousness of the offense 

and of what behavior is necessary to live in liberty and comfort.‖
33

 Reed‘s 

important discussion of Pecksniff‘s crimes highlights his transgression of Christian 

                                                 
31. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Trans. Martin Ostwald (Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall, 
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32. Augustine, City of God, 9.5. 

33. John R. Reed, Dickens and Thackeray: Punishment and Forgiveness, (Athens, OH: Ohio UP, 
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values and can also serve to illuminate Martin‘s eventual desire and ability to 

reform, in contrast to Pecksniff‘s outright refusal. ―Though Pecksniff commits no 

crime as serious as murder or assault, his offense has the same energy because it 

defiles the highest Christian values of love and forgiveness.‖
34

 When Pecksniff 

expels Martin, he claims to be self-righteous and feigns pity for Martin‘s supposed 

rejection of his pure, kind-hearted intentions. ―So, Martin becomes the serpent cast 

out from the garden by a virtuous, Adamic Pecksniff—a complete reversal of 

Genesis, as everything in Pecksniff is a reversal and parody of true Christian 

behavior.‖
35

 Pecksniff, even after he is exposed, ―insists ...upon maintaining his 

[self-proclaimed] moral superiority and dispenses forgiveness to others. This 

inability to learn, to repent, and to reform not only makes his decisive punishment 

appropriate, but justifies its continuance as well.‖
36

 This idea of perpetual 

punishment for Pecksniff makes even clearer the necessity of Martin‘s conversion 

and salvation. As Reed contends, ―It is important to Dickens‘ fictional world that 

its boundary extend past material existence to the realm of true justice and love, for 

the very moral energies that power his narratives depend upon an eternal source.‖
37

 

Here, reminiscent of Augustine‘s prescription for ―unteaching,‖ as well as teaching, 

what is sometimes necessary are ―words that implore, that rebuke, that stir, that 

check, and whatever other styles may avail to move the audience‘s minds and 

spirits.‖
38
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Turning now to the world of Martin Chuzzlewit we encounter the 

predicament of young Martin and the response of Mark Tapley. Mark‘s is a many-

layered response that positions him as Martin‘s true friend in the Platonic, 

Aristotelian, and Augustinian sense and as the key to the moral conversion 

comprising his Bildung. In his study of the Victorian mind, Houghton places 

Thomas Arnold and John Stuart Mill among those who share ―the Greek ideal of a 

complete and harmonious development of one‘s nature, in which body and soul, 

reason and emotion and imagination, should find their places in a fully realized 

personality,‖ and for whom ―the ideal of self-development is found side by side 

with that of self-sacrifice.‖
 39

 They take their place, then, among Victorians ―who 

made the fully developed individual an object of aspiration,‖ following Goethe‘s 

―doctrine of Bildung, which he had derived from the Hellenic revival of the later 

eighteenth century.‖
 40

 While Dickens, I believe, does subscribe in part to this 

Greek ideal, it is still clear that he places Christian charity and concomitant self-

sacrifice above the self.  

In Martin Chuzzlewit, the initial chiaroscuro yielded by Dickens‘s blend of 

starkly contrasting characters metamorphoses into a bright tableau, peopled only by 

a community of true friends. As an overarching presence throughout much of the 

novel, the Pecksniff family embodies a comically scathing portrait of personal 

greed not-so-well-disguised by a veneer of evangelical hypocrisy. Against the 

consistently dark, immoral backdrop of Pecksniff, we watch the evolution of the 
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increasingly luminous and virtuous characters. As we ―behold the moral Pecksniff‖ 

(64), this Pecksniff who ―warm[s] his hands before the fire, as benevolently as if 

they were someone else‘s, not his‖ (85),
41

  we quickly learn that he makes his 

living and supports his most ironically named daughters, Mercy and Charity, by 

―towering on tiptoe among the curtains, as if he were literally rising above all 

worldly considerations, and were fain to hold on tight, to keep himself from darting 

skyward like a rocket‖ (94). Pecksniff‘s well-practiced pretentions succeed at first 

in duping his naïve architectural protégés, John Westlock, Tom Pinch, and young 

Martin; that is, until they recognize, each in turn, ―his trading in saintly semblances 

for the very worst realities‖ (261). These three men, all destined to regain their 

metaphysical innocence, are called from the darkness of Pecksniff‘s deceit, and one 

by one, each moves toward the joy of his respective heavenly prospective. Of these, 

John first repels Pecksniff, knowing the latter takes his money for services never 

rendered and recognizing Pecksniff‘s abuses of gentle Tom‘s good nature and 

misplaced devotion.  For Tom the recognition comes much later, when at long last 

he sees that Pecksniff‘s plans to take advantage of the elder Martin include 

besmirching his own good character and damaging the old man‘s trust in his 

grandson and Mary.  As a selfless protector of his true friends, Tom forever parts 

from Pecksniff‘s false pretenses. From the startt, in both John‘s and Tom‘s cases, 

Pecksniff‘s overwhelming deceit, greed, and arrogance stand in such stark contrast 

to their truth, charity, and humility. However, unlike his friends whose moral fiber 
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is strong from the outset, young Martin must overcome his own Pecksniffian 

tendencies, tendencies which are quite Chuzzlewittian, as well. Martin, we find, is 

unwilling to bestow on his grandfather, the elder Martin, the ―respect, and 

submission, and self-denial‖ (150) expected. The two Martins join with the rest of 

their family, who all have a place on what the elder calls ―a calendar of deceit, and 

lying, and false-witnessing‖ (88).  Ironically, just before Martin is expelled from  

Pecksniff‘s tutelage and just before he decides to embark on his trip to America, 

Pecksniff, the self-serving hypocrite, says to Martin, ―I pity your voluntary 

withdrawal of yourself from the flowery paths of purity and peace‖ (270).  

Of course, the Pecksniff path is far from pure, but then so is Martin‘s 

transatlantic trail in its original intent. In the five weeks that follow Martin‘s 

departure from Pecksniff‘s, he readies himself to make his voyage. In the process, 

we see a brief foreshadowing of a proud man reduced from relative wealth to 

penury, from overbearing arrogance to humility. Still, though, when he is in need of 

financial assistance and knows John Westlock could come to his aid, Martin refuses 

the idea of approaching his true friend Tom to make the connection, for ―he could 

not endure the thought … of making him the stepping-stone to his fortune, or being 

anything to him but a patron; and his pride so revolted from the idea that it 

restrained him even now‖ (287). Precisely for this reason, Mark Tapley—in his 

meekly insistent simplicity—is just the person to step in. To melt the icy Martin, 

comes Mark: ―Something in the fellow‘s merry face, and in his manner, … with all 

its cheerfulness … , quite disarmed him‖ (290). Mark—persistently offering his 

time, his companionship, his patience—deems himself Martin‘s ―nat‘ral born 
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servant, hired by Fate‖ (294). Indeed, on this journey he will be Martin‘s divine 

intercessor, offering Martin the divine gift of salvation. By his fine, humble 

example Mark will teach Martin true Christian charity, just what he will need to 

restore his family.  Of benevolence, Houghton writes, Dickens ―made its promotion 

the central aim of fiction,‖
42

 and it is young Martin‘s elevation of benevolence 

above his selfish interests that marks his eventual, successful growth.   

The sections of Martin Chuzzlewit that encompass Martin‘s literal and 

figurative journey and return evidence Dickens‘s classical and Christian influences, 

as well as the importance he places on salvific friends. Martin, like many heroes of 

Greek mythology, must figuratively go to Hell (aptly named Eden, in Dickensian 

irony) to recognize his true path, to overcome his inner obstacles. Moreover, as 

with both the divine and human Greek heroes, selfishness and hubris must be put 

aside before a peaceful restoration of a house divided; and for Martin, as for 

Odysseus, for example, a friendly guide is necessarily positioned as a moral 

compass.  Mark Tapley, as mentor and guide, may seem a far cry from Athena, 

Greek goddess of wisdom and war, yet he stands—in his charitable humility—as a 

fine fusion of the Platonic and Aristotelian and Augustinian true friend, a fine 

example, then, of Dickens‘s Christianity. Consider the first of the Beatitudes from 

the ―Sermon on the Mount‖: ―Blessed are the poor in spirit; for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven.‖ According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, ―poor in spirit‖ 

identifies those who by their free will are ready to bear for God‘s sake their painful 
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and humble conditions.‖
43

 Furthermore, in his homily on the Gospel of Matthew, 

Church father Saint Chrysostom says of Jesus‘s words, ―‗he that loseth  his life for 

my sake shall find it,‘ not that we should destroy ourselves, … but that we should 

prefer godliness to all things.‖
44

 As we will see, Mark Tapley not only models these 

descriptions of humility and sacrifice, but it is he who teaches Martin discipline, or 

in Plato‘s words, to ―stand on the sacred pedestal next to Self-control.‖
45

 So doing, 

he spares young Martin the misery of his grandfather who earlier writhed in his 

bed, bemoaning his and his family‘s devotion to ―Self, self, self! Every man for 

himself,‖ and suffering as he realizes the inevitable result of such avarice: ―No 

creature for me!‖ (95). When the virtuous characters of Martin Chuzzlewit 

eventually unite and create their heavenly prospective, they will find communion, 

not desolation, in their creatureliness.  

Karl Ashley Smith reminds us that Dickens created his plots as mimetic 

representations of Providence to offer an artistic view as an added revelation of 

God‘s promise of eternal justice, the process of which—necessarily a matter of 

faith, considering our human limitations—may be successfully suggested by a 

novel‘s resolution.
46

 This role of the novelist is in keeping with Augustine‘s 

prescription for teaching Christianity:  

Those who speak eloquently are listened to with pleasure, those who speak 

wisely, with wholesome profit. … That is why scripture does not say ‗A 
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multitude of eloquent men‘ but A multitude of wise men is the health of the 

world (Wis 6:24). … But what could be better than the pleasantly 

wholesome, or the wholesomely pleasant? The more eagerly, after all, what 

pleases is sought here, the easier it is for what is wholesome to be 

imparted.
47

  

 

Thus, as Dickens imparts to us the morally-charged, minutely-crafted world of this 

Chuzzlewittian expedition, he reveals between Martin and Mark a gradually 

evolving friendship that is, indeed, ―wholesomely pleasant.‖ As part of Martin‘s 

conversion, he becomes cognizant of his moral failings and, in the process of 

bringing Mark and himself back home, he learns—much as Augustine learned of 

Alypius—that the transformation ―very well suited his [Mark‘s] moral character, 

which had long been far, far better than my own.‖ 
48

  

As yet, however, as we find Martin heading to London to embark on his 

journey, ―he ha[s] no very agreeable employment either for his moral or his 

physical perceptions‖ (273). After Pecksniff‘s success at avariciously severing the 

ties between Martin and his grandfather, thus separating Martin from his love 

Mary, Martin leaves ―friendless and penniless, incensed to the last degree; deeply 

wounded in his pride and self-love‖ (274). Before Mark arrives to join him, he 

finds himself on ―the dark street, … alone, upon the dreary world, without the key 

of it‖ (279). Of course, Martin thinks he will travel to heal his pride and increase 

his reasons for patting himself on the back. In chapter fifteen, he claims as one of 

his primary concerns, ―to conceal my circumstances and myself, and not to arrive 

in a new world badged and ticketed as an utterly poverty-stricken man‖ (315). We 

know he sees this voyage as a means to a clean slate, and he will present himself 
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under false pretenses to achieve this goal. This plan consumes his thought, even as 

he travels at sea under horrible conditions with many others less fortunate. His self-

absorption is evident as he says to Mark, ―‗You don‘t suppose there is a living 

creature in this ship who can by possibility have half so much to undergo on board 

as I have‘‖ (315)? At this stage, he is blind to others‘ suffering. As Mark offers to 

help a poor woman and her children, all Martin can think about are his desires, ―a 

little brandy-and-water, cold and very weak,‖ and he tells Mark to ―tell your friend 

who is a nearer neighbor of ours than I could wish, to try and keep her children a 

little quieter tonight than she did last night‖ (315). Martin thinks America will be 

his land of opportunity, but well before his awakening to reality, we see that this 

world is no better than the deceptive world he escaped. He cannot escape; the 

change must come from within. Aristotelian recognition is necessary before Martin 

can possibly return home in happiness. 

Chesterton declares, ―Martin Chuzzlewit‘s America is a mad-house: but it is 

a mad-house we are all on the road to. ... The lunatic is the man who lives in a 

small world but thinks it is a large one; he is a man who lives in a tenth of the truth, 

and thinks it is the whole.‖
49

 Martin must grow to see, through his continued trials 

in the world to which he travels, the madness of his small inner world, a world 

which travels with him. As an alter ego—a man also in love, also wanting good 

prospects for his future—Mark accompanying Martin is vital. If Martin can find 

within himself Mark‘s best qualities, he will uncover the secret to his success in 

any environment. I take issue with Nancy Aycock Metz who blames their 
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American misfortunes equally on Martin and Mark for ―a combination of 

ignorance, vanity, loyalty, deference, and ambition.‖
50

 Indeed, these errors must be 

appropriately divided. While they are both equally ignorant of what awaits them in 

America, Mark cannot be labeled vain or selfishly ambitious. Mark may be without 

a home; however, when he says, ―America is a very likely sort of place for me to be 

jolly in‖ (291), we already know the irony in his use of the word ‗jolly‘ whenever 

he is most self-sacrificing. Before they board the ship, Mark witnesses Martin‘s 

tunnel vision when he receives and misinterprets the diamond ring that Mary sent, 

having spent all of her money to help him. According to Dickens‘s narrator, Martin 

can only think of ―the sacrifices [he] ha[s] made‖ and gives Mark a ―clean and 

perfect insight into the one absorbing principle of Martin‘s character‖ (307). As the 

moral mentor so common in Dickens‘s fictions, Mark travels most precisely to 

accompany and guide Martin toward a conversion. Metz maintains ―that what 

happens in Eden, culminating in the near fatal attack of the fever, is a byproduct of 

the emigrants‘ poor preparation ... and failure to imagine their own vulnerability,‖
51

 

but this failure is, instead, much more profoundly, a direct result of Martin‘s 

destructive hubris. Metz argues that ―for all his presumed centrality as the title 

character, Martin fails to develop after the Eden episode as a particularly interesting 

or complex character.‖
52

 Similarly, while Barbara Hardy rightly notes the ―external 

example in Mark [as] characteristic of many of Dickens‘s sudden conversions,‖
53
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51. Ibid., 53. 
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she does not give due credit to the value of his Augustinian—and thus inherently 

Platonic and Aristotelian—friendship as the redemptive force in Martin‘s 

conversion. I argue that Mark‘s role here is invaluable for if, as J. Hillis Miller 

claims, ―the arena of Martin Chuzzlewit is the present, a present which is 

irrevocably cut off from the past and in which society in the sense of an integrated 

community has been replaced by a fragmented collection of isolated self-seeking 

individuals,‖
54

 Dickens does not leave his characters, or his readers, in the despair 

of desolation. Rather, he gives us the crucial traveling combination of Martin and 

Mark, clearly representative of the type—in Western literature as in Christian 

theology—of the lost soul and his essential mentor or friend. The resulting 

conversion is unmistakable, and Martin‘s Bildung—resulting from his journey with 

Mark beyond himself and within himself—is indeed striking. Thus, Leona Toker 

seems closer to the mark: ―In the course of his trials in Eden Martin realizes that he 

has been just as guilty of an obsession with the self‖ (150). Before this awakening, 

however, we will recognize his downward spiral.  

Having been disillusioned by Pecksniff‘s deception regarding his 

grandfather‘s apparent abandonment, Martin hastily focuses on finding an easy 

utopia in America, so much so that he is easily duped again, this time by Americans 

who ridicule England. Of bad habits such as forgery (as they call ―smartness‖), the 

colonel says, ―We got it all from the old country, and the old country‘s to blame for 

it, not the new ‘un‖ (328).War correspondent Jefferson Bick continues the 

criticism: ―Oh! The depressing institution of that British empire!‖ (329). Martin is 
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so ripe for deception that he believes these men when they claim America as ―an 

elastic country ... ,   a young lion‖ (332) that rebounds from any setback. Though 

Dickens‘s narrator assures us that America ―is depressed, … is stagnated, and 

always is at alarming crisis‖ (332), Martin still wholeheartedly and hopefully trusts 

when he is told, ―You will see the sun shine here‖ (330). It is not surprising that, 

before long, he and Mark lose all their money, and nearly their lives, in a crooked 

real estate venture. 

One early sign of Mark‘s instructive, caring role and his vital, humble 

wisdom, occurs when he explains to Martin his befriending of a slave: ―They‘re so 

fond of liberty in this part of the globe, that they buy her and sell her and carry her 

to the market with ‘em. They‘ve such a passion for liberty that they can‘t help 

taking liberties with her‖ (347). Mark‘s sagacity is manifest, but Martin only 

―wish[es] to change the theme‖ (347), unwilling as yet to accept Mark‘s as the 

wisdom that he himself must gain on this journey. When Martin‘s false pretenses 

are uncovered during dinner at the Norris home, Martin is crushed, still believing 

that one‘s worth is equal to one‘s means. He is blind to their pompous falsehood.  

Suddenly, his overconfidence becomes complete lack of self-confidence as he feels 

―a strong misgiving that his enterprise [is] doomed ...[and,] he ...sit[s] in gloomy 

rumination‖ (359). Mark resurrects and bolsters his determination with an allusion 

to Greek mythology: ―In all the story-books as I ever read, sir, the people as looked 

backward was turned into stones. ... They brought it on themselves, and it served 

‗em right‖ (360). In Martin‘s lowest of moments, Mark‘s gentle but insightful 
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reminders of myth and scriptures provide for him an absolutely necessary element 

of guidance and hope. 

To intensify the changes that occur during Martin‘s journey leading to his 

conversion, and Mark‘s indispensable role in that process, Dickens juxtaposes 

Martin‘s two worlds—old England and new America—thus emphasizing the need 

for internal, rather than external change. For example, to illustrate the common ills 

of Martin‘s worlds, Dickens‘s narrator compares Pecksniff‘s hypocritical claims of 

―Moral sensibility‖ in chapter twenty, though ―a thousand leagues away,‖ to 

America itself in chapter twenty-one. To complete the negative tableau of 

superficiality and greed, he uses the railroad, as he so often does in his novels‘ 

English settings, as a derogatory symbol of the ―ungodly city‖ of progress, wealth, 

and abuse of the naïve and less fortunate.  He says, ―Steel and iron are of infinitely 

greater account, in this commonwealth, than flesh and blood‖ (406). The narrator‘s 

honesty in this situation serves to highlight the General‘s hypocrisy as he welcomes 

Martin and Mark to Eden, ―a do-minion ...where man is bound to man in one vast 

bond of equal love and truth‖ (423). We see in this section Mark‘s commitment to 

stand by his friend as he joins his money in partnership with Martin. Knowing that 

Martin is ―forever building castles in the air‖ (416), Mark reacts ―more sadly than 

his custom was‖ (416).  For all of Eden‘s ―charms‖ that had been ―faithfully 

depicted in the [sketched] view before them‖ (419), their journey to Eden becomes, 

by chapter twenty-three, like a descent into Hades, on ―old Charon‘s boat, 

conveying melancholy shades to judgment‖ (440). In his role of benevolent friend, 

however, Mark accepts the foul air and dangers of Eden as if ―it had been 
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commended to him as ambrosia‖ (443). As Martin, in his selfishness and despair, 

cries, ―What have I done in all my life that has deserved this heavy fate?‖, Mark 

faithfully guides him, ―Don‘t give in, sir‖ (447). Later, irony in the term ―terrestrial 

Paradise‖ (584) better characterizes this supposedly ―thriving city of Eden.‖ Still, in 

true Dickensian chiaroscuro, the ever-burning light of Mark‘s willing role as 

Martin‘s support and guide provides stark contrast to the surrounding darkness. 

Despite the accompanying agonies, Mark says to himself, ―I want a man as is 

always a-sliding off his legs when he ought to be on ‘em … [and] always a-

wrapping himself up in himself‖ (584). Martin surely fulfills that ―desire.‖ Martin 

remains standing only with Mark‘s help. Augustine maintains that Platonists have 

found ―the light by which truth is perceived, and the spring which offers the drink 

of felicity,‖
55

 and as Mark enacts God‘s will, Mark, in this Platonic-Augustinian 

sense, truly supports Martin and illuminates his path. 

