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In clubs such as ours there has always 
existed some disagreement about what sort of topics 
we should choose when offering a paper. Some members 
contend that we should all offer papers on subjects 
about which we ·can claim to be experts. Contrari
wise there are other members (such as myself) who 
contend that the distinctive quality of this club is 
its providing opportunities for each of us to write 
on subjects in which the reader does not claim to be 
really expert but in which he has develo~ed some 
interest, (of a non-professional variety), that he 
wants to share with otherso And, as he tests it out 
in a paper here, he can claim the immunities of amat e'~ 
status and indulge himself in what amounts to a kind 
of holiday from his special pursuits. Thus, while 
I'm sure lId enjoy Lucien Wulsin on how to run a pians 
company, I ·think I enjoy, even more, his ventu~es 
into such a topic as the architectural history of 
the Sarenin church in Columbus, Indiana. Gilbert 
Bettman would be fascinating on problems of a judge
ship, but even more fascinating on pornographic 
l iterature (a special hobby of his as I recall). I 
should add that according to this formula, the last 
paper I myself read before this club was almost too 
perfect an example of the amateur mode. It was on 
the history of glass-windows, a subject about which 
I knew virtually nothing whatever. 

Tonight, in proposing the topic of Charles 
Dickens, I seem to have swung to the opposite extreme 
and to have abandoned my own principle most blatantly. 
For about Dickens I can hardly lay claim to amateur 
status; in fact I cannot e scape the awesom8-suu.nding 
title of being classified as a "Di.ckens authority". 
Yet because of the nature of my paper, I do not reall
feel guilty of some shameful backsliding. This is 
not a paper that I'd propose to offer before a gather
ing of other Dickens "authorities" or bef,?re a solemn 
conference of academic critics. I say thls not to 
downgrade my paper or to insult my audience but ra~her_ 
to indicate that its pitch is not narrowly professlona-. 
Instead it is a report on a remarkabl~ ph~nomenon of 
literary taste in our time, a report lnsplred by. 
witnessing the celebrations of 1970 on the occaSlon 
of the loath anniversary of Dickens' death, and one 



that I hope may have some general interest as an 
example of what I shall be calling, later in the 
paper, one of our "tribal customs." 

405 

In this connection I can venture a predic
tion that in a group such as ours that there will be 
a considerable spread in the degree of familiarity 
with Dickens' writings. ; have frequently met lawyers, 
scientists , business men and doctors who have been 
re-reading Dickens all their lives and whose knowledge 
of his stories and characters is staggeringly impressive. 
I have known others who WAre exposed to A Tale of Two 
Cities at high school but who have never-gone-back~ 
reading him in adulthood. Their only exposure, after 
Sidney .Carton, is an annual reminder, (via TV or radio 
programs in December) that Dickens was the author of 
that cheerfully boozy claSSic, "A Christmas Carol"; 
otherwise they do not think much about ' him ahd his 
work. For such individuals it is bewildering --
almost shocking in fact -- to encounter the super
latives that have been lavished on his writings in 
recent years by literary pundits. As an example, let 
me cite the novelist, Angus Wilson, writing in 1970: 

"Mo st of the serious English
speaking critics (and many also 
from abroad) regard Dickens • • • 
now • • • as the outstanding 
creative genius of his age, a most 
revolutionary and subtle prose-poet 
of the English language, a deeply 
penetrating observer of society 
who • • • apprehended' the cruel 
absurdity of the 20th century 
human condition as few other men 
of the last century were able to 
do." 

Perhaps even more impressive is a pronouncement from 
the awesome pages of the Wall Street Journal of 1970: 

"Dickens' greatness as a novelist i.8 
unquestioned , and toda~ h is place 
in English literature lS second only 
to Shakespeare's." 

Cente~nial tributes of this kind are, as I 
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said, bewildering to anyone uninfected by develop
ments in the In-Gr.oup, and such persons would be even 
more bewildered by some of the public ceremonials 
that were held in Dickens' honor in the year 1970 . 
One such ceremony, held on June 9th of that year, was 
a special centenary service performed in Westminster 
Abbey. In attendance were Queen Elizabeth and other 
members of the Royal Family, and also, be it added, 
members of Dickens' family (there were, in fact, some 
72 descendents). Admission was by ticket only, and 
some 2000 spectators jammed into the abbey-pews to 
hear anthems sung by scarlet-robed choir boys, the 
expected sermons extolling his contribution to humani--. 
and readings from his works by thA ~ctor, Emlyn 
Williams, and the .. actress Dame Sybil Thorndyke. The 
pageant concluded with a wreath being placed on 
Dickens' grave, (in Poet's Corner), by a troop of 
sc~ool girls from his former home at Gad's Hill, 
WhlCh has been converted into a boarding school. -

This spectacular tribute in the Abbey, 
occurring one hundred years after the author's death, 
is one of sev-eral reminders that what I am recording 
for you tonight is a success story. 

