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ABSTRACT

This dissertation investigates through a close reading of four novels—The Pickwick
Papers, David Copperfield, A Tale of Two Cities, and Great Expectations— the way in
which masculinity and authorial subjectivity in Dickens's novels are bound to the figure
of the circle, an image which functions both as a figure for an ideal narcