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Abstract 

 Truth and justice seem to have a natural connection, especially in novels where detectives 

investigate the mysteries behind a crime. The plot of a detective story is based on the assumption 

that once the facts are discovered, the truth will come out and justice will be served. This thesis 

explores the interaction between truth and justice in Wilkie Collins’s The Moonstone and Charles 

Dickens’s Bleak House. While investigations may reveal the truth, this does not always lead to 

justice. Authors can uphold or deviate from traditional norms to reinforce or undermine the 

expectation that justice will be served. 
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Truth and Justice in The Moonstone and Bleak House 

 

Introduction 

 Victorians placed a high value on honesty. The cultural norm of the period was that 

people were expected to tell the truth (Kucich 6). There are many references by people such as 

Ralph Waldo Emerson and W. E. H. Lecky about how Victorians took pride in being candid and 

sincere. This emphasis on honesty led to moral values that placed great importance on the truth 

(Kucich 8). George Levine states that knowledge is part of morality, causing truth to be the 

“highest Victorian virtue” (qtd. in Kucich 13). Because of this emphasis on the truth in Victorian 

culture, the use of dishonesty and lies held great power in Victorian fiction (Kucich 3). Victorian 

novels rely on strategic dishonesty and the manipulation of secrets to uphold or undermine these 

cultural norms (Pionke 3).  By including both secrecy and the truth as key aspects of novels, 

Victorian authors created tension between these cultural values.  

  These high standards for telling the truth applied to both Victorian novels and the law. 

The structure of the novel lends itself to the imitation of the methods used to prove the truth in a 

court of law (Dolin 1). In the nineteenth century, the ideology of the rule of law emphasized 

strict interpretations of the law (Dolin 35). This interpretation led to more equality in the law and 

helped to create a “culture of justice” (Dolin 36). The culture of justice carried over into fiction 

as well. As beliefs about evidence and proof changed in England, novels reflected these changes 

in their recognition that the circumstances of a particular situation are stronger evidence than 

testimonial narration (Dolin 5). By relying on legal techniques in literature, Victorian authors 

could uphold the truth and fulfill the desire for a happy ending with the “restitution of right” 

(Dolin 22). However, throughout the century, changes in literary form demonstrated that there 
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was not complete confidence in poetic justice (Dolin 5). This sometimes led to a distinction 

between truth and justice.  

 The theories of law held by Victorians are important in understanding the legal concepts 

and frameworks used in novels. As English law evolved in the nineteenth century, an important 

principle was the freedom of contract (Dolin 32). This theory held that people could form 

contracts and bargain to set their own terms. The court would not get involved unless it was 

needed to interpret a contract (Dolin 33). By taking this position, the law encouraged a capitalist 

economy. However, during the same period, the most common legal theme in Victorian fiction 

involved inheritance plots, which demonstrated the middle-class desire for the “social prestige” 

and power that the upper classes maintained (Dolin 34). This discrepancy between the law and 

literature reveals an important distinction between the new theories of law and the traditional 

values that was reinforced by English culture.  

 The Moonstone by Wilkie Collins and Bleak House by Charles Dickens are two Victorian 

novels that rely on inheritance themes to look at the interaction between truth and justice. In The 

Moonstone, the ultimate goal is to produce the truth behind the theft of an inherited diamond by 

using the methods of a court trial. Collins employs multiple narrators and ambiguous information 

that forces the reader to continually interpret and restructure events until the truth can be 

produced. As the evidence accumulates there are many false leads and misinterpretations; 

however, once the investigators examine the facts, the truth always comes out and it is presented 

as unambiguous. The characters’ secrecy about events maintains the mystery and suspense 

throughout the novel. However, by the end of the novel, all aspects of the crime have been 

explained and the results of the investigation are apparent. When the truth about the theft of the 

diamond is revealed, justice is served so that the good characters enjoy a happy outcome and the 
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bad characters are punished. The novel’s distinctions between what is legal and what is criminal 

validates the methods of the law and reinforces the belief that once the evidence has been 

gathered and the truth is presented, justice will be served.  

 While Charles Dickens also incorporates an inheritance plot into his novel Bleak House, 

the work does not uphold the same beliefs about truth and justice that The Moonstone does. The 

two main overarching plots, the Chancery case and the investigation into Esther’s identity, 

question the idea that the truth will bring justice. Throughout the novel, Chancery is exposed as a 

mockery of justice. The institution is supposed to use the laws to settle conflicting interests in a 

just manner, but the Jarndyce and Jarndyce suit shows how the system fails. The secrecy and 

confusion that pervades the system does not allow the truth to come out, even when a final will 

brings hope that the truth about the case will be discovered. Instead, the entire estate is eaten up 

in costs, leaving the impression that learning truth is not essential, as it is in The Moonstone. 

 Instead of valuing the truth as being a necessity in its own right, Bleak House focuses on 

the various connections between disparate people, places, and ideas. In situations where the truth 

is revealed, the truth only matters as far as its effect on other people. There is no sense of justice 

after the connections are made and the truth is known. There are numerous investigations in the 

novel that demonstrate how the lives of the characters are all intertwined through secrecy and 

misinterpretation. This interconnectedness is illustrated by the third-person omniscient narrator 

and first-person narrator, Esther Summerson. The narrators sometimes have only partial 

information, sometimes have differing information, and sometimes repeat information already 

told to the reader in order to unite the divergent parts of the novel. Similarly, many of the various 

investigations that are conducted throughout the novel end up being related. These connections 

drive the plot, especially as it becomes clear that truth and justice are not the themes underlying 
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the novel to the same extent as they are in The Moonstone. Instead, Bleak House demonstrates 

that power comes from the manner in which the truth is used to create connections because truth 

is not contained by class and gender restrictions, as some people are.  

 

Investigations Reveal Truth 

 Bleak House and The Moonstone are driven by mysteries. In The Moonstone, the mystery 

is about the theft of the diamond and who ends up in possession of the Moonstone. The novel is 

set up so that the reader is aware from the start that the narratives are written several years after 

the theft and that the narrators are writing to eliminate suspicion from innocent characters. As 

information is revealed throughout the novel, more questions arise until the novel reaches its 

conclusion and reveals the truth. On the other hand, Bleak House opens with descriptions of 

Chancery Court followed by the fashionable world at Chesney Wold. These worlds are 

surrounded by “fog everywhere,” which obscures information and hides the truth (Dickens 49). 

The narrator draws connections between the two worlds and the reader is left to wonder how 

these different spheres will interact. The connections become clear as truth and secrets are 

revealed. In each novel, investigation plays a central role because it leads to revelations about 

whether unforeseen connections link truth and justice. 