This success story is one that I'd like to 
present in three stages : 

The first is his success in his own 
lifetime 

The second is the Success story of the 100 
years following his death 

The third will be the. eyents of 1970 itself 

Success stories, these days, are rather looke: 
down upon. Especially among the young there is a 
preference for stories of those who . didn't make it 
rather than for those who did. Yet in Dickens' case 
there is enough drams, I think, to retain our interest. 
His was distinctly not a silver-spoon-in-the-mouth 
career; the odds, at the outset, seemed all against 
him. One of his biographer s made the point nicely by 
citing the contrasting lots of three twelve-year-old 
boys living in London, only a few miles from each other. 
in the year 1 824 , boys who were later t~ seek t~ make 
their mark in the world of literature. The flrst 
boy, William Makepiece Thackeray, benefiting from the 
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comfortable fortune of his family in India, was 
attending a select private school in the suburbs , a 
school which he didn't much care for but which provided 
a cultural background that later would ensure his 
admission to Cambridge University. In another suburb, 
the second of these 12-year-old boys, Robert Browning, 
was happily installed in an impressive library, poring 
over learned books. The library was one that had been 
amassed by his i'ather, a genIal and learned banker, 
who taugh.t his son Greek . and indulged his every:whim. 
The third 12-year-old boy, at that time, had . been 
yanked out of school, the previous year, after his 
father had been arrested for debt, and, as the well
known story reports, he had been put to work in a 
London warehouse pasting labels on bottles of black 
shoe-polish, a job he performed near a window through 
which curious passers-by could watch him at his menial 
task. It seemed to this third boy, Charles Dickens, 
t hat he was hopelessly trapped for a lifetime of 
pointless drudgery. And indeed if anyone could have 
performed one of those guessing game.s sometimes played 
in American high-schools today, the guessing game in 
wh ich ille bets are placed on which schoolmate is " 
mos t likely to succeed ", it is evident that no one 
would have placed a bet on that Dickens boy. Yet within 
thirteen years, with the publication of his first novel, 
Pi ckwick Papers, the blacking- warehouse boy had 
developed into a world famous young man whlie Thackeray 
and Browning were to remain, for many, years, almost 
unknown. And the lead, .once established by Dickens, 
was one that neither Thackeray or Browning ever really 
closed up during their lifetime or afterwards . 

, 
To explain what it was that propelled that 

boy into such early success in authorship I suppose 
one can only fall back upon that inevitable and elusive 
t erm, genius, a genius that was combined with in
credible energy . Dickens was also impelled, I think, 
partly by the very iron-in-the-soul experiences of 
h is boyhood that made him determinBd to surmount his 
social liabilities. Some lines from a play by his 
friend, Bulwer-Lytton, lines which Dickens learned by 
heart, give us a glimpse into this side of his success 
story : 

Then did I seek to rise 
Out of the prison of my mean estate; 
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And, with such jewels as the exploring 
mind 

Brings from the caves of knowledge, 
buy my ransom 

From those twin jailers of the daring 
heart --

Low birth and iron fortune. 

During the remaining 33 years of Dickens' 
life, following the publication of Pickwick, the books 
and stories poured out, most of them achieving an 
extraordinary impact on his contemporaries in England 
and America. His lifetime reputat~on was reinforced, 
e specially in his later years , by his making public 
appearances as a speaker and reader. In America, at 
the age of twenty-five he made a triumpha~ tour during 
which he was lionized and stared at by townspeople 
from Boston to Cairo and St. Lou is on the Mississippi . 
His 1842 tour included Cincinnati, where Dickens was 
lodged at the Broadway Hotel, (not. far from our Club' s 
present quarters.) He found Cincinnati an unexpectedl y 
beautiful city. Atout some of its inhabitants, however 
he was less enthusiastic. A party held in his honor 
here consisted (he reported in a letter) of some "one 
hundred and fifty first-ra.te bore s ." During hi s secone.. 
visit, twenty six years later, he did not revisit 
Cincinnati (perhaps the bores scared him off), but 
this time he did take in the city of Rochester, New 
York, and hence, for me, his American visits constitute 
a kind of Tale of Two Citieso Rochester, tOQ, he 
l t ked . What especially pleased him was a lecture hall, 
called Corinthian Hall , which had excellent accoustic s 
and ga s-lighting , where he s taged two evenings of 
readings from his novels before packed audiences of 
enthus i astic listeners . A Rochester newspaper-revip.wer 
commented prophetically after these two readings: 

