R. D. McMaster

DICKENS AND THE HORRIFIC

Charles Dickens, “a great reader of good fiction at an unusually

early age,™ ! was also a reader of ur ly bad literature znnarly age
t discussions of his early reading, huw:vn‘ dwell on the “gooc

feton.” young_Copperfields by, inid phgiict 'ttt oo grisly

sensationalism. The surge of interest that Edmund Wilson engendered ir

Dickens’ obsession wni! crime, prisons, and brutality? has, curiously

cngugh, led 00 on 1o igvestigte 3 comment Dickens made on s reading
W:lhngtun ouse Academy:

when I was at tmenkcmdeﬂﬂﬁcMum‘wkmgmyldlmynhN
mumble.indfnghwmngmyv:y wits out of my head, for the small £apenny
weekly; ‘consideriny d&m ¢ there wu.\nﬂlulmumtzhwtrv

If we refuse to be intimidated, we find that this sanguinary journal merits
examination for several reasons: first, of course, because more than with
other authors it is u-:ful to know the nature of what Dickens read as a
child—as George Gissing observed, “Those which he read first 0
practically the only bools which influenced Dickens as an author™;* sec-
ondly, because material in the Terrific Register turns up in his novels;and
y, because we get an unusual view of what the Victorians might

read as children—the Terrific Register should be particularly interesting
to those who hark back to the good old days before crime comics, when
:hlldrr;:ﬂ read whd:mhféz;mprowngofhm\tduare This p ;ng}dlul. |
gross ty, exempl at popular press which, exp
A for Ype}.,a a vast public Dickens'’

career. As we shall see, he competed with this press on its own grounds.
‘The horrific, however, is more than a surface attraction in his novels:

it constitutes, :;p:m.lly in his later works such as Our Mutual Friend,
the very fibre of the web he weaves, His obsession with ghastliness is
so constant, indeed, and so profound, that one hestitates to accept Wil-
son's view  that it resulted one emotional cxpmznu even so devas-
tating a one as he suffered at Warren's blacking warehouse. If Dickens'
stories about his childhood are to be believed, as Edgar Johnson assumes,
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then his education uc:‘fhznlmus commenced much earlier, when his
nurse, Mary Weller, cultivated his infant fancy with mg!‘::ld ly stories “of

an
enjoyment of my terrors,” says Dickens, “and used to b:gjn. T remember—
a8 a sart of introductory overture—by dawmg the air with both hands,
and uttering a long low hollow histrionics met with an
already appreciative, though :d. audlencc and were an excellent
introduction to the more =xteuslvt and peculiar survey of brutality and
lmnsgkvxce that he pursued in the ga of the Terrific Register.
Terrific Register; or, Recor: %‘snmu, Judgements, Providences,
And Calamities (1824-25] was as loathsome a periodical as any of the
modern “horror comics.” What it lacked in gruplm: xl]ust:aunn (a grisly
DR S el tors cach ek instalment) it made up for in detailed
and bloodcurdling verbal de.smptmn 'The shses. weiyiogin gt fom
half a page to three pa; to be true and even to have a moral
urpose, which is to uhuw “L- s revenge against murder.” They do not,
et, restrict themselves to the prosaic monotony of murder but range
into_torture, incest, the devouring of decayed human bodies, physical
d:mls of various homblc methods of execution, and a variety of other
leasant and profitable subjects.
sample, “The Monster of Scothnd,” so comprehensively
incorporates the attractions to be found in the Terrific Register that it
zypxﬁu the magazine’s general tone and content superbly: it should
adequaoely account for the deep impression made on young Dickens'
how an “idle and vicious hedger™ and an nd]z and profli-
pm young woman, from their seaside cave, maraud the countryside with
ghoulish economy and ghastly self reliance, concealing their robberies by
murdering the victims, zndzjmdmgthnn.selvubyde thbodiu:
they carried them to their den, quartered them, salted and pickled the members, and
dried l.hun fur food. In this manner they lived, urrymg on their depredations md
grand-sons and fourt

ey bad eight sons and e dau!,h
pmld-upjam all the offspring of

thn z prosperity brings 2 superabundmce of provisions, they cast
hs into to the great cmmmmon and dismay of
d dmmé land ide obtain the ki dddfd
anamul ly ul countrysi omn e king's aid an 3

g the cave, ﬁihocked to behold
ualied bands and feet, 3 3
‘ﬁa‘ﬂ‘i e i i ok BT S e it S
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e ke in pckle while 3 grea mass of mony, bosh of gold and sive, watches,
rings, pistols, cloths, both and linen, with an quantity of other
e Gt o e e e