A large portion of the novels follow various characters as they investigate mysteries 

looking for the truth. While the truth plays a role in all of the scenarios, the motives of characters 

varies, which emphasizes the importance of some discoveries, such as those that reveal hidden 

connections between people, over others. For example, the detective in each novel searches for 

the truth to apprehend a criminal. As Detective Bucket states, they have “a duty to discharge” so 

the detectives must disregard personal feelings and act according to the evidence that is 
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uncovered (Dickens 597). This duty can force the detectives to focus too much on circumstances, 

misleading the investigators and interfering with the discovery of truth. This occurrence is 

illustrated when Sergeant Cuff confronts Lady Verinder about his suspicions that Rachel 

Verinder is the thief. Cuff describes the circumstances of the theft and Rachel’s 

“incomprehensible resentment” toward the people who are helping to solve the crime (Collins 

173). Cuff states that in order to explain her behavior, he must “look back into [his] own mind 

and [his] own experience” (Collins 173). Personal experience causes the sergeant to misattribute 

Rachel’s behavior to a need for money to pay off debts, so he assumes that she stole the diamond 

to cover the debts. Even Betteredge, despite his refusal to suspect Rachel, confirms that Cuff 

successfully describes “proof after proof against Miss Rachel” and that “there was no disputing 

the truth” of Cuff’s evidence (Collins 174). While Cuff accurately recounts the actions taken by 

Rachel, his assumptions about her motives are incorrect, which leads him to make an inaccurate 

conclusion. Cuff is able to discover minor truths in the investigation, but when he pieces them all 

together, he is misled by the evidence and cannot learn the ultimate truth in order to solve the 

crime. The detective’s mistaken conclusions demonstrate that the truth alone is not enough; 

instead, its importance depends on how the information is applied to a scenario and the 

connections the truth creates. 

In other cases, characters seek to use the truth to gain power over others. In Bleak House, 

Lady Dedlock describes Tulkinghorn’s calling as the “acquisition of secrets” that he then uses to 

hold power over others (Dickens 466). While characters like Tulkinghorn and the Smallweeds 

attempt to use the truth as leverage against others, their efforts to control the truth are often 

obstructed, reducing their importance. When the Smallweeds and Chadbands visit Sir Leicester 

to ask for “five hundred pound[s]” in exchange for their silence about Lady Dedlock and Captain 
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Hawdon, Bucket recommends that the Baronet “buy it up” to get rid of the extortionists because 

they can be “bought pretty cheap” (Dickens 774). Rather than worrying about their threats, 

Bucket disregards the blackmailers as unimportant and seems to suggest paying them off as the 

easiest way of avoiding dealing with those corrupt characters. After dismissing the Smallweeds’ 

threats, Bucket immediately focuses Sir Leicester’s attention on learning who Tulkinghorn’s 

murderer is, demonstrating that the extortionists’ attempts to control knowledge will be 

unsuccessful because of the way knowledge circulates. Bucket explains this by describing how 

Mrs. Snagsby, a minor character, was “used by all sides of the speculation” that led to her 

unintentionally bringing a wide range of people and information together (Dickens 774). The 

truth cannot be controlled and contained. People can decide how much information they will 

share and can try to mislead others so that they make the wrong conclusions, but once 

information is revealed, it takes on a life of its own. The numerous investigations in Bleak House 

demonstrate how a simple question about an unknown man’s handwriting can spiral into an 

investigation into Esther’s parentage and then into a hunt for Tulkinghorn’s murderer. In each 

investigation, someone is trying to contain the results but is unable to stop the truth from being 

revealed, which creates a ripple effect as the questions are taken up by more people.  

Finally, sometimes characters investigate the truth because they want to create 

connections with other people. Esther is strongly aware of her status as an orphan, and growing 

up detached from her aunt, Miss Barbary, made her very interested in her parents. While Esther 

does not investigate herself, many others involve her in their discoveries regarding her parentage. 

For example, Mr. Guppy wants to prove that Esther is related to the Dedlocks so that she will 

look with “more decided favor on [his] proposals” (Dickens 386). This hope leads Guppy to 

piece together clues, which bring many characters into contact that would otherwise have not 
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interacted. Similarly, Franklin Blake decides to renew the investigation into the theft of the 

Moonstone because he wants to find the truth behind Rachel Verinder’s “enmity toward [him]” 

(Collins 299). This decision allows Franklin to discover various connections that answer his 

questions about Rachel. Finally, Ezra Jennings is “unpopular” because of his strange appearance 

and, as Betterdge states, his “doubtful character,” which leaves him isolated from the 

townspeople (Collins 327). By getting involved in the investigation for the diamond, Jennings is 

able to befriend Blake and reunite him with Rachel, who reward Jennings, who is dying, with 

companionship. Because these characters learn the truth and create connections between people, 

their discoveries are given more importance and lead to far-reaching consequences. 

 These connections between the characters are emphasized by the manner in which the 

investigation is presented in the novels and influences how the uncovered information is 

interpreted. In The Moonstone, the novel is constructed so that the narrative is presented as it 

would be in a criminal trial. Each narrator can only describe their “own personal experience” and 

what they were aware of at the time (Collins 22). The narrators are not allowed to discuss the 

significance of the events they are describing; they just lay out all the pieces that are available so 

that the mystery can be solved. There are constant references from many characters about 

speaking the truth and giving an honest account of events in order to prove their beliefs. This 

reliance on witnesses to put the truth “on record” is contrasted by the Herncastle family papers 

that describe John Herncastle’s suspected behavior regarding the Moonstone, but which 

Herncastle was never accused of because the only evidence was “moral evidence” (Collins 21, 

15). Since Franklin’s goal is to create a record of the truth, not accuse the guilty, the narrative 

can rely on the testimony of various characters.  
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By including many people’s description of the events that occurred, Collins allows the 

narrators to reinforce and undermine each other’s narratives. Like a detective, the narrators build 

the case about the theft of the Moonstone by describing how events unfolded, but leave the 

reader to interpret the evidence for the majority of the novel. This places the reader in the 

position of the jury, deciding which facts to believe and which facts to disregard. However, each 

narrative is written to persuade the reader of that particular narrator’s opinion. For example, 

Betteredge refers to being taken over by “detective fever,” which leads him to interfere with 

Cuff’s investigation (Collins 131). The loyal servant never agrees with the results and 

conclusions that Cuff makes, especially about Rachel Verinder, and often tries to persuade the 

reader that Cuff is incorrect. Similarly, in Miss Clack’s narrative it becomes clear that she favors 

Godfrey Ablewhite as she defends him from the “odious slander” of people who suspect 

Ablewhite’s motives and behavior (Collins 260). In fact, when Mr. Bruff describes his suspicions 

that Ablewhite was involved in the theft to Miss Clack, Miss Clack responds that she “judge[s] 

nobody” and has “no opinion” (Collins 226). This is an ironic statement considering that Miss 

Clack is always judging people and giving her opinion, which is confirmed when she explains 

that the circumstances that Bruff describes to accuse Ablewhite also apply to Franklin Blake. 

Miss Clack’s obvious bias toward Godfrey Ablewhite and her dislike of Franklin Blake makes 

her seem like an unreliable witness, so her accusations of Blake do not have the same impact as 

suspicions expressed by other characters. The multiple narrators help the reader to piece together 

the truths and information as it is revealed, which allows the puzzle to be solved and leads the 

reader to conclude what the ultimate truth of the crime is. 