Not surprisingly, as Martin‘s fever sets in, Mark becomes ―the more 

exacting in his claims‖ (588), yet in Mark‘s true concern for his friend, ―he 

remember[s] nothing but the better qualities of his fellow-wanderer and [is] 

devoted to him, heart and hand‖ (595). Soon, Martin recovers and Mark himself 

falls ill. Here begins Martin‘s conversion. ―Now, it [is] Martin‘s turn to work‖ 

(596). As Martin tends to Mark, who still claims, ―I‘m jolly, sir,‖ we can see 

Martin‘s mind travel from the dimness of self to the light of charity and 

benevolence. With his mind newly illuminated, ―he beg[ins] to think, how was it 

that this man who had had so few advantages, was so much better than he who had 
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had so many?‖ (596). As he senses his guilt and wonders about the cause, ―the 

curtain r[ises] slowly … , and Self, Self, Self dilate[s] on the scene‖ (597). Of 

Martin‘s changed behavior, the narrator tells us, ―So low had Eden brought him 

down. So high had Eden raised him up‖ (598).  

Welsh says that ―Martin is saved arbitrarily by grace,‖
56

 and I maintain that 

Mark personifies this salvation. Mark‘s self-sacrificing perseverance is absolutely 

necessary, for Martin makes no great effort to change or exert himself until after 

Mark nurses him back to health. At long last, Mark‘s former ―perfect insight into 

… Martin‘s character‖ (307) can be altered when Martin acknowledges Mary‘s 

sacrifice of giving him the diamond ring. He knows that ―like a beast, [he] took it 

from her hand,‖ and thus Mark knows now that ―there‘ll be no credit in being jolly 

with him!‖ (601), for Martin is a reformed man. 

Martin‘s moral destination has been reached, and his newly gained wisdom 

reveals itself when he openly criticizes American greed in chapter thirty-four: ―A 

man deliberately makes a hog of himself, and that‟s an Institution!‖ (609). His 

newfound honesty and kindness also earn him others‘ respect, which—in the form 

of Mr. Bevan—earns passage home for Martin and Mark. To complete my earlier 

Homeric analogy, like Odysseus, Martin makes the required journey to the 

underworld, and with gained wisdom and fortitude from his moral guide, Martin is 

sent back to mend his own world. Refreshed by Martin‘s inner journey, the two 

travelers arrive in England only to find Pecksniff stealing their architectural plans. 

Ever the voice of reason, Mark reminds Martin, ―It‘ll come out right in the end, 
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sir,‖ and Martin names him ―the best master in the world‖ with the promise, ―I will 

not be a bad scholar, if I can help it‖ (628). In chapter forty-three, we see Mark 

return to his world at the Blue Dragon. His love, Mrs. Lupin, has worried that his 

kindness would make him the victim of American avarice, but we know that 

Mark‘s voyage was a divine sacrifice; Martin was at risk, not Mark. In his same 

role, then, Mark continues to navigate Martin‘s restoration of his family and home. 

When Martin learns of Pecksniff‘s manipulations of Mary and his grandfather, his 

―hot temper‖ (735) ignites until Mark expresses his new confidence in Martin‘s 

ability to do what‘s ―right and sensible.‖ When Martin ―la[y] his hand on Mark‘s 

shoulder to steady himself‖ (736), we breathe a sigh of relief. 

Now of similar mind, Martin and Mark do, Platonically-speaking, 

―conceive the kind of things that it is proper for the soul to give birth to. … 

Wisdom and virtue in general.‖
57

 Thus, together, they make a plan. Martin will 

move toward a reunion with his family, with Mark—his faithful friend—aiding in 

the progress. He helps Martin reenter the Pecksniff home to see the elder Martin 

and Mary, a scene which reaffirms Martin‘s repentance and conversion. As Martin 

seeks forgiveness, ―not so much in hope for the future, as in regret for the past,‖ 

and assistance ―to get honest work to do‖ (744), the old man quietly recognizes the 

change and gladly continues his ongoing, stealthy, unselfish deception of Pecksniff 

for the good of the family. 
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Reassured of Mary‘s ongoing love and devotion, Martin ventures with Mark 

to London. This time, Martin‘s trip is a humble one, in which he‘ll seek Tom Pinch, 

whom he quite disregarded previously, to ―take [him] under his protection now, 

and teach [him] how to earn [his] bread‖ (752). Unlike his earlier trip to London 

with ―no agreeable employment … for his moral or physical perceptions‖ (273), 

Martin heads off with hopeful, and undeniably Christian, humility. When they 

arrive at Tom‘s, Mark‘s happy willingness to guide Martin from his worst to his 

best is evident. Though he plays, as always, with the word ‗jolly,‘ the narrator 

assures us that Mark eats as a man with ―an appetite not at all expressive of 

blighted hopes, or insurmountable despondency‖ (810). In fact, as he recounts the 

Eden experience to Tom ―with a beaming face‖ (814), he tells how Martin 

―deceived‖ him with his conversion. We are thus left with no doubt of Mark‘s role 

as a mentor, glad for the growth of his ―pupil,‖ nor with any doubt of his readiness 

to ―lead a happy life and struggle no more again‖ (815). To be sure, Tom reminds 

us that Mark‘s philosophy ―is not the least wise‖ (815). Like Tom, John Westlock 

recognizes Martin‘s change when Martin apologizes ―so sincerely … , so modestly 

and manfully‖ (816) for his earlier treatment of Tom. Reflecting Mark‘s 

thoughtfulness during this stay in London, Martin ―engage[es] two garrets for 

himself and Mark … with a glow of satisfaction, which as a selfish man he never 

could have known and … think[s] how much pains and trouble he has saved Mark‖ 

(823-4). 

Mark is soon positioned as intermediary, helping seal the bond between 

Martin and his grandfather. In this role, Mark is consistently honest. He tells old 
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Martin about his grandson‘s transformation: ―I know he‘s a [sic] altered man … , 

and I must say it‖ (877). Mark knows that their journey away from the 

Chuzzlewittian selfishness was vital and tells old Martin that ―unintentional I think 

it may have been you‖ (877) who helped to create the younger‘s former faults. Just 

moments later, as the important figures gather to bring down Pecksniff, old Martin 

makes the public confession, helped by, he says, what ―Mark has told me … today 

… [that] the curse of our house … has been the love of self; has ever been the love 

of self … I never knew I had wrought it upon others‖ (884). That regret, coupled 

with a renaissance of familial love and sincerity, brings young Martin‘s journey, 

both external and internal, to completion, and on the journey‘s final leg, he helps to 

reunite a family formerly so far apart. It is not surprising that the final happy home 

base is the Blue Dragon, now to be called the Jolly Tapley, an appropriate salute to 

the man who so patiently accompanied this group to this ―wery new, conwivial, and 

expressive‖ point, as well an appropriate symbol of his arrival at truly deserved 

jollity, his ―kingdom of heaven‖ (890). Clearly, the bond between Martin and Mark 

has far-reaching effects, within the souls of both characters and surely, too, on the 

lives of the many people they touch.  

As a final note, Dennis Walder‘s chapter on changes of heart in Dickens is 

of two-fold importance, for as it emphasizes conversion it also incorporates 

Platonic allusion. Dickens‘s friend and biographer, John Forster, explained that 

Dickens tried to ―‗convert Society‘ by showing that its happiness rested ‗on the 

same foundations as those of the individual, which are mercy and charity not less 
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than justice.‘‖
58

 Though Walder does not mention it here, beyond the Augustinian, 

Christian sentiment, Dickens‘s message is surely reminiscent of Plato‘s insistence 

in the Republic that justice must exist first in the  individual‘s soul, if it is to exist in 

society as a whole.  As another vital connection, Walder discusses the prevalent 

notion of a change-of-heart in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

which revealed a renewed interest in earlier expressions of religious experience—

namely works of spiritual biography, such as Augustine‘s Confessions.
59

 Of Martin 

Chuzzlewit, he writes, ―America provided Dickens with the opportunity of showing 

a flawed, selfish, hero … transformed into a new man, generous, forgiving, and 

charitable.‖
60

 As further support, Walder explains, ―Significantly, Martin requires 

more than a personal experience of suffering and despair for his new awareness: he 

has to learn to transcend his self-absorption through experiencing the demands 

upon his compassion and fellow-feeling made by others. Mark is a redemptive 

figure, … essential for the emergence of a better nature in the hero.‖
61

 In a later 

chapter on Little Dorrit, Walder provides another vital and more direct connection 

between Dickens and Platonic philosophy: 

Man is typically housed in a gloomy prison shut off from the light which 

but dimly penetrates to him, but towards which he is instinctively drawn. It 

is a notion familiar from the long religious and literary tradition initiated by 

Plato‘s allegory of the cave in book seven of the Republic, and it is only the 

first of several such Romantic, neo-Platonic hints scattered through the 

narrative to underline Dickens‘s sense of the human condition in an 

apparently Fallen world seeking after spiritual fulfillment.
62

  

 

                                                 
58. Walder, 113. 

59. Ibid., 114. 

60. Ibid., 116. 

61. Ibid., 119. 

62. Ibid., 179-80. 



 

155 

 

These hints are scattered throughout Martin Chuzzlewit as well. Having received 

consistently from Mark the light of charity—even as he so often abused the gift—

Martin is finally ready to offer that same light to Mark when his life is obscured by 

sickness. From this point forward, Martin is a new man, no longer drawn to the 

depths of the cave. Here we have the Augustinian ideal: Platonic illumination of the 

spirit fused with Christ-like self-sacrifice. The undeniable value of the Martin/Mark 

friendship springs from its fusion of the classical and Christian ideals that are the 

foundations of Western civilization and, thus, the foundation of Dickens‘s art. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

BLEAK HOUSE: SOULS SAVED, SOULS LOST 

In Bleak House (1853), according to biographer Edgar Johnson, Dickens 

―sees the world about him as a conflict between the forces of love and life and 

those of acquisition, retention, and greed, with pride and cruelty everywhere 

inflicting the most frightful mutilations upon helplessness.‖
1
 The world, with its 

manifold temptations, lures its citizens, urging them to repel the values of hearth 

and home. The world of Bleak House—Dickensian London clouded by the 

impenetrable fog of the legal system—vividly portrays the problem, as it quietly 

professes the solution. Both the problem and its solution became increasingly clear 

in Dickens‘s works in the years intervening between Martin Chuzzlewit and Bleak 

House. In 1848, Dickens published Dombey and Son, his view of the fatal effects of 

all-consuming ambition in an increasingly impersonal industrial society. From 

within this societal chaos encircling the Dombey empire rises the innocent, pure 

Florence Dombey to save her father—eventually overturning his pride with her 

humility, his self-absorption with her self-sacrifice. The novel is, in effect, an 

underscoring of the vital role of the heroine‘s unflinching goodness in her hero‘s 

Bildungsroman. When, at last, Paul Dombey, Sr. accepts Florence‘s charity, he 

changes from selfish and spiteful to penitent and grateful. In the end, Florence‘s 
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humble hearth becomes her father‘s safe haven, his heaven on earth, his heavenly 

prospective. Following Dombey came a time of intense creativity for Dickens, both 

as a journalist and as a novelist. Dickens‘s semi-autobiographical David 

Copperfield appeared in one volume in 1849, affording Dickens the opportunity to 

attribute the long-lasting effects of his own childhood struggles to parental 

weaknesses exacerbated by the societal ills of an unjust penal system, child labor, 

and the damaging greed of the push for misdirected self-improvement.
2
 As a result 

of David‘s gradual moral growth—very much influenced by his angelic Agnes—he 

ultimately chooses a humble life of true love. Again, as in Martin Chuzzlewit and in 

Dombey and Son, we witness the hero‘s Bildung, in which ―the emergence of man's 

life-destiny fuses with the emergence of man himself.‖
 3

  While writing 

Copperfield, Dickens was in the design stage of his weekly miscellany, Household 

Words, intended to reach out to middle and upper classes alike. In 1850, he 

published the journal‘s first issue—giving journalistic voice to his call for a societal 

―eye sharp for what was wrong and a heart warm for what was right,‖ for ―the 

loving union of multitudes of human lives in generous feeling and noble purpose.‖
4
  

                                                 
2. In his 1859 social critique, Self-Help, Samuel Smiles praises Dickens for his 1839 portrayal of 

benevolence in Nicholas Nickelby‘s Cheerbyle brothers whom Smiles compares to William and 

Charles Grant, known for their ―well-directed diligence‖ and ―various goodness.‖ Samuel Smiles, 

Self-Help, Ed. Peter W. Sinnema (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2002), 324-25. In his introduction, Sinnema 

calls Smiles ―an uncompromising critic of rapacity and complacent affluence‖ (ix), which we will 

see reflected in Dickens‘s example of the fatal effects of Richard Carstone‘s expectations in Bleak 

House, and later in Pip‘s pre-conversion attitudes in Great Expectations. 

3. M. M. Bakhtin, ―On the Bildungsroman and Its Significance in the History of Realism (Toward a 

Historical Typology of the Novel),‖ Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, Trans. Vern W. McGee, 

Eds. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1986), 22. 
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 In Bleak House, we find the ―multitudes‖ enveloped by the Jarndyce and 

Jarndyce suit that has lured them with the promise of greed fulfilled. According to 

Michael Slater, midway through the novel Dickens incorporates Krook‘s 

spontaneous combustion, in order to blatantly shock his audience with the 

imminent perils inherent in Chancery, a system symbolic of the whole of British 

society which ―will collapse or disintegrate as a result of its own inner rottenness.‖
5
  

Such a self-inflicted fall, ―engendered in the corrupted humours of the vicious body 

itself‖ (403),
6
 was inevitable for anyone who refused to relinquish his/her claim to 

material acquisition. In this scenario—in which greed, sloth, and a sense of 

entitlement usurp any sense of justice—the bonds of love and friendship are often 

obfuscated because anything beyond the scope of the elusive inheritance pales in 

importance in the eyes of those entranced by the mere chance of tangible gain. Not 

only are friendship and love devalued but so are those who devalue these eternal 

goods as they permit themselves to be consumed by the stagnant pursuit of the 

suit‘s illusory conclusion. Joyce Kloc McClure, in her discussion of Miss Flite‘s 

Chancery-driven madness, elucidates the evil of this suit which obliterates the 

sanity and the individuality of those involved.
7
 Miss Flite either ―really is, or was, a 

party to the suit; but no one knows for certain, because no one cares‖ (6). She 

exemplifies Chancery‘s ―pretence of equity‖ (6) which unilaterally squelches each 

                                                                                                                                        
grim realities of life.‖ ―The Bleak House of Charles of Dickens,‖ The Sewanee Review, Vol. 92,  
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5. Michael Slater, Charles Dickens (New Haven and London: Yale UP, 2009), p348-49. 

6. All internally cited quotes from Bleak House are taken from the following edition: Charles 

Dickens, Bleak House, Eds. George Ford and Sylvère Monod  (New York: Norton, 1977).   
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person‘s innate promise and renders everyone a mere holder of and idolater of 

valueless documents. These documents of supposed claim to the supposed spoils of 

Jarndyce and Jarndyce perpetuate inertia as they prevent any outside progress. 

Foreshadowing young Richard Carstone‘s slow, stagnant downfall, old Miss Flite 

recalls her own steady decay: ―I was a ward myself. I was not mad at that time. … I 

had youth and hope. I believe, beauty. It matters very little now. Neither of the 

three served, or saved me. I have the honour to attend Court regularly. With my 

documents. I expect a judgment. Shortly. On the day of judgment‖ (34). We might 

think of Miss Flite and Richard as the alpha and the omega of the Jarndyce and 

Jarndyce experience. Sadly, from beginning to end, those confined by the lingering 

fog are all-too-similar, unable to reorder their desires or to reform their souls. As 

the novel progresses, we soon learn that—for weak souls like Miss Flite and 

Richard—the lure of the suit outwrangles both sanity and moral obligation to God 

and neighbor.   

Discussing the lusts incited by the world‘s temptations, Augustine writes of 

those who, ―go chasing more readily after visible realities outside of [their minds], 

by which they ought to have been reminded to fix their attention and set their hearts 

on intelligible realities, to their lot will fall the outer darkness.‖
8
 McClure 

acknowledges the novel‘s exploration of love, both true loves and false loves, 

asserting that ―Bleak House provides fertile ground for an exploration of the 

dynamic interaction of love and injustice and thereby also offers a concrete basis 
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for a substantive reflection on the complex relationship of love and justice.‖
9
 In 

Bleak House, false loves, those driven by material desires, are perpetuated by 

Chancery. And even more damaging than the false loves of the suit‘s promises 

themselves, is the havoc they wreak on human relationships. These relationships—

all the more pitiful for their wasted potential for true love—are contaminated by the 

avaricious pursuit of earthly satisfaction. Rather than a particular human villain, 

then, in this novel, Dickens gives us Chancery, an inanimate villain with the evil 

potential to affect anyone even remotely connected with the suit, which, of course, 

includes everyone. My assertion corroborates Chesterton‘s idea that, for Dickens, 

―the villain in the story is not to be a character; he is there to be a danger—a 

ceaseless, ruthless, and uncompromising menace.‖
10

  Dennis Walder, too, views 

Chancery as ―some primal curse upon mankind, as it stretched forth ‗its 

unwholesome hand to spoil and corrupt.‘‖
11

 The fusion of Dickens‘s art with his 

moral message owes much, then, to his portrayal of evil; for it is, Chesterton says, 

―when we have defined and isolated the evil thing [that] the colours come back into 

everything else.‖
12

 Thus, through the course of the novel, the uncompromising 

goodness of Jarndyce and Esther vibrantly emerges and protectively envelops those 

                                                 
9. McClure, 26. 

10. G. K. Chesterton, Charles Dickens, G. K. Chesterton Collected Works, Volume XV: Chesterton 
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Carker (Dombey and Son), and Arthur Compeyson (Great Expectations), Bleak House‘s Chancery 

is not an evolving character. Its persistent evil serves to highlight the changing morality, be it for 

better or worse, of the other characters.  
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who shun the injustices of the evil suit.
13

 Returning again to the analogous 

relationship between the literary and the visual arts, we acknowledge the redolent 

impressionism,
14

 the Dickensian chiaroscuro, that presents beacons of light from 

within his dark—or, in this case, fog-laden—Victorian canvases. From his 

nineteenth-century perspective, John Forster, writes that next to ―agencies 

disagreeable and sordid … the necessity becomes urgent for the reliefs and 

contrasts of a finer humanity.‖
15

 The agreeable, Christian characters who will 

people the heavenly prospective of the world of Bleak House will be the beacons, 

the few who—open to the call for generosity of spirit—exchange the false promise 

of temporal goods for the promise of eternal hope.
16

  

Esther Summerson is an earthly symbol of such divine possibility, offering 

hope to all around her. Her story is not her own Bildungsroman, as was David‘s in 

the preceding novel; rather, it is more similar to Florence Dombey‘s story, in which 

her unending extension of love and friendship offers potential salvation, not from 

the social decay embodied in the Chancery suit but from individual moral decay. 

                                                 
13. J. Hillis Miller contends that ―John Jarndyce has saved himself and put Bleak House in order 

only by having no hopes that the case will be settled and by having as little to do with it as 

possible.‖ ―Moments of Decision in Bleak House,‖ Cambridge Companion to Charles Dickens, Ed. 

John O. Jordan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) p49-63. 

14. See my page 27. 

15. John Forster, The Life of Charles Dickens, Volume the Third, 1852-1870 (London: Chapman & 

Hall, 1874), 24. Forster does go on to say, however, that the good characters, do not free us from the 

overwhelming weight of the bad. While I agree that the damaging effects of the legal system and the 

fatal greed it propels are in no way eliminated by the novel‘s end, I maintain that the ―finer 

humanity‖ of Esther, Jarndyce, and their followers are saved from the societal ravages as they 

choose their heavenly prospective over worldly temptations.  

16. While Joyce Kloc McClure believes that ―Bleak House is much more a novel about the 

deleterious nature of injustice that it is one about the power of love to reverse its effects,‖ I will 

maintain throughout this discussion that, within the community of believers, love‘s power is potent. 

True, London as a whole and those who do not resist the entanglement in Chancery, specifically, 

cannot be reformed by love; still, the juxtaposition of Richard Carstone‘s sorry fate alongside the 

peaceful, happy state of those who accept Esther as their moral guide paints a clear picture of 

Dickens‘s message of Christian love and humility. McClure, 41. 
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According to Gary Colledge, Esther‘s persistent wish ―to be industrious, contented, 

and kind-hearted, and to do some good to some one‖ (20) is ―an aspiration to true 

servanthood‖; thus, she ―show[s] herself a disciple of Jesus by sharing his servant 

attitude.‖
17

 Indeed, this attitude manifests itself as Esther reaches out to those who 

lack material sustenance, as well as to those who lack moral fortitude. As God‘s 

true servant and, thus, as the epitome of the true friend, from the start of the novel 

Esther even extends her good will to her dying godmother who raised her 

scornfully in a loveless home. On the woman‘s deathbed, Esther ―prayed for her, 

asked for her blessing and forgiveness‖ (21).  

