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PREFACE

The justification for a book such as this is that it enables the average
student to read with perception and understanding a work he might
otherwise have found hopelessly perplexing and therefore distasteful.
David Copperfield is a difficult work, although it has long been
thought of as one of those novels in that literary limbo known as
“Juvenile Classics.” To a generation of students used to the straight-
line progression of most television stories, the plot of David Copper-
field seems incredibly intricate. Most of them find it difficult to re-
member the names and significance of scores of characters, while
they try to follow several simultaneously developing sub-plots

through the maze of leisurely-paced events.

This book can never be a substitute for David Copperfield , nor is it
so intended. It is meant to introduce the student to a close reading of
the work itself, to show him chapter by chapter as he reads the origi-
nal, what Dickens is doing and why. Properly used, it will make the
reading of David Copperfield a never-to-be-forgotten experience,

because he will have been inside one of the world’s greatest novels.



INTRODUCTION

THE LIFE AND CAREER OF DICKENS

Charles Dickens was born on February 7, 1812, in Portsea. His
father, John Dickens, was a minor clerk in the Navy Pay Office; his
father’s parents had been servants and his mother’s parents only
slightly higher on the social scale. John Dickens was a happy-go-
lucky man, rather, improvident, and his family often knew want as
the debts piled up. At the age of 12, Charles Dickens experienced
what was to become the key event of his life (and of David Copper-
field) . John Dickens was imprisoned for debt in the Marshalsea
Prison and young Charles was taken out of school and put to work in
the blacking-warehouse of James Lamert in London. Although he
later returned to school for awhile, this experience left a permanent
mark on Charles Dickens. Even many years later, when he had be-

come a successful author, he could not bear to talk about it.

At the age of 15, Dickens began working as an office boy with a law
firm in Doctors’ Common, but the dull routine of legal life never in-
terested him. Instead he taught himself shorthand and became a re-
porter for a a newspaper, the Morning Chronicle, and by the age of
20 he was one of the best Parliamentary reporters in all of England.
His newspaper work had given him. an intimate knowledge of the
nooks and crannies of London, and late in 1832 he began writing lit-
tle sketches and stories based on this. These were published in the
Monthly Magazine and other journals, and when he was assured

that he had talent, he spent increasing time on his writing.

PICKWICK PAPERS AND SUCCESS: In 1836, when Dickens was
2



24, a publisher asked him to furnish captions and a few words to a
series of cartoon sketches about a humorous cockney sporting club,
the Pickwicks. The project had hardly begun when Robert Seymour,
the artist, committed suicide, and Dickens was left free to develop
the work as best he could. At first he looked for a new artist, inter-
viewing many, but he could find no one to continue the work as
planned. When the Pickwick Papers began appearing in April, 1836,
as a monthly serial, the story predominated over the pictures. It was
an instantaneous success, each issue selling some 40, 000 copies at
one shilling each. After the last installment appeared in November,
1837, the novel appeared in book form. This set the pattern for all of

Dickens’ subsequent works.

The success of Pickwick convinced Dickens that his real career lay in
writing, and he gave up his Parliamentary reporting in order to de-
vote himself full time to it. In 1836, while Pickwick was coming
out, Dickens had married Catherine Hogarth, the daughter of a
newspaper man, and his growing little family made it necessary for
him to keep hard at his writing. His next work, Oliver Twist, began
| appearing before Pickwick was even finished. Nicholas Nickleby fol-
lowed in a like manner in 1838-39, and the very first number sold
some 50, 000 copies. By the 1840’s, Dickens had become the most
popular novelist, taking over the place long held by Walter Scott. By
the late 1840’s he was giving public readings of scenes from the nov-
els and in 1850 he founded his own magazine, Household Words .

Dickens wrote with an ear to the public’s response, never far ahead
of the printer, and ever ready to modify the story to suit his readers.
When the sale of issues of one novel, Martin Chuzzlewit, fell from
60, 000 to 20, 000 copies, Dickens, in order to stimulate renewed in-

terest, sent his hero off to America. No novelist ever had so close a
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relation to his public, a public ranging from scarcely-literate girls in
the cotton mills to dowagers, but consisting mostly of the newly-ar-

rived middle class.

Walter Allen in The English Nowvel points out that Dickens became
the spokesman for this rising middle class, and also its teacher.
“Dickens more than any of his contemporaries was the expression of
the conscience—untutored, baffled, muddled as it doubtless often
was—of his age, "he writes. Not only in his novels, but in his maga-
zine, Household Words, Dickens lashed out at the terrible social
abuses of his time: imprisonment for debt, the ferocious penal code,
the unsanitary slums which bred the criminals, child labor and the
cruel mistreatment of children in general, unsafe machinery in facto-

ries, the hideous schools.

Yet, as Allen suggests, Dickens was primarily a great entertainer,
“the greatest entertainer, probably, in the history of fiction.” It is
significant that Dickens was not satisfied to have his books the best-
sellers of their time. He wanted to see his audience, to manipulate it
with the power of his words, and therefore he gave his public read-
ings. Sitting alone on a bare stage, he would read excerpts from vari-
ous novels, act them out, really, imitating the voices of the
characters. These theatrical readings would always contain a dying-
child scene or two, which left the audience limp and tear-stained.
Dickens himself suffered all the emotions with them, even after re-
peated readings, and this undoubtedly shortened his life, bringing on
a stroke at the age of only 58 in 1870.

NOVEL TECHNIQUE: The publication of his novels in monthly in-
stallments resulted in a technique not appropriate to the reading of

them in the usual continuous fashion. Instead of the whole novel

4



slowly building up to a real climax, each monthly part had to have a
minor climax of its own. This technique brought on a loose, episodic
treatment with a vast, intricate plot, numerous characters and much

repetition to jog the reader’s memory.

The novels of Dickens are basically rooted in those of the eighteenth
century, especially those of Tobias Smollett, whom he greatly ad-
mired . From Smollett he borrowed the device of “tagging” his char-
acters with physical peculiarities, speech mannerisms or compulsive
gestures. Thus Uriah Heep's body is always writhing; he is always
scratching his chin and speaking constantly of being “’umble.” Mrs.
Micawber’s speech tag is “I will never desert Mr. Micawber, " and
she uses it on any and all occasions. Her husband, on the other hand,
is always talking about something “turning up.” From Smollett also
is the tagging of people by appropriate, revealing names: the Murd-
stones (murder and stone, violence and hardness), Heep (creep) are

two such names.

Also eighteenth-century is the picaresque pattern of most of the nov-
els; the hero travels about having a series of adventures. Thus the
road, stage-coaches, inns and traveling in general figure large in most
novels. In David Copperfield, this picaresque pattern is easily no-
ticeable and lends a more rapid pace to the earlier part of the novel.
Picaresque also is the puncturing of stuffed-shirt pretentiousness and
the satirical view of lawyers, the law, would-be reformers, and the
like. The eighteenth-century theater with its sharply defined
villains, its involved melodramatic plots, its farcical humor, also con-

tributed to the elements in his novels.

THE WORLD OF HIS NOVELS: The world of Dickens’ novels is a

fantasy world, a fairy-tale world, a nightmare world. It is a world
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seen through the eyes of a child: the shadows are blacker, the fog
denser, the houses higher, the midnight streets emptier and more ter-
rifying than in reality. Often, as to a child, inanimate objects have a
life of their own: Miss Murdstone’s handbag shuts with a bite like

that of a little savage animal.

The characters, too, are seen as children see people. Their peculiari-
ties are heightened to eccentricities, their vices to monstrous propor-
tions. They are caricatures, characterized by their externals. We
know little about them beyond their surface behavior. They are not
real, three-dimensional people; they live only if we first accept the
world of Dickens in which they move. In this world they have a life
of their own and an immortal life at that. The characters from a
Dickens novel are remembered long after the plots and even the titles

of the novels have been forgotten.

DICKENS THE REFORMER: Dickens in his life-time saw Great
Britain change from rural, agricultural “merrie old England” of inns,
stagecoaches and fox-hunting squires to an urbanized, commercial-in-
dustrial land of railroads, slums, factories and a city proletariat. These
changes are chronicled in the novels and it is possible to read them as
a social history of England. Pickwick reflects the old eighteenth-cen-
tury England; Oliver Twist (1837-39) shows the first impact of the
Industrial Revolution, the pauper hordes, the work house; Dombey
and Son (1846-48) has the coming of the railroad, a symbol of
change. Dombey, the merchant, sacrifices love, wife and children to
his position of money-power; yet he himself is already obsolete, for
the industrialist is the ruler of the future. Dickens grew increasingly
bitter with each novel, his criticism of society more radical, his satire
more biting and less sweetened by humor. In his later novels he often
breaks out in indignarit exasperation and almost hysterical anger, and
6



he figuratively mounts a soap-box, demanding that the “Lords and

Gentlemen” do something about the appalling social abuses.

In his early novels, society is not bad;it is only some people who are
bad and who create misery for others by their callousness and
neglect. By Dombey and Son it is institutions which are bad;in this
novel it is the power of money accumulated and self-expanding,

which is evil.

Bleak House (1852-53) attacks the law’s delay and the self-perpetu-
ating mass of futility it has become. Hard Times (1854), which
lampooned the vicious economic theories responsible for human mis-
ery, the historian Macaulay called “full of sullen socialism.” Of Lit-
tle Dorritt (1855-57), which attacks the prisons and imprisonment
for debt, George Bernard Shaw said that it was “more seditious than
Karl Marx.” In Our Mutual Friend (1864-65) we see the fully-
disillusioned Dickens. The atmosphere of the novel is grim, permeat-
ed with a sense of growing nightmare. There is the feeling that
something is wrong with the social order, something beyond the

mere reforming of bad people or badly-run institutions.

T. A Jackson in Charles Dickens : The Progress of a Radical tries to
claim him for the Marxists as a champion of the poor. Yet Lenin, the
father of Communist Russia, found Dickens intolerable in his
“middle-class sentimentality.” George Orwell is probably correct
when he states that the criticism of society by Dickens is neither po-
litical nor economic, but moral. Certainly Dickens offers no substi-
tutes for the system or institutions he attacks. Thus in the Tale of
Two Cities (1859) he expresses his loathing for the decadent French
aristocracy of the ancien régime, but he seems to like no better the

triumphant democracy of the Revolution.



David Copperfield is unique among his novels for its deeply person-
al tone:if not autobiography in fact, it is a history of Dickens’ emo-
tional life. It appeared in 1849-50, midway in his career, just before
the mood which brought on the “dark” novels overpowered him
completely. Yet it, too, sees from time to time in its pages Dickens
the reformer at work. There is the indictment of the bad schools
(both Creakle’s and the unnamed “charity” school whick produced
Heep) . His interest in the enlightened treatment of lunatics is dis-
played in the relations of Betsey Trotwood and her feeble-minded
friend, Mr. Dick. Prisons, another favorite target, if not an obsession
with Dickens, play their part. The law and lawyers come in for their
share of satire in the affairs of Spenlow and Jorkins. With Martha
Endell, he interests himself in the problem of prostitution. But in
none of these areas does the reforming zeal take on the shrillness of

tone found in later novels.



SYNOPSIS OF THE NOVEL

David Copperfield was born at Blunderstone, six months after his
father’s death. Present at his birth was his aunt, Betsey Trotwood,
an eccentric, strong-willed lady, who stalked out in a huff when in-
formed that the baby was a boy, not a girl as she wished. David spent
his early years with his mother, Clara Copperfield, a gentle but weak

woman, and Peggotty, the combination servant and nurse.

When his mother marries again, to a Mr. Murdstone, David is sent
off with Peggotty to Yarmouth to vacation with her family. Her
brother, a fisherman, lives in a converted house-boat with his or-
phaned nephew Ham, his orphaned niece Little Em’ly, and the wid-
ow of his former partner, Mrs. Gummidge. David learns to love these

simple people, and little Em’ly becomes his playmate.

On his return home, David soon discovers that his step-father and his
sister, Miss Murdstone, who has moved in to run the household, are
cruel tyrants. After biting Murdstone’s hand during a savage
beating, David is packed off to Salem House School near London.
This institution is run by the ferocious Mr. Creakle, a sadist, but
David makes two {riends there, the lordly James Steerforth, and the
somewhat dull but devoted Tommy Traddles.

After his mother and her newborn baby die, David is taken out of
school by the Murdstones and put to work in a warehouse in
London, There, half-starved, the 10-year old David labors beside

slum urchins. His only friend in this miserable life is Mr. Wilkins
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Micawber, a happy-go-lucky gentleman with whose family David
boards.

When the Micawbers leave London to seek their fortune elsewhere,
David, feeling completely friendless, runs away from the warehouse.
He makes his way on foot to Dover where.Aunt Betsey Trotwood,
his only living relative, resides. He arrives there half-dead after hav-
ing been bereft of all his possessions. His aunt takes him in and even
repulses the Murdstones when they come to take him away. She
sends him to Canterbury to attend a school, a good one run by Dr.
Strong. He lives meantime in the home of Mr. Wickfield, Aunt
Betsey’s lawyer, and develops a brother-sister relationship with

Agnes Wickfield, the sweet motherless daughter.

The time arrives when David, now 17, has completed his education

-and must seek a profession. He first meets Steerforth, now a college
man, and renews their friendship. David has decided to become a
lawyer and is articled to the firm of Spenlow and Jorkins in Doctors’
Commons. On a visit to Yarmouth, David introduces Steerforth to
Em’ly, now a pretty young girl engaged to Ham Peggotty. She is at-
tracted to the lordly young gentleman.

On a visit to Agnes, David is warned against the evil influence of
Steerforth. She also tells him that Uriah Heep, the Wickfield law
clerk, is getting more and more power over her father, who has be-
gun to drink heavily. Uriah tells David that he intends to marry
Agnes some day.