The conclusion of this story, by dwelling upon the brutality of the cul:
prits’ execution, the severity of which is improvised to match the enormity
of d:i“ crimes, thmws mm the shade the comic-book convention of bring
ing the criminal
Along wnh -uch dehghm as these, which have no direct relation
Dickens novels, one finds other pmﬁrzble matter in th: Terrific R:gum.
including some passages that may, in their grisly fashion, have stuck in
the author’s memory. From the history of the French Revolution the
Ezm unda'ed mny a blcodth:rsty tale, among them the execution
of the citizens' courts an ﬁ risons, and the
hanging of lem hich Diclets ‘makes far more terrible by his depiction
of mob passion and violence. The Terrific Register's first story, accom-
E:mzd by an illustration, describes how Damiens, who tried to assassinate
uis XV, was tortured to death: in A Tale of Tio Cities (11, xv) Dickens
tells the same story with the same details. Here is the periodical version:
was then laid which,
lmedbymmmalmnmpwwnu&mwwhumm

(wnh whlch the villainous stab had been given) in ﬂﬂma of brimstone [the accompan
ing Masration shows the e i Dumie are i Diekens’ accouer): diing vohich
m.. we 3 very loud and continued cry, which was heard at a great
distance of excasion fir whih, Dumins risiog s bead as wel s
e coi ook for some e at the b hand, wic gt amestas and compooure
The executioner him i the arms, thighs, and breast with red-
; shricked in the jonc
when his hand was scorched with the brimstone; and viewed and gazed at every one
of the wounds, and ceased crying as soon s the exccutioner gave over the pinching.

on the breast: which made him give as loud shrieks and cries, as he had
s o v whm i o was buen with sulphur, ad bis bt s, and thighs,
tom with

The descripti prwm:hm i by four horses, the dur-
ation of his tortures to near nightfall, and the burning of his body. As
Squeers said of the meals at Dotheboys Hall, “‘here’s richness!™ Dickens
uses this story in A Tale of Tuwo Cities to intensify one of the main threads
of his narrative: the cruelty of Monseigneur and his class, and the
vengeance which that cruelty inspires, a v:ngunm that will lead to
the death sentence for Charles y. When the father whose child
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Mamg:m ran down with his coach has killed Monseigneur and been
captured, the zownamen Apeculat: about his fate. The roadmender is
nﬂn‘ng to Defarge and the three Jaques:

o contry to be execured cn vhc-zl.md that he mll vay cu’nmh beanmui
mehu;-nha it because. use Monscigneur

One old man says at the it b nght hnnd srmed with che xm&, il be
burnt off before bis fcetha, oo il

egs, there will be poured mL e I e

..zphm‘ inaly, sat he wil be rotn lxmbimm limb by four stong hories, That old

sl this the life of the

hnKmq_luanlm Bat bow do 1 know if be it lmmnn&ﬂn

“Listen once again then, Jaques!” said the man with the restless hand and the craving
ai, “The mame of that pioner wae Dunent, and i€ wa al done i open day i the
streets of this city of Paris; and nothing was more noticed n the vast concourse
E e s o o s f ey e s ok e L e
ctention 0 the e the b, Jaques,prolonged il mghefal, when bt
two legs and an

In retelling this story chkzm dou two things: he associates it with the
Evremonds, thus preparing for Deays et etesier vkt e losing
none of the original ity, he shifts his emphasis to the bloodthirsty
Iadies of fashion, aristocratic counterparts of Madame Defarge's furies.

’I‘;h: I::;g incident serves, therefore, in precipitating both the personal an

torical
Another article in the Terrific Register, one which tells of alcoholics
who died by spontaneous combustion, may well have been the ori nal
Laveryiamw!madcntml)ld:m the death of Kr
Hluk T (XXXII). Krook, “short, cadaverous, and withered; with his
sunk sideways between his shoulders, and the breath issuing in
visible smoke from his mouth, as if he were on fire within,” absorbs gin
steadily, copiously, and at length until at last he does catch fu'e within;
and that is the end of him. To observe how Dickens fleshes out the per-
ess of the original story is quite amusing. Here is the
Terrific R:gma 's version:

All&dimuzd;bwtiu(mﬁmthebedwzhnpd;ﬂmmwhmhmﬂdb:

mn A moist hnd;?um of the colour of ashes, which hal Dentratad i mm zh; drawers,
and dirtied the linen. This soot having been conveyed to 2 nei ad:
‘hbered to the walls and utensils. A piece of bread in the cupboar: wnwvued wnhm
and no dag would touch it. The infectious odour bad been communicated to of
apartments.
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’l‘he ndaux. the sout. and the animal’s reaction—one after another Dickens

in a climactic pattern. The sive odour provokes a

gnm lxulz cnmcdzﬂbezwun Snagsby and Weevle as they meet outside
Krook's rag and

Don’t observe,” says Mr. o sniff and taste the air a little;

“don't yya‘:‘nbum. Mr. Wmlnﬁ?ﬂ%t to put too fine a point upon it—

that yw o bere, sit’ o

mw um lem ,udm..m‘sd Amms."
, oy ch?" Mr. y aniffs and tastes again.
“Weann',ImpcoeltuB Ilhwlduyrhmmokak he ol saned il oking
e, S s boen 1 And think." Mr. Snagaby aniffs and tastes
i Sl o Ot gl enfineaone
o —thas they were guite frsh, whenthey were shw he grcion
Thacs vy sy, ¢ g sort o weather
e e of weather," says Mr. Sagsby, “and I find it sinking to the

Dy Gioorgs 1 i it givds e the hocioesseborus Ms: Wesvie
And now the soot: inside Krook's house young Mr. Guppy no sooner
brushes the foul soot from his sleeves than he gets his hand in a thick,
yellow liquor:

look here— md look here! When he brings the candle, here, from
‘window- slowly drips, and creeps away down the bricks; here, lmmalmlz thu:k

e g
Animal terror is kept for the final shock:
more dead than alive, and hol ther, the door of
iy L "The cat hawunkd ose m‘f’é"ma.":; h:"’ "‘g‘}:{m M
here s the m.du& o s ile Pundlc of bkt p:’:r:'h:u ks I-Tm’: il seening
and here is—is it the cinder of and broken
i s i i white ahes, or is it coal?
combusion which I have quotzd from
Register dambe- the death of the Countess
dmnnl incident of which Dickens writes in the Preface to Bleak Haun
“The e sppemeet beyond all rational doubt observed in that case, are the
1}.\ nf in Mr. Emok‘n hﬂse" As further ev&dmcfku(fkr.h:
bility taneous combusion, he mentions a story from it's
ll;::mn, and tﬁgﬂawy also forms a part of the Terrific Register's article.
‘We may reasonably assume, therefore, that although Dickens, as we know
from one of his letters, acquired information on this nasty process from his
friend, Dr. & *“took pains to investigate subject™ as he
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v the subject iaelf may have occurred (o bim ongmaﬂy from his
Teading o the Torriic Reghter: That he' was faniilist withvhe dearof
lpmhnmncomb\mmmuchwhnthanthzﬁfunuahnwnb a passa
he deleted from “The Prisoners’ Van" when revising it for
Bat) "The Frisonets” Van'™ appeared first in Bels-Lije 4 London, Now
ember 29, 1835. He writes:

We revel in a crowd of any kind—s str our delight—ev

fiis by o mcane o be despised, upmauy Tt “etee, where ll the emale

inabitan fun out o the bouse, nd dischuge b brge jugs of cold water ove the

patieat, as f she were dying of spontancous s waated puttng Gur.
A better known passage, from A ChﬂsmaCaml(lus). records Scrooge's
alarm at finding himself the centre of a blaze of ruddy light as he awaits
B0 cinntig of b sbccnd i B "oms fanetoed SSReEOgAbive VEa He
might be at that very moment an interesting case of spontaneous
tion, without having the consolation nfkmwmg %>

Hot and hasty exit that it is, spontaneous combustion seems at best

an eccentric way to die. Did it not seem so to Dnckmu readers? It cer-
tainly did to those whose objections he answers in his preface. But a little
mrchmgdmwsthathzwunottheml wthor of note to use the idea.

case occurs in Marryat's Jacob Fauhful (I). and in Gogol's Dead Souls

(I. iif) Nastasya Petrovna’s intemperate bl th catches fire and dies

pped m a blue flame,™ an event wlud: P ts Chichikov to obsave
denying r.bc wisdom of God % How might the Reven

E u\thzxdawhznaddrmmg:thmﬁng
Bnnc.h :h; Unnzd rand Junction Ebeneezer Temperance Association!
Atany rate De Quincey tells how it frightened him:
Necvosn iaion forced me a s, epon Eightful excoses [of cpiun)s bu teror
&mmhnnymymlxmuwhmﬁnudmh:&.ﬁum oed

nm ‘myself take leave of the Ixnemy wnrld in that fashion? According to the pcpu]u

s e y of thi " i the dack,
candle ncar him, leaving nothing behind hin but some bones, of no use t0 anybody,
which were nupposed (0 b i only b becaue obody e everappid for for chen. o

ficid hat some volenic agncy-—4 from some.
st refunduncy S e pnme{r_ But yrey mnu
the concortoe of  lucfermatch, . . Opiun, howees, it will gocu 0 the reades i

ot lohol, That i true. B i migh o anything shat was known experimentaly,
be ultimately worse.l