"Probably not one in a hundred of that 
(Rochester) aurrience will ever ~ee 
Mr. Dickens again; nor can one In a 
hundred ev er forget the exquisite pleasure 
of being per sonally introduced to his 
immortal creat ions ." 

The prediction was an ac curate one. On returning to 
Englandt, the "Great Inimitable ", (as he rightly named 
himself), was in failing health. After making his 
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far ewells to what he called "the garish lights" of 
the reading-platform he returned to his writing desk 
a.t his country mansion in Gad's , Hill, Kent. His house 
there was one of which he was justly pleased. His 
pleasure in it, as a symbol of his successful literary 
career , was enhanced by the recollection of once 
havin? seen . it, as a boy, when out walking his father, 
and hlS havlng solemnly affirmed that when he grew 
up h e would acquire that house and property. His 
fath er would have been amused, at that point, by the 
boy's vowed intentions, but in the 1850's, when Gad's 
Hill came~ for sale, the Horatio Alger story came 
true, and Dickens acquired the house and land. 

It was there at Gad's Hill, on June 8th , 
1870, after a typical morning of hard work on what 
was La be his last novel, Edwin Drood, the Great 
Inimitable suffered a stroke and died the following 
day. 

Gad's Hill is located near Rochester in Kent, 
and, as might be expected, the Bishop of Rochester 
expressed strong interest in having the world-famous 
novelist buried in the local cathedral. Public opinion, 
of course, over-ruled the Bishop, and the body was 
buried , instead in Westminster Abbey. The ceremony 
of June 14th was a private one, devoid of the pomp 
and circumstance attending the ceremony a hundred years 
later, in June, 1970, with which my account opened. 

Thus ended part one of this success story, 
the lifetime part of it, that is. The second stage, 
the posthumous one, is also, in its spec ial way, 
another BucceRS story , finally. It s~ould ~e note~ 
that posthumous stories pertain to wrlters ln speclal 
ways that do not pertain to the rest of us. To 
illustrate I can take an example close to home. A 
few years ~go I became interested in doing some researches 
into the life of my maternal grandfather. I ~as 
intrigued to discover ~hat ~our y~ars.after D~?kens 
had performed his readlngs ~n Cor~nthlan Hall In 
Rochester, my grandfather hadal~o performe~ there, 
the star attraction for an evenlng •. An~, ~n th~ same 

(1872) he had also performed ln Clnc~nnat l at 
year, I ·t this not for self-congratu-
Heuck 's Opera. House. t t Cl e. t my theme. My grandfa ther 
lation, certalnly, bu 0 pOln 
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was an actor and singer who, according to the newspaper s 
of the period, was one of the most celebrated per
formers of the 1870 ' s . Hi s name was Cool Burgess. 
No one in this room, no one in any room today, will 
ever have heard that name . It is the fate of all 
but a handful of acto r s and singers that their impac t 
dies when they die. Wi th authors it is different, or , 
more precisely, it may be different, as it has been 
for Dickens. For him the spoken word of his public 
readings was minor and supplementary; the written word 
fbr him came first . What Auden said of Ye~ts at the 
time of his death could have been said of Dickens: 

"He became his admirers." 