More so than in Martin Chuzzlewit, then, in Bleak House, we find a 

pilgrimage overtly indicative of the religious over the secular. Carol W. de la 

Oulton maintains that ―in its sympathy with the poor and its fears for their salvation 

Bleak House is the novel in which Dickens‘s religious feeling most clearly informs 

his sense of social responsibility.‖
18

 And it presents us with those who are poor, not 

only in body but also in spirit. Throughout this dissertation, I contend that 

Dickens‘s tableaux leave no question of right versus wrong. Sometimes, perhaps, 

the good, such as Chuzzlewit‘s Mark Tapley, don‘t recognize their own goodness, 

which—as it highlights their humility—only makes them better. Esther Summerson 

provides yet another prime example; always, as she humbly prays to do ―some 

good to some one,‖ we find that she is already doing so, already reaching out to 

                                                 
17. Gary Colledge, Dickens, Christianity, and The Life of Our Lord (London and New York: 

Continuum, 2009), 147. 

18. Carolyn W. de la Oulton, Literature and Religion in Mid-Victorian England: From Dickens to 

Eliot (Hampshire and NY, NY: Palgrave, 2003), 188. 
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those who are poor. On her journey, from a place of doubt in her identity and her 

worth to a place of true happiness and love, we find forming a community of 

believers, friends traveling to the same destination. Most often, Esther quietly leads 

these changing, growing communities. In her early position as young governess at 

Greenleaf, she tells us, ―all newcomers were confided to her care,‖ owing to her 

gentle nature, an innate goodness that she does not even recognize (26). When she 

next receives word of her impending position as companion for Mr. Jarndyce‘s 

ward Ada, she finds it ―so gracious in that Father who had not forgotten [her], to 

have made [her] orphan way so easy‖ (27). Esther is ever-prayerful and, in her self-

retrospection she is ever-grateful, like Augustine who asked God to ―let me be 

thankful as I remember and acknowledge all your mercies.‖
19

  

Interestingly, it is for her unflinching gratitude that Esther sometimes 

receives negative reviews from literary critics, who find her to be ineffective in her 

overwhelming goodness.
20

   Yet I subscribe to Dennis Walder‘s labeling of female 

                                                 
19. Augustine, Confessions, trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin (London: Penguin, 1961), 8.1. 

20. According to Michael Slater, ―Esther was widely, but not universally, admired by the first 

readers of Bleak House.‖ Slater tells us that Charlotte Brontë, for example, found Esther‘s narrative 

―‗too often weak and twaddling.‘‖ Slater, 348. In more modern criticism, admiration for Esther 

waned. Even supporters of Dickens‘s Christian optimism, such as Chesterton, did not rank her 

among Dickens‘s great successes. For a sampling of the spectrum of negative critiques of Esther, 

see: G. K. Chesterton, Appreciations and Criticisms, G. K. Chesterton Collected Works, Vol. XV: 

Chesterton on Dickens (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989), 348 and Edgar Johnson, Charles Dickens: 

His Tragedy and Triumph, Volume Two (NY: Simon and Schuster, 1952), 766. Dennis Walder 

writes that ―from Bleak House onwards Dickens‘s disillusionment is so strong that it sometimes 

seems to overwhelm the hopes implicit in [salvific figures such as Esther].‖ Walder, 145. Ellen 

Serlen posits that, with Esther, Dickens ―aims rather to plant doubts in our mind, to create a certain 

ambivalence in our attitude toward her through an accumulation of circumstantial evidence‖ 

provided by the ―black irony of the third-person narrator as he views the circumstantial world.‖ 

―The Two Worlds of Bleak House,‖ ELH, Vol. 43, No. 4 (Winter, 1976), 553. Geoffrey Thurley 

makes a fitting observation about modern critiques of virtuous female characters: ―These young 

ladies he so evidently admired and cared for excite a powerfully hostile indifference in many of his 

readers … a wrong reaction, often difficult to understand, except as a result of lazy submission to 

anti-Victorian conditioning.‖ The Dickens Myth: Its Genesis and Structure (London and Henley: 

Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1976), 175-76. 
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figures like Florence Dombey, Agnes Wickfield, and Esther Summerson as ―semi-

divine images of deliverance,‖
21

 who willingly extend their salvific charity to 

others. Alexander Welsh says of these women, ―Not to be discounted entirely is the 

possibility that Victorian heroines owe something to the intercessory role of the 

Virgin.‖
22

 Throughout the novel, Esther finds herself surrounded by models, both 

positive and negative, but in her attraction to the good and true, she never wavers; 

rather, her unadulterated goodness lends her ever-clear vision, and we see her as 

wise from the earliest pages of the novel. For when Esther returns from her first 

encounter with Mrs. Jellyby, having witnessed the latter‘s disordered priorities of 

foreign charity over care for her own children, Esther professes to Mr. Jarndyce, ―It 

is right to begin with the obligations of home, sir; … perhaps, while those are 

overlooked and neglected, no other duties can possibly be substituted for them‖ 

(61). She acknowledges, too, the moral danger inherent in Richard‘s obsession with 

Jarndyce and Jarndyce, which renders him ―unsettled, uncertain, and confused‖ 

(151), not only about the future of the suit but also about his every belief, thought, 

and action. She believes, as Mr. Jarndyce cautions Richard about his future with 

Ada, that ―constancy in love is a good thing; but it means nothing, and is nothing, 

without constancy in every kind of effort‖ (162).  

                                                 
21. Walder, 144. 

22. Alexander Welsh, The City of Dickens (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard UP, 1986), 177. 

Welsh believes that Victorian novelists ―are hinting at more than just another person in a heroine 

like Lucie [Mannette], much more than a person in a heroine like Little Dorritt.‖ Welsh quotes the 

narrator of Dombey and Son, who comments on Florence‘s grief over young Paul‘s death, ―It is not 

the nature of pure love to burn so fiercely and unkindly long. … the sacred fire from heaven is as 

gentle in the heart, as when it rested on the heads of the assembled twelve, and showed each man his 

brother, brightened and unhurt‖ (176). 
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The constancy of effort so urged in Bleak House indicates Dickens‘s fusion 

of the ideas of Carlyle with the precepts of traditional Christianity. As is evidenced 

throughout Dickens‘s corpus, and perhaps most especially in works such as A 

Christmas Carol and Bleak House, Dickens, like Carlyle, adhered to the belief that 

―Fiction itself is either an expository illustrative garment of Fact, or else is of no 

value.‖
23

 Barry Qualls relates Carlyle‘s prescription to the moral illustrations most 

prevalent in the Victorian novel: ―The constant asking of ‗Who am I?‘ and ‗What 

shall I do?‘ is inextricably bound to consciousness of one‘s self as a time-locked 

being whose birth-to-death progress in history will mean everything in the end.‖
24

 

To a Christian, from Augustine‘s time to Dickens‘s and beyond, ―everything in the 

end‖ means the fate of one‘s soul, eternity in the Heavenly city or in hell; thus, we 

find in Esther‘s prayer ―to be industrious, contented, and kind-hearted, and to do 

some good to some one‖ (20) her devotion to spending well her time on earth. 

Similarly, when Augustine reaches his discussion of Time in The Confessions, he 

acknowledges from the outset God‘s eternal call for our temporal actions: ―For you 

have called us to be poor in spirit, to be patient and to mourn, to hunger and thirst 

for holiness, to be merciful and clean of heart, and to be peacemakers.‖
25

 Esther‘s 

quiet prayers are evidence of Dickens‘s estimation of the metaphysical, his belief 

that one might recapture his/her metaphysical innocence,
26

 and therefore eternal 

                                                 
23. Thomas Carlyle, History of Friedrich II of Prussia, Vol. 4, Part 3, FullBooks.com,  

http://www.fullbooks.com/History-of-Friedrich-II-of-Prussia-Vx143.html (accessed February 4, 

2010.. Barry Qualls cites Carlyle‘s phrase, ―an illustrative garment of Fact,‖ pointing out Carlyle‘s 

demand that it was the job of the novel to ―avoid the charge of ‗lying‘ and frivolity,‖ (10). Barry 

Qualls, The Secular Pilgrims of Victorian Fiction (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1982). 

24. Ibid., 2. 

25. Augustine, Confessions, 11.1. 

26. See my page 4. 
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life, by means of his/her choices in time. In Bleak House, as he juxtaposes the 

sincere, selfless actions of characters such as Jarndyce, Esther, Allan Woodcourt, 

Caddy, and Charley alongside the self-satisfying, hypocritical actions of those such 

as Guppy, Lady Dedlock, Mr. Chadband, Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs. Pardiggle, Dickens 

offers to his readers an antidote to Carlyle‘s fear that ―‗external varnish is the chief 

duty of man.‘‖
27

 

Of course, Jarndyce and Jarndyce provides an extreme representation of this 

external varnish, that to which misguided characters devote themselves at the 

expense of their own lives and the wellbeing of those around them. Not so for 

Esther. She sees that no hope whatsoever can be placed in the suit. The truth of 

identities and legal wills remain whatever they were before the suit began. As such, 

throughout Bleak House, Esther‘s consistently good actions are vital.  Miller says 

that in the novel we sense a constant state of decay, and that only the resolute, 

constructive forces of the good characters can serve to counteract the problem.
28

 In 

Esther and in Mr. Jarndyce, her primary moral model, we see such possibility. Not 

unlike Miller, H. M. Daleski discusses the imminent collapse of society portrayed 

in Bleak House, but also like Miller, he cites the possibility for recuperation in the 

positive characters. Interestingly, Daleski finds the unmistakable hopefulness in 

Dickens‘s narrative in the fact that Dickens chose for his title Bleak House and not 

Tom All-Alone‟s. In fact, poor young Jo—good to the core, but habituated by the 

harsh, uncharitable society to ―expect nothink at all‖ (240)—ends his short life in 

                                                 
27. From Latter Day Pamphlets, qtd. in Qualls, 33. 

28. J. Hillis Miller, Charles Dickens: The World of His Novels (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 

1959), 167.  
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the warm friendship of Bleak House, not in the isolated squalor of the abandoned 

slums.
29

 As Allan escorts the sickly Jo to Mr. Jarndyce‘s home—wanting to save 

him from the authorities who would punish him for, rather than help him through 

his final illness—Jo‘s ―face brightens somewhat‖ (561). While ―native ignorance 

[of the likes of Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs. Pardiggle], the growth of English soil and 

climate, sinks [Jo‘s] immortal nature lower than the beasts that perish‖ (564), the 

true friendship of Allan and Esther and Mr. Jarndyce raises him uThere is gratitude 

and joy in Jo‘s words as he acknowledges their sincere sympathy and eagerness to 

―give [him] somethink fur to ease [him], … day and night‖ (569). In his final 

moments, Jo is ―in the dark, … a gropin‖ as he asks Allan, ―Let me catch hold of 

your hand‖ (571). And with the light of heaven ―coming fast,‖ Allan leads Jo in his 

first ―Our Father,‖ with Jo following willingly, for as he tells Allan, ―I knows it‘s 

good‖ (572). His moral models, coming close to their heavenly prospective, have 

sent Jo to his divine rest. 

Throughout Bleak House, from an Augustinian view, Esther‘s—as well as 

Allan‘s, Mr. Jarndyce‘s, Caddy‘s, and Charley‘s—consistent concern with what is 

right proves her to be a citizen of the Heavenly city, one who lives among, but not 

like, those of the earthly city. Etienne Gilson explains that those destined for the 

heavenly city share in the God-given goods of the earthly city, with an eye always 

on their divine destination. When the absolute laws of justice are defied by those of 

the earthly city—as they are by the likes of Mrs. Jellyby, Mrs. Pardiggle, Mr. 

                                                 
29. H. M. Daleski, ―Transformation in a Sick Society,‖ Bleak House: A Norton Critical Edition, 

Eds. George Ford and Sylvère Monod (New York: Norton, 1977), 971-74. 
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Chadband, Mr. Tulkinghorn, etc.—the future citizens of God‘s city persist in 

goodness. If, in a deteriorating situation such as that of the London of Bleak House, 

citizens of the heavenly city  

continue to practice moderation, continence, good-will, justice, harmony 

and all the other virtues in a city which dispenses them from doing so, it is 

simply because they never practiced these virtues with that city itself in 

view, although they did practice them to its advantage. The Christian is the 

staunchest observer of the city‘s laws precisely because he only observes 

them for higher ends than those of the city.
30

  

 

Not surprisingly, then, we find that Esther, like Mr. Jarndyce, spends her time 

concerned with the workings of Chancery, only insofar as they endanger others. 

Both Esther and Mr. Jarndyce are models of Christian, Augustinian friendship, for 

in their words and actions, they agree with Augustine who wrote to his friend, ―I 

doubt whether we should consider those friendships Christian in which the 

common saying, ‗Flattery creates friends but truth begets hatred,‘ takes precedence 

over the scriptural one, ‗More trustworthy are the wounds of a friend than the 

willing kisses of an enemy.‘‖
31

 Esther sees early on, for example, that ―Richard‘s 

energy [is] of such an impatient and fitful kind‖ (210) as to discourage him from 

any diligent application; he shifts his proposed vocation regularly, never willingly 

devoting himself to anything, save the ongoing, inert wait for the suit‘s supposed 

bounty. Richard admits that he does not ―settle down to constancy in other things‖ 

                                                 
30. Etiènne Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Augustine, Trans. L. E. M. Lynch (New York: 

Random House, 1960), 179. 

31. Augustine, Letters of St. Augustine, Ed. and Trans. John Leinenweber (Tarrytown, NY: Triumph 

Books, 1992),   61. This quote comes from Augustine‘s letter to Saint Jerome, who spent his life as 

priest, great biblical scholar, secretary to the Pope from 382-85, and , finally, head of a monastery in  

Bethlehem. Augustine did not know Jerome personally but through his dear friend Alypius. In their 

correspondence, Augustine and Jerome discussed their work, and thus their faith, criticizing each 

other when necessary. For example, in this letter, Augustine corrects Jerome‘s exposition of Saint 

Paul‘s letters (39-42). 
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(209).  He is, instead, the servant to his own passions, living with ―the careless 

spirit of a gamester, who f[eels] that he [is] part of a great gaming system‖ (p204-

5). To best serve Richard and, thus, Ada, Esther focuses on discouraging his 

worldly obsessions, trying to discourage his ―generous, profuse, wildly careless‖ 

(217) ways. But her instructive comparison of his monetary expectations to 

Fortunatus‘s purse (217) yields little else than Richard‘s denial.  When Richard sets 

his sights on a career in law, he does so not for the love of justice, but for his 

selfish, futile wish that he may help to speed up the prolonged proceedings. The 

Chancery fog has rendered him not only blind to reality but also deaf to common 

sense.  

In Jarndyce, Esther recognizes truth: he represents the value of traditional, 

true goodness over the ever-changing promises of Chancery. When Jarndyce lifts 

from her the burden of the supposed disgrace of her birthright, unduly bestowed 

upon her by her misguided godmother, Esther ―open[s] her grateful heart to Heaven 

in thankfulness for its Providence to [her] and its care of [her]‖ (214). Jarndyce, as 

well as Esther and all those who will be part of their heavenly prospective, are, in 

Augustinian parlance, God‘s servants, ―made into an image of the Heavenly City, 

… symbolizing … namely that other City.‖
32

 A study of the societal influences on 

superficial and ineffectual evangelicals like Mrs. Pardiggle, and sincere and self-

sacrificing benefactors like John Jarndyce further reveals the Augustinian model of 

the two cities and the inherent divide between them. Esther takes to heart 

Jarndyce‘s declaration that ―there were two classes of charitable people: one, the 

                                                 
32. Augustine, City of God, Trans. Henry Bettenson (London: Penguin, 1972), 15.2. 
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people who did a little and made a great deal of noise; the other, the people who did 

a great deal and made no noise at all‖ (93). And she quickly aligns herself with the 

latter when she notes that Jarndyce—in his all-encompassing benevolence—is 

among those ―anxious quietly to help the weak from falling,‖ while Mrs. 

Pardiggle—with her nominally religious pursuits—falls in with the group 

(including Mr. Quayle, Mr. Gusher, and Mrs. Jellyby) who seeks instead ―with a 

great deal of bluster and self-laudation to raise [the weak] up a little way when they 

[are] down‖ (183). In addition to misplaced, superficial devotions to overseas 

interests, on the home front every character is affected by the Chancery suit. Fueled 

by and supportive of selfishness and  avarice, the suit brings injustice to soaring 

heights in the name of a justice based solely on tangible goods that disappear 

before anyone ever realizes their benefits. In both society at large, then, and at 

home, only a move from the earthly city (London) and its self-centered 

machinations to a type of Heavenly City can save the characters from falling victim 

to greed. Throughout the novel, from within the walls of Bleak House—the first 

and then the second—we watch the evolution of the novel‘s heavenly prospective, 

peopled by Jarndyce and Esther and those who willingly adopt their humble, 

patient, charitable ways. 

 Qualls contends that Bleak House‘s juxtaposed narratives validate Carlyle‘s 

concern with the Victorian fascination with progress.
33

 The imminent, ominous 

downfall of Lady Dedlock, as well as of Richard Carstone, is foreshadowed by the 

omniscient narrator, as he conveys the madness and fear propelled by Chancery, 
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focusing on the persistent, pervasive evil, as it is personified by the fog. Esther‘s 

narrative, on the other hand, manifests the peace that comes with one‘s 

determination to act, however meekly, in opposition to the surrounding chaos. Of 

course, as she makes each successive decision to do good—in her attempts to help 

Caddy, Richard, Charley, and Jo—she has no idea how these acts are combining to 

form her destiny. It is Esther‘s destiny that best conveys Dickens‘s moral message: 

For those who accept the gifts of her good example, there is hope. According to J. 

Hillis Miller, 

Against the succession of disconnected moments experienced by the third-

person narrator, Bleak House juxtaposes the vision of a person for whom 

events are seen in retrospect to have a continuity because the person was 

herself involved in them. She recognizes them, now that the immediate 

experience is over, as the unfolding of her destiny. This may suggest that 

although from the limited perspective of the present events appear opaque 

and mysterious, they will actually turn out in the future to have been part of 

an unbreakable and intelligible chain of causes and effects which will form 

the ‗fates‘ of the characters.
34

 

 

Miller‘s discussion of the novel‘s linear events, each of whose significance often 

only manifests itself in retrospection, highlights the indispensability of moral 

choices in Dickens‘s work. There is, Augustine explains in City of God, a 

―universal way for the liberation of believers,‖
35

 a realization that, years earlier, 

eased his mind as he understood, ―You comfort the burdened, and none fall who lift 

their eyes to your high place.‖
36

 It is just this type of faith in God‘s eternal 

                                                 
34. J. Hillis Miller, Charles Dickens: The World of His Novels (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 

1959), 178. For an opposing view of Esther‘s narration, see Ellen Serlen, ―The Two Worlds of 

Bleak House,‖ ELH, Vol. 43, No. 4 (Winter, 1976), p551-566.  Serlen asserts that Esther‘s 

perception is ―romantic,‖ thus lacking ―the externally based solidity of the omniscient narrator‘s 

universe‖ (552). 

35. Augustine, City of God, 10.32. In this section, Augustine explains the Christian truth implicit in 

the philosophy of  Neoplatonist Porphyry, student of Plotinus. 

36. Augustine, Confessions, 11.31. 
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judgment of our time-bound existence—an innate acceptance of the effects of our 

temporal choices on our eternal salvation—that reveals itself in the goodness of 

Esther Summerson. It is just this type of faith that leads Esther and her community 

of believers to their heavenly prospective in the otherwise truly bleak Dickensian 

landscape. 

 Those whose actions leave them outside of the heavenly prospective are 

highly conspicuous when placed alongside those on the pilgrimage to their 

metaphysical innocence. When we are introduced to Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs. 