When Dickens decided to incinerate Krook, not only was be exploiting
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& popuiar fuste for grdiness, he was also play\ng upon the general uneasi
ness attaching to a popular supers!
naturally asks anhu pmnt s b direct the Terrific Register's
mﬂuenc: was upon Dickens. To consider only the texts discu: be
1874. when he read the periodical, and 1852, when Bleak st:
twenty-eight years had pmr.d between 1824 and the appearance
gk of Two Cities durzﬁve ey fnd pawed. THICwake 3 oot
influence unlikely. On the hand, as Gissing and others have noted,
Dickens' memory of his early reading was extremely retentive. And
hpw:vu Imhnz: szfxc Rzgma merited such re tion, he did in
well enough to write Forster about it “in his
Iarzt years, "” k is blz therefore, that these memories directed his
actentwn to the ung;::u if not to the particular texts, we have just
ined. However that may be, it is mmbu to assume that d:e
il e already active interest in gruesomencss
interest that continued and is reflected Lhmug}mutbxs works. The kmshlp
between the sensationalism of the popular press and the ghastliness and
bru:ahty m his novels is quite clear.
eer ghoulishness the Terrific Register is, of course, i ina chss by
itself, abgeat i penny journals sold extensively
lifetime and competed with his novels for popular favour. 0n= nf
chief rivals, as George Fn(d has nnwd. s G. W. M. Reynolds, “rhe
Mickey Spillane of the Vi Ag:.“" whose work a Manchester
news agent described thua.
] dravs scenes of profigiey as scongly s i possiblefo any w0 4o, and the
elings are excid 101 very bigh pitch by 1 {6t 1 5% s by an mdscans pub-
lication, because 1 do not believe that any wards appear that are vuliar. . . .A great
wnany femla by e’ Coue o Looein i Yo masa o f young men;
young men who go to taverns, and put cigars in their mouths in a flourishing way.14
An article in The Times that Ford quotes commends Dickens for the con-
tribution he made to popular education by writing stories sensational
:naugh to capture Reynolds' c&:ubhc but with literary merit enough to
please “the better class of reader." The most mm-uung aspect of this
rivalry, however, is the degree to which Dickens took over Reynolds®
material. Jerry Cruncher, the “resurrection man™ (body snatcher)
in A Tale of Two Cities, has his counterpart in one of Reynolds’ principal
characters in the Mysteries of London, the Resurrection Man, whom with
his friends, the Cracksman and the Buffer, Reynolds painstakingly
describes pursuing his dismal vocation.!s Reynolds' Resurrection
also dabbles in piracy on the Thames in an atmosphere of squalid vice
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reminiscent of the river scenes in Our Mutual Friend, in the first chapter
of wcl‘::h we find Hexam scavenging the river for drowned bodies to
The kinship between much of Dickens' material and that of periodicals
like the Terrific Register and the Mysteries of London suggests one cause
of his popularity; it also reﬂecu a j‘lulxty of his vision. As Carlyle wrote
to Forster, beneath 8" g, clear, and sunny utterance™ are
nal],lfomhzsth::ycmmdecpmwghdukﬁmfduknt
elements, tragical to look upon, and hiding amid dazzling radiances as of
the sun, the elements of death itself.™7 Carlyle’s insight is a sound one,
backed up by modern biography and phychislogionl CoEm ALY G
to suggest that Dickens “was possibly not himself fully conscious of what
he was putting into his .18 A careful examination shows,
¢ Ditkens Sequently mampuhr.zs the morbid and terrible Tt of bis
novels with such lkdful and conscious artistry that it can hardly be re-
garded as merely a haphazrd e e gloomy depths in his
unmnucluus This detail has, in fact, both moral aud aesthetic mgmﬁrancz
moral significance is apwm: not only in his penetrating studies of
g\nlr and moral degeneration in individuals, but also in his symbchc
representations of decay in the whole social budy. its aesthetic sij
is apparent not only in the exciting variety of tone and incident it aﬂ'ads.
but also in its provision of symbols contributing to structural unity and
o

ss.
The grisly death of Krook, who is nicknamed the Lord Chancellor
and whose shop is called the Court of Chancery, is an effective but rela-
tively simple example of Dickens’ craftsmanship in making gruesomeness
the artistic and ethical integration of his material. Krook's end
and the manner of it are emblematic of the impending disintegration of
‘both the actual court system and the corrupt society that tolerates such a
system:9
‘The Lord Chancellor of that Court, true to his title in his last act, has died the death of
all Lord Chancellors in all Courts, and of all authorites in all places under all names
soever,
In A Tale of Two Cities, which is based throughout on the theme of resur-
rection,® the technique is more sophisticated. Mr. Lorry, on his way to
France to bring back Manette (I, iii) drumsrzcumn that he is “on his
7> ig s Gow it o a yraves (Dickens bad thought of calling the
book Buried Alive);2t Damay‘ acquitted of the charge of spying, 1s, in
e e e B o g i
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time when Carton :hangzs places with him in pnwn th: theme is reiter-

ated in Carton's eration: he goes to |
am the stmrecuan and the Life, saith the Lord" (III xv) de:msuu
things in mind, we can hardly regard the ghoulish occupation of J
Cruncher, the resurrection man, as a fortuitous element in the nc:’:r
His body snatching is nothing less than a grimly comic parody of