In the meantime David has fallen in love with Dora Spenlow, the

daughter of his employer. When he asks to marry her, Mr. Spenlow

is furious, but soon after, he dies suddenly, leaving little money. A
10



number of other tragedies come to pass about this time. Little Em’ly
has run away with Steerforth, breaking the hearts of her uncle and
Ham. Uriah Heep has gained {full control of the Wickfield firm. Aunt

Betsey has lost her fortune. David is now completely on his own.

He takes a part-time job with Dr. Strong, who is now retired in Lon-
don. He learns shorthand in order to become a reporter. Traddles, his
former school chum, encour'ages him in this and he succeeds. When
he is 21, he marries Dora and begins a second career on the side, that
of fiction writer. Although they are happy, Dora turns out to be an
inept housewife and little help in his career. Soon after she gives
birth to a baby who dies, she too fades away and dies. Coming after
this tragedy is another; Steerforth is drowned in a gale off

Yarmouth, and Ham dies trying to rescue him.

Micawber, who had become Uriah Heep’s confidential clerk, reveals
that Heep has been defrauding Mr. Wickfield for years (including
Aunt Betsey’s fortune) and unmasks him.Em’ly is reunited with her
uncle after having been long searched for since her desertion by
Steerforth. The Peggottys and Micawbers emigrate to Austraha to

begin a new life.

David spends three years on the Continent, trying to forget the
tragedy in his life. He realizes also that he loves Agnes, the proper
girl for him from the start, but he thinks it too late. He has in the
meantime become a successful writer of fiction. At last he returns to
England. When a little while later, he thinks that Agnes is about to
marry, he blurts out his own love for her. He finds that she has loved

him all along, and they are married.

The entire story is told by David as a grown man, a successful novel-
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ist, married to Agnes and now the father of several young children.
He is reflecting on the events of his childhood and early career in a

“memoir”, which he says is for his eyes only.
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DETAILED SUMMARY

CHAPTER 1: | AM BORN

David Copperfield was born at Blunderstone Rookery in the county
of Suffolk.He never saw his father, who had died six months earlier
and with whom he associates only the white gravesione in the
churchyard, feeling an “indefinable compassion” for him “lying out

alone there in the dark night.”

On the day of David’s birth, Miss Betsey Trotwood, his father’s
aunt, a lady of odd quirks and a strong will, made her first visit.
David’s father had been her favorite nephew, but when he had mar-
ried the “wax doll” girl half his age who was to be David’s mother,
Miss Trotwood had become so angry that she never saw him again.
The young widow is startled at the surprise visit of this fearsome la-
dy, but she finds her kind, though gruff. Taking command of the
household, Miss Trotwood orders Peggotty, the Copperfield servant
girl, to make tea, and she decides that the baby will be a girl. “... 1
intend to be her friend,” she states with authority, “I intend to be
her godmother, and [ beg you’ll call her Betsey Trotwood Copper-
field. There must be no trifling with her affections, poor dear. She
must be well brought up, and well guarded from reposing any foolish
confidences where they are not deserved. I must make that my

»
care.

COMMENT: Miss Trotwood’s concern stems from her own
unhappy marriage, she having long ago separated from a ne’er-
do-well husband. She wishes to protect the child from the

heartaches and disappointments of her own life.
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After Mrs. Copperfield tells Betsey that her husband has been good
to her and has left her a small but adequate annuity, her labor pains
begin. Peggotty sends her nephew, Ham Peggotty, for the nurse and
the doctor, while Betsey stuffs cotton into her ears. Doctor Chillip,
“the meekest of his sex, the mildest of little men, ” who “walked as
softly as the Ghost in Hamlet, and more slowly, ” soon has to inform
Miss Trotwood that the baby is a boy. After aiming a blow at the
head of the meek Chillip with the bonnet she was holding, Miss
Trotwood wordlessly “vanished like a discontented fairy,” never to

return.

CHAPTER 2: | OBSERVE

David unfolds his reminiscences of his early childhood. He can recall
his mother “with her pretty hair and youthful shape, and Peggotty,
with no shape at all, and eyes so dark ... , and cheeks and arms so
hard and red ...” He remembers their house “... with a pigeon-
house ... without any pigeons in it;a great dog-kennel in a corner,
without any dog . ..” He remembers the parlors and the view of the
churchyard from the bedroom window, thinks back to how he would
romp with his mother and read to Peggotty from a book about
crocodiles. Once he asked Peggotty if she had ever been married and
if it were proper to marry again if one’s spouse died. To the first

question, Peggotty answers no, and the second one she evades.

COMMENT: This foreshadows two events; the humorous
courtship of Barkis, who is willing to marry Peggotty and

eventually does, and the impending remarriage of David’s
mother, which is to destroy his idyllic childhood.

One day he meets a gentleman “with beautiful black hair and
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