The same could be said of any author; the differences 
reSide, of course, in how these admirers, if any, can 
sustain the reputation, keep the books alive in 
effect, by demonstrating the continued relevance -
horrid term -- of those written words. Disraeli once 
wittily likened success to climbing upa slippery 
greasy pole, and Disraeli, I should add parentheticall-. 
i s a useful person to cite in this connection, for 
here was another Victorian success story of a man who 
in his youth had been rudely written off as "that 
damned impudent little Jew boy" and was l a ter to 
become Prime Minister of England, the favorite compani c~ 
of his ~ueen, and one of the most respect ed statesmen 
in Europe. In any event, Disraeli's image of the 
slippery pole applies to authors after their deaths 
a~ well a s during their lifetimes. Thc pole remains 
slippery, and many writers fall from it and never 
recover. In the hundred years after Dickens' death, 
there were times when this fate seemed in store for 
him too, time s when sophist icated sections of the 
reading public dismissed his faction as simply unworthy 
of se~ious critical attention . The dramatic ups-and
downs of the line of his reputation could b e charte d 
like a Wall street stock-market graph. It is a f as cin
ating story, but one for which there is no ~ime in a . r 

p aper of this scope. Instead we sha ll conflne attentlo
to the fait accompli, the fact that after t~ese ups 
and downs his novel s are today very much allve and 
very extensively read -- as events of 1970, among other 
items of evidence, a bundantly demonstrate. 

~ extensively are they read, we may well 
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ask , and by whom? But before we talk about these 
readers of Dickens in our day, let me first say some
thing about a much larger group of people , in the 
English- speakine world, those persons who have never 
read him and never will r ead him. Many of these 
would be persons who never read any author and never 
will -- a segment of our population that if Marshall 
McLuhan's predictions are accurat e, will increase 
rapidly in size as visual media displace the written 
word. It is t emp-ting to pause over this awesome 
possitility and to expand it into one of tho se gloom
doom essays tha t fill the pages of Harper ' s Magazine 
and other such periodicals which offer their readers 
a s t eady fare of right eously masochistic articles 
about the iniquitous state of t he modern world. 
"It seems to me, however , tha t while the non-book 
reader cannot be overlooked there is little point in 
mak ing him the center of our discussion. Moreover, 
if we are going to have to live in the future under 
the McLuhanesque volcano , there is one consolation 
for those of us who believe that Dickens , like 
Guinness ' s stout, i s good foryou . Unlike many other 
classic writings, those of Dickens seem ideally 
adaptable to the devices that may be nisplacing man's 
needs and des ire s to r ead : television and f ilm. 
In such a future society there might be vaster numbers 
of non-readers but not necessari l y non-Dickens ians. ,, 4 

But for the present, among those who do 
rea d books occasio.nall y , there rema ins our question 
do they read Dickens now in 1972 or 1970? The novelist, 
C. P . Snow, at a banquet in 1 968 , was haunted by this 
problem. "How many people have ever read a Dickens 
novel right through? " Lord Snow asked , and replied 
to his own question , sadly: "I believe t he number 
is relatively small • • . perhaptl OIle tenth of the 
population ." Lord Snow a t the banquet was concerned 
with the word "immortal " , and the term is indeed an 
awesome one if it is to signify, as he uses it, that 
everyone in t he English speaking wor~d would have a 
meaningful awareness of Dickens' writings . But sur ely 
immortality must be considered in shades . 

This was a point about which I recently 
published an article, and l e t me quote t wo or three 
paragraphs from the article to clarify the issue: 
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"If a homely illustration may be 
allowed, suppose you are having a 
drink in a bar in Toronto or in 
London or in Los Angeles, and you 
strike up a conversation with a 
stranger. About his reading habits, 
if any, you know nothing . Another 
stranger enters the bar-room, an 
eccentric-looking man, and you 
remark to your companion : 'That man 
looks like a Dickens character.' 
Obviously the chances are excellent 
that even if your companion has never 
read a line by Dickens he will 
understand you. And this is surely 
immortality of a sort . On the other 
hand, if you were to remark instead, 
'That man looks like Mr. Wemmick', 
the odds would be against your having 
establiElhcd meaningfu.l communication 
with your now-found acquaintance . In 
a mass so.ciety, universally shared 
cultural referents are inevitably 
rare. It is only within the in-groups, 
into which the mass society is splintered, 
that allusions can lead to a r8ady 
establishment of communication , groups 
such as opera buffs, baseball or crioket 
or Beatles fans, or the recent crop of 
the Tolkein aficionados. Immortality of 
any signif"icance depends on the in-group, 
those who recognize a Wemmick when they 
see one. The group is not confined to 
professed experts but takes in what Wilkie 
Collins called 'The Unknown Public', 
readers who make their presence known by 
what they buy and presumably read. 
Mandarins may initiate , but it is this 
unknown public that perpetuates, a writer' s 
vogue . One hundred years after Dickens 
death the remarkable phenomenon is how 
his writings have continued to hold the 
attention of an impressively vast body 
of readers. 