This method of presenting the information is also similar to the empirical studies used in 

science where each fact must be proven with evidence, just as Ezra Jennings conducts his 
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scientific study to prove how Franklin Blake took the diamond. Jennings is able to replicate the 

events from the night of Rachel’s birthday and lets Mr. Bruff, Betteredge, and Rachel witness the 

recreation of the theft. This experiment gives more credence to Jennings’s theories about the 

theft than the general suppositions of Mr. Bruff and Sergeant Cuff because it is confirmed with 

visual proof. Jennings takes advantage of this fact by ensuring that Mr. Bruff is a witness 

because “he is strongly prejudiced” against the experiment, so if the lawyer is persuaded, 

Jennings’s success will be “beyond the possibility of dispute” (Collins 410). However, some of 

Bruff and Cuff’s theories are also proven correct once they devise methods of ascertaining that 

their ideas are accurate. For example, Mr. Bruff arranges for “a watch kept at the bank,” where 

he suspects the diamond was deposited (Collins 432). This precaution enables them to renew an 

investigation that appears to be stalled after the incomplete results of Jennings’s experiment. 

Since the characters have to prove their own theories, their narratives describing the events seem 

much more factual than the narratives that simply state their opinion, such as Miss Clack’s 

narrative. This emphasis on presenting just the facts about an event is essential since the goal of 

the novel is to prove the truth behind the theft. By focusing on evidence and fact, the narrators 

avoid many questions about the reliability of the information that the investigation reveals and 

gives confidence to the belief that the investigation ends with justice.  

Evidence and facts do not have the same prominence in Bleak House. In fact, when 

evidence is emphasized in the novel, it is often disregarded as being misleading or unreliable. 

When George is arrested for Tulkinghorn’s murder, Allan Woodcourt relates the evidence 

against the soldier and states that “appearances are against him,” but then remarks that he still 

believes George is innocent despite the suspicion (Dickens 615). At one point, even Detective 

Bucket, who gathers the evidence, comments that “from the first” he never believed George 
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guilty despite evidence pointing to the contrary. However, there was “enough against him” that 

the detective had to take George into custody (Dickens 778). In another example, when the 

inquest is held for Nemo’s death, the most important information is known by Jo. However, due 

to Jo’s “depravity” because of his lack of education, he is not allowed to present his evidence to 

the jury (Dickens 197). While Jo’s evidence is blocked from the inquiry as being unreliable, 

Tulkinghorn has a “private audience” with the boy to learn what he knows (Dickens 198). By not 

allowing the jury to hear Jo’s information, the evidence is written off as not being useful, even 

though Jo later becomes a very reliable and important source of information that helps connect 

the different investigations.  

Similar to The Moonstone, Esther’s narrative is presented in first person and describes 

events that occurred years ago, and can be considered her testimony like that of the narrators in 

Collins’s novel. However, Esther’s account is not written with the goal of proving something, so 

the truth behind her description of the various investigations does not hold the same importance 

as it does in The Moonstone. Instead of building a case to prove the truth by slowly describing 

the clues, Bleak House slowly reveals information that eventually demonstrates how the lives of 

the characters are intertwined. The novel alternates between Esther’s account and the omniscient 

narrator’s account. Esther’s narrative describes the people she interacts with and her day to day 

life. The omniscient narrator focuses more on institutions and the people who are involved in 

them. While these worlds seem to be very distinct from each other, the characters from one 

account slowly become involved in the other narrator’s account. For example, Mr. Boythorn is 

John Jarndyce’s friend, so he is discussed mostly in Esther’s narrative at first. However, it is 

soon revealed that Boythorn lives next to the Dedlocks, is involved in a Chancery suit with Sir 

Leicester, and even courted Lady Dedlock’s sister, Miss Barbary. The information that leads to 
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these unexpected connections is slowly revealed until the novel creates a web of interactions 

between the characters in both narrators’ accounts.  

 Because there are mysteries in both novels, the honesty, or at least the reliability, of some 

characters becomes questionable. There are instances where even the “good” characters, who are 

not suspects, are doubted. For example, Rachel is described as not having a “shadow of anything 

false in her” and Betteredge states that he could “never remember her breaking her word” 

(Collins 38). These descriptions lead the reader to conclude that Rachel does not lie, so she 

would seem to be a reliable source of information. However, Betteredge clarifies that Rachel is 

not always completely honest. If she does not want someone to know something she will not lie, 

but instead will just say “I won’t tell you” (Collins 38). Seen in this light, the characters, and 

reader, can believe what Rachel says, but also must wonder about what she is not saying. Esther 

behaves in a similar way as narrator in Bleak House. The information she gives seems to be 

honest, but she also holds information back. At one point, Esther states “I have forgotten to 

mention” information regarding Allan Woodcourt, but then corrects herself to say “I have not 

mentioned,” indicating that it was not a memory lapse, but rather a conscious decision made 

about what she will and will not include in her narrative (Dickens 251). While these characters 

do not outright lie, these references to omitting information raise questions about the character’s 

trustworthiness. 

In other cases, characters do not lie or withhold information, but they mislead other 

characters or the reader with their interpretation of events. While Betteredge has his own biases, 

he comes across as a very dependable character and narrator. Betteredge states that he is “not 

superstitious” and is actually quite a “scholar” in his “own way,” but he has a quirk that can 

make him seem unreliable at times: his reliance on Robinson Crusoe for advice (Collins 7). 
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Betteredge’s habit of opening his beloved book and finding a quote that seems to fit the 

circumstances makes him seem eccentric enough that other characters sometimes question his 

conclusions. Whereas other characters look to evidence to prove their beliefs, Betteredge relies 

on Robinson Crusoe to show that his interpretations are correct. While this behavior does not 

discount the servant’s theories, it raises questions about how accurate his conclusions are when 

the sole support is from random quotes of a novel.  

 

Written Documents as Crucial Evidence 

While the reader cannot always trust the characters and their interpretations, written 

documents are much more reliable. Once something is written, it becomes tangible evidence and 

is not just hearsay. It also becomes a relatively permanent record of events that happened in the 

past so that information can be passed on to various people at some point in the future. For this 

reason, both authors include letters and written documents in the novel to reveal new information 

that is pertinent to the investigations. 

In The Moonstone, the entire point of compiling the narratives is to get the truth about the 

diamond in writing so that the family will have a “record of the facts” (Collins 21). By having 

each person’s account in writing, Franklin Blake will be able to protect the “characters of 

innocent people” and eliminate any future suspicion that he was involved in the theft of the 

diamond (Collins 21). In addition, there are many instances in the investigation where written 

facts become more reliable than what characters say. When Cuff interviews the people in the 

Verinder household, each person claims to be innocent, but Cuff knows that the guilty person 

would lie so he uses the washing book to ensure that the search for the stained nightgown is valid 

and the culprit has not “purposely made away with” the evidence against him or her (Collins 
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119). Similarly, when trying to learn if the diamond had been deposited in a bank, there is 

considerable interest in a deposit slip that shows that a “valuable of great price” has been placed 

in one bank’s vault (Collins 136). This general description seems to refer to the diamond, but is 

vague enough that there is suspense about who possesses the Moonstone. No one admits to 

knowing where the diamond is, but the presence of this deposit slip indicates that the diamond 

had to get to London somehow, and shows that at least one person is being dishonest.  

