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We may come nearer to a sympathetic appreciation of Dickens’s language if we consider it
under hour heads: his use of language for individualization; for typification; his use of it
structurally; and his use of it experimentally. (1961: 20, 1974: 7)

The study of the language used by an author serves two purposes. It can lead the way to a
better understanding of the author’s meaning and a fuller appreciation of his literary skill, and
it can provide material for the study of the history of the language. The two approaches to a
literary work are closely intertwined and one helps the other. (13)

Dickens was a great prose stylist and yet criticism has frequently disregarded or undervalued
his style. Striking but elusive, at once entirely a property of his prose and yet apparently
superfluous, style has often evaded the attention of scholarship that is focused on the qualities
of Dickens’s fiction it considers more meaningful. Whether understood as a set of local verbal
details or larger narrative modes, as an imaginative habit or an occasional flourish, as a way of
writing peculiar to the author or shared within periods and genres, style has sometimes been
deemed incidental, as if it is a merely playful, self-delighting distraction from the plain
meaning of the work. Such a view has been fostered implicitly through the crowding out of
attention to style in preference for other interests in Dickens’s writing, but also explicitly
through the kind of attention it has been granted. Early readers who lamented the irregularity
of Dickens’s prose and its deviations from contemporary standards of correctness, and
subsequent scholars who have analysed the techniques and rhetorical features of Dickens’s
writing, have regarded style, helpfully but limitingly, as an end in itself, cut off from matters of
plot and theme and from the deepest interests and values of the fiction. These perspectives
have long been accompanied by another view: that Dickens’s unruly style runs at odds with the
central aims of his writing, whether productively or self-defeatingly. The many purposeful,
cooperative contributions of his highly stylised prose to his fiction have been under-
represented. (2)
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