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Nicholas Nickleby
Dickens and Education
Philip Collins

Simply, Dickens wanted to write about Yorkshire schools and theatrical companies
and the rest. Nicholas has virtually no character upon which these experiences
might impinge; the novel has no theme to which they might be relevant. The plot
is meaningless; the novel exists, like others of that period, as a compendium of

items, some excellent, and some inferior. !
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Nicholas Nickleby

villain  Ralph Nickleby

...as he lived in a spacious house in Golden Square, which, in addition to a brass
plate upon the street-door, had another brass plate two sizes and a half smaller
upon the left-hand doorpost, surmounting a brass model of an infant’s fist
grasping a fragment of a skewer, and displaying the word "Office', it was clear that
Mr. Ralph Nickleby did or pretended to do, business of some kind.... (64) 2

"brass" Ralph
Ralph (villain )
Ralph Miss La Creevy

A miniature painter [Miss La Creevy] lived there, for there was a large gilt
frame screwed upon the street-door, in which were displayed upon a black velvet
ground, two portraits of naval dress coats with faces looking out of them and
telescopes attached; one of a young gentleman in a very vermilion uniform,
flourishing a sabre; and one of a literary character with a high forehead, a pen and
ink, six books, and a curtain. There was moreover a touching representation of a
young lady reading a manuscript in an unfathomable forest, and a charming
whole length of a large-headed little boy, sitting on a stool with his legs
foreshortened to the size of salt-spoons....

Mr. Nickleby glanced at these frivolities with great contempt.... (78)
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"What’s it? ' said Nicholas. “The name—the name, my dear fellow.’

The name's Bobster, 'replied Newman.

‘Bobster!" repeated Nicholas, indignantly.

That’s the name,' said Newman. 'I remembered it by lobster.’

“Bobster!’ repeated Nicholas, more emphatically than before.
“That must be the servant’s name.(608-609)

Bobster servant Nicholas ,
( Miss Bobster
Nicholas Madeline Bray )
Bobster
Fiction and Repetition dJ. Hillis Miller

Take, for example, Tess of the D’Urbervilles.... The first instance of the color
red in the novel may be passed over as trivial or as merely representational. Itis
not unlikely that Tess would have a red ribbon in her hair. When the reader
encounters the third, the fourth, the fifth red things, red begins stand out as a
salient motif, repeated in sequence, like those words Tess meets on walls fences
painted by the itinerant religious man, each word oddly followed by a comma:
"THY, DAMNATION, SLUMBERETH, NOT," or "THOU, SHALT, NOT,
COMMIT--."

A number of different forms of repetition may be identified in 7ess, as in

realistic novels generally....



A novel is interpreted in part through the noticing of such recurrences. 4

Tess realistic
Nicholas Nickleby

Dickens and the Popular Entertainment Paul
Scklicke

The stage was not restricted to impersonation of characters in plays and, a quarter
of a century before Stanislavsky was born, acting certainly did not consist of the
identification of the player with his past. Rather, the actor gave a performance of

his role, with stylized gesture and inflated rhetoric....5
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The dress-maker was a buxom person...but much older than the gentleman
in the Turkish trousers.... His name was originally Muntle; but it had been
converted...into Mantalini.... He had married on his whiskers...which he had
recently improved...by the addition of a moustache, which promised to secure him
an easy independence; his share in the labours of the business being at present
confined to spending the money, and...driving to Mr. Ralph Nickleby to procure

discount—at a percentage—for the customers’ bills.(190)
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Mantalini
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Mr. Mantalini  Madame Mantalini

‘Can you speak French, child?'[said Madame Mantalini to Kate.]

“Yes, ma'am,' replied Kate...[and] the eyes of the odious man in
the dressing-gown [Mr. Mantalini] were directed towards her,

"Like a demd native?' asked the husband....

‘We keep twenty young women constantly employed in the establishment,'
said Madame.

‘Indeed, ma'am replied Kate, timidly.

“Yes, and some of 'em demd handsome, too,' said the master.

"Mantalini! exclaimed his wife, in an awful voice.

"My senses' idol!' said Mantalini.

Do you wish to break my heart?