Pardiggle, for example, whose children are deprived of maternal care, we easily 

distinguish their hyperopic focus on their outside charities from the far-reaching, 

all-encompassing charity of their benefactor, Mr. Jarndyce, who, even as he shares 

his material wealth with needy people overseas, never turns his primary, paternal 

gaze from the moral and physical needs of those at home, hence his consistent 

guidance, care, and concern for Ada, Richard, and Esther. Mrs. Jellyby, on the 

other hand—as her daughter comes to her mother filled with joyous anticipation of 

her marriage to young Mr. Turveydrop and seeking only her mother‘s blessing—

resents being asked to cast aside her overseas commitments, her ―favourite child‖ 

(297), for her daughter. This daughter, Caddy, while still a child herself, has cared 

for her younger siblings who are so neglected by their mother. Still, her mother, 

calls her ―a degenerate child‖ (297) for her devotion to hearth and home. McClure 

notes that ―Mrs. Jellyby fails to see and respond to the value of her family 
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immediately before her,‖
37

 pointing out the intersection of Dickens‘s thought with 

Augustine‘s, for as Augustine explains, ―All people are to be loved equally; but 

since you cannot be of service to everyone, you have to take greater care of those 

who are more closely joined to you by a turn, … whether by occasion of place or 

time, or any other such circumstance.‖
38

 In stark contrast to Mrs. Jellyby‘s 

superficial devotion to hardships overseas and complete neglect of her own 

children in her own home, we see Esther‘s embrace of Caddy, encouraging 

Caddy‘s already good nature. For Caddy is the girl whom Esther has seen emerge, 

from her earlier bitterness toward her mother, as a humble, charitable young 

woman who says she strives to be ―better-tempered than I was, and more forgiving 

to Ma‖ (177).  Thus, when Caddy now feels dejected by her mother‘s poor 

reception, Esther comforts her with reminders of ―the many things she would do for 

her unfortunate father, and for [her little brother] Peepy, when she had a home of 

her own‖ (298).  

Equally, though somewhat differently, at variance with Esther‘s true charity 

is that of Mrs. Pardiggle. Her energies are not spent on overseas concerns, but 

rather on supposed concerns for the less fortunate of London. Unlike Mrs. Jellyby, 

who leaves her children home untended, Mrs. Pardiggle drags hers along to the 

hovels of the povery-stricken people. All the while, she nonetheless neglects the 

physical and emotional needs of her children and—perhaps in an even more 

disturbing manner—of the people she professes to helEsther tells us that Mrs. 
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Pardiggle‘s brand of help comes packaged in ―a great show of moral determination, 

and talking with much volubility about the untidy habits of the people‖ (98). This 

show, in fact, comprises no actual help, such as improving the quality of the 

drinking water or reducing the infant mortality rate; rather, Mrs. Pardiggle makes 

her regular visits, during which she reads haughtily from a religious tract, ―as if she 

were an inexorable Moral Policeman‖ (99). Clearly, as McClure suggests, ―Mrs. 

Pardiggle‘s failure to appraise the value of those to whom she directs her charitable 

activities renders those activities anything but love,‖
39

 anything but synonymous 

with Augustine‘s prescription or with Esther‘s genuinely loving actions. Not 

surprisingly, Esther reports the sadness she and Ada share about the immovable 

―iron barrier‖ (99) between the brickmaker‘s family and them, a barrier that the 

supposed help of Mrs. Pardiggle only further fortifies. 

As Esther separates herself more and more from the ill influences of 

society, she becomes more and more a profound moral influence to those attuned to 

her goodness. From the start of their friendship, Ada looks to Esther for guidance, 

relying on Esther‘s innate knowledge of the good and acknowledging always 

Esther as a model of virtue. To illustrate most vividly the marked divide between 

those who embrace and those who shun Esther‘s example, Dickens gives us Ada‘s 

antithesis in the form of Richard, her heart‘s desire. Along the way, as we see 

good-natured Ada‘s sometimes blind devotion to Richard, we see in contrast 

Esther‘s honed reason, coupled with her faith, which allows her to advise Ada 

properly. Therefore, when Ada confesses to Esther her reciprocated love for 
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Richard, Esther leads them to Mr. Jarndyce for guidance. Yet Richard, devoting 

himself to the empty search for happiness in the workings of Chancery, disregards 

the pleadings, advice, and intervention of his fiancée, his dear friend, and his cousin 

John.  In contrast to Richard‘s heedless, shiftless behaviors, we witness Esther‘s 

steadfast devotion to doing good works. Thus, regardless of the challenges 

involved, we see her reach out to Richard in his moral destitution, to Jo in his 

impoverished neglect, to Charley in her parentless poverty, in hopes of giving them 

the real relief that can only come with work and with gratitude for even the 

simplest of things.  

Esther‘s effect on those who accept her generosity is unmistakable. In her 

time of need, caused by her severe and disfiguring illness, Jo mourns, for he regrets 

the pain she must now endure as a result of caring for him when he was besieged 

by disease. Charley and Caddy and Ada rally around her. Charley, as Esther‘s 

devoted servant, is ―true to [her] in that time of need, and with her little hand and 

her great heart … kept the door fast‖ (432). Charley‘s unfailing care, modeled for  

the girl by Esther herself, reminds Esther ―how natural it is to gentle hearts to be 

considerate and delicate towards any inferiority‖ (447). Caddy, who begins her 

married life while Esther is ill, is ―so glad and so affectionate‖ (472) at their 

reunion and manifests Esther‘s charitable influence when, despite the ill treatment 

she endured from her mother, she gives thanks for her childhood introduction to 

drudgery, which now permits her to help her husband in his work. Esther sees 

beneath the difficulties of Caddy‘s life, as does Caddy herself, to appreciate her 

―natural, wholesome, loving course of industry and perseverance‖ (474).  Ada, who 
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cries outside of Esther‘s sickroom while she is still at Bleak House, writes to her 

every day while she recuperates at Chesney Wold. When enough time has passed 

for Ada to see Esther, she is naturally unaffected by the Esther‘s disfigurement. 

Esther describes Ada ―holding my scarred face to her lovely cheek, … rocking me 

to and fro like a child, … and pressing me to her faithful heart‖ (456). In the course 

of her illness, Esther faces the very human reactions of fear and self-pity, but never 

do these anxieties rest with her too long, for she always recalls herself to God, with 

words of sincere repentance and devoted amendment: I ―prayed to be forgiven if I, 

surrounded by such blessings, had magnified to myself the little trial that I had to 

undergo. The childish prayer of that old birthday … came back to my mind with a 

reproachful sense of all the happiness I had since enjoyed, and all the affectionate 

hearts that had been turned towards me‖ (437).  Esther‘s outer disfigurement can in 

no way impair the beneficent reach of her eternal inner beauty.  

Speaking for a modern audience, Edgar Johnson says of Esther Summerson, 

―We do not share the estimate of her that we are intended to accept.‖
40

  While from 

a modern perspective, this may indeed be so, we must consider the Dickensian 

intention to which Johnson alludes. Gary Colledge writes that ―when we examine 

Dickens‘s work, it is precisely th[e] Christian orientation and intent that we see.‖ In 

Esther‘s childhood prayer, repeated three times in Bleak House, Colledge notes that 

her simple prayer echoes Jesus‘s in the wilderness. Just as Esther prays ―to do some 

good to some one‖ (p.20), in The Life of Our Lord, Jesus prays ―that He might be 

                                                 
40. Johnson, Volume  2, 766. 
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of use to men and women.‖
41

 If we give Esther her due, then, as one with the inner 

vision, who delights in choosing the right, we see that she always seeks the 

properly ordered enjoyment prescribed by Augustine, not only for herself but also 

for those she helps. In her consistent goodness, Esther surely attains for herself the 

peace of the Heavenly City. Along the way, she is led by the utter goodness of John 

Jarndyce, yet she plays the role of guide, too, as she provides a salvific light for so 

many others, including Ada, who, in her devotion to Richard, risks being consumed 

by Chancery; Charley, who, left orphaned, must be physically and morally able to 

care for her younger siblings; and Caddy, who, with her mother a model of selfish 

hypocrisy, requires an exemplar of selflessness to bolster her innately good nature. 

Welsh argues that in their heroines, Victorian novelists ―are invoking something 

more nearly divine‖;
42

 in Esther we find a profound Dickensian example. If we, the 

modern audience, do not concur with and value Dickens‘s manifestly admiring and 

appreciative estimation of Esther‘s role, this in no way minimizes the Dickensian 

message, one reflective of the Augustinian aesthetic-hermeneutic, in which art is an 

illuminator, providing ―crutches and props for reaching the things that will make us 

happy.‖
43

  

To highlight the intangible wealth to be gleaned from Esther‘s example—

for his characters, as well as for his audience—Dickens portrays the fate of those 

unwilling to surrender their wills to true goodness. For example, he gives us Lady 

Dedlock, who fatally doubts her divinely-inspired daughter‘s  grace and 

                                                 
41. Colledge, 147. 

42. Welsh, 176. 

43. Augustine, Teaching Christianity, 1.3. See also my page 26. 
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forgiveness, and Richard Carstone, who—on his crooked, gentlemanly path—is 

rent by his earthly passions and ultimately consumed by his misplaced faith in a 

sinful system. As unchanging as is Esther‘s virtue, so is Richard‘s vice. Indicative 

of the societal ills of which Esther must steer clear, from the novel‘s start to its 

finish, Richard makes no forward movement. His worldview is self-centered, dark, 

and narrow, as he wallows in the corruptible, changeable things of Chancery. He is 

in the sense of Plato‘s citizen stuck in the bottom of the cave and in the sense of 

pre-conversion Augustine himself, a man chained to his worldly temptations. He 

cannot look up or ahead because his consistent focus is the fog—so prevalent in the 

earthly city—a fog that won‘t lift. He lives in perpetual wait, in case ―the suit 

should make us rich,‖ even as Ada wisely admits to him, ―I am afraid if we trust to 

it, it will make us unhappy‖ (164).  

Richard lives at the mercy of a falsehood. In Bleak House, ―Falsehood,‖ 

which according to Augustine, ―is nothing but the supposed existence of something 

which has no being,‖
44

 is portrayed in nothing greater than Jarndyce and Jarndyce 

itself. Mr. Jarndyce implores Richard, ―for the love of God, don‘t found a hope or 

expectation on the family curse!‖ (302). Recommending to Richard ―time, truth, 

and steadfastness‖ (303), Mr. Jarndyce urges him to separate himself from Ada, ―to 

do what is best for the other, if not what is best for yoursel[f]‖ (303). While 

Richard does separate himself from Ada, he does not separate himself from his 

attachment to the suit‘s elusive promises. On the contrary, the faith he once placed 

in Mr. Jardyce is usurped by a faith in lawyers who twist Richard‘s mind to serve 

                                                 
44. Augustine, Confessions, 7.15. 
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their own interests; ―His blood is infected, and objects lose their natural aspects in 

his sight‖ (435). Esther fervently hopes ―that a little experience will teach him what 

a false and wretched thing [Jarndyce and Jarndyce] is‖ (435), but ―experience‖ 

implies a moment in the course of time from which one moves forward.
45

 Richard‘s 

downfall is precisely his unwillingness to move forward, for fear of surrendering 

that to which he should never cling. 

Rather than exemplifying, according to Augustine‘s prescription, one who 

properly uses the things of the world and, thereby, ―proceed[s] from temporal and 

bodily things to grasp those that are eternal and spiritual,‖
46

 Lady Dedlock and 

Richard lack what Augustine would deem Esther‘s wise, ―impartial evaluation of 

things.‖ Instead, they ―love what is not to be loved, or fail to love what is to be 

loved, or have a greater love for what should be loved less.‖
47

 With vision blocked 

by Chancery‘s opacity, these figures wander without divine light, unable ―to 

perceive that light, and to cling to it once perceived.‖ They deny themselves ―this 

purification process … [which is] a kind of walk, a kind of voyage toward our 

home country.‖ Having provided this illustration of a soul‘s thwarted journey, 

Augustine reminds us, ―We do not draw near, after all, by movement in place to the 

                                                 
45. Dictionary.com, in its five definitions for the noun ―experience,‖ illustrates my point: ―1. a 

particular instance of personally encountering or undergoing something: My encounter with the bear 

in the woods was a frightening experience. 2. the process or fact of personally observing, 

encountering, or undergoing something: business experience. 3. the observing, encountering, or 

undergoing of things generally as they occur in the course of time: to learn from experience; the 

range of human experience. 4. knowledge or practical wisdom gained from what one has observed, 

encountered, or undergone: a man of experience. 5. Philosophy. the totality of the cognitions given 

by perception; all that is perceived, understood, and remembered.‖ In all of these, the experience 

provides the chance to learn, to understand, and to grow from the accompanying lessons and 

memories. ―Experience,‖ http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/experiences (accessed February 23, 

2010). 

46. Augustine, Teaching Christianity, 1.4. 

47. Ibid., 1.27. 
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one who is present everywhere, but by honest commitment and good behavior.‖
48

 

Lady Dedlock cannot so commit, owing to, as Miller deems it, her ―descent into 

formlessness which follows inevitably the failure to achieve a proper relation to the 

onward motion of time.‖
49

 Indeed, near her end, we find Lady without proper 

direction of her will. Miller asserts that as she reveals her identity as Esther‘s 

mother, and thus her infidelity to her husband, Lady Dedlock ―achieves the only 

kind of freedom possible in Dickens‘s world, the freedom to be one‘s destined self, 

… to accept oneself as what one irrevocably is.‖
50

 Miller‘s analysis, however, 

neglects the ability of Dickens‘s characters, both the virtuous and the sinful, to 

choose their actions. Indeed, Lady repents and asks forgiveness, but her lack of 

faith renders her unable to believe she is worthy. So consumed she is by her guilt 

that she never knows that her husband, Sir Leicester, saw her as ―a stock of living 

tenderness and love‖ (653). She has a daughter who welcomes her into her life and 

a husband who, after learning of her betrayal, hires Bucket ―to save her and take 

her his Forgiveness‖ (672). Still, in her final written words, she believes ―it was 

right that … [she] should die of terror and [her] conscience‖ (710). Thus, she goes 

to her death separated from God and family. 

Alongside these examples of the deadly cycle of misuse and misplaced 

confidence, Esther‘s journey as a whole illustrates positive action propelled by 

pervasive hopefulness, and her ultimate arrival at her own Bleak House surely 

                                                 
48. Ibid., 1.10. 

49. J. Hillis Miller, The World of Bleak House,‖ Bleak House, Eds. George Ford and Sylvere 

Monod (New York: Norton, 1977). 958. 

50. Ibid., 959. 
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provides an earthly representation of her reward in heaven. Again, we recall her 

childhood prayer to her doll, when, loveless and friendless, she prays not for wealth 

or status, but she that she may be good and do good and that perhaps she may 

receive some love from others. Notice that she does not make her actions 

conditional upon any reward for herself. She will act as promised and be ever-

grateful should she receive love in return. Soon enough, her prayer is answered 

when she (under the auspices of Jarndyce) is sent to school, where she is in time 

appreciated for her hard work and gentle nature. She advances there and wins the 

love of her pupils and teachers. She is happy but never abates in her giving nature, 

never assuming that she has paid her dues. When she is brought to Bleak House 

with Richard and Ada, a new, monumental part of her journey begins. At school, 

she provided somewhat impersonal guidance to pupils and led them well. Now, she 

is positioned to be a model and guide to those with whom she develops familial 

bonds. Her goodness is acknowledged by all, as she quickly earns terms of 

endearment (Dame Durden, etc.) from Jarndyce, Richard, and Ada. In her humility, 

she confesses to Jarndyce, ―I am afraid it will be a disappointment to you to know 

that I am not clever‖ (90), yet he seeks her help in guiding Richard and Ada. 

Richard, deceived by the attractions of the suit, is ―full of promise‖ (90) but bereft 

of constructive ambition. Ada, innocent and faithful, is, for a time, blind to his 

precarious shortcomings. Thus, to Esther, Jarndyce entrusts their moral instruction, 

saying, ―We are sure to come at the heart of the matter by your means, little 

woman‖ (91). Esther never sees her role in the home as subservient; she is glad to 

serve her friends in any way that can help them. Even the negative characters see 
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her value. The flighty sloth, Skimpole, recognizes her as a pinnacle of 

responsibility. He praises her will and admits he has none. And it is her will and the 

actions it induces that consistently fuel the hopefulness of the plot. Amid many 

examples of hideousness, we have Esther to counterbalance them with goodness.  

The religious implications are undeniable as we see Esther liken Jarndyce, 

who lives life completely apart from the suit, to the light of the angels. Also, when 

she must she must forego any hopes of a life with Allan Woodcourt, we hear Esther 

pray that they may meet in heaven: ―Though we were apart upon the journey, I 

might aspire to meet him, unselfishly, innocently, better far than he had thought me 

when I found some favor in his eyes, at the journey‘s end‖ (443).  Again, at this 

juncture—when she is disfigured by her illness, when she has agreed to marry 

Jarndyce, when Richard and Ada have had to separate, and when Allan has gone 

away—Esther reiterates her childhood prayer to her doll. On her return to her 

metaphysical innocence, her resolve to do and be good never falters, and she knows 

she owes her good fortunes to God. She resolves to be always grateful for the gifts 

she has been given, recognizing them as gifts, not as her just deserts. Here, she is so 

very reminiscent of St. Paul‘s instruction to the Romans that if chosen as a branch 

to be grafted onto the sturdy, well-rooted olive tree, not to be boastful of the gifts 

she possesses but to be grateful and to praise He who bestowed them.
51

 In 

Augustinian terms, this means using her gifts so that she and others may eventually 

enjoy God. Esther ―walk[s] more by faith than by sight as long as [she is] on [her] 

                                                 
51. Romans 11.17. 
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journey through this life, though [her] true abode is in heaven.‖
52

 Seeing Jarndyce 

as a God ―type,‖ it is easy to note Esther‘s adherence to Paul‘s advice, for she 

happily pursues her work and her role as part of the Bleak House family. Her 

unshakable faith manifests itself also when Richard, wild with his insistence of 

Chancery‘s imminent rewards, insists that Jarndyce must have some interest in 

benefiting from his (Richard‘s) part of the estate as his reason for sending Richard 

away and separating him from Ada. Jarndyce explains that the case ―has warped 

him out of himself, and perverted me in his eyes‖ (434). With a mind thus warped 

and bent on self-justification, Richard proceeds to validate his own actions with the 

belief that ―if [the suit] has twisted me, it may have twisted him, too. … Why 

should he escape?‖ (463). Still, no matter how much Esther loves Richard and 

prays for his conversion, she does not allow him one advance as he so erroneously 

condemns Jarndyce. She fits Augustine‘s definition of  holy people who are ―so 

singleminded and pure in heart, that they cannot be diverted from the truth either by 

any determination to please men, or by a concern to avoid any of those 

inconveniences that tend to spoil this life. Such children of God are now climbing 

up to wisdom, … which is to be enjoyed in peace and tranquility.‖
53

 Not 

surprisingly, Esther exemplifies, too, St. Paul‘s true Christian, who, as John Henry 

Newman interprets, personifies 

that charity which is patient and meek, humble and single-minded, 

disinterested, contented, and persevering. He tells us to prefer each the other 

before himself, to give way to each other, to abstain from rude words and 

evil speech, to avoid self-conceit, to be calm and grave, to be cheerful and 

                                                 
52. Augustine, Teaching Christianity, 2.11. 

53. Ibid. 
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happy, to observe peace with all men, truth and justice, courtesy and 

gentleness, all that is modest, amiable, virtuous, and of good repute.
54

  

 

Unfortunately, Richard is Esther‘s antithesis; thus, near the novel‘s 

resolution, we are sad, though not surprised, to see Richard‘s path lead him on a 

wild chariot ride with the evil Vholes, while Esther‘s leads her to a happy end with 

Allan. In my reading, Richard‘s ride with Vholes is analogous to Plato‘s example in 

the Phaedrus of the two horses, one tame, one wild. These represent the parts of 

our souls (reason and passion). Our will is the charioteer who must take the reins 

and bring the wild horse in line with the tame. Richard, not unlike Skimpole, 

though in a much more precarious predicament, has no will to drive his chariot, 

except, that is, in one direction, toward Chancery, where all that awaits is death. 

Looking back at Richard‘s decline, we realize that Esther‘s earlier recognition of 

Richard‘s submission to his passionate tendencies, to his ―very bad masters‖ (204) 

was full of wisdom and foresight.  

Clearly, as Miller contends, every minute action and utterance of the 

characters matters. Esther‘s devotion to good (to prayer, to active help of Caddy 

and Charley, to sympathetic actions to help the poor, to devotion to Jarndyce, to 

selflessness) provides positive impetus to all those whose natures are amenable to 

goodness. Jarndyce tells us early on that Richard lacked guidance in his youth to 

                                                 
54. John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University, ―Discourse 8. Knowledge Viewed in Relation to 

Religion,‖ 203, http://www.newmanreader.org/works/idea/discourse8.html (accessed March 24, 

2010). Interestingly, in this section, Newman elucidates the divide between the definition of the true 

Christian gentleman and that of the Victorian gentleman. Of course, Esther necessarily remains 

outside either category, yet in her complete opposition to Richard, she represents all the Christian 

qualities to which he, as a potential gentleman, should aspire. For a review of the context in which 

Newman wrote The Idea of a University, see my page 96, n. 43. 
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train his virtue—as Plato, Aristotle, and Augustine would agree. Thus he has no 

moral protection against the immoral disease of Chancery. As sad as Richard‘s end 

is, we find in it the hope of his and Ada‘s child. It is safe to assume that Ada, so 

well-reared by Jarndyce and Esther, will raise a child free of his father‘s chains to 

worldly obsessions. This is made clear, I maintain, by the prophetic end of the suit, 

as well as by Esther‘s observation when Ada mourns Richard‘s death:  

The help that my dear counted on, did come to her; though it came in the 

Eternal wisdom, for another purpose … to bless and restore his mother … 

was the errand of this baby, and its power was mighty to do it. When I saw 

the strength of the weak little hand, and how its touch could heal my 

darling‘s heart, and raise up hope within her, I felt a new sense of the 

goodness and the tenderness of God (767). 

