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Synopsis

Significance of Mr. Micawber in Dgvid Copperfield
Takao Saijo

There are few characters in English novels so comic and yet so
attractive as Mr. Micawber. Whenever we meet him, he is wallow-
ing in the slough of debts and difficulties, and yet the next moment,
he, with his characteristic clasticity, soars up into the clouds of rhetoric
and optimism, forgetting all traces of his sordid life. His metaphorical
world becomes very rich and his grandiose words carry special weight
and splendor when he laments his ill-fate and the situation he is newly
thrown into. In dejection, left at the mercy of ill-fate, he is most
powerful.

Mr. Micawber as literary and theatrical artist is wonderfully dis-
cussed by Bernard N. Schilling. In many cases, critics take Mr.
Micawber simply as a comic person in many ridiculous situations in
life, and rarely go into the complexity of his character. Schilling’s
Micawber is delightful, but if something is missing in his superb ren-
dering of this character, it is the role Mr. Micawber plays in Dazid
Copperfileld.

Except in his weakness in making debts and writing promissory notes
rather too frequently, he is meticulous, ready to help others, unfailing
in friendship, and rejoices in the world of words. He is by no means
a despicable man. Rather he has many meritorious qualities we

sanctify in life. 'We trust him at heart, and consequently his presence
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in the novel gives us pleasure and hope in the face of poverty and
misery.

Mr. Micawber engages himself in a variety of professions, but suc-
ceeds in none of them, nor does he give us a sense of what he actually
does for a living. This means that he is a lone individual entity.
Life is a struggle, and he is the quintessential representative of it, and,
I should say, an epitome of all mankind. He makes use of adversity,
and in utter dejection, turns out a great poet of life. We take him
as a champion of mankind, struggling for some affirmation of life in
the midst of dire poverty and ill-fate.

To see Mr. Micawber this way is relevant, when we put him side by
side with David. To me, the whole structure of the novel secms a
wonderful mixture of parallel stories, antitheses, and contrasts. To
focus on the progress of David alone, for example, is to cut off all
other strands that are placed to see it in parallel or in conirast.

David’s way of life is somewhat Apollonian, walking along a straight
way to success and happiness. His sufferings at Murdstone and
Grinby’s are still on a surface level, compared with the Micawbers®
struggles with the harsh realities of life. By living with them, David
gradually regains his sense of seli-respect. Micawber’s struggle is far
deeper than that of David. His is the endless struggle of failure, and
yet in his disinterested services to others or in giving his all to what
ought to be, he fights it out, even if it turns out to be a failure. In
him we see a Dionysian way of life, in quest of collective good. And
when such Biblical words as ““the cup is bitter to the brim,” or “dust

3

and ashes are for ever on’the head...” come to his lips, his rhetoric

adds a special dignity. His struggle is not only an individual one,
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but a fundamental struggle everyone on earth is forced to meet in life.
This is why the Micawber chapters are so entertaining, and at the

same time so full of vitality, hope and encouragement.