theme.
 Macabre symbols, recurring at every level, suggesting basic simi-

welding all into a consistent, integrated vision, dominate rather than

merely contribute to the still more complex structure uf Our Mutual

Friend. The book opens sombrely on Jesse Hexam scavenging a corpse

from the muxky water of thi ‘Thames. H.u abhnmm a:tmty ranks as a
moti

out he work: pargaces, predators, and e
world of vultures. Hexam himsel a hook-nosed man, and with that
and his bright eyes and his rufﬂzd hnd bmt a certain likeness to a roused
bird of prey™ (L i). His chief competitor says admiringly, 1 a'most think
you're like the wulturs, pardner, and scent ‘em out™ (F 1). Veneering and
Faxcmanon Fledgeby are political and usurious parasites respectively.
e Lammles, each intent on devouring the other’s fortune, n:d: t.bun-
selves in their own marital trap, both fummeless Wegg, Boffin's
‘man, is both a bird ofpr:yﬂuzmngnv&xhlm(l xv}andalhrkmdn
Bower waters (I, xvii). The Harmon fortune, which exerts an influence
of some sort on most of the principal characters, is itself the profit made
from scavenging London garbage. And just as Jerry Cruncher's avocation
parodies the resurrection rhemc in A Tale of Two Cmn. s0 Mr. Venus'
profession parodies the sca g theme here: lovesick Mr. Venus is a
mndcmu!t and zmcuhmt human bones. Hexam's ﬁalnng for bodies
lander is ur introduston £ the toa vison of sty as 2 swamp,
‘all manner of crawling, creeping, fluttering, anc bumng creatures,
atmce:d by the gold dust of the Golden Dustman!™ md with “Alligators
of smal Swamp . . .always lying by to drag the Golden Dustman
under™ (I xvii). The techmq\u used here, a more polished version of that
w: have already seen in Bleak House and A Tale of Two Cities, is one
ively integrates the mass of detail and oddity which many
is characteristic of Dickens' novels but naively point to as proof
cgt rhey have no form.
t us, however, emerge from the menacing shades of nightmare into
the m‘harv:: of Dickens' humour. For his savagery, like his melodrama,
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is chameleonic: jous at one moment, hilariously absurd at
;notb:r Ina rlzhghrful tha ter called “Nurse's Stories™ in the Unmm
et Tl Dickeos records samples from the repertoire of Mars
Weller, to whom, as we noticed earlier, he was “md:g d for my ﬁrlt

of a shudder and cold beads on the forehead.™
stories is a masterly “offshoot of the Bluebeard ﬁmlly," the story

“Captain Murderer,” whose “mission was matrimony, and the gratifi-
cation of a cannibal appetite vmh tender brides.™ ()n: of t.h&m takes
drastic steps to curb this appetit

hnd ewel And that day month, she

mﬂad the pie-crust wt. and CIIEA i M\lrld:u(h:nl her head off, and rhap(md her in
iyl e e g
B s she beon o col o the paste she bad taken a deadly poison of 2 most

awful character, distled from toads® eyes and spiders’ kness; and Captain Murderer
o ardly icke her st b, whee b began o ewel, a0 6 turn B, 404 t beall
over g, a0 10 seram,  And he wene on swling and luce, and bein
ol ove o nd eeaming il he eched from o o celing and from wal
lsglenlodon Db et d i e

Ina styl: whose cadence, emphasis, and syntax perfectly mirror the child's
awestricken appr:l'wmnn and Miss Weller's zest for , Dickens here
transforms the sort of raw material we found in "“The Monster of Scot-
land" into a luxuriant, ne plus ultra vision of horror, colouring the whole
with chmcnemnc comic irony.

*“Captain Murderer," indeed, combines three of the primary elements
D ek a5 ke oo the iy viewpoint, and fairy tale.
The horror in his novels may be. reunced either directly, as in Nancy's
murder, or comically, as here in * urderer,” where it is filtered,
as much of Oliver Tuwist and the descnpnum of Squeers and Dotheboy's
Hall are filtered, through an ironic style which makes horror tolerabl k
However presented, it is more than an incidental attraction in his works
ﬁ:ﬁd an mtzgnl part le: hd:: vision. Bb‘ut does not a;{,cthunor sort ill with ::e

vxzwpo int, which is every bit as integral? Quite the contrary: the

it, introduced through a host of child heroes and heroines,
bmdu implying an ideal set of moral values, is significantly related to that
sinister vumn in that the child invests his surroundings with mysterious
powers and moves in a world of menace and dread; bu: it is also a world
in which the dreadful itself may become comic, as do Quilp and Squeers,
lf:n“y. :km the unpredictable, often brutal, but never dull world of
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