 

Just as Ada is blessed with a bright future, so is Esther. Mr. Jarndyce, so 

good and so honest, never allows himself to be an obstacle on Esther‘s path. Rather 

than continue with his plan to marry her, he graciously gives Esther and Allan the 

gifts of each other. Rather than their mansion in Heaven,
55

 Mr. Jarndyce prepares 

for them their heavenly prospective, an ironically bright Bleak House of their own. 

This house, she shares with her family: Allan, Esther tells us, ―is the object of our 

deepest love and veneration,‖ and Ada, now ―purified‖ from her earlier sorrows, 

has even a ―diviner quality‖ (769). Daleski says, the rebirth of the house‘s name 

surely indicates Dickens‘s hope, his belief that amidst the city‘s fog and decay, 

those who are not shackled to this world and look above and beyond it, can find 

ultimate peace.
56

                                                 
55. In John 14.2 of the King James Bible, Jesus says, ―In my Father's house are many mansions.‖ 

56. Daleski, 973-74. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

GREAT EXPECTATIONS: CONVERSION LONG AWAITED 

In Great Expectations (1861), Dickens presents us with the conversion par 

excellence of a Victorian ―gentleman,‖ for Pip‘s journey touches on each of the 

three Augustinian paradigms: the choice of cities, proper use for true enjoyment, 

and conversion through memory, repentance and amendment of his confessed 

sinful ways. Unlike Bleak House‘s anti-hero, Richard Carstone, Pip, as a result of 

his evolving moral fortitude, ultimately chooses the lasting goodness of humility 

and charity over the fleeting pleasures of earthly goods, in Pip‘s case, those of 

status and extravagance. In the process of Pip‘s moral transformation, his definitive 

Bildung, we will witness his becoming one who fits Augustine‘s model of the 

repentant, reformed sinner: 

Someone who can see, without imagining any flesh-bound things seen. … 

not someone who argues, not someone who wishes to seem to see what he 

does not see … someone who will stand up against the senses of the flesh 

and the blows with which the soul has been beaten by means of them, who 

will stand up against human custom, withstand human praise, who will be 

sorry on his bed (Ps. 4:4), who will rectify his spirit (Ps. 77:6), 

who will not love vanities and go in search of lies.
 1

 

 

In keeping with this definition, Alexander Welsh maintains that, in Dickens, ―the 

earthly city is properly associated with greed and selfishness, and hence with 

                                                 
1. Augustine, ―True Religion,‖ On Christian Belief, Ed. Boniface Ramsay, Trans. Edmund Hill, O. 

(Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 2005), 72. Italics are not mine. Ramsay notes that Augustine 

employs these words from the Psalms also in the Confessions, as he details his conversion. 
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money,‖
2
 with the vanities, then, that the repentant will reject. Additionally, Welsh 

quotes Augustine on the creation of the two cities: ―‗Two cities have been formed 

by two loves; the earthly by the love of self, even to the contempt of God; the 

heavenly by the love of God, even to the contempt of self.‖
3
 Not surprisingly, Pip‘s 

Bildung involves his marked turn from a reliance on the earthly city to his trust in, 

attraction to, and membership in the Heavenly City, again in the form of an 

heavenly prospective within the Dickensian landscape.
4
 While the Bildung of Pip‘s 

predecessor, David Copperfield, unfolds quite differently, it is clear that what John 

Forster says of Copperfield‘s  plot, as well as of Dickens‘s ―subtle penetration into 

character‖
5
 can be said, too, of Great Expectations‘: As we read both boys‘ 

autobiographies, ―by the course of the events we learn the value of self-denial and 

patience, quiet endurance of unavoidable ills, strenuous effort against ills 

remediable; and everything in the fortunes of the actors warns us, to strengthen our 

generous  emotions and guard the purities of home.‖
6
 Thinking back, also, to our 

readings of the third-person account of Martin Chuzzlewit and Esther‘s narrative in 

Bleak House, we can extract these common lessons, as well as what Arthur Quiller-

Couch announces as Dickens‘s repeated message: ―Take into your heart God‘s 

most excellent gift of Charity; by which I mean let Charity begin at home, in that 

                                                 
2. Alexander Welsh, The City of Dickens (Cambridge, Harvard UP, 1986), 65. 

3. Here, Welsh quotes from City of God, book 15.4. 

4. In her study of Augustine‘s Confessions, Anne Hunsaker Hawkins writes that ―Augustine is 

creating a true epic of soul in the quest of wisdom and peace, whose Christian meaning supplies … 

inner truth.‖ Pip‘s soul, too, makes an epic journey, one which establishes him as a Dickensian 

model of Christian conversion and reformation. Archetypes of Conversion: The Autobiographies of 

Augustine, Bunyan, and Merton, (Lewisburg: Bucknell UP, 1985), 38 

5. John Forster, The Life of Charles Dickens, Volume the Third, 1852-1870 (London: Chapman & 

Hall, 1874), 330. 

6. Ibid., 15. 
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kingdom of God which is within you, let it operate in your own daily work; let it 

but extend to your own neighbours who need your help; as so—and only so—will 

the city of God be established on earth.‖
7
 

Considering Augustine‘s delineation of the two cities, when we contemplate 

the Dickensian city—and we must, for each novel is not unlike a city unto itself—

we might envision a two-tier London. In this world, the lower tier is peopled by the 

Sikeses and the Heeps and the Jonas Chuzzlewits, the upper by the Brownlows and 

the Wickfields and the Tapleys.
8
 If we align the selfishness and arrogance and 

irreverence of the lower to the earthly city and the charity and humility and 

reverence of the upper to the Heavenly City, we recognize the Augustinian model, 

the only destination of salvation, the city which, while on its pilgrimage home, 

―lives a life of righteousness, based on its faith, having the attainment of [God‘s] 

peace in view in every good action it performs in relation to God, and in relation to 

a neighbor, since the life of a city is inevitably a social life.‖
9
  On its pilgrimage, 

this City is open to wayfarers—potential expatriates—seeking to shed their earthly 

baggage, to amend their lives, to achieve the upper tier through patient and willing 

service and self-sacrifice. It is just such a journey from Self to Other on which we 

join PiIn his chapter on Great Expectations, J. Hillis Miller‘s explains, ―At the 

                                                 
7. Arthur Quiller-Couch, Charles Dickens and Other Victorians (Cambridge: Cambridge) 

University Press, 1925),   74.  

8. Good and evil characters of Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, and Martin Chuzzlewit, 

respectively. 

9. Augustine, City of God, Trans. Henry Bettenson (London: Penguin, 1984), 19.17.  Hawkins (31) 

cites ―Carthage [, where Augustine learns and practices the art of sophistry,] as a type of Earthly 

City and Milan [where he first hears Ambrose and is later baptized] as a type of Heavenly City‖ 

(31). In my reading of Great Expectations, I note Satis House and Jaggers‘s office, for example,  as 

types of the earthly city, while Joe‘s Forge and Herbert‘s home—first his London apartment, then 

his home with Clara—as clear types of the Heavenly City.  
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center of Dickens‘ novels is a recognition of the bankruptcy of the relation of the 

individual to society as it now exists, the objective structure of given institutions 

and values. Only what an individual makes of himself, in charitable relations to 

others, counts.‖
10

 During the course of the novel, in a series of moral epiphanies—

each one as initially deflating as it is ultimately fulfilling—Pip‘s transformation 

transpires, as he remakes himself according to the Christian models of his honest, 

charitable friends. Forster applauds Dickens‘s characterization, noting ―the way 

[Pip] reconciles his determination to act very shabbily to his early friends, with a 

conceited notion that he is setting them a moral example.‖
11

 Equally applaudable, 

in my opinion, is Dickens‘s depiction of Pip‘s eventual transformation from the 

satirical Victorian ―gentleman,‖ to a Newmanesque gentleman who ―has his eyes 

on all his company; … is tender toward the bashful, gentle towards the distant, and 

merciful toward the absurd.‖
12

  

Robin Gilmour offers valuable insight into Dickens‘s multi-faceted personal 

perspective on the ―gentleman,‖ such a noteworthy aspect of Victorian society: 

                                                 
10. J. Hillis Miller, Charles Dickens: The World of His Novels (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 

1959). 277. This newly-achieved charitable relationship to others is surely vital to Pip‘s 

Bildungsroman, but Miller does not attach to this idea Dickens‘s portrayal of the workings of God—

be they overtly mentioned or metaphorically implied—in this essential remaking of Pip. While 

Alexander Welsh, on the other hand, does note that ―the antipathy to money in Dickens is 

essentially Christian,‖ and he does mention the ―unworldliness‖ at the conclusion of The Old 

Curiosity Shop, positive, hopeful associations remain lacking. For example, although Welsh claims 

that in Great Expectations—as well as in Little Dorrit, Dombey and Son, David Copperfield, and 

Bleak House—―the modest disposal of worldly affairs is prepared for by an experience of loss, 

humiliation, or suffering among the main characters,‖ he does not address that an additional, integral 

part of this preparation exists in the virtuous characters who, by their example and in their charity, 

provide the gradually willing hero with a means to his salvation, a place in the heavenly prospective 

that is the Dickensian Heavenly city. Welsh, The City of Dickens, 68.  

11. Forster, The Life of Charles Dickens, Volume the Third, 330. 
12. John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University, ―Discourse 8. Knowledge Viewed in Relation to 

Religion,‖ 209 http://www.newmanreader.org/works/idea/discourse8.html (accessed March 24, 

2010).   
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Dickens did ―not share the gentleman‘s conventional ignorance‖ of the struggles of 

the lower classes; rather, early in his life ―he discovered for himself how thin and 

precarious was the partition that separated the lower-middle-class family from the 

abyss of urban poverty; and he knew from his own experience … how desperately 

an aspiring young gentleman would struggle to escape‖ the risk of falling into that 

abyss.
13

 Gilmour explains that unlike his contemporary Thackeray, raised in the 

world of gentlemen, Dickens—who lived outside that world as a child and within 

that world as an adult—could offer a spectator‘s view of the gentleman that proved 

invaluable to his thematic intentions. As we have discussed, in the characters of 

young Martin Chuzzlewit and Richard Carstone, Dickens presents readers with a 

third-person point of view, revealing the problems inherent in an obsession with 

gentlemanly status, exacerbated by the dangers of long-bred familial greed and a 

corrupt legal system, respectively. Martin, who eventually accepts the guidance of 

his friend, saves himself and his family as he becomes a Christian gentleman. 

Richard, who will not yield to the benevolent forces calling him from his obsession 

with the empty promises of the courts, surely never approaches Newman‘s ideal, 

much less Samuel Smiles‘s belief that ―it was the acquired character, not the 

material success of the self-made man‖ that was valuable.
14

 Richard, instead, is 

steadfast only in—what is apparent to everyone but him—his endless, fruitless, 

hopeless wait for nonexistent financial security. With Pip‘s first-person account, 

Gilmour asserts, Dickens presents ―a study in social evolution, a drama of the 

                                                 
13. Robin Gilmour, The Idea of the Gentleman in the Victorian Novel, (London: Allen & Unwin, 

1981), 107.  

14. Ibid., 99. 
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development of consciousness and sensibility in a child who grows up in the early 

years of the nineteenth century.‖
15

 Beyond what Gilmour refers to as ―the genesis 

of a Victorian gentleman out of a poor self-helping blacksmith‘s boy,‖
16

 I find in 

Pip Dickens‘s portrayal of a socially and morally dejected Victorian gentleman 

whose earnest exodus from that lifestyle renders him at last a selfless, charitable 

example of Newman‘s definition. 

Such a decisive transformation as Pip‘s corresponds to Pope John Paul I‘s 

description of Dickens‘s books as ―filled with love for the poor and a sense of 

social regeneration ... warm with imagination and humanity.‖
17

 Dickens‘s 

insistence on true charity permeates his novels and ultimately drives the characters 

either to choose regeneration or risk disintegration. Odyssey-esque in nature, the 

Dickensian protagonist‘s path is one on which he gains improved fortunes, wisdom, 

or both.
18

 However, because Dickens‘s works are in the Christian tradition, in 

Great Expectations, Pip—symbolic of the pilgrim convert—gains both, but as he 

acquires the latter, he must relinquish the former—ending with a wealth of 

profound goodness, not of worldly goods. That the Dickensian message is a 

Christian one is unmistakable. Reminiscent of yet another Augustinian model, one 

of reflection, conversion, and moral improvement,
19

 Pip undergoes internal change 

                                                 
15. Ibid., 125. 

16. Ibid., 129. 

17. Albino Luciani, Illustrissimi:  Letters From Pope John Paul I. Trans. William Weaver (Boston: 

Little, 1978), 3.  

18. Gold, Joseph. ―Charles Dickens and Today‘s Reader.‖ English Journal. 58:2 (Feb. 1969), 206. 

Of course, this fact differentiates Pip from the protagonists of both Martin Chuzzlewit and Bleak 

House, for both young Martin and Esther, respectively, gain both tangible comforts, as well as 

wisdom.  

19. In book nine of the Confessions, Augustine, after his conversion, says to God, ―You saw how 

deep I was sunk in death, and it was your power that drained dry the well of corruption in the depths 
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that manifests itself in his profession of his profound contrition for his earlier deeds 

and his equally profound resolution to make amends. As he undergoes this vital 

conversion, Pip himself will become a true friend. And in Pip‘s first-person 

narration of remorse and reform, Dickens bestows upon us a speaker with a moral 

role similar to that of the reformed Augustine  who says, ―When others read of 

those past sins of mine, or hear about them, their hearts are stirred so that they no 

longer lie listless in despair, crying ‗I cannot.‘‖
20

  

While modern dissenters will highlight Dickens‘s distaste for religious 

institutions and the scars of his upbringing, the truth is that such a concentration 

casts a shadow over Truth and the real value of Charles Dickens. The truth is 

Dickens knew the two cities, as he clearly and consistently prescribes the hope of 

the one over the despair of the other, creating characters who, upon their 

conversion, become heralds of hope as they break free from their worldly chains in 

order to complete their journey.
21

 Karl Ashley points out that in The Life of Our 

Lord Dickens tells his children, ―The most ugly, deformed, wretched creatures that 

live will be bright Angels in Heaven if they are good here on earth.‖
22

 From this 

declaration, Smith contends that, in Dickens‘s corpus, ―the nature of salvation is 

                                                                                                                                        
of my heart. And all that you asked of me was to deny my own will and accept yours.‖ Trans. R. S. 

Pine Coffin (London: Penguin, 1961), 9.1. 

20. Ibid., 10.3. 

21. Dennis Walder discusses biographer John Forster‘s claim that Dickens‘s childhood hardships 

did not encourage in him a habit of self-sacrifice. Still, Walder explains, Dickens ―yearned 

unceasingly to attain this ‗habit‘, … implied by the pervasive, if not always convincing, presence of 

the themes of self-sacrifice and its concomitant regeneration, in A Tale of Two Cities (1859), Great 

Expectations (1859-60), and Our Mutual Friend (1864-65).‖ Of course, as I have proposed 

throughout this dissertation, I find Dickens‘s Christian themes quite convincing. Dickens and 

Religion (London: Routledge, 2007 [1981]), 197. 

22. Charles Dickens, The Life of Our Lord (New York: Smithmark, 1995), 28.  
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always essentially based on the idea of conversion from one state into another.‖
23

 

With this in mind, as we travel with Pip, we will note Pip‘s moral growth and, in 

the end, find that Dickens‘s original ending,
24

 one accepting of worldly limitations 

and anticipatory of salvation, is the more fitting to Dickens‘s overarching message. 

 When it came time to write Great Expectations, his thirteenth novel, 

Dickens had reached a turning point in his career. Certainly, his deep concerns and 

call for transformation echoed in his earlier novels: in Oliver Twist, his horror at the 

abuses of orphans at the hands of the law and the local  church; in Martin 

Chuzzlewit, his overwhelming concern about greed‘s damaging consequences, both 

personal and professional; in Dombey and Son, the ruinous effects of overvalued 

commercialism; in Bleak House, through the all-consuming mechanations of the 

legal system; in David Copperfield,  through his autobiographical protagonist,  who 

reflects the miseries of Dickens‘s own youth—owing to his father‘s shortcomings 

and his own subsequent humiliation and lack of education. In all of these, as well as 

in those not mentioned, after numerous, often treacherous tests, the hero or heroine 

finally receives palpable, tangible gifts of love and recognition for his or her 

                                                 
23. Karl Ashley Smith, Dickens and the Unreal City: Searching for Spiritual Significance in 

Nineteenth-Century London (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 23. While at 

times useful to my argument, Smith‘s study takes overall a different stance from mine, for he has a 

tendency to adhere to the thoughts expressed by Janet L. Larson, in which she finds that within 

Dickens‘s narratives, ―‗rituals of the church and the Bible … no longer had the power to order 

feeling and inspire hope‘‖ (qtd. in Smith, 10). Larson, Dickens and the Broken Scripture (Athens, 

GA: U of Georgia P, 1985), 44. I maintain that, despite Dickens‘s aversion to ecclesiastical 

hypocrisy, in his fictionalized words, he presents us with characters and situations epitomizing the 

value of Christian morality and faith in the possibility for salvation. Therefore, I adhere to Gary 

Colledge‘s contention that if we consider Dickens‘s works ―to be illuminated by TLOL, we observe 

not the confused and eclectic picture generally alleged, but rather the coherent and consistent 

contours of a clearly focused and substantive Christian worldview.‖ Gary Colledge, Dickens, 

Christianity and the Life of Our Lord (London and New York: Continuum Literary Studies, 2009), 

3. 

24. As will be discussed in this chapter‘s conclusion, the ending originally written by Dickens, a 

stark contrast to the happier published ending, was not known to the public until well after his death. 
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goodness. Not so with Pip. For Pip is similar to Augustine, ―whose conversion 

formed the typological basis of every subsequent conversion in the tradition of 

spiritual autobiography.‖
25

 An inner call to righteousness beckons him from his 

ephemeral, sensible world of great expectations and guides him toward the eternal, 

intelligible one of Truth. True, there is not in Pip an audible happiness at the close 

of his life‘s confession; there is, however, a marked peace—indicative of the 

Heavenly City—and Pip‘s gratitude for the understanding of the necessary 

sacrifices from which that peace sprang.
26

  

Chesterton applauded Dickens‘s ―thirst for things as humble, as human, as 

laughable as that daily bread for which we cry to God,‖
27

 and, indeed, in Great 

Expectations, a late novel often mis-touted for its darkness and pessimism, we note 

that Dickens‘s moral message rests in the humility and humanity that come with the 

protagonist‘s inner conversion from a life of Self to a life of genuine charity. 

Ultimately, this is a novel of hope, not one of despair. Perhaps one of Chesterton‘s 

greatest attractions to Dickens was Dickens‘s paradoxical combinations of insistent 

criticism of the social order and persistent faith in the individual. Chesterton points 

                                                 
25. Heather Henderson, The Victorian Self: Autobiography and Biblical Narrative (Ithaca and 

London: Cornell UP, 1989), 143. In this section of her study, Henderson examines the conversion in 

Gosse‘s Father and Son and notes its divergence from Augustine‘s conversion, as Gosse embraces, 

rather than rejects the world. Pip‘s conversion, however, parallels Augustine‘s, in its manifestation 

of his ultimate selflessness and remorse for his earlier obsession with selfish desires. While Great 

Expectations is not an autobiography—nor is it truly autobiographical as is David Copperfield—

still, our hero presents us with a first-person confession of his misdeeds, his repentance, and his 

amended ways; he shares with us his transformation, the very essence of his life story. 

26. The reformed Pip, as we will see, is reminiscent of the reformed Augustine who at last 

understands the necessary coexistence of virtuous behavior (God‘s will) and human happiness. In 

book ten of the Confessions, Augustine writes, ―The man who serves you best is the one who is less 

intent on hearing from you what he wills to hear than on shaping his will according to what he hears 

from you. … You were with me, but I was not with you.‖ He knows that, owing to his conversion, 

he can finally say, ―I am enflamed with love of your peace.‖ Confessions, 10.26-27. 