"Let us consider sales . In 1970 I myself 
tried the experiment of writing to the 36 



companies in the United States 
who published books by Dickens and 
reque sted from them confidential 
reports on their sales figures. The 
compilation demonstrated. that Dickens 
is selling about one million copies a 
year in the U.S . alone (1 was unable 
to obtain comparable figures for 
England) -- a v.ery impressive figure. 
Topping the list of titles, by the 
way, were A Tale of Two Cities, Great 
Expectations~iver~ist and Hard 
Times." 
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I have classified these million book-buyers 
in America as the unknown public, but we do know 
something about some of them. A goodly number are 
university and college students who have discovered, 
with surprise, that this classic writer, of their 
childhood days is one whom they can relish as adults; 
they find he is a writer for grown-ups . 

This development has been fostered, in part, 
by the extraordinary expansion of what I've called 
the Dickens Industry among the staffs of our colleges 
and universities. At an accelerating rate, over the 
past 15 years, more books and dissertations and 
articles have been devoted to Dickens ' writings than 
to any other of our authors except Shakespeare . And 
obviously tho se who write about an author are going 
to see to it that their students, undergraduate and 
graduate, are exposed to that author, an exposure 
which has usually not been a painful experience, but 
instead a happy one. And thus the circle expands, 
an expanSlon culminating in the centenary celebrations 
of 1970. 

Before describing those events, however, 1 
must say someth ing about another group of Dickens' 
r eaders, a group which has no connection whatever with 
colleges and universities but which has also helped 
to prevent him from sliding down Disraeli's slippery 
pole of success. In addition to the general public 
who read him and the academic critics and scholars 
who write about him, there is a third group of men 
and women who, in his case, have played a special role 
in assuring his posthumous success. This group is 



414 

an organized and identifiable one called "The Dickens 
Fellowship", the members of which often de scribe therr
selves as THE Dickensians. Theirs is a fasci nating 
story. Founded in 1902 in England, withbranches in 
several American cities and in Canada and Australia, 
the Dickens Fellowship attracted as member e an odd 
assortment of persons who liked reading Dickens and 
also tracking down details about his life and the 
topography of his writings. Although the membership 
was varied and included some distinguished names 
amongs its annually elected list of fifty v ice
presidents, the rank and file Dickensian, in all parts 
of the world, has usually been categorized as a very 
spec ial breed . He (of of'ten she) might be a bank 
manager or a garage mechanic or a housewife, but the 
earmark was not a profession or occupation but rather 
an eccentricity of outlook and manner generated by 
a life-long reading of Dickens, and, usually, nothing 
else but Dickens . When I had the experience myself 
of addressing a gathering of the Dickens Fellowship 
in Boston, I had a weird sense that my audience was 
made up of members of the original Pickwick Club! 

T~e typical member of the Dickens Fellowship 
has other characteristics of note. Although he may 
be described as a kind of expert, he is apt to be 
suspicious or defensive when he encounters other 
species of experts. The typical Dickensian knows 
every -one of the thousands of characters and scene s 
in Dickens with a mastery that leaves the outsider 
gasping. On a TV quiz show, no one could compete wit~ 
h im. On the other hand, he doesn't like anyone who 
introduces critical discriminat~oriS into discussions 
of Dickens, and he regardB the a0aQemic reader as 
some sort of spoil sport. One academic expert, 
Professor Edgar Johnson, after spending twen~y years 
writing his two volume biography of Dickens -- which 
became a best seller -- once confessed thathe suffere~ 
frdm a recurring nightmare. His dream was thathe 
had be en summoned to appear on a quiz program compet ir~ 
with an old lady in answering questions on fine pointE 
about Dickens. The old lady, a member of the Dickens 
Fellowship, had never finished grade .school, but 
Johnson rightly fore s aw that he was infallibly doomed 
to the humiliation of losing to her. 

In the past ten years the Dickens Fellowship 
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has been gradually undergoing a metamorphosis. The 
y?unger members who have been joining it are of a 
dIfferent s tamp, and the gap that yawned between the 
s?phist~cated academic reader and the typical old-style 
Dlckenslan has been narrowed in a number of ways. 
One striking manif~stat~on of the change was the appoint
ment of a young Unlverslty, of London instructor as 
editor of the Fellowship's magazine, although that 
change-over did no t pass without a residue of strife. 
An amusing example is provided by a letter of protest, 
written by a lady member of the Philadelphia branch 
of the Fellowship who contends that the new editor 
is ruining t he magaz ine by allowing contributions 
from academic types . Two paragraphs from her letter, 
written in 1970 , are worth quoting as having the 
flavor of the old breed: 

.' ' 

I am writing this letter the day 
following receipt of the Fall 
number of The Dickensian and my 
reading of it. I cannot tell you 
how disappointed I am that Dickens 
and The Dickensian have fallen into 
the hands of the scholars who are 
picking our idol to pieces and . 
displaying their morbid results ln 
our magazine. I want to protest the 
prostitutionalization of The Dickensian 
by its editor, who pand~rs to the. , 
academic maxim of 'publlsh or perlsh. 
Let those who wish to use publishing 
as a means to career promotion go to 
other journals in their profession. 
fhe Dickensian was not founded for that 

Dickensians as a body are devout, 
enthusiastic, cultish lovers of Dickens. 
They founded ~ Dickens~an so ~hat '" 
they could communicate.wlth th~lr fellowo 
who have similar whimslcal, sllghtly 
mad fantasies about this great man, 
this master s toryteller . To.analyze 
this devotion is to destroy It. The 
Dickens Fellowshi p is being reguarly 
patronized snubbed, md carelessly 
dismissed ~- all within the covers.of 
its own magazine! I shudder to thInk 
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how Dickens would react to all the 
scientific analyz~Uon he is being put 
through, but I think he would be 
horrified! Please save for us space 
in our magazine for our whimsies, our 
fancies, our 'junk' if you want to 
call it that. " 

Such disagreement s among those who have 
different opinions about how Dickens' reputation may 
be best sustained are of course not going to di e 
overnight, but -i n 19'70, the year which marks the fina::" 
curtain of the second act of the drama we have been 
trying to follow here, t here was a . significant burying 
of hatchets. In the various centenary celebrations 
of that year, the Dickens Fellowship types seemed 
acicably willing to join hands with the professional s 
and also with the public at large to pay tributes to 
a writer who has continued to offer a wide diversity 
of satisfactions to his various publics. 

These 1970 tributes were mostly of a vocal 
variety, conferences, speeches and the like , but a wo~ 
first on the silent tributes of that year, the extra
ordinary number of exhibitions which were staged in 
libraries allover the world. In America there seem 
to have been hundreds of such nisplays. Those librar· ~ 
with outstanding collections of Dickensians were able 
to put on some especially impressive exhibitions as 
at the Humanities Research Center in Texas, the Pierp ~ 
Memorial Library and the New York Public which centere~ 
its show on pictures and documents relating to Dickens ' 
two v isits to America . In England some seventy 
libraries arranged exhibits of varying degrees of 
interest and merit suchffi those at the British Museum 
and at Dickens' House. One of the most unusual exhib i - 
was at the Wellcome Institute in London, an inst ituti c~ 
devoted to science and medicine. This exhibit was 
called "Dickens and Medicine " but despite its fancy 
catalogue this one seemed to me to consist of somew~a~ 
thin pickings. The most outstanding show was.certalnl~ 
the one at the Yictoria and Albert Mu~eum , whlch 
attracted thousands of visit~, an~ Wlt~ good cause. 
It consisted of a series of rooms ln WhlCb the walls 
were covered by vast blown-up en~argements ~f sce~es 
from Victroian London , illustratlons from Dlckens . _ 
novels, and portraits of his friends, and contemporarle ~ 
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ev en including his elusive mistress, Ellen Ternan. 
The Victoria and Albert has much the largest collection 
of his manuscripts, and these had all been brought 
out for the display . One's eyes rather than one's 
ears were constantly being worked on so tha t the 
visitor emerged with a real sen~e of the man, his 
work, and his time. It is odd how sometimes a 
trifling object can evoke some past event, as for 
example the display of an antique black-glass bottle 
wi th a label on it inscr ibed; "Warren r s Blacking", 
one of those bottles of shoe polish on which Dickens 
as a boy had pasted l abels . 