Written records also provide unexpected evidence that enable the investigators to keep 

pursuing new leads. One instance where writing plays an essential role in the investigation is 

when the lawyer, Mr. Bruff, learns that Godfrey Ablewhite researched the terms of Lady 

Verinder’s will. Records keep track of who looks at a will and which specific will the person is 

interested in. This allows Bruff to warn Rachel of Ablewhite’s “mercenary object of the 

marriage” due to his financial difficulties and adds to his motive for wanting to steal the diamond 

(Collins 276). This information appears at odds with Betteredge’s praise that Ablewhite is “the 

most accomplished philanthropist” and a great “public character” (Collins 67). Betteredge 

greatly admires the man’s speaking ability and the good causes Ablewhite supports, but Bruff’s 

discoveries reveal that Ablewhite’s smooth persona cannot be trusted because it hides his 

unsavory behavior. Another example is Ezra Jennings written record of Mr. Candy’s ramblings 

while the doctor was delirious during his illness. From the “disconnected words and fragments of 

sentences”, Jennings is able to cleverly fill in the blanks and discovers that Franklin Blake had 

been secretly dosed with laudanum (Collins 386). Jennings’s “ingenuity” is attributed to the fact 

that he can “penetrate” Mr. Candy’s thoughts to find the underlying connections (Collins 387). 

However, it is the fact that Jennings took notes during Mr. Candy’s delirium that becomes 

important and is what demonstrates Blake’s innocence in the theft of the diamond.  
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Collins also includes entire letters written by characters in the novel as evidence in the 

investigations. Rosanna’s memorandum and letter sent to Franklin are included right in the novel 

and reveal information that is essential to the investigation. Without the knowledge that Rosanna 

possessed, the mystery may never have been solved which would have interfered with justice. It 

is especially significant that her letter plays such a pivotal role even after her death. Rosanna has 

power over the investigation even after her death because she has knowledge, and proof of that 

knowledge, that no other character has because she was in possession of Blake’s nightgown. In 

another example, the ultimate destination of the Moonstone is revealed by the letter that Mr. 

Murthwaite sends to Bruff stating that the diamond is in India. Murthwaite provides the only 

connection that the English characters have to information regarding India and the Moonstone. In 

order for the mystery of the diamond’s location to be solved, Murthwaite is the only person with 

the power to discover its return to the statue of the Moon God. The letter is very important 

because without it, the truth about the outcome of the diamond would not have been fully 

revealed, so there would not be a complete sense of justice. 

Writing is used in similar ways in Bleak House. Characters openly acknowledge how 

important writing can be, such as when Guppy comments that he has “learnt the habit of not 

committing [him]self in writing” (Dickens 449). In addition, Bucket encounters “damaging 

letters produced as evidence” and notes that it is a “green thing to write them” (Dickens 755). 

This reluctance to put information in writing illustrates the knowledge that a written record can 

be dangerous since it may be used as tangible evidence against a person. In some cases, writing 

creates more mystery and leads to further investigations. This is the case when Lady Dedlock 

asks about the law writer Nemo’s handwriting, which leads Tulkinghorn to begin looking into 

Lady Dedlock’s past. Lady Dedlock’s interest in a law stationer’s handwriting is such a 
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departure from her expected conduct that Tulkinghorn becomes suspicious and uses the people 

around him to investigate Lady Dedlock’s secrets. The truth is revealed because the written 

letters and information that is circulated between characters is then gathered by Tulkinghorn and 

Bucket.  

Writing is also essential in the Jarndyce and Jarndyce case because all of the written 

documents involved in the Chancery case require more investigation before a judgment can be 

given. There are competing wills being considered in the suit, and despite all the other written 

documents available, there is no settlement. Whereas in other circumstances written documents 

help clarify the investigation and reveal the truth, in Chancery the documents do not reveal the 

truth so there can be no justice. Furthermore, the “heavy charges of papers” pertaining to 

different causes do not facilitate connections between people; instead they interfere with 

relationships that characters have (Dickens 56). For example, in order to be prepared to receive 

the judgment that she expects, Miss Flite carries “some small litter in her reticule” that she refers 

to as her “documents” (Dickens 51). Miss Flite is “mad”, but she realizes the damaging effect 

that the Chancery has on a person, so in some respects she is better off than others like Richard, 

whose views are clouded by their obsession with a cause (Dickens 51). Richard states that the 

case leads to “madness” and his behavior “can’t be sane,” but persists in believing that the 

“letters and papers” he possesses pertaining to the case has him “pressing Ada’s interests” 

forward as well as his own (Dickens 661-662). The lack of truth in the Chancery documents 

prevents suitors from maintaining their relationships and breaks the connections that people 

have, which prevents the suitors from finding justice.  

A distinction between The Moonstone and Bleak House is the manner in which the 

writing is incorporated into the novels. Collins includes the information typographically set off 
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from the narration so the reader feels like they are reading the original letter. By reproducing the 

letter in the text, the information appears to be stronger evidence. In contrast, Dickens often has 

the characters summarize the information that was in the letter, which does not make the written 

source seem as reliable. For example, when Esther receives a letter from Lady Dedlock that 

reveals Lady Dedlock’s history as her mother, the reader is never shown the exact letter, just 

given a summary of what Esther read (Dickens 553). Since Esther is known to leave out valuable 

information, there is suspicion that Esther has only told the reader the basics and may have left 

out some information that is vital to the investigations. In fact, Esther states that other 

information in the letter “needs not to be repeated here” because it has “its own times and places 

in [her] story” (Dickens 553). Her control over when each piece of information is revealed is 

very different from that of the narrators in The Moonstone because they are limited to what they 

experienced at the time, whereas Esther seems to arbitrarily decide what she will include and 

what she will leave out of her narrative. These differences in the role played by written 

documents emphasize how written documents can be interpreted as strong or weak evidence. 

 

Misinterpretation Interferes with Truth 

While writing can provide concrete evidence, in some situations the clues and 

information are misinterpreted. Each person investigating in The Moonstone gets lost in the 

evidence and draws inaccurate conclusions, such as when Sergeant Cuff suspects Rachel 

Verinder. In most cases, the investigators are able to move forward investigating. They learn 

where they made mistakes and are often able to redeem themselves. But this prevalence of 

misinterpretation also creates a lot of false accusations. Many people are suspected of stealing 

the diamond, including Rosanna, Rachel, Penelope, and the Indians. When the truth is revealed 
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at the end, the reader feels like justice is achieved, especially when remembering how close the 

investigators were to accusing the wrong person. There is also misinterpretation and misleading 

evidence in Bleak House. After Tulkinghorn is murdered, there are hints that Lady Dedlock and 

Trooper George both had motives for wanting the lawyer dead. In another example, Esther 

believes that Ada is unhappy once she learns of Esther and John Jarndyce’s engagement, 

however the true cause of Ada’s emotions is Richard’s behavior. These misinterpretations add to 

the suspense of the novel, but also create a distinction between the detectives and other 

characters. 

The suspicion created by misinterpretations of the facts lead to conflicts between 

investigators. When characters reach different conclusions, it is as if the reader can never know 

the truth behind the known facts. In some cases, the professional detective has considered the 

clues and reached a conclusion that is not acceptable to the laypeople. They cannot refute that the 

evidence may look like one conclusion is true; however, they steadfastly argue that it cannot be 

right because their instincts say that it is not possible. This is what happens when Cuff suspects 

Rachel stole her diamond, but Lady Verinder states “I know my child” and Rachel is “absolutely 

incapable” of stealing the diamond (Collins 114). Despite the evidence against Rachel, 

Betteredge supports Lady Verinder’s opinion and explains that he is “constitutionally superior to 

reason” (Collins 115). They are able to disregard the evidence and opinion of the professional 

and instead maintain their steadfast belief in Rachel’s innocence. In Bleak House, Trooper 

George is arrested for the murder of Tulkinghorn so John Jarndyce and Esther go visit him in jail 

because they know that he is innocent. They run into the Bagnets there who also attempt to help 

the innocent soldier. However, the problem is that George is not taking all the necessary 

precautions to protect himself. He has told the truth but if the court “can’t make [him] innocent 
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out of the whole truth” then he will not act any further to prove his innocence, such as by hiring a 

lawyer (Dickens 746). These misinterpretations of motives and alibis could interfere with the 

truth ever being known, but laypeople follow their instincts and are able to lead the professional 

detective down the right path.  

The fact that in both novels the professionals make mistakes, sometimes with costly 

consequences, demonstrates the importance of the assistance that the regular characters provide. 

If left uncorrected, the mistakes could prevent the truth from ever being known. For example, 

Cuff’s suspicions that Rachel stole her own diamond adds to the conflicts in Rachel and Blake’s 

relationship. The evidence Cuff produces, while not enough to convince Blake, makes Franklin 

look at Rachel’s behavior in a new light, alternating between being sad and angry until he runs 

off to Europe to escape his conflicted emotions. Rachel’s behavior indicates that she believes 

Blake had something to do with the theft. By planting suspicions in Blake’s mind, Cuff further 

separates the couple and it takes a year for them to reconcile and cooperate to discover the truth. 

Another instance where a detective’s actions interfere with the investigation is when Detective 

Bucket removes Jo from Bleak House while he is ill. Bucket later explains that Jo was “making 

his tongue more free than welcome” by answering questions about Tulkinghorn’s investigation 

into Lady Dedlock (Dickens 812). If Jo had been left to recover under Esther’s care, the 

investigation may not have ended with Jo, Tulkinghorn, and Lady Dedlock’s death. Instead, 

Bucket’s behavior makes some of the secrets remain hidden, which allows for the mystery and 

suspicion to continue. These events demonstrate that detectives are not able to uncover all the 

secrets and hidden knowledge that is needed to complete the investigations; they must rely on the 

help of other characters to discover and interpret the secrets.  
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Hidden Knowledge Obscures and Reveals Truth 

Disguise and misidentification occurs in both novels and allows characters to maintain 

their secrets by hiding their true identity. Lady Dedlock disguises herself in her maid Hortense’s 

clothing so that she can visit Captain Hawdon’s grave undetected. Jo unknowingly becomes 

involved in Tulkinghorn’s and Bucket’s investigations because he led Lady Dedlock to various 

locations where Hawdon lived and worked. Her disguise leads Jo to misidentify many people. Jo 

identifies a veiled Hortense as “the lady” he helped, but notices that she is missing jewelry and 

her voice is different (Dickens 314). He acknowledges confusedly that “it is her and it an’t her” 

(Dickens 315). Later when Jo encounters Esther he becomes confrontational and states that he 

“won’t go no more to the berryin ground,” thinking that Esther is Lady Dedlock because of her 

great resemblance to her mother (Dickens 473). In addition, Lady Dedlock uses disguise to flee 

from Detective Bucket. After Lady Dedlock meets with the brickmakers, she dresses in Jenny’s 

“common-looking” clothes so that the detective will follow the wrong person (Dickens 846). 

Once Bucket finally realizes his mistake, he and Esther are able to pick up Lady Dedlock’s trail, 

but the delay results in her death. Similarly, in The Moonstone, Godfrey Ablewhite disguises 

himself as an Indian in order to retrieve the diamond from the bank. Ablewhite strategically 

hides his identity from the investigators, but ultimately is unable to fool the Hindu priests, who 

murder him for the diamond. Sergeant Cuff realizes that the dead man has his “face disguised” 

and “washes off his complexion” to reveal the thief’s identity to the characters and reader as 

Godfrey Ablewhite (Collins 305). In these instances, the use of a disguise results in death, which 

leads to the revelation of the person’s true identity. Identity is essential to the person and by 

concealing it, people are able to take advantage and do things that they might otherwise not be 

able to get away with. In each case the disguise, while creating mystery at first, eventually is 
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uncovered and results in the truth being revealed. As the truth leads to more connections being 

discovered, the characters’ identities and histories become more important to the plot, so each 

character’s real identity must eventually be uncovered. 

Sometimes the limitations of disguise become more important than the disguise itself 

because it emphasizes the importance of identity. For instance, Rosanna covertly sneaks into 

town to purchase supplies to make a new nightgown for Blake. However, she is recognized in 

town despite her “thick veil” because of her deformed shoulder, so the detective knows that she 

was not sick in her room as she claimed (Collins 105). Because Rosanna is unable to hide her 

identity, the investigators are able to track her movements around the town and eventually 

discover the truth behind her actions. Many characters in Bleak House refer to Esther’s 

resemblance to Lady Dedlock, which causes Esther to worry that people will discover their 

secret relationship. She feels “gratitude” that her face was scarred from smallpox because it is a 

disguise that will hide “any trace of likeness” between her and Lady Dedlock (Dickens 549). 

However, this change in Esther’s appearance is not enough to erase the “tie” between them, 

which is illustrated by George’s comment that he “saw a shape so like Miss Summerson’s” the 

night of Tulkinghorn’s murder that he “had half a mind to speak to it” (Dickens 749). Even after 

Esther’s scarred face loses some resemblance to her mother, it is not enough to completely hide 

their relationship so there is still a threat that Lady Dedlock’s secret will become public 

knowledge. Likewise, it turns out that Captain Hawdon, presumed dead, is living hidden away as 

Nemo, a law stationer addicted to opium. Nemo made no effort over the years to correct the 

assumption that he had died, even taking advantage of the fact by using the name Nemo, which 

is Latin for “no one” (Dickens 121). Hawdon successfully hides his identity for years before his 

handwriting sample is eventually used to reveal his true identity as Esther’s father (Dickens 453). 
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In each case, the characters try to conceal their identity, however unmistakable aspects about 

each person prevents their secrets from remaining hidden. The truth behind the person’s identity 

must be revealed, because it demonstrates the hidden connections that exist between people. 

Identities are not the only thing that people attempt to hide; secret knowledge also allows 

people to establish a connection to other characters, allowing them to reveal or conceal the truth. 