27. G. K. Chesterton, The Victorian Age in Literature.  G. K. Chesterton Collected Works, Volume 

XV: Chesterton on Dickens (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989), 454. 
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out that, yes, of all Dickens‘s novels, ―the only book to which he gave the name 

Great Expectations was the only book in which the expectation was never 

realized,‖ 
28

 but he notes, too, that the novel‘s best moments chronicle the 

―vacillations of the hero between the humble life to which he owes everything, and 

the gorgeous life from which he expects something.‖
29

 As a telling parallel to Pip‘s 

youthful expectations, worthy to keep in mind is the ―gorgeous life‖ aspired to by 

the Victorian society, as well as the accompanying societal expectations that 

influenced the final stages of Great Expectations‘s publication. According to 

Dickens‘s friend, William Makepeace Thackeray, the Victorian world ―huzzas at 

prosperity, and turns away from misfortune as from some contagious disease.‖
30

  

This very evaluation of Victorian society corroborates the progression from 

Dickens‘s original ending to his revised, published ending to his novel.
31

 Early in 

the serialization of Great Expectations, Dickens wrote to his friend, Miss Mary 

Doyle, the novel ―is a very great success, and seems universally liked.‖
32

 Yet, 

apparently, as he wrote his conclusion, such unequivocal approval was in question. 

Just prior, as he sent John Forster the first chapters of the third part—before any 

revision of the ending was anticipated—Dickens explained, ―‖It is a pity that the 

third portion cannot be read all at once, because its purpose would be much more 

                                                 
28. ---, Appreciations and Criticisms of the Works of Charles Dickens, G. K. Chesterton Collected 

Works, Volume XV: Chesterton on Dickens (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989), 383. 

29. ---, Charles Dickens, G. K. Chesterton Collected Works, Volume XV: Chesterton on Dickens 

(San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989), 172. 

30. Qtd. from Thackeray‘s The Newcomes in Walter E. Houghton, The Victorian Frame of Mind, 

1830-1870 (New Haven: Yale UP, 1957), p191-92. 

31. At the close of this chapter, I will address completely the vital thematic differences between the 

two endings. 

32. The Letters of Charles Dickens:1833-1870, Eds. His Sister-in Law and Eldest Daughter 

(London: Macmillan, 1893), 510. 
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apparent; and the pity is the greater, because the general turn and tone of the 

working out and winding up, will be away from all such things as they 

conventionally go.‖
33

 Clearly, Dickens intended to contradict typical Victorian 

expectations of his happy, romantic endings. His friend and colleague, Bulwer 

Lytton, however, was concerned that Dickens continue, as he always had 

heretofore, to please the Victorian tastes for the palpable gifts of comfort and 

affection. Thus, Bulwer Lytton ―object[ed] to a close that should leave Pip a 

solitary man.‖
34

 He was urging a scenario, for example, akin to the heavenly 

prospective of Martin Chuzzlewit, and Bleak House; we recall in the former the 

reformed Martin in blissful union with Mary, much as we recall in the latter 

virtuous Esther‘s destiny as adoring wife and doting mother. Therefore, in the case 

of Great Expectations, Bulwer Lytton encouraged the possibility of Pip and 

Estella‘s shared future. Yet, as we will see, in Dickens‘s original ending, it is the 

end of Pip‘s moral vacillations and his thankful return to humility—not a typical 

―happy ending‖—that stamp Great Expectations with the Dickensian brand of 

optimism. To engender this optimism in his society was, Gissing says, ―his task in 

life, to embody the better dreams of ordinary men; to fix them as bright realities, 

for weary eyes to look upon.‖
 35

 

 Though he was a journalist first, Dickens recognized the great moral 

potential of fiction, an understanding well-elucidated by his works. So many 

                                                 
33. Qtd. in Forster, The Life of Charles Dickens, Volume the Third, 1852-1870, 334-35. 

34. Ibid., 335. 

35. George Gissing, Charles Dickens: A Critical Study, (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat, 1966 

[1924]), 95. In praise of Dickens, George Gissing also writes, ―Who can more rightly be called an 

artist that he who gave form and substance to the ideal of goodness and purity, of honour, justice, 

mercy, whereby the dim multitudes seek to guide their steps?‖  
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centuries earlier, Augustine also averred the enormous power of literature. While 

the saint was never a writer of fiction, he employed the plot of his life and its 

analogues in biblical and classical literature to create from his own particular 

conversion a timeless lesson in universal truth.
36

  Thus, as we read Great 

Expectations, if we consider the prophetic wanderings of the Prodigal Son and 

Aeneas and Augustine, we are struck by the narrative parallels: the immature 

immorality, the troubled departure, the licentious lure, the remorseful return, and, 

finally, the contrite reparation of each protagonist.
37

 Because, as Dickens said, 

narratives ―place the enormities of the system in a much stronger point of view,‖
38

 

there lay before him—as there had lain before his predecessors—the opportunity to 

create worlds peopled with characters, some of whom would exemplify the path of 

dark corruption, others who would exemplify the path of light goodness, and still 

others—the group to which Pip belongs—who mark a soul‘s journey from one to 

the other, from dreadful possibility to joyful hope, from the corporeal to the 

ethereal. Along the way, the successful journey of Pip‘s soul is profoundly enabled 

by those who speak and act in accordance with Augustine‘s estimation of true 

friendship: ―Among dear friends one may contradict the opinion of the other 

without love being diminished.‖
39

 From characters such as Joe, Biddy, and Herbert, 

                                                 
36. St. Augustine, Confessions. Trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin (London: Penguin, 1961). Throughout his 

confessional, autobiographical narrative, Augustine calls forth these pilgrim predecessors as clear 

analogues to himself. 

37. Anne Hunsaker  Hawkins, Archetypes of Conversion: The Autobiographies of Augustine, 

Bunyan, and Merton (Lewisburg: Bucknell UP, 1985), 33-38. 

38. Written in an 1837 letter and quoted in Johnson‘s biography. Edgar Johnson, Charles Dickens: 

His Tragedy and Triumph, Volume One (NY: Simon and Schuster, 1952), 217. 

39. Augustine, Letters of St. Augustine, Ed. and Trans. John Leinenweber (Tarrytown, NY: Triumph 

Books, 1992), 62. 
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will come sure contradictions to Pip‘s will; in his retrospective account, Pip shares 

with us his thankfulness for their patience and his slowly evolving ability to glean 

the truth from their guidance. 

On the opening page of Great Expectations, a mature Pip recounts for us his 

visit to his family‘s graves and recalls how his younger brothers all died very 

young, giving up the ―universal struggle‖ (9).
40

 Edgar Rosenberg‘s footnote aligns 

Dickens‘s words to Darwin‘s ―struggle for existence‖ in chapter three of Origin of 

Species.
41

 Interestingly, throughout Great Expectations, Pip, though certainly not 

yet among the fittest, plods through life under the weight of the universal struggle, 

which in the Dickensian microcosm pits haughty self-regard against humble 

charity—the earthly city against the Heavenly one. In this Dickensian world, Pip—

whose sporadic moral growth spurts are unmistakable—survives, owing to his 

increasing willingness to put Other before Self. True, young Pip, so enveloped by 

his selfish great expectations, is often blind to true goodness. Yet, repeatedly in his 

narrative—despite his stubborn preoccupation with self and status—we we note 

emerging glimmers of his evolving nascent conscience, and we hear the 

retrospective confessions of the adult Pip as he scolds himself for his childhood, 

adolescent, and young adult crimes against others: Joe, Biddy, Herbert, Magwitch. 

Always his victims are those of the faithful, true community which Pip will 

ultimately embrace as he shuns the fickle, false one. Pip‘s eventual reversal from 

avoidance to embrace of the virtuous will provide a striking example of Dickens‘s 

                                                 
40. All internally cited quotes from Great Expectations are taken from the following edition: 

Charles Dickens, Great Expectations, Ed. Edgar Rosenberg (New York and London: Norton, 1999). 

41. See Edgar Rosenberg‘s footnote in the Norton Critical Edition (1999). 
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redolent impressionism,
42

 emanating from the clashing images of young Pip‘s still 

darkened soul against retrospective Pip‘s lightened, charitable heart. Indeed, using 

his own earlier misdeeds as a negative example, adult Pip quietly proclaims a call 

to communal order, that is, to humility and the humane treatment of even the 

―lowest‖ in society, a call which drove Dickens‘s writing. In Great Expectations, 

he achieves his purpose through Pip‘s memories—sharpened by time, personal 

failure, and examination of conscience—which produce an effect, albeit from a 

liberally Christian, nineteenth century worldview, notably similar to that of 

Augustine‘s Confessions.  

As a retrospective Pip begins his tale, we are introduced to a young boy 

who records in his memory his first brush with fear of the outside world and what 

he perceives as evil personified. On this ―memorable, raw afternoon‖ (9), we 

embark with Pip on what will be a succession of expeditions that, while seemingly 

increasingly refined in nature, will be as raw as—and perhaps rawer than—this first 

bitter outing, that is, until Pip‘s own conversion. In the graveyard on this prophetic 

afternoon, young Pip is suddenly scared by the ―fearful man‖ (10), the prisoner, so 

hungry that he threatens Pip‘s life as he begs for food. Even this early, however, we 

are given a glimpse of Pip‘s moral potential. For while we hear the child plead, 

―Don‘t cut my throat, sir‖ (10), we hear, too, our mature narrator acknowledge his 

tyrant‘s pitiful predicament; this man, he notes, this Abel Magwitch, has been 

―smothered in mud, and lamed by stones, and cut by flints, and stung by nettles, 

and torn by briars‖ (11). So scourged, the prisoner ―limp[s] and shiver[s]‖ on the 

                                                 
42

 See my page 27, n. 69. 
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cold marshes. Dennis Walder asserts that, by bringing Magwitch food and worrying 

about him, ―what [Pip] does for the shivering outcast, for all that he may be … a 

murderer, is what Christ enjoins us to do: offer him succor.‖
43

 As a boy, Pip knows 

not why, despite his palpable terror in this man‘s presence, he intuits and regrets 

the man‘s woes and needs.  

Like young Augustine who ―did not know that evil is nothing but the 

removal of good, until finally no good remains,‖
44

 Pip must learn to recognize true 

good, but this lesson he learns late because, at this early stage, he is poorly 

guided.
45

  His sister and surrogate mother, Mrs. Joe, holds tight to a selfish asperity, 

harshly bemoaning her vocation of lowly wife and mother. She sees hope, if at all, 

only in the possibility of Pip‘s ―expectations,‖ which will free her of her maternal 

duties.  While she fulfills her duties to a point, she is a poor model of humility and 

an even poorer model of charity. On the contrary, in Pip‘s surrogate father, Joe 

Gargery, humility and charity abound. John Forster calls Joe a ―model of tender 

simplicity and oddity, perfect in [his] truth.‖
 46

 Indeed, mature Pip acknowledges ―a 

mild, good-natured, sweet-tempered, easy-going, foolish, dear fellow‖ (12-13).  

While Joe works to protect Pip from his sister‘s cruelty and selfishness, he is, in 

many ways, unsuccessful. The same holds true as Joe later tries to dissuade Pip 

from relinquishing his soul to Estella‘s haughty, heartless expectations. ―Lies is 

                                                 
43. Walder, 202. 

44. Augustine, Confessions, 3.7. 

45. In Confessions 1.16, Augustine tells us, in regard to his literary lessons in school, ―The words 

are certainly not learnt any the more easily by reason of the filthy moral, but filth is committed with 

greater confidence as a result of learning the words ... [which] contain the wine of error which had 

already gone to the heads of the teachers who poured it out for us to drink.‖ 

46. The Life of Charles Dickens, Volume the Third, 1852-1870 (London: Chapman & Hall, 1874), 

330. 
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lies,‖ Joe tells Pip, ―and they come from the father of lies‖ (59). However wise 

these words, considering young Pip‘s ―disturbed and unthankful state‖ (60), they 

have no power over the vigor of vanity that calls Pip away. Young Pip—at this 

point quite similar to Bleak House‘s fatally flawed Richard Carstone—is 

bombarded by his deafening desires, much like the young Augustine: ―When he 

loves something which is not the truth, he pretends to himself that what he loves is 

the truth, and because he hates to be proved wrong, he will not allow himself to be 

convinced that he is deceiving himself.‖
47

 Thus, while Joe is a symbol of true 

goodness, on Pip‘s early journey he is ineffectual. Remembering Joe as ―a sort of 

Hercules in strength and in weakness‖ (13), the adult Pip reveals how impenetrable 

was his own already hardened heart. As an early guide to Pip‘s lost soul, Joe‘s 

apparent weakness is three-fold. Young Pip surely sees the superficial weakness, 

evident in Joe‘s inability to manage his own household. Maturity and experience, 

though, reveal to Pip Joe‘s more profound, albeit endearing weaknesses: his 

seemingly too quiet, too complacent attempt to combat the lures of promise and 

prosperity that will lead Pip astray. However, little does young Pip know of Joe‘s 

deliberations and sacrifices. Pip is unaware of Joe‘s protective concern that should 

he, Joe, oppose Mrs. Gargery‘s demands, ―she [will] drop into [Pip] always heavier 

for it‖ (348).  Perhaps Joe‘s greatest weakness—the one which Pip most abuses— 

is his ever-forgiving, ever-patient support of Pip, even when Pip is at his most 

selfish. Of course, by the novel‘s close, we will assert Joe‘s valuable role in Pip‘s 

conversion, but, from an Augustinian perspective—in which a friend strongly 

                                                 
47. Augustine, Confessions, 10.23. 
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dissuades his friend from wrongdoing—as well-intentioned as Joe is, we cannot 

ignore him as an early impediment to Pip‘s moral progress. This progress, of which 

we see faint potential in the graveyard, will involve Pip‘s transformation from a 

seeker of great expectations to a finder of truth. 

Owing to Victorian prejudices against Roman Catholicism, Chesterton 

doubts if, ―in the kindly rationalism of his epoch, [Dickens] kept any belief in a 

personal devil in his theology, but he certainly created a personal devil in every one 

of his books.‖
48

 Chesterton‘s words, quoted earlier,
49

 are particularly relevant here, 

for in Great Expectations, this devil—much like the legal system in Bleak House— 

is not personified in Magwitch, as Pip first deduces. Instead, the devil manifests 

himself in societal ―gentlemanly‖ ambition, wherein exists a clear absence of 

good.
50

 Watching young Pip grow from his understated, yet evident concern for the 

prisoner to his shunning of Joe and Biddy and to his initial revulsion at Magwitch‘s 

resurfacing, we are witness to a disintegrating soul. Still, if we are faithfully open 

to Dickensian hope, we will hold fast to Chesterton‘s reminder that ―Christianity 

said that any man could be a saint if he chose,‖
51

 and the Victorian era ―was a 

world that encouraged anybody to be anything.  And in England and literature its 

                                                 
48. G. K. Chesterton. Charles Dickens.  G. K. Chesterton Collected Works, Volume XV: Chesterton 

on Dickens (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1989), 201.  

49. See page 115. 

50. This damaging ambition, as Dickens presents it, differs from the prescriptions supplied by 

Samuel Smiles‘s Self-Help (1859), which promote practical application of one‘s energies and ―insist 

that only the formation of good habits will ennoble the character.‖  Dickens would surely agree that 

Pip, in his so-called gentlemanly pursuits, does not answer to Smiles‘s definition of a true 

gentleman, which, Sinnema explains, equat[es] nobility of thought and action with authentic 

respectability.‖ Peter W. Sinnema, ―Introduction,‖ Samuel Smiles, Self-Help, Ed. Peter W. Sinnema 

(Oxford: Oxford UP, 2002), xiii, xix. In his Idea of a University, Newman ‗s Christian definition of 

a gentleman surely implies, too, the need for ―authentic responsibility,‖ but additionally and 

necessarily it obviates the need for worldly success and insists on ―faith and hope, and devotion, and 

honesty, and the elements of charity‖ (2). 

51. Chesterton, Charles Dickens, 46. 
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living expression was Dickens.‖
52

  In this novel, we see Dickens‘s encouragement 

of and faith in the Victorian man to transcend his culture‘s idolatry of utilitarian 

prospects as he ascends toward eternal peace. Before such transcendence, of course, 

Pip must learn to distinguish between those of the earthly city and those of the 

heavenly. Sharing with us the moral pitfalls and triumphs of his journey, the adult 

Pip becomes himself a moral guide. In fact, Dennis Walder calls him ―a lay 

mediator of spiritual truths.‖
53

 First, however, Pip is swept up into the maelstrom of 

worldly progress. Once he is sent on his first visit to Miss Havisham, his course for 

life is forever changed; he embarks on a path ―towards making [him]self 

uncommon‖ (61). So affected is he by Miss Havisham‘s ward Estella, ―hard and 

haughty and capricious to the last degree‖ (139), that he can no longer bear to be 

considered ―a common labouring-boy‖ (51). In its disrespect for all other moral 

responsibilities, Pip‘s infatuation with Estella is his most tightly bound chain to the 

earthly city, not unlike Aeneas‘s with Dido and Augustine‘s with his concubine.
54

 

In keeping with the Victorian dependence on guides such as Samuel Smiles‘s 1859 

Self-Help and his lust to win Estella‘s approval, self-improvement dominates Pip‘s 

desire and devotion to rise above his class,
55

 while Estella‘s critical reminders of 

                                                 
52. Ibid. 

53. Walder, 204. Indeed, Pip plays this role of spiritual guide, but he is not, as Walder‘s complete 

statement contends, ―perhaps the only male character in Dickens to act‖ this role. Reconsider, of 

course, the roles played by Chuzzlewit‘s Mark Tapley, Bleak House‘s John Jarndyce, and Great 

Expectations‘s Joe Gargery and Herbert Pocket. 

54. Hawkins, 36. 

55. Anne Baltz Rodrick, ―The Importance of Being an Earnest Improver: Class, Caste, and Self-

Help in Mid-Victorian England,‖ Victorian Literature and Culture 29 (2001), 39. Walter Houghton 

tells us that the enormous success of Smiles‘s Self-Help engendered an ―environment [in which] 

failure is the worst fate one can imagine.‖ The Victorian Frame of Mind, 1830-1870 (New Haven 

and London: Yale University Press, 1985), 191. Pip‘s negative reactions to his uphill pursuit surely 

reflect the mores of his Victorian society. 
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his inferiority further fuel his drive. Not unlike Augustine who, urged by his 

parents and his teachers, sought prestige as a sophist on the road to predicted 

political stardom, when young Pip‘s first tempting glimpse of the world beyond 

Joe‘s forge is revealed, he immediately looks to rise, at any cost, above his 

common condition. Perhaps the familial comfort he lacks, under the cold roof of his 

sister, can be replaced by becoming his own and Estella‘s hero. Such glory, as we 

will see, is not to come in this world, not in this earthly city; instead, for Pip as for 

Augustine, childhood visions of success are unmasked and revealed as false, to be 

replaced later by visions of eternity, unchanging and true. 

For now, though, Pip‘s aspiration toward and expectation of heroic gentility 

is far less than a noble, triumphant endeavor. He is driven by ambition. To define 

himself, he is relying on others whom he views as more worthy,
56

 ignorant of the 

reality that these earthly judges are blind to truth.  Blind himself, Pip‘s false 

assumptions are many. He quickly responds to Jaggers‘s call to London, believing 

that Miss Havisham is responsible for his sudden fortune and in generous support 

of his love for Estella. In his misjudgment of character
57

—unaware as he is of Miss 

Havisham‘s scorn for men and its profound effect on Estella—Pip‘s overwhelming 

need to climb in social status toward wealth and the bitter Estella leads him to 

spurn Biddy, his loyal and caring teacher, friend, and possible love interest. The 

wise Biddy knows the inevitable regrets Pip will face on his crusade ―to be a 

                                                                                                                                        
 

56. Goldie Morgentaler, Dickens and Heredity (New York: St. Martin‘s UP, 2000), 84. 

57. As he acknowledges in Confessions 5.3, Augustine, too, misjudges character as he devotes 

himself for ten years to the heretical Manichees. At the age of twenty-nine, he recognizes the 

Manichean bishop Faustus and all he preaches to be ―a great decoy of the devil‖ who trapped those 

ensnared by his eloquence. 
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gentleman‖ (101), just as well as she knows that Estella is ―not worth gaining over‖ 

(102). We see the moral divide, the chasm between the young man who is chained 

to the earthly city and one who eventually sojourns with the Heavenly City, no 

more clearly than when, on his final night in his childhood bedroom, Pip notes, 

―much the same confused division of mind between it and the better rooms to 

which I was going, as I had been in so often between the forge and Miss 

Havisham‘s, and Biddy and Estella‖ (114). For us, the Estella/Biddy contrast 

provides yet another example of the Dickensian chiaroscuro we have noted 

previously, for example, in Martin Chuzzlewit‘s portrayals of Pecksniff alongside 

the reformed young Martin and in Bleak House‘s portrayals of Richard Carstone 

alongside Allan Woodcourt. Elsie B. Michie discusses how the nineteenth-century 

novel, in order to illustrate its hero‘s expanding moral fortitude to resist society‘s 

materialism, ―must invoke the materialism its virtuous characters have to 

overcome‖ if they are to be saved. In the case of a novel like Great Expectations, 

she continues, ―It does so through the characters readers know the novel‘s hero 

should reject.‖
58

 Early on, however, Pip‘s values are greatly skewed; he cannot see 

the intelligible for the sensible, the eternal for the fleeting, the truth for the lies.  