The second kind of tribute staged in 1970 
was the conference where the appeal (if any) was to 
the ear not to the eye. Examples of this tribal 
custom were most in evidence in America and England, 
but there were also conferences in France and even in 
Delhi , in India, where a three month session of 
seminars and discussions about Dickens was conducted 
by Indian novelists and critics. In England, too, 
novelists were called into the centenary performanc es . 
In London, at a session which I myself attended, such 
writers as C.P. Snow, Angus Wilson, and Pamela Hansford
Johnson engaged in a free-for-all exchange on a variety 
of Dickensian topics. In America there were conferences 
at campuses. such as Los Angeles, York, and Southern 
I llinois. A variation on the somewhat sober academic 
f a r e was provided at a little college in Michigan 
where the conference-organise~ } invited participants 
simply to come and imbibe bowls of punch made accord
ing to the recipe of Mr. Micawber. Whether any pro
fitable discussion emerged over the steaming bowls is 
not reported, but I rather suspect that Dickens himself 
would have approved of that experiment. I n addition 
to exhibitions and conferences, the year 1970 also 
featured, as we might expect, an unprecedented outburst 
of writings devoted to Dickens. No less than twenty 
full-length books appeared during the year. Some of 
them, ineVitably, were pretty ephemeral productions; 
others were of more lasting s ignificance. The se 
included the critical study by F.R. Leavis and his 
wife, Queenie, who , late in the day, decided that the 
time had come to join the Dickensian bandwagon and to 
pay belated homage to his success story. Also worthy 
of mention was a beautifully illustrated coffee-table 
book, by the novelist, Angus Wil son , entitled The World 
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of Charles D~ckens, which deservedly became a best
s~ller. I~ 1S somewhat ironical to note that Mr . 
W~lson! (hlmself a successful and popular novelist 
llke Dlckens), earned more royalties from his book 
about Dickens than he has made from any of his own 
novels. 

In addition to thes e twe~ty books there was 
also, of course, a formidable array of articles 
appearing in periodicals allover the world. Various 
magazines devoted an entire issue to assessments of 
Dickens' present-day stature, magazines not only in 
America and England, but also in France and Germany, 
and even in Japan, where a popular magazine called 
The Study of English devoted its June number to 
Dickens, a number in which it was my pleasure to have 
contributed an article, one that I need hardly add 
could join the heap of tributes properly categorized 
as ephemeral. The Times Literary Supplement summed 
up all these celebrative events by remarking (quote) 

The year of commemoration is over. 
More words were devoted to re
appraisal of Dickens in 1970 in 
books and perio<llGals, lectures and 
symposia -- than are contained in all 
his life-long writings put together. 

Well, the commemoration is over; the success 
story which we have been following out isn't over, but 
the close of 1970 it may be said to have reached a 
significant assessment point • . And th7 very vastness 
of ·sdale l avished on these commemoratlve events may 

' cause us to pause and to ask, irreverently perhaps, 
not about Dickens but about centenaries: what a~e . 
we really about on these occasions? If an expedlt lon 
of anthropologists from Mars were ~ubsidized.by the _ 
Martian equivalent of our Guggenhelm Foundatlon to makv 
a study of. tribal customs on this our planet, .Earth, 
they might find an earthly cent e~ary c7leb~atlonT~ 

~~:~~n~!i~glf~~~i~~~:~~!~~~~:l~~~~;~i~~l~!~:i~~·;~!~~~~g 
under some on 1 t fferings of 
gains satis~actio~s from ou~ ~~r~en~ed him during his 
homage, satlsfactlons s~m~tl~s and Melville for e-:a mp ~ 
lifetime, as was . trkue 0 WeadO not know t he ' answer 
if not true of D1C ens . e 
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of course, but I'd venture a suggestion, platitudinous 
enough, that what we are paying tribute to -is not 
the man who dropped dead at Gad's Hill in June, 1870, 
but to his writings which, like John Brown 's soul, go 
marching on, and~th more kick in them (more quick in 
them to be more elegant) than they had when their 
creator was alive. And our thanksgiving involves 
what is more or less alive in us. As Auden said 
memorably on the occasion of the death of the poet, 
Yeats : 

The words of a dead man 
Are modified in the guts. of the living. 