In The Moonstone, when Franklin Blake confronts Rachel about her behavior during the 

investigation and her suspicions that he took the diamond, Rachel yells: “YOU VILLAIN! I 

SAW YOU TAKE THE DIAMOND WITH MY OWN EYES!” (Collins 233). This shocking 

news from a witness makes Blake’s guilt seem irrefutable, but Rachel kept her knowledge secret 

to look for an alternate explanation and “would have spared” Blake if he had not “forced” the 

issue (Collins 234). Despite the betrayal, Rachel’s love for Blake makes her conceal the 

eyewitness information that she has so that she can protect Blake and avoid completely severing 

their connection. Rosanna is motivated by similar feelings as well when she hides Blake’s paint 

stained nightgown. When she learns that Blake must have stolen the diamond, she believes that 

she can use her knowledge for “winning [his] good will” (Collins 217). Later, Rosanna finds that 

she cannot destroy the nightgown because it is the evidence that “proved” she had “saved 

[Blake] from discovery” (Collins 223). Rosanna is hopeful that the information she possesses 

will force Blake to take notice of her, allowing her the fantasy that he may learn to appreciate, 

maybe even love, her. Like Rachel, Rosanna takes steps to protect Blake because she loves him 

and wants a connection with him, even if it is just shared knowledge of Blake’s guilt and her 

efforts to assist him. However, once each woman reveals the knowledge that they concealed, 

they lose their importance to the story. The information they held gave them power because it 

was information that no other person possessed. After the information is shared with other 



Keffeler 22 
 

characters, the women become more of a side note in the investigation. This focuses the reader 

on the hidden knowledge that the women held, and allows the connections that the information 

created between the characters to be disregarded as less important. By relegating human 

connections to being of secondary importance, The Moonstone reinforces the idea that the truth 

is important because it will lead to justice. 

Concealed knowledge plays a different role in Bleak House by emphasizing the 

connections between people over the characters’ search for the truth or justice. For example, 

George possesses some letters from Captain Hawdon that contain basic instructions. The letter 

itself is not important, but the fact that it is Hawdon’s handwriting, and that George kept it, is 

significant enough that Tulkinghorn blackmails George for the handwriting sample. By 

identifying Hawdon as Nemo, investigators like Tulkinghorn are able to connect the captain to 

Lady Dedlock and Esther. Similarly, Esther wants to keep the knowledge of her parentage a 

secret to protect Lady Dedlock. She carefully warns Guppy that “no discovery” about her past 

would “advance her welfare” and asks him to stop investigating (Dickens 584). John Jarndyce is 

the only person Esther tells about her conversation with Lady Dedlock because Esther knows 

that the information can be used to link her to her mother, which would ruin Lady Dedlock’s 

reputation and social standing. The importance of the concealed information in the novel comes 

from the connections that can be made once the secret is revealed.  

The Shivering Sands in The Moonstone provides a good representation of concealed 

knowledge in the novels. Betteredge describes the “horrible” quicksand, stating that “something 

goes on in the unknown deeps below” (Collins 17). On the shore, the waves wash in and “covers 

the sand with silence” (Collins 17). Characters in the novels have secrets that they do not want to 

reveal so they hide evidence away, just as Rosanna does by hiding Franklin’s nightgown in the 



Keffeler 23 
 

Shivering Sands. It is a well-known fact that “what the Sand gets, the Sand keeps for ever” 

(Collins 110). Just as Rosanna does not fear that her secret will be discovered in the Sand by 

accident, people such as Lady Dedlock, Nemo, and Godfrey Ablewhite do not believe that others 

will discover their secrets. Eventually, Franklin discovers the hidden evidence in the Shivering 

Sands, which propels the investigation forward once again. In the same manner, people 

investigate and take action that uncovers new information regarding Lady Dedlock’s and 

Godfrey Ablewhite’s secret, which give new momentum the investigations. While characters 

hope, and even expect, that their concealed information will not come to light, in each novel, the 

secret is almost always revealed through unexpected connections. 

 

Narrative Techniques Reveal Connections 

The strategies used by the various narrators help show how people and information are 

related. As each novel progresses, narrators repeat, edit, and completely change information that 

has been presented so that the information must be constantly reinterpreted. While the strategies 

help maintain the mystery in the novels, they are also techniques the author uses to direct the 

reader. For example, in The Moonstone, each narrator gives his or her record of events to 

describe the theft and the process of the investigation. However, Blake is the person in the story 

compiling each narrative, and he includes editorial notes in other narrators’ portions. In response 

to Miss Clack’s concerns, Blake adds a note stating that “nothing will be added, altered, or 

removed,” but the notes he adds clearly changes how Miss Clack’s narrative is interpreted by 

making the reader question her judgment and reliability (Collins 132). Later in the novel, Blake 

adds a note defending him from Rosanna’s accusation that he saw her in the garden and 

purposely avoided her as if she “had the plague” (Collins 222). Instead of letting the reader 
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decide on the reliability of Rosanna’s comments without interference, Collins includes Blake’s 

explanation for his actions, which changes the way the information is interpreted. Finally, a 

footnote is added at the end of Sergeant Cuff’s report that instructs the reader to compare his 

information to the events that are described in Betteredge’s portion of the narrative. These notes 

provide cues to the reader on how information should be interpreted, rather than letting the facts 

speak for themselves as Blake claims he does.  

Dickens is also able to direct the reader by using different narrative methods in Bleak 

House. The third person omniscient narrator includes rhetorical questions throughout the novel 

to raise points that the reader may not have considered. For example, when describing 

Tulkinghorn’s funeral, the narrator asks: “Where are all those secrets now? Does he keep them 

yet? Did they fly with him on the sudden journey?” (Dickens 754). These questions focus on the 

connection between Bucket, who is observing the funeral in order to discover secrets and further 

his investigation into the murder, and Tulkinghorn, who was known to hold the secrets of many 

people. By emphasizing certain aspects of the story in relation to others, Dickens is able to guide 

the reader through the maze of connections that make up the novel. Esther also controls the way 

the information she presents is interpreted. She presents herself as a modest, good woman, 

especially when she states that she is “not clever,” and is honest enough to “confess it” (Dickens 

146). However, self-effacing statements like this are contradicted in encounters like the one she 

has with Skimpole regarding the idea of responsibility. Esther writes that Skimpole is “much 

older and more clever” than she is, so she does not want to challenge his views (Dickens 570). 

However, the manner in which she describes Skimpole and his beliefs makes it obvious that she 

believes she knows more than he does. By subtly contradicting what she says with her 
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descriptions of different people, Esther is able to maintain her persona as a good, modest woman 

while still portraying the truth of how she really feels about people and situations. 

The reader’s interpretation also depends on the narrators’ styles of writing, which varies 

in their level of objectivity. Some narrators like Ezra Jennings, Sergeant Cuff, and the omniscient 

narrator in Bleak House use a more objective style to describe events. Sergeant Cuff’s portion 

relates the facts without including much commentary, just as would be expected in a police 

report. Jennings narrative is a transcript of his journal where “nothing is concealed, and nothing 

is forgotten” (Collins 269). Even though it is a personal account, it appears to be a very official 

and accurate description of his experiment. The omniscient narrator, while he is portrayed as 

being a real person, does not seem to have a stake in the story so his chapters seem more 

objective in comparison to Esther’s narrative. However, the omniscient narrator skillfully uses 

humor to criticize and mock the institutions that he describes. The other narrators provide a more 

subjective version of events. Betteredge’s narrative is filled with comments where he is clearly 

disagreeing with other characters and even other narrators. Franklin has a very clear motive for 

the narrative, but is careful not to be too subjective when he is writing. Finally, Esther’s chapters 

of Bleak House are subjective in her asides to the reader. While Esther is usually very kind and 

considerate when talking with the other characters, she reveals her true feelings in comments 

made to the reader. The differences between the narrators affect how the truth is presented and 

how important the connections between the characters are. 