True, Pip often acknowledges Biddy‘s wisdom and goodness, but, too 

blinded by his desires, he responds to her defensively as he prepares for his new 

life in London, foolishly claiming, ―You are envious, Biddy, and grudging. You are 

dissatisfied on account of my rise in fortune‖ (117). Such ranting of the as-yet 
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untransformed Pip renders him ―sorrowful and strange,‖ not yet aware why ―this 

second night of [his] bright fortunes ...should be [so] lonely and unsatisfactory‖ 

(117). However, if we backtrack just a bit, we find that Pip felt this way also on the 

first night of his bright fortunes, after which ―morning made a considerable 

difference‖ (115). With this in mind, there is no surprise when, again, after his 

second dismal night, ―morning brighten[s] [his] view‖ (117). Interestingly, though, 

implicit in retrospective Pip‘s retelling—reminiscent, perhaps, of the heavenly 

retrospective of Troilus and Scipio—rests the paradox that it is on these dark nights 

that young Pip exhibits the greatest virtue, when brief flashes of his sorry state 

eclipse his superficial high hopes; and it is in the worldly light of day on his final 

―common‖ mornings that he exhibits his greatest vice, when dim notions of his 

fugitive, Magwitch, lead him to relish selfishly in the thought ―that he was dead to 

[him] ...and might be veritably dead in the bargain‖ (115). Having erected such a 

shield to others, in order to preserve a sole focus on self, Pip cannot be lured—

either by Joe‘s fatherly tenderness or by Biddy‘s nurturing influence—from his rise 

in social standing. Pip‘s condition provides a vivid illustration of Augustinian 

theology: ―The dividedness of our souls has the same root as our separation from 

God: lust, greed, ambition, and pride.‖
59

 The adult Pip tells us how, on the night 

before his departure, he decided that he would walk to the coach alone, without Joe. 

In keeping with Dickens‘s message, these arrogant, selfish thoughts fade into his 

oneiric visions of ―fantastic failures of journeys‖ (124), and the next day on his 
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route, his tears and his internal tug of war are intense. Surely, these moral 

deliberations foreshadow hope for Pip‘s divided soul; still, though, not until he 

revisits that day from a changed perspective does he understand the true blessing of 

those tears as ―rain upon the blinding dust of earth, overlying our hard hearts‖ 

(124). At this point, however, Pip dries his tears, and the dust remains thick. 

Thus, once settled in London, Pip‘s drive resolutely continues. He cannot 

waver from his inner promise to prove himself to Estella. Thus, he cannot discern 

the obvious truth in the inherited philosophy of his roommate and soon-to-be 

business partner, the good Herbert Pocket: ―No man who was not a true gentleman 

at heart, ever was, since the world began, a true gentleman in manner ...no varnish 

can hide the grain of the wood‖ (142).
60

 Here, Herbert echoes Newman‘s concern 

about the Victorian deformation of the gentlemanly ideal. Rather than demanding 

adherence to the moral edicts, which ―intimates a Lawgiver,‖
61

 the nineteenth-

century prerequisites belittle true virtue, ―mak[ing] virtue a mere point of good 

taste … Such a doctrine is essentially superficial, and such will be its effects. … 

[For] if we will make light of what is deepest within us, nothing is left but to pay 

homage to what is more upon the surface.‖
62

 Indeed, to extend Herbert‘s metaphor 

of the gentlemanly surface, or veneer, we might say that, to our chagrin, Pip‘s as 

yet unreformed heart has been stripped bare. Surely manifest in all of Pip‘s actions 

is his determination to become a gentleman—in manner only, of course—for 

                                                 
60. Sinnema tells us that, with this line, Dickens cleaves to Samuel Smiles‘s definition of a true 

gentleman. Sinnema, xix. 

61. John Henry Newman, Idea of a University, ―Discourse 8. Knowledge Viewed in Relation to 

Religion,‖ 199 http://www.newmanreader.org/works/idea/discourse8.html (accessed March 24, 
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Estella and, thus, to be ever-upwardly mobile. This leads to hasty frivolity and 

expense. After all, as Edgar Johnson tells us, ―Pip‘s ‗great expectations‘ were the 

great expectations of Victorian society, visions of a parasitic opulence of future 

wealth and glory, a materialistic paradise. … The aim of the fashionable world was 

an eternal and luxurious ease, the goal of the middle-class businessman to retire to 

a suburban villa on a fortune.‖
63

 As a symbol of his capitalistic times, then, Pip has 

no time to reflect meaningfully on the value of the people he left over the material 

possessions he acquires. His wandering, acquisitive, lustful pursuit is his perpetual 

problem; he looks down for accessible worldly particulars, never up for the more 

precious universals. He does indeed achieve ―the reputation of a first-rate man of 

business‖ (211), but he is unwary and frivolous and, therefore—believing he has 

found freedom in unlimited credit—becomes at once a slave, ―into new debt 

immediately‖ (211). It is the adult Pip who acknowledges the connection between 

his imprudent finances and his imprudent affections. He tells us, ―It was impossible 

to dissociate [Estella‘s] presence from all those wretched hankerings after money 

and gentility‖ (182), and with her, ―I was not at all happy … , observe, and I knew 

it well‖ (203). From this adult vantage point, he recognizes his habits as an 

―expensive device‖ (211), and we note the moral, as well as the physical expense, 

as still-young Pip leads himself and Herbert to insolvency. In time, we hear Pip 

avow that his reckless behavior ended in both a lack of money and a lack of love. 
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It is by virtue of these and other many hardships that Pip, at last, reevaluates 

his life and amends his path. Undoubtedly, Pip‘s epiphany comes with the 

reappearance of Magwitch, his unexpected, initially unwanted ―second father‖ 

(241). His bright vision of Miss Havisham‘s beneficent role is shattered, as is his 

dream of Estella as the greatest of his expectations. Jaggers, all this time, has been 

employed by Magwitch, not Miss Havisham. Suddenly, Pip‘s attention is forced 

from his self-indulgent fantasies to the care of his convict-turned-benefactor. He 

tells us, ―all the truth of my position came flashing on me; and its disappointments, 

disgraces, consequences of all kinds rushed in such a multitude that I was borne 

down by them‖ (240). Enveloped, then, by this analogue to the Augustinian ―Take 

it and read‖ (tolle legge) moment of conversion,
64

 he quickly sees the error of his 

ways; he abandoned Joe and Biddy to satisfy his selfish desires and the haughty 

whims of his supposed benefactress, and now he is faced with the debt—of 

commitment, not of money—he owes to his actual caretaker. Magwitch, still 

wanted for his alleged crimes, requires Pip‘s full attention; Pip must, therefore, 

subdue his puerile, worldly desires and take responsibility for another person‘s 

well-being. 

As Pip prepares to turn from Self to Other, it is well worth an aside of sorts, 

to reflect upon the roles of two secondary characters who, as agents in Pip‘s 

journey, are surely meaningful. Jaggers draws Pip toward his London existence, 
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and Wemmick, though himself still London-bound, awakens in him the value of 

escape. In Jaggers‘s compulsive hand-washing, we witness a Pilate-esque figure.
65

 

As with his work for other criminals, Jaggers is never completely at ease with his 

services to Magwitch, but he renders them to earn the pay he desires, just as Pilate 

progresses with the crucifixion to earn the continued support of the people. Both 

Jaggers and Pilate, while they have some semblance of a conscience, are tied to this 

world, not willing to make any personal sacrifices in their lives. In such a state, 

these men cannot find peace in the earthly city, nor are they destined for the 

heavenly one. Augustine details for us the conundrum: ―When can that lust for 

power in arrogant hearts come to rest until, after passing from one office to another, 

it arrives at sovereignty?‖
66

 Of course, human vicissitudes render such sovereignty 

brief, if even accessible. Peace, then, comes only through a surrender to humility. It 

is in Dickens‘s creation of Jaggers's clerk, Wemmick, that we note a bridge 

between the earthly and the heavenly in the illustration of a seemingly eccentric 

wisdom that refuses to exist wholly in Jaggers's selfish world. Thus, unlike with 

Jaggers who ―seemed to bring the office home with him‖ (164), with Wemmick 

and his family safely in their home—truly cleansed of the filth of the London legal 

system, a filth from which Jaggers, despite repeated hand washings, can only rid 

himself momentarily—Dickens gives us a type of Heavenly City, where love is 

pure and selfless. Hope is evident at Walworth in Wemmick‘s devotion to his 

father and his prudent love for Miss Skiffins. So manifest is the wholesome 
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atmosphere at Walworth that, here, Pip confides to Wemmick his first selfless wish, 

to extricate Herbert secretly from his financial woes. As he begs Wemmick to 

enable his charity, Wemmick‘s response, ―That is not my trade,‖ calls forth Pip‘s 

vital insight: ―This is not your trading-place‖ (224).  Indeed, this brief exchange 

juxtaposes Pip‘s growing wisdom and moral integration with Wemmick‘s 

troublesome duality.  In fact, Pip will progress beyond Wemmick, for Wemmick is, 

as Dennis Walder points out, ―a man reduced by the pressures of his life as 

Jaggers‘s clerk and intermediary to mechanism and spiritual nullity.‖
67

 Unable to 

divorce himself completely from Jaggers‘s city, Wemmick—in his championing of 

―portable property‖ (221) over friendship—risks confounding Pip‘s generosity. But 

Pip‘s conversion will be complete and will save him from a similarly split 

personality, as is illustrated by this scene in which Pip senses the office‘s callous 

effect on Wemmick and vows, therefore, to ―look [him] up at Walworth‖ (221) 

when he requires Wemmick‘s further assistance. Despite Wemmick‘s weaknesses, 

we must remember his value in Dickens‘s message: Wemmick‘s maintenance of 

his Walworth haven, including his beloved father and fiancée, ―testify … to the 

survival, even in the cruelly materialist world, of the heart‘s affections.‖
68

 

Walworth is far from London, and Jaggers, who only washes away his guilt 

superficially as he remains immersed in the city‘s sludge, is excluded. That Pip 

exclusively is invited to journey with Wemmick from London to Walworth 

is telling of Pip‘s overall journey—a journey of fall, conversion, and repentance.  

In the end, Pip learns not only from this positive example, but also from the 
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unmistakably negative one, for as Wemmick maintains both his London life of 

"portable property" (221) and his sacred space at Walworth, Pip—as our confessing 

pilgrim convert—will renounce all of his tangible ties to the earthly city to 

complete his journey. 

In fact, the habits—ambition, lavish spending, all-too-creative finances—

that place Pip in the arena to compete with other Victorian gentlemen are just the 

habits he must surrender.
69

 He is, no doubt, well on his way when, after seeing 

Herbert‘s prospects improve, an increasingly selfless and humble Pip tells us,  ―I 

had the greatest difficulty in restraining my tears of joy when I saw him so happy‖ 

(226). Such an inner awakening and outer transformation pave the way for many 

changes in Pip‘s decisions. When he initially misreads Magwitch, believing still 

that there is ―convict in the very grain of the man‖ (252), he has yet to reach a true 

understanding of  Herbert‘s prophetic claim that ―no varnish can hide the grain of 

the wood‖ (142) or Jaggers‘s insistence that he must ―take nothing on its looks‖ 

(251). Truly, it is Magwitch‘s honesty and goodness that no wrongful accusation 

can hide, but this is clear only to one gifted with true insight. Deceived instead by 

Compeyson‘s lies, the courts imprison Magwitch. Pip, however, becomes 

Newman‘s true Christian gentleman, in whom are ―regenerat[ed] the very depths of 

the heart‖
70

; thus, Pip vows to ―never stir from [Magwitch‘s] side‖ (332). Here, 

Pip‘s eyes and heart are opened, and simultaneously, his acceptance of and 

appreciation for his benefactor grow. Our retrospective narrator confesses, ―I only 
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saw a man who had meant to be, and who felt affectionately, gratefully, and 

generous towards me with great constancy ... I  only saw in him a much better man 

than I had been to Joe‖ (332). When, on his deathbed, Magwitch‘s eyes light up as 

Pip enters, and he says, ―God bless you! You never deserted me, dear boy,‖ Pip, 

now remorseful, admits to us, ―I could not forget that I had once meant to‖ (341). 

Yet even with his vision thus clarified, Pip knows that he must pay for his 

past choices. Joe, though ever-forgiving, considers permanent the gap between his 

social standing and Pip‘s. As such, once Joe has selflessly nursed Pip back to health 

after Magwitch‘s death, Joe resumes his more distant position. After all, our now 

repentant narrator acknowledges, ―had I given Joe no reason to doubt my 

constancy, and to think that in prosperity I should grow cold to him and cast him 

off‖ (348)? Along with this awakening to his own prior arrogance, Pip learns that 

Biddy has not pined away for him but, instead, that she and Joe—two kindred 

souls—are planning to marry. 

Pip can say, ―I lived happily‖ (355), only when he and his devoted 

companions, Herbert and Clara Pocket, are ―not in a grand way of business, but ... 

h[ave] a good name, and wor[k] for [their] profits, and d[o] very well‖ (355). A life 

lacking just the qualities for which he so ardently strove is exactly the life in which 

Pip finds his heavenly prospective. In an equally wonderful paradox,  the very 

hands that Estella superficially rejected as ―coarse and common‖ (86) are the same 

hands with which the converted, hard working Pip saves Miss Havisham from the 

fire, endures painful burns, and writes his statement of forgiveness. The burns, 

perhaps, reflect a physical punishment for Pip‘s early disdain of manual labor, but 
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they serve more, I think, as an outward manifestation of his rejuvenated heart. We 

sense the goodness at the very grain of Pip‘s soul, and it is fitting that Pip‘s hands 

become his most valuable possession as he works to achieve wholesome earthly 

success—as he achieves the upper tier of the Heavenly City.  

From the retrospective view of Dickens‘s novel, in which the hero‘s 

thoughts and memories are our most vital link to his motivations and 

transformations, the question of Dickens‘s two endings is rather easily answered. 

Yet the answer and the question, really, come only with some research beyond the 

originally published text. Great Expectations, like Dickens‘s other novels, first 

appeared serially. It was published in weekly numbers in his periodical, All the 

Year Round, from December 1860-August 1861, with the first book edition also 

appearing in 1861. From its first unveiling and until well after Dickens‘s death, 

only the second, known also as the ―happy,‖ ending was published.
71

 Before the 

final installment of Great Expectations was published in serial form (1861), 

Dickens‘ friend and fellow novelist, Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton,
72

 suggested that 

Dickens‘ original ending might disappoint his Victorian readers, who had come to 

expect that virtuous and reformed characters be rewarded with the joy of home and 

family. Taking Bulwer-Lytton‘s advice, Dickens wrote a revised ending, which was 

used in all versions of the novel published during the author‘s lifetime. This ―happy 

ending,‖ which concludes the complete text in the Norton Critical Edition referred 

to in this dissertation, reveals Estella‘s transformation, arguably more so than it 
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confirms Pip‘s, and leaves room for the possibility of marital bliss for Pip and 

Estella, including, as it does, their private meeting at Satis House and Pip‘s 

recognition of ―the friendly touch of [Estella‘s] once insensible hand‖ (357). In this 

ending, Pip describes the details of the death of Bentley Drummle, Estella‘s 

abusive husband, and only briefly entertains the idea that she may have remarried. 

To promote Pip‘s fantasy that she has since remained single, the happy ending 

comprises, too, the romantic addition of a ―silvery mist … touched with the first 

rays of the moonlight‖ (357) to frame Estella‘s confession that she has often 

thought of Pip in the intervening years, that she has since realized the value of his 

affection, and that she has given his memory a place in her heart. She admits to Pip, 

―There was a long hard time when I kept far from me, the remembrance of what I 

had thrown away when I was quite ignorant of its worth. But, … with the 

admission of that remembrance, I have given it a place in my heart‖ (358). She 

begs for his forgiveness of her past abuses, hoping that through her own sufferings 

since those earlier years, she has ―been bent and broken, but … into a better shape‖ 

(358). Pip and Estella openly acknowledge their friendship, as well as the 

possibility of their continued separation; however, as he takes her now-sensible 

hand in his, they exit the dark ruins of Satis House. Together they walk tranquilly 

into the light, and, in the final words of his narrative, Pip sees ―the shadow of no 

parting from her‖ (358).
73
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Not seen by the public until well after Dickens‘s death, his original ending 

lends a very different tone to the novel‘s conclusion. Here, Pip and Estella meet 

unexpectedly and briefly in Piccadilly Circus, a public place. Because Estella sees 

him with Joe and Biddy‘s young son, Pip suspects that Estella—now softened in 

demeanor and remarried to a doctor of merely humble means—assumes that he is a 

husband and father. There is, therefore, no talk, nor any implication of an ongoing 

relationshiLikewise, while Pip senses her sadness, there is no emotive talk on 

Estella‘s part—no overt admission of her feelings for Pip, no focus on her earlier 

mistreatment of him. As John Kucich claims, ―the presence of an exalted 

resignation in Estella is not as necessary to Pip‘s love as is the form of his own 

resignation. Pip‘s humility prepares the reader more readily even than Estella‘s to 

attach a moral, conservative tone to his love for her.‖
 74

 Unlike the revised ending, 

here Pip‘s reaction to seeing her again indicates no selfish, earthy desires. Instead, 

he closes his narrative, rejoicing only in his perceived awareness of her 

reformation: ―I was very glad afterwards to have had the interview; for, in her face 

and in her voice, and in her touch, she gave me the assurance, that suffering has 

been stronger than Miss Havisham‘s teaching, and had given her a heart to 

                                                                                                                                        
desire.‖ Pip‘s passion for her has not ceased, but added to it now is his acceptance of the changes in 

her, ―no longer a figure of aggression and amorality,‖ one who has also resigned herself to a 
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understand what my heart used to be‖ (359). Thus, while Pip surely senses Estella‘s 

past suffering, rather than sorrow for her, Pip feels gladness.  

Recall for a moment Pip‘s final conversation with Miss Havisham, in which 

he—already aware that Estella had married Bentley Drummle—implored Miss 

Havisham, ―If you can ever undo any scrap of what you have done amiss in 

keeping a part of her right nature away from her, it will be better to do that, than to 

bemoan the past through a hundred years‖ (298). As Miss Havisham then explained 

her earlier desire to turn Estella‘s heart to ice so that she would never suffer the 

same emotional torment as her foster mother had, Pip could only tell Miss 

Havisham that it would have been ―better … to have left her a natural heart, even to 

be bruised and broken‖ (298). Without any specifically Christian words, Pip has 

evidenced his understanding of Christian sacrifice and redemption. In Gary 

Colledge‘s view, many such proofs of Dickens‘s Christology—as it is worked out 

in The Life of Our Lord—exist in his novels. In Dickens‘s retelling of Jesus‘s life to 

his children, Colledge points out that Dickens‘s illustration of Jesus‘s identity and 

mission includes not only Gospel sources but also aspects of the Nicene, 

Athanasian, and Apostles‘ Creeds.
75

 For example, Jesus tells his apostles ―that he 

must go back to Jerusalem where he would suffer a great deal, and where he would 

certainly be put to Death. But he said to them that on the third day after he was 

dead, he would rise from the grave, and ascend to Heaven, where he would sit at 

the right hand of God.‖
76

 The import of this comprehension of accepted suffering 

and subsequent salvation is vital to the appreciation of Great Expectations‘s 

                                                 
75. Colledge, 90. 

76. Charles Dickens, The Life of Our Lord (New York: Smithmark, 1995), 52. 



 

218 

 

original ending. If we reconsider Monica, Augustine‘s mother, who devoted herself 

to praying for the healing of her son‘s soul
 77 

–accepting the suffering and sacrifice 

her son had to endure en route to his conversion—we can, perhaps, note in Pip a 

similar selflessness. He, as a true Augustinian friend, is hopeful that Estella‘s 

remorse has resulted in her reformation.  

