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Chapter 1
Bleak House: the background

Historical context

As John Butt and Kathleen Tillotson showed many years
ago, in Dickens at Work (1957), Bleak House is a
remarkably topical novel. No less than five of the major
targets of its anger, as they show in detail, were public
issues in 1851, the year in which Dickens began to write it:
the abuses of the court of Chancery; the establishment the
year before of the Roman Catholic hierarchy in England;
political misgovernment (for a period, no government at
all); the London slums; and what Dickens -calls
‘Telescopic philanthropy’, the ignoring of crying social
needs at home for the spurious excitement of sending out
missions abroad.

It is true that neither the appalling conditions of the
London poor nor the abuses of Chancery were new
subjects for Dickens. Jacob’s Island in Oliver Twist is the
first of his London slums; Want and Ignorance are the
children who, in a vision, convert Scrooge in 4 Christmas
Carol, his first Christmas book; a long passage in Dombey
and Son cries out against the horrifying effects of bad
sanitation. The most serious and pathetic point (as
Dickens described it in a letter of December 1852) that he
had tried to make in Pickwick was the lingering death of a
Chancery prisoner. What makes Bleak House a land-
mark, the first of Dickens’s ‘dark period’ novels, is that,
for the first time, he has created a whole world out of such
and similar evils. It is the whole of contemporary society
that he anatomizes. Of his peculiar gift for seeing

1



2 BLEAK HOUSE

connexions between things not glimpsed by most people
he was fully aware: ‘I think’, he wrote to his friend Lord
Lyttonin 1865, with a touch of irony, ‘it is my infirmity to
fancy or perceive relations in things which are not
apparent generally’.

These five major issues, then, constitute the true
historical background to Bleak House. Together they
form what Thomas Carlyle, the most powerful intel-
lectual influence on Dickens, had called, in Chartism
(1840), the ‘Condition-of-England question’; and, more
vehemently in Past and Present (1843), where he analyses
the consequences of failing to solve it, ‘universal social
gangrene’. To understand the novel’s impact on its first
readers we must grasp the immediacy of each of these
issues and the precision — and intensity — with which
Dickens deals with them. In a novel pervaded by irony,
the title Bleak House itself is surely a parody of the major
English event of 1851, the Great Exhibition: the grim
reality beneath the materialistic complacency, the
boasted ‘commerce of all nations’.

The opening chapter, ‘In Chancery’, brilliantly sug-
gests the novel’s universal blight; its centre, the case of
Jarndyce and Jarndyce, being heard, as it has been for
many years, by the Lord Chancellor in the High Court of
Chancery, was highly topical too. Chancery abuse had
been a target for reformers for several decades; but in
1851 it had become a major national issue. ‘Trickery,
evasion, procrastination, spoliation, botheration . . .
false pretences of all sorts . . . Shirking and sharking, in
all their many varieties’, as John Jarndyce puts it, are the
fruits of Jarndyce and Jarndyce; almost all had been
anticipated in leading anti-Chancery articles in The Times
during 1851.

Jarndyce and Jarndyce was itself based on a notorious
Chancery case, begun in 1834 and still proceeding; a



Historical context 3

similar case in Staffordshire was the model for what drove
Gridley all but mad. National demands procured some
reform in an Act of August 1851; for Dickens only the
burning away of the Court ‘in a great funeral pyre’ could
accomplish what he wanted and in his way achieved in
‘Chancellor’ Krook’s spontaneous combustion.

But the language of the final paragraph describing
Krook’s death (ch. 32: ‘The Appointed Time’) goes far
beyond legal reform:

[Krook] has died the death of all Lord Chancellors in all
Courts, and of all authorities in all places under all names
soever, where false pretences are made, and where injustice is
done.

In Past and Present, Carlyle had painted the treatment
and despair of a disappointed Chancery client as an
example of general administrative futility. Dickens has
gone further in both directions: he has made the most of
the topical appeal of Chancery abuse to his readers; he has
also made of it a symbol of universal corruption.

Even more widely discussed than Chancery abuse in
1851 was the religious crisis caused by the establishment
of the Roman Catholic hierarchy in England the year
before — freely referred to as ‘Papal Aggression’. For
Dickens, who hated the Roman Catholic Church, the
Oxford Movement, the party within the Anglican Church
that aimed to restore it to its primitive ‘Catholic’ roots,
and in particular E. B. Pusey, its new Oxford leader (the
‘Pusey and Newman Corporation’, as Carlyle called itin a
letter), were directly responsible; and they were deeply
distasteful to him. In Bleak House he derides them. Mrs
Pardiggle is not only distinguished for her ‘rapacious
benevolence’, but is clearly a Puseyite as well: her five sons
are named after saints and heroes of the primitive Church;
they are taken to Matins ‘(very prettily done)’ at 6.30 a.m.
all the year round; and the little book she gives to the