 Because of the importance of the balance between truth and secrets, certain characters 

cannot be narrators in The Moonstone. If Collins’s goal was to describe the truth as it occurred, 

then Rachel Verinder would have to be a narrator to describe the events she witnessed on the 

night of her birthday. She is the only eyewitness to the actual theft since Blake was in a drug-
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induced trance. Similarly, Godfrey Ablewhite would also have to narrate his encounter with 

Blake and how he ended up with the Moonstone. If the story was told in chronological order of 

how the events occurred with Rachel and Ablewhite as narrators, it would eliminate the suspense 

and mystery from the story, and the novel would read like the report from Sergeant Cuff. If this 

were the case, there would be no feeling that justice was finally achieved, and the truth would 

not hold the same importance because there would not be the emphasis on the search for 

evidence and proof. Instead, Collins describes the truth as it was discovered by the investigators. 

By using this organization, the novel proves step by step how each conclusion was reached, so 

the characters and the reader are assured that the truth is accurate. By building the case in this 

way, the novel demonstrates how justice is served, and because it was so difficult to obtain the 

truth, it seems to hold more power.  

Bleak House does not have this organizational concern because the goal of the novel is 

not to prove the truth behind one specific incident. The two narrators create a balance between 

the information that they describe until the stories that they are narrating overlap because the 

characters’ lives are so intertwined. The narrators do not focus on the evidence, but on the people 

involved in the mysteries as the truth is slowly revealed. Dickens jumps back and forth between 

the narrators throughout the novel, which allows the reader to draw different connections 

between the events that are being described. By organizing the novel in this manner, Dickens 

puts emphasis on the way connections are made, rather than on whether justice has been served.  

 

Class and Gender Influence Truth and Justice 

The organization of both novels is important because it helps demonstrate the distribution 

of power between the various narrators. In The Moonstone, the narrators chosen bring different 
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perspectives and knowledge to the story. The narrators include men and women representing the 

different classes, however some narrator’s hold more power than others. The only female 

narrator is Miss Clack, however Rosanna is able to tell her side of the story briefly through her 

letters to Franklin Blake. Since Rosanna is a former thief and servant, she is a questionable 

source of information, though it is eventually revealed that her motives are innocent and her 

letters are accurate. While Miss Clack is of higher social status, her religious fanaticism makes 

her a biased and more unreliable narrator. While the facts she presents can be assumed to be 

accurate, the opinions she gives cannot necessarily be trusted so her importance is greatly 

diminished. 

 Betteredge tells a large portion of the story in The Moonstone because he has access to a 

lot of information, which gives him a lot of power. As a trusted family servant, Betteredge is 

aware of most of what goes on in the Verinder family. Lady Verinder tells the servant “When I 

want your advice… you know that I always ask for it,” emphasizing that Betteredge’s opinion 

can be valuable to the family (Collins 24). Betteredge is secure in his position so he feels 

comfortable to “take the liberty” of questioning or giving suggestions to the Verinders (Collins 

24). At the same time, Betteredge is in charge of the servants and so he is well-informed about 

what is going on with them. He knows how to keep the peace and still get information out of the 

servants. For example, Betteredge encounters a servant Nancy with a “sulky face” because she 

was sent to fetch Rosanna from the Shivering Sands (Collins 16). By questioning Nancy, 

Betteredge is easily able to gather information about Rosanna and her “fainting fits”, while still 

fulfilling his role as head servant (Collins 16). It is natural for Betteredge to question and mingle 

with many different people because his role requires him to interact with the servants and the 

Verinder family. Because of his involvement in both parts of the household, Betteredge is the 
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perfect assistant for Sergeant Cuff. Betteredge’s role in the investigation helps Cuff by supplying 

information that the detective would otherwise not be aware of. In addition, it also furthers the 

story because it allows Betteredge to describe the movements of the detective and, in some cases, 

the motivation behind Cuff’s actions. This versatility in interacting with different groups of 

people makes Betteredge a great narrator, which is acknowledged by Blake when he states 

“Nobody knows as much as you do, Betteredge, about what went on in the house at that time” 

(Collins 7). Betteredge’s wide access to information makes his account appear more reliable, 

which gives him more power as a narrator, despite being a servant. 

 Esther is able to bridge the classes in a similar way in Bleak House. Esther’s lack of 

family connections has led her to live with many different people before settling in with her 

guardian, John Jarndyce to be a companion for his ward Ada. Esther has the great ability of 

being able to connect with a wide range of people. Her sympathetic nature allows her to help 

poor people like Jo, when he is sick with smallpox, and Jenny the brickmaker’s wife, when she 

needs sympathy and support after losing her child. At the same time, Esther is well-mannered 

and well-raised so that she can run a household and interact with all types of people, which 

impresses Caddy Jellyby so much that she sets off to “improve” herself so that she may rise up to 

Esther’s standard of goodness (Dickens 236).  This goodness allows Esther to successfully relate 

to people in the upperclass, such as the Dedlocks, and to people like Mr. Turveydrop, whose only 

concern is “deportment” (Dickens 237). Because Esther interacts with dissimilar groups of 

people, she unites people who would not have otherwise been connected. By connecting 

different people, Esther is able narrate a wide variety of events that lead to the transfer of 

information and secrets.  
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 Not only do narrators cross class divisions, the detectives must do the same as they work 

to discover the truth. As D.A. Miller points out in his article “From Roman Policier to Roman-

Police,” Cuff’s investigation “brutally democratized” the Verinder estate so that all characters 

are “equal before Cuff’s inquiry and suspicion” (156). Cuff attempts to thoroughly investigate 

the members of both classes. He does not concentrate on just the servants as the incompetent 

Superintendent Seegrave does before Cuff’s arrival. In fact, Cuff focuses his suspicions on 

Rachel despite the fact that she is the daughter of a rich and powerful lady. The same holds true 

for Bleak House. Bucket uses all the resources at his disposal to gather clues to Tulkinghorn’s 

murder, and suspicion lands on Lady Dedlock for some time, even though the detective was 

offered a reward by her husband if he solves the crime. In order to investigate the crimes, the 

detective must move between the classes because the truth circulates between the classes. The 

investigations show that class is not a barrier to truth, even though it can be an obstacle for 

obtaining justice.  