  While the revised ending, that which ends our narrative, is favored by many 

modern critics, Dickens‘s first intention was hailed as most appropriate by the 

majority of his contemporaries and near contemporaries. John Forster quotes 

Dickens‘s description of a reader‘s negative reaction to the revised ending. This 

reader‘s letter, Dickens, says, ―‗throws light upon an objection taken not unfairly to 

the too great speed with which the heroine, after being married, reclaimed, and 

widowed, is in a page or two again made love to, and remarried by the hero.‘‖
78

 

Indeed, the popular, published conclusion offers a Victorian happy ending, but it 

offers also a too-suddenly emotive and healed Estella and fails to convey the 

novel‘s overarching message. Surely, as is manifested well ahead of the ending, 

this message entails Pip‘s acknowledgment of his improprieties and his newfound 

charity toward others, but we miss the depth of Pip‘s moral vocation if we fail to 
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ending. Note the reticent wording of Dickens‘s explanation (italics mine):  ―‗I put in as pretty a little 

piece of writing as I could, and I have no doubt the story will be more acceptable through ‗the 

alteration.‘‘‖ I read in this the implication that, yes, the audience may be more pleased with the 

happy ending, but Dickens‘s himself was not. Forster admits,  the positive public response ―turned 

out to be the case; but the first ending nevertheless seems to be more consistent with the drift, as 

well as natural working out of the tale, and for this reason it is preserved in a note‖ (335-36). 
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plumb the significance of Dickens‘s original ending. Undoubtedly, he is called to 

seek no further earthly gain for himself; instead, he is to truly love Estella best and 

to find joy, however paradoxical, in the knowledge that her ―suffering had been 

stronger than Miss Havisham‘s teaching, and had given her a heart to understand 

what [his] used to be‖ (359). They are each on a journey of healing. While Pip has 

long since benefitted from the moral guidance of Joe, Biddy, Herbert, Wemmick, 

and Magwitch, Estella traveled longer on her wayward route. Still, Pip‘s comfort 

comes in this last meeting, for ―in her face and in her voice, and in her touch‖ 

(359), thus transformed, he finds assurance; he finds gladness; he finds Dickensian 

hope. 
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CONCLUSION 

John S. Dunne writes, ―There is a pattern, a path of personal quest, a 

journey of the soul, which can be traced through the first great autobiography, the 

Confessions of Augustine,‖
1
 for in his seminal conversion narrative we find the 

archetypal model of the Western literary tradition. Unlike the stories of St. Paul, 

Dunne explains, which convey tales of deeds that translate into prescriptive and, 

when necessary, prohibitive laws, Augustine‘s retrospective presents—through the 

confession of his life—the gamut of universal experiences.
2
 If we learn from these 

experiences, as Augustine does as he journeys toward conversion of body and soul, 

then there is hope to repair what John Peter Kenney calls Augustine‘s view of the 

―division of two wills within the fallen soul.‖
3
  

Jim Wetzel, in his reading of Augustine‘s exploration of his memory, posits 

that Augustine ―has more to regret than he can possibly remember and more to 

hope for than he can possibly anticipate.‖
4
 Augustine‘s Christianizing of Platonist 

and Plotinian philosophy, in which one‘s ―fallen state can only be uncovered by a 

sustained and painful attention to the obscure sources of its tragic choice deep in 

the soul, and [his] present condition is radically in need of a divine physician‖
5
 

                                                 
1. A Search for God in Time and Memory (Notre Dame: University of  Notre Dame Press, 1977),  

45.  

2. Ibid., 46. 

3. John Peter Kenney, ―Confession and the Contemplative Self in Augustine‘s Early Works,‖ 

Augustinian Studies 38:1 (2007): 138. 

4. James Wetzel, ―The Force of Memory,‖ Augustinian Studies 38: 1(2007): 158. 

5. Kenney, 146. 
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implies this combination of regret and hope.  With this Augustinian model of the 

metaphysical pilgrim‘s healing journey, our exploration of Dickens‘s novels and 

the salvific figures presented therein, revealed the potential reparation of wayward 

characters‘ fallen state when enabled by virtuous characters who serve as moral 

guides, temporal instantiations of the divine physician.  

Highlighting the salvific effects of the friendships in Dickens‘s Martin 

Chuzzlewit, Bleak House, and Great Expectations, we have noted the import 

Dickensian plots place on the potential role of virtuous friends in the lives of 

Dickens‘s evolving heroes. These virtuous agents have a profound, salvific effect 

on those characters amenable to their true charity; for they lead the morally weak 

from their obsession with fleeting satisfaction to a heavenly prospective, the 

Dickensian version of Augustine‘s Heavenly city. Those weak, but stubborn 

characters who are resistant to true charity find themselves instead enveloped by 

the societal chaos of the earthly city they have chosen. In keeping with this 

dichotomy, while Martin Chuzzlewit and Great Expectations provide vivid 

illustrations of wills awry, but later transformed, Bleak House portrays the ravages 

upon a will inextricably enmeshed in its temporal temptations. Thus, in Martin 

Chuzzlewit, Mark‘s humble, forgiving patience achieves its reward in the 

transformation of young Martin from selfishly ambitious seeker of pipe dreams to 

selflessly committed unifier of his formerly broken family. In Bleak House, 

Esther‘s persistent goodness—while facilitating the moral development of Caddy 

and Charley—is unable to pierce Richard‘s impervious preoccupation with the 

promises of the Chancery suit. Finally, in Great Expectations, Joe‘s simple 
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honesty—while initially unable to wrangle young Pip from the gentlemanly 

clutches of supposed success—ultimately speaks to a more mature, world-weary 

Pip who shares with us his remorse and his subsequent sacrifices, both material and 

emotional, all made to save the lives and souls of those he holds dear.  

Returning to book thirteen of the Confessions, we are reminded of 

Augustine‘s metaphor of weight. Here, he confesses to God his long-awaited 

understanding that ―When things are displaced they are always on the move until 

they come to rest where they are supposed to be.‖
6
 Throughout Augustine‘s 

conversion story, we witness the transformation of a displaced soul. From the 

retrospective vantage point of one who is at last perfectly placed, Augustine 

reminds himself, his people, and generations to come that ―it is in goodness of will 

that we find our peace, ‖
7
 for this goodness means a soul no longer divided by 

conflict.  For some—like Mark Tapley, Esther Summerson, John Jarndyce, Allan 

Woodcourt, Joe Gargery, and Biddy—this goodness of will is innate and lasting. 

For others—like young Martin Chuzzlewit and Pip—wills once frozen in 

selfishness begin to thaw and allow themselves to be warmed by charity. 

Tragically, for someone like Richard Carstone, whose soul is rendered immovable 

by his complete devotion to worldly promises and his fatal betrayal by the legal 

behemoth, the will succumbs to the slightest temptation and ignores all calls to 

salvation. Placing the Augustinian model within the framework of Victorian 

realities, Dickens popularized the conversion narrative. Taken together, the 

                                                 
6. Augustine, Confessions, Trans. R. S. Pine Coffin (London: Penguin, 1961), 13.9. Refer to our 

earlier discussion of the Augustinian metaphor on my page 119. 

7. Ibid. 
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Dickensian heroes and heroines that we have studied unveil a common Dickensian 

cause, to encourage his Victorian society to stay ―on the [metaphysical] move‖ 

toward God, rather than on the material move toward false ―progress‖ and moral 

regress.  

Using as a springboard Alexander Welsh‘s contention that for the 

Dickensian heroes/heroines ―the modest disposal of worldly affairs is prepared for 

by an experience of loss, humiliation, or suffering among the main characters,‖
8
 I 

have elucidated throughout this dissertation that—from both an Augustinian and, as 

I argue, a Dickensian viewpoint—this surrender of both the tangible and intangible 

―goods‖ of this world leads to a state of peace and stability for the characters who 

exchange their hubris for humility, their acquisitiveness for charity. In the 

Confessions, Augustine shares his journey, a journey which, he tells us, first took 

him far from his home in God‘s Heavenly City and a journey on which he only 

returns to that home by means of his openness  to follow God‘s will and to turn 

away from his worldly desires. Incorporated in God‘s will, as Augustine illustrates, 

are moral models whose guidance he must choose. Therefore, even before his 

actual conversion, Augustine clings to the teaching of Bishop Ambrose over that of 

Faustus, the Manichean; and—unlike Augustine‘s faithless, selfish relationship 

with his childhood friend—he and his friend Alypius live in communion, 

encouraging each other to avoid their respective temptations of lust and spectacle. 

Dickens, too, in the tableaux of his characters, paints vividly the urgency of this 

                                                 
8. Alexander Welsh, The City of Dickens (Cambridge, MA and London, 1986), 68.  
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moral turn, which is realized only when the hero humbly accepts the guidance and 

charity of his virtuous friends. 

While it is true that, following his baptism and entrance into the priesthood, 

Augustine lived briefly the monastic life, he was soon called away to his role as 

bishop of Hippo. In opposition to the heretical Pelagian
9
 contention that the ascetic 

life was the only way to salvation, Claude Lepelley explains that, ―Augustine 

always asserted the possibility and the legitimacy of a secular christian way of life, 

as a way to salvation, as long as conjugal faithfulness, charitable deeds, every day 

duties … were observed.‖
10

 Augustine did not expect his parishioners to live 

ascetic lives; rather, ―he knew very well that they were not at all perfect; but if they 

humbly begged for God‘s mercy and grace, they could receive those gifts and be 

saved.‖
11

 Dickens, too, as we have mentioned previously, wrote that in their love of 

goodness and abhorrence of evil, ―all men who endeavour to be acceptable to their 

Creator in any way, may freely agree.‖
12

 In all of his characters whom we have 

found participating in just this vital endeavour—as they both humbly accept true 

charity and then extend it to others—we find, too, a similar peace. Throughout his 

                                                 
9. According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, Pelagius rejected the belief in original sin, putting the 

onus instead on Adam‘s bad example in his committing of the first sin. Rather than the Christian 

belief that man is dependent upon God for his moral strength, Pelagius held more closely to the 

Stoic philosophy, which ―regarded the moral strength of man‘s will … , when steeled by asceticism, 

as sufficient in itself to desire and to attain the loftiest ideal of virtue.‖ In addition to his denial of 

the doctrine of original sin, Pelagius was also at complete odds with Augustine and the Church 

regarding the necessity of infant baptism and God‘s grace. Augustine‘s influential letters against the 

Pelagian heresy played a vital role in the development of Church dogmas on these issues. ―Pelagius 

and Pelagianism,‖ Catholic Encyclopedia, New Advent, 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11604a.htm (accessed March 18, 2010). 

10. Claude Lepelley, ―Facing Wealth and Poverty: Defining Augustine‘s Social Doctrine,‖ 

Augustinian Studies  38:1 (2007), 12-13. 

11. Ibid., 13. 

12. The Letters of Charles Dickens:1833-1870, Eds. His Sister-in Law and Eldest Daughter 

(London: Macmillan, 1893), 43. See my page 99. 
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corpus, Dickens‘s redolent impressionism—enabled by the chiaroscuro created by 

juxtaposed visions of potential eternal salvation alongside nightmares of potential 

eternal chaos—imparts to his Victorian audience a lesson, meant at once to call 

their wills to virtue and to implore them to welcome all who seek conversion and 

forgiveness for their selfish ways. In The Life of Our Lord, Dickens explains to his 

children the parable of the prodigal son in which the father of the prodigal son so 

wants to instill in his older son the message that ―It is natural and right that we 

should be merry for his unexpected return to his old home.‖
13

   Within the worlds 

of Dickens‘s novels, this peaceful return to metaphysical innocence
14

 culminates in 

a community of true friends housed in Dickens‘s heavenly prospective, a 

Dickensian instantiation of Augustine‘s Heavenly city. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13. Charles Dickens, The Life of Our Lord (New York: Smithmark, 1995), 74. 

14. Elliot L. Gilbert, ―The Ceremony of Innocence: Charles Dickens‘ A Christmas Carol,‖ PMLA, 

Vol. 90, No. 1 (Jan., 1975), 24. See my page 4 for an earlier discussion of Gilbert‘s term. 
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APPENDIX 

DICKENS CHRONOLOGY 

1812 On February 7 in Portsmouth, Charles John Huffman Dickens is born, the 

firstborn of eight and eldest son of John and Elizabeth Dickens. By May, 

the War of 1812 begins, causing John Dickens, a clerk of the Navy Pay 

Office, to move his family frequently. 

1814 Charles and his family are moved to London. 

1815 The Corn Laws are established, leaving farm workers impoverished as 

landowners thrive. 

1817  John Dickens is summoned to work in Chatham, at a government 

dockyard; the family is again relocated. 

1821 John Dickens‘s financial improvidence forces the family from their pleasant 

Chatham home on Ordnance Terrace to a small tenement. Dickens begins at 

a school run by a Baptist minister. On walks with his father, Dickens is 

introduced to Gad‘s Hill Place, the home of his dreams, in which he lived 

for the last twelve years of his life and in which he died. 

1824 Having been forced back to London in 1822, the family moves to Camden 

Town. Further pecuniary issues cause John and Elizabeth to pawn many 

family belongings and send John Dickens, along with his family, to 

Marshalsea Debtor‘s Prison. Twelve-year-old Charles is sent to work in 

Warren‘s Blacking Factory. 
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1825 Attends school at Wellington House Academy. 

1827 Family is evicted. Charles leaves school to become a solicitor‘s clerk. 

1829    Meets his first love, Maria Beadnell. He is in love with her from 

1830 until1833, when their tumultuous relationship ends. 

1831-34 Works as a reporter for Parliament.  

1832 Kidney-related sickness that has plagued him since boyhood causes a 

missed audition and prevents his pursuit of a professional acting career. 

1833 His first published story, ―A Dinner at Poplar Walk‖, appears in the 

Monthly Magazine. Assumes the pseudonym ―Boz.‖Additional publications 

in this periodical, 1834-35. 

1834 Joins reporting staff of the Morning Chronicle. Begins publishing in other 

periodicals, as well. Meets Catherine Hogarth, his future wife and the 

daughter of the editor of the Evening Chronicle. 

1835  Becomes engaged to Catherine. 

1836 Publishes his first book, Sketches By Boz, a collection of previously 

published stories. Marries Catherine and meets lifelong friend and 

biographer, John Forster. Pickwick Papers begins appearing monthly in 

serial form, published by Chapman and Hall.  

1837  Bentley‟s Miscellany, the periodical for which he leaves Morning Chronicle 

and becomes editor, publishes its first issue. Oliver Twist is serialized in 

Bentley‟s. Pickwick Papers released in one volume. First of ten children is 

born. Catherine‘s sister, Mary Hogarth, who was only seventeen and living 

with Charles and Catherine, dies in their home. He is distraught at her loss. 
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1838 Observations during a visit to Yorkshire schools becomes social critique in 

Nicholas . Nicholas Nickleby serialized. Oliver Twist published in three 

volumes.  

1839 Resigns as editor of Bentley‟s, begins to publish Master Humphrey‟s Clock, 

a weekly periodical.  Nickelby published in one volume.  

1840 Master Humphrey‟s Clock serializes Old Curiosity ShoSketches of Young 

Couples is published. 

1841 Barnaby Rudge serialized, also in Master Humphrey‟s Clock. Both Old 

Curiosity Shop and Barnaby Rudge are published in separate volumes. 

Refuses offer to stand for Parliament. 

1842 Leaving the children at home, travels with Catherine to North America, 

where he observed many social institutions—such as prisons, hospitals, and 

schools—for the purpose of comparing them to equivalent institutions in 

England. He speaks in many locations, with copyright infringement a 

frequent topic. Details of the journey, his many disappointments included, 

comprise the two volumes of American Notes published in October. 

Catherine‘s sister, Georgiana, moves into the household permanently.  

1843 Dickens begins his speaking career in London, beginning with a speech on 

issues of the Press, promoting solid education and naming the publishing 

houses as sources of knowledge and protectors of freedom. Martin 

Chuzzlewit is serialized, and, by year‘s end, A Christmas Carol is published.  
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1844 Chuzzlewit published in one volume. The Chimes, the second of his 

Christmas books, published in December. Reactions to Chuzzlewit are 

disappointing, both professionally and financially. Leaves Chapman and 

Hall after disputes over money and copyright ownership. 

1845 Family returns from a year‘s stay in Italy. The third Christmas book, The 

Cricket on the Hearth is published. Embarks on an autobiographical piece 

from 1845-1848. Never completed , this fragment did not appear until after 

Dickens‘s death, when published in Forster‘s biography. 

1846 Briefly acts as editor of The Daily News. Pictures From Italy is published in 

May. Family spends much of the year in Paris and Switzerland, where he 

begins work on Dombey and Son. Dombey and Son serialized from 1846-

48. The Battle of Life is published; this is the fourth of his Christmas books. 

Writes The Life of Our Lord, his rendering of the Gospels. Intended solely 

for the moral guidance of his children, the book was not published in 

Dickens‘s lifetime. The family gospel remained private until 1934, when, 

after the death of Dickens‘s eldest son, the family published the work, first 

in serial form, as The Life of Our Lord.  

1847 Philanthropic work with Miss Burdett Coutts to found a ―Home for Fallen 

Women,‖ Urania College. An Appeal to Fallen Women is written to further 

the cause.  
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1848 Dombey and Son is released in one volume. The final Christmas book, The 

Haunted Man, is published. Interest in the theater leads him to organize 

charity performances: The Merry Wives of Windsor and Every Man in His 

Humour. 

1849 David Copperfield is serialized. 

1850 David Copperfield published in one volume. Founds Household Words, a 

weekly journal which he edits from 1850-59. 

1851 John Dickens, as well as Dickens‘s infant daughter Dora, dies. A Child‟s 

History of England begins to appear in Household Words, though not 

weekly. 

1852 Bleak House published in monthly installments from March 1852-

September 1853.  

1853 Bleak House published in one volume. First offers public readings of A 

Christmas Carol for charity. 

1854 Observes the industrial turmoil of a mill strike while visiting Preston, 

Lancashire. His criticisms are conveyed in Hard Times, which appears 

weekly in Household Words and is also published in book form. 

1855 Disappointing and brief reunion with Maria Beadnell. Little Dorrit is 

serialized from 1855-57. Speaks publicly in support of Administrative 

Reform Association, which sought to reconcile the tensions of class 

divisions intensified by failed government programs. In Little Dorrit, in his 

representation of the Barnacle family, he satirizes the mismanagement and 

accompanying nepotism plaguing civil bureaucracies. 
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1856 Purchases Gad‘s Hill Place, his childhood dream home near Rochester. 

1857 Meets and falls in love with actress Ellen Ternan. Directs and plays a role in 

Wilkie Collins‘s The Frozen DeeIn Household Words, publishes The Lazy 

Tour of Two Idle Apprentices, a work co-authored with Collins. Little 

Dorrit appears in one volume.  

1858 Separates from Catherine, who moves from the family home. Sister-in-law 

Georgina  remains in the home to care for the children. Must dispel rumours 

about his marital problems and extramarital affairs, publishing statements 

Household Words. Publishes a collection of articles from Household Words, 

entitled Reprinted Pieces. After years with Bradbury and Evans, returns to 

Chapman and Hall as his main publisher. Friendship with Thackeray is 

severed over exaggerated reactions to misunderstood material in a gossip 

column.  

1859 Founds All the Year Round, a new weekly journal in which he serializes A 

Tale of Two Cities. Tale is published in one volume, as well.  

1860 Great Expectations appears weekly in All the Year Round from 1860-61. 

Family moves permanently to Gad‘s Hill Place. 

1861 Great Expectations published in three volumes. 

1863 Mother dies. Dickens‘s daughter Kate reconciles her father and Thackeray 

just days before Thackeray‘s death. 

1864 Our Mutual Friend serialized monthly, 1864-65. 
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1865 Our Mutual Friend published in two volumes. Staplehurst train wreck. 

Dickens is involved when traveling with Ellen Ternan. Lasting traumatic 

effects. 

1867 Second trip to America, this time for a reading tour. His public readings 

earn him much money. Suffers increasingly poor health while abroad. 

1870 Public readings in London. Issues six monthly parts of The Mystery of 

Edwin Drood, to have been twelve in all. Dies of a stroke at home on June 

9. Buried in Poet‘s Corner, Westminster Abbey.  

1879 Catherine dies after giving daughter Kate her collection of letters from her 

late husband, asking that she give them to the British Museum.  Catherine is 

buried in London, in Highgate Cemetery, with Dora, the infant daughter 

who died at eight months in 1851. 
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