I was led to these mixed reflections on the 
evening of June 8th, 1970, in what was probably the 
high point of all the many testimonials of that year, 
the~ening before the ceremony in Westmins ter Abbey 
staged the following day. It was the occasion of 
the Lord Mayor's banquet at the Guildhall in London, 
an incident which will serve to finish off my papcr. 
Of its kind this banquet was a very impressive and 
lavish affair . There, were 600 guests, in full dress 
and wearing decorations, seated in the vast banqueting 
hall . Dickens, who loved banquets, would, I am sure, 
have approved of the menu which included pate 01' wild 
boar in burgundy; salmon bisque; sirloin of Angus 
beef in cider sauce, and endless bottles of a fine 
Moselle, vintage burgundies, well aged port, and brandy. 
Speakers at the head table featured a galaxy of 
glittering VIPs, including J.B. Priestley, and the 
Countess of Huntingdon who spoke beautifully, and also 
one of Dickens' grandsons , who spoke dreadfully -- the 
kind of Englishman who talks as if his mouth was full 
of hot potatoes. I have said that Dickens would have 
approved of the menu, but I found mysel£ irreverently 
wondering, all through the oratory, whether 11e would 
also have approved of the speakers, those "honey- voiced 
cente.nary chanters" as Aldous Huxley onq-e! dubbed 
them . 5 Dickens was himself a magnificent after-dinner 
speaker , but he also had an acutely developed awareness 
of the absurdities of the inflated rhetoric in which 
other after-dirmer speakers often indulge, and, in 
his writings, he again and again made fun of the 
ora tory not only of after-dinner speakers butof lawyers, 
politicians, and even clergymen . Let me cite an 
example. Here is the Reverend Mr. Chadband, a large-bodied 
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and fatuous-minded clergyman, whose passion in life 
is eating. In the parlor of one of his followers, 
Mr. Chadband addresses his listeners on the topic of 
food: 

"My friends," says Mr. Chadband, "what 
is this which we now behold as being 

spread before us? Refreshment. Why 
do we need refreshment, my friends? 
Because we are but mortal, because we 
are but sinful, because we are but of 
the earth, bccause we are TIt of the 
air. Can we fly, my friends? We cannot. 
Why can we not fly myfriends?" (at this 
point an unbeliever in the audience 
mutters: "No wings" -- but Mr. Chadband 
ignores him and goes on) "I say, my 
friends" resumes Mr. Chadband, "why can 
we not fly? Is it hecause we are 
calculated to walk? It is. Could we 
walk, my friends, without strength? 
We could not. ,What should we do without 
strength, my friends. Our legs would 
refuse to bear us, our knees would double 
up, our ankles would turn over, and we 
should come to the ground. Then from whence. 
my friends, in a human point of view, do 
we derive the strength that is necessary 
to our limbs? Is it," says Chadband 
glancing over the table, "from bread in 
v~:rious forms., from butter which is 
churned f'rom the milk which is yielded 
unto us by the c,ow, from the eggs which 
are laid by the fowl, from ham, from 
tongue, from sausage, and ,from such like? - -: 
Is. Then let us partake of the good 
things which are se t before us!" 

\' At the Lord Mayor's Banquet, then, I confes s 
to have been haunted by those rhythms of Mr. Chadband. 
"My friends," the Lord Mayor seemed to be saying, "Why 
i s it .t'hat Charles Dickens still seems to us a great 
writer? 1's it because .•• ?" and so on. Thus I found 
myself persistently deflat ing the words of all the 
speakers, and (as silently as I could manage it) 
greeting all the well- intentioned testimonials at the 
head-table to a private chorus of raspberries. Geor ee 
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Orwell reminds us that there is a Sancho Panza imp 
in all of us who sometimes makes it impossible for 
us to listen to University Commencement addresses without 
wanting to laugh at the pious solemnities of such 
occasions. I 'm not sure a University President would 
forg ive me, but at that banquet I am sur e Dickens 
would have done so. 

Moreover there was a small incident that 
occurred during the serving of the uanquet that r e
stored me to faith in the whole business of our tribal 
mode of celebrating dead authors , even to the banquet 
speeches about them. Our waiter was an Italian (the 
legendary English waiter seems now to be becoming an 
extinct breed in London) -- and this man spoke English 
in a decidedly fractured variety . I was idly wondering 
during the feast whether this Italian waiter felt any 
connection with the celebrative pageant honoring a 
writer long dead and , for him, a foreign writer to o. 
During the meal I had my curio sity satisfied, and 
happily so, when he bent over my pla te and recommended 
me to help myself from a platter of the Angus beef 
cooked in cider sauce . As he did so, he said to me 
smilingly : 

"You try zees dish, sir .•... Eees good ... . 
Eees very good .•... Eees mus be good ... . 
Why? Becaus Meestair Dickens, ee like 
zees dish ." -

This is the kind or remark that signalizes not merely 
success but immortality. 
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