 Lady Dedlock’s secret is so dangerous because it threatens her social standing. Because 

of her rank, the truth that she has an illegitimate child would bring Lady Dedlock shame and her 

husband disgrace if it was revealed. When Tulkinghorn divulges that he knows the truth of her 

relationship with Captain Hawdon, Lady Dedlock asks “Is it the town-talk yet? Is it chalked upon 

the walls and cried in the streets?” (Dickens 616). She is aware that the “fashionable 

intelligence” tracks her moves because of her “wealth and station,” so she knows the effects that 

gossip will have once people learn of her true situation (Dickens 59). In her final letter to Esther, 

Lady Dedlock writes: “I have done all I could to be lost. I shall soon be forgotten so, and shall 

disgrace him least. I have nothing about me by which I can be recognised” (Dickens 845). Lady 

Dedlock is careful to hide her identity so that the scandal for Sir Leicester will be minimized. 
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Because her last thoughts were of others, her death seems too severe to be considered justice for 

her “crime” of having an illegitimate child and keeping it a secret for so many years. This lack of 

justice is emphasized when Sir Leicester reacts to his wife’s history by telling Bucket to find 

Lady Dedlock and pass along his “full forgiveness” to her (Dickens 801). Instead of bringing her 

justice, Lady Dedlock’s status in the fashionable world is what causes her death. However, the 

fact that she dies next to Captain Hawdon’s grave and is found by Esther illustrates how 

seemingly unrelated people are all connected and how these connections can have profound 

effects.  

This lack of justice is emphasized by Hortense’s confrontation with Detective Bucket. 

Bucket finally describes all the evidence he has gathered and takes Hortense into custody. 

However, instead of his success being celebrated, it is questioned by Hortense herself. She 

wonders if Bucket can “restore [Tulkinghorn] back to life,” “make a honourable lady” of Lady 

Dedlock, or make a “haughty gentleman” of Sir Leicester (Dickens 781). Hortense demonstrates 

that while the truth has finally been revealed, it does not erase all the consequences that have 

resulted from the investigations. This fact is emphasized as Bucket encounters more problems 

while he and Esther are searching for Lady Dedlock. The detective is outsmarted by Lady 

Dedlock, who disguises herself in order to escape and prevent the truth from being revealed. 

However, the truth has already come out and been accepted, so Lady Dedlock’s death seems 

unnecessary and unfortunate. This outcome makes the revelation of the truth behind the crime 

and Hortense’s arrest seem like a hollow victory, not the successful completion of justice that is 

obtained in The Moonstone.  

 Gender roles help explain why The Moonstone emphasizes the importance of the truth 

while Bleak House focuses on connections. Institutions like the Chancery and the police are very 
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masculine, so the characters that are involved in investigating are mostly males. The 

investigations are equally important in both novels, but lead to the discovery of truths that vary 

in significance. In The Moonstone, the majority of the narrators are male and each one plays a 

role in investigating at some point or other. The masculine narrators focus on the search for the 

truth so that the connections in the novel become secondary. On the other hand, creating 

connections, like creating a family, is a more feminine activity. Esther’s role in Bleak House 

includes feminine tasks, such as running the household and creating bonds between John 

Jarndyce, Ada, and Richard to maintain a family unit. Because Esther is the narrator for half the 

novel, the emphasis is not on how the truth leads to justice, as it does in The Moonstone, but on 

how the truth leads to or reveals relationships between people. Truth, secrets, and investigations 

are important because they are used to reveal the hidden connections.  

 While the novels differ in their focus on truth and justice, the inheritance problems 

complicate the gender issues in both stories. In The Moonstone, the focus of the novel is on 

Rachel’s inheritance from her mother’s side. Lady Verinder’s brother, Colonel Herncastle, 

“bequeathed” Rachel the Moonstone on the condition that Lady Verinder was alive and present 

to witness her daughter receiving the inheritance (Collins 29). In his will, Herncastle states that 

he gave Lady Verinder’s daughter the valuable diamond as a sign of the “free forgiveness of the 

injury which her (Lady Verinder’s) conduct towards [him] has been the means of inflicting on 

[his] reputation” (Collins 29). However, his motivation, which seems sincere on the surface, 

becomes questionable as the characters realize that the Moonstone’s curse may be real, and the 

only reason that Rachel becomes involved in the curse is because of her mother’s relationship 

with her brother. Similarly, in Bleak House Esther becomes drawn into the investigations 

because of her relationship to Lady Dedlock. No one seems to care that Esther is related to 



Keffeler 32 
 

Captain Hawdon, but the fact that Esther inherited Lady Dedlock’s blood becomes the vital fact 

that the investigations hinge on. Not only is Esther the illegitimate daughter of a high ranking 

woman, her relationship with Lady Dedlock would put her in the middle of the Jarndyce and 

Jarndyce case as well, if the case had not been dissolved because of costs. In both novels, the 

inheritance is from the mother, which breaks from the cultural norm of inheritances passing 

through the male lineage. In this way, the inheritances undermine the typical patriarchal 

expectations that the Victorians held. 

 Breaking the cultural norm with the inheritances has a different level of importance in the 

novels. Both Bleak House and The Moonstone end with a marriage and the creation of a new 

family. Blake and Rachel are finally able to move past the theft of the Moonstone and, like all 

the good characters in the novel, have a happy ending. This conclusion reaffirms the cultural 

norms and gender roles because the discovery of the truth allows justice to be rendered, leaving 

the characters to enjoy their life together. Bleak House ends with what D.A. Miller refers to as an 

“inadequacy of closure,” in his article “Discipline in Different Voices: Bureaucracy, Police, 

Family, and Bleak House” (81). While Esther and Allan Woodcourt get married and have 

children, this outcome does not seem as satisfactory as the ending in The Moonstone. John 

Jarndyce breaks his engagement with Esther by literally handing her off to Woodcourt and gives 

the couple the new, smaller version of Bleak House to live in (Dickens 894). Whereas Rachel 

and Blake are free to live their own life after the mystery is solved, John Jarndyce’s actions 

direct Esther to a future where she recreates the original Bleak House on a smaller scale. This 

conclusion does not leave the reader with the satisfaction of the perfect happy ending. Even 

though Esther completes her narrative by talking about her happy marriage with Woodcourt, 

there is no resolution because in the middle of describing the change in her looks, her narrative is 
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cut off midsentence and the novel ends. While Dickens uses the same concept of ending with a 

marriage and family, he adds a slight twist so that it does not reinforce the gender roles like The 

Moonstone does. The lack of closure makes the novel feel less complete because it differs from 

the usual conclusion and lacks the sense of justice. 

 

Conclusion 

 While the truth plays a vital role in both novels, the results of the truth vary. The 

Moonstone follows the expected path of a detective novel where evidence accumulates to prove 

the truth. This truth is then used to achieve justice so that there is a “restitution of right” (Dolin 

22). The Moonstone upholds traditional values about Victorian culture, truth and justice. By the 

end of the novel, the institutions that the good characters belong to have been validated, and the 

investigation is proven to be a success. In contrast, Dickens’s novel does not support this 

conclusion. While the novel demonstrates that the truth may be revealed, it will not necessarily 

lead to justice. Bleak House even questions whether there can be justice with its portrayal of the 

Chancery Court and Lady Dedlock’s death. Dickens criticizes institutions ranging from the legal 

system to social programs in his portrayal of them in the novel. Bleak House challenges these 

institutions by questioning the commonly held ideas of truth and justice, and instead emphasizing 

the connections that the truth reveals. These connections are important because they unite people 

regardless of differences in class and gender, and illustrate how interrelated people’s lives are. 

Bleak House shows that it is only through the many investigations that the fog can be dispelled 

and the truth behind the connections can be revealed. The novel questions the traditional values 

of truth and justice and demonstrates that human connections are vital because nothing else can 

be relied on.  
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