"Not for twenty thousand hemispheres populated with—witk—with little

ballet-dancers,' replied Mantalini in a poetical strain.(191)
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Madame

“You were flirting with her during the whole night,” said Madame Mantalini,

apparently desirous to lead the conversation back to the point from which it had



strayed.’
“No, no, my life.'
“You were,' said Madame ; ‘I had my eye upon you all the time.’
"Bless the little winking twinkling eye; was it on me all the time!' cried

Mantalini, in a sort of lazy rapture. ‘Oh, demit!'(276)
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21 Mr. Mantalini

‘Oh! don't speak to me,' replied his wife, sobbing. ‘You have ruined me, and
that’s enough.’

Mzr. Mantalini, who had doubtless well considered his part, no sooner heard
these words than he recoiled several paces, assumed an expression of consuming
mental agony, rushed headlong from the room.....

‘Miss Nickleby,' cried Madame Mantalini...’'make haste for Heaven's sake, he
will destroy himself! ...’

‘Ah!” cried Mr. Mantalini, ‘Interrupted!” and whisk went the breakfast knife
into Mr. Mantalini's dressing-gown pocket, while Mr. Mantalini's eyes rolled
wildly, and his hair floating in wild disorder,

mingled with his whiskers.(336)
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In the case of Mantalini, whose imposing whiskers need the support of his wife's
cash, there is a suggestion of something darker than the Kenwigses' eagerness to
keep their names in Mr. Lillyvick’s will. He bemuses his infatuated wife, and
delights the reader, with a fine vein of absurd poetry in his adoring-husband
role...but he ruins her at last and earlier would have ruined — in a different sense —

Kate Nickleby, too, if he could have done. 6
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But the pupils — the young noblemen!...there were the bleared eye, hare-lip,
the crooked foot, and every uglyness or distortion that told...of young lives which,
from the earliest dawn of infancy, had been one horrible endurance of cruelty and
neglect.

And yet this scene, painful as it was, had its grotesque features, which, in a

less interested observant than Nicholas, might have provoke a smile.(151-152)
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'T forgot the collector [Mr. Lillyvick], said Kenwigs; ‘oh no, that would never
do.

"He's so particular,’ said Mrs. Kenwigs...’that if we began without him, I
should be out of his will forever.’...

“You've no idea what he is,’ replied Mrs. Kenwigs;" and yet as good a creature
as ever breathed.'

The kindest-hearted man that ever was,' said Kenwigs.

‘It goes to his heart, I believe, to be forced to cut the water off when the
people don't pay,' observed the bachelor friend, intending a joke.

‘George,' said Mr. Kenwigs, solemnly, ‘none of that, if you please.'

‘1t was only my joke,' said the friend, abashed.(232)

Kenwigs

‘George,' rejoined Mr. Kenwigs, ‘a joke is a wery good thing...but when that
joke is made at the expense of Mrs. Kenwigs's feelings, I set my face against it. A
man in public life expects to be sneered at — it is the fault of his elewated
sitiwation, not of himself. ...I have the honour to be connected with the collector by
marriage; and I cannot allow these remarks in my  'Mr. Kenwigs was going to

say “house,' but he rounded the sentence with ‘apartments.(232)
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I am ready to hear...' said the collector, assuming the air of a profound critic.



‘What sort of language do you consider French, sir?'

‘How do you mean? asked Nicholas.

‘Do you consider it a good language, sir? said the collector; ‘a pretty language,
a sensible language?

‘A pretty language, certainly,' replied Nickolas; ‘and as it has a
name for everything. I presume it is a sensible one.’

‘It's very much changed since my time, then,' said the collector,
‘very much.’

"Was it a dismal one in your time? asked Nicholas, scarcely able

To repress a smile,

‘Very,” replied Mr. Lillyvick, with some vehemence of manner.(272)
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Mr. Kenwigs started from his seat...caught his second daughter by the flaxen
tail, and covered his face with his pocket-handkerchief....

‘My children, my defrauded, swindled infants!” cried Mr. Kenwigs
‘Villain, ass, traitor!

‘Drat the man!' cried the nurse....

‘Be silent yourself, you wretch. Have you no regard for your baby?"'
“No! 'returned Mr. Kenwigs.

‘More shame for you, retorted the nurse....

‘Let him die,” cried Mr. Kenwigs, in the torrent of his wrath. ‘Let him die. He
has no expectations, no property to come into. We want no babies here,” said Mr.

Kenwigs recklessly. ‘Take 'em away, take 'em away to the Fondling!'(550)
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[Mr. Kenwigs said,] ‘What with the nursing of a healthy babby [sicl, and the



reflections upon your cruel conduct, four pints of malt liquor a day is hardly able to
sustain her.'

‘T am glad, 'said the poor collector meekly, ’that the baby is a healthy one. I
am very glad of that.(786)

Kenwigs 36 Mr. Kenwigs

"Was it money that we cared for?' said Mr. Kenwigs, ‘Was it property that we
ever thought of?’
"No,' cried Mrs. Kenwigs. ‘I scorn it.’
‘So do I, said Mr. Kenwigs,” and always did’(787)
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This declaration [of Mr. Lillyvick's turning off Miss Petowker] completely changed
the whole posture of affairs. Mrs. Kenwigs threw herself upon the old gentleman's
neck, bitterly reproaching herself for her late harshness, and exclaiming if she had
suffered, what must his sufferings have been! Mr. Kenwigs grasped his hand and

vowed eternal friendship and remorse.(788)
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“You nasty, idle, vicious, good-for-nothing brute,' cried the woman, stamping
on the ground, "why don’t you turn the mangle?

‘So I am, my life and soul!' replied a man’s voice. I am always turning, I am
perpetually turning, like a demd old horse in a demninition mill. My life is one
demd horrid grind!'

‘Then why don't you go and list for a soldier?' retorted the woman, ‘you’re

welcome to.(920)
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‘Invention! what the devil’s that got to do with it! cried the manager, hastily.
‘Everything, my dear sir,

‘Nothing my dear sir,” retorted the manager.... ‘Do you understand French?'
‘Perfectly well.

‘Very good,' said the manager...giving a roll of paper...to Nicholas. There, just

turn that into English, and put your name on the title-page...."(371)
The Pickwick Papers

Vincent Crummles
Nicholas

[Nicholas said] ‘I can rough it, I believe....’

‘You need be able to,' said the manager, ‘if you go on boatd ship; but you
won't.'

‘Why not?'

‘Because there’s not a skipper or mate that would think you worth your salt,
when he could get a practiced hand,' replied the manager, ‘and they as plentiful

there as the oysters in the streets.’(358)
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Snevellicci
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There were innumerable complimentary allusions.... A most copious assortment of

such paragraphs as these, with long bills of benefits all ending with ’‘Come Early,'

in large capitals, formed the principal contents of Miss Snevellicel’s
scrapbook.(383)
Nicholas scrapbook
Miss Snevellicei
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‘Let me see,' said Mr. Curdle; ‘...Sixpence will not part us, Miss Snevellicci?'...

‘Odd people those,' said Nicholas, when they got clear of the house.

‘T assure you,' said Miss Snevellicci...’that I think myself very lucky they did
not own all the money instead of being sixpence short. Now, if you were to succeed,
they would give people to understand that they had always patronized you; and if
you were to fail, they would have been quite certain of that from the very

beginning.(387)
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When everybody was dressed and the curtain went up, the excitement

occasioned by the presence of the London manager increased a thousandfold.



Everybody happened to know that the London manager had come down specially
to witness his or her own performance, and all were in a flutter of anxiety and

expectation.(475)

...At length the London manager was discovered to be asleep, and shortly after
that he woke up and went away, whereupon all the company fell foul of the
unhappy comic countryman, declaring that his buffoonery was the sole

cause....(476)
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G. K. Chesterton

...he [Dickens] filled the literary world in a way hard to imagine. Fragments of
that huge fashion remain in our daily language; in the talk of every trade or public
question are embedded the wrecks of that enormous religion. Men give out the airs
of Dickens without even opening his books; just as Catholics can live in a tradition
of Christianity without having looked at the New Testament. The man in the

street has more memories of Dickens, whom he bas not read, than of Marie Corelli,



whom he has. 7
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From Oliver Twist he [Dickens] carved a powerful new reading culminating in the

murder of Nancy and Sikes’s haunted flight and death.



One warm afternoon Charley [the elder son of Charles Dickens] was working in
the library with the windows open when he heard a sound of violent wrangling from
outside. At first he dismissed it as some tramp beating his wife, but as the noise
swelled into an alteration of brutal yells and dreadful screams Charley leaped to his
feet, convinced that he must interfere. He dashed out of the door. There, at the other
end of the meadow, was his father — murdering an imaginary Nancy with ferocious
gestures.

(Edgar Johnson, Charles Dickens: His Tragedy and Triumph [New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1952, II. p. 1102.)

pp. 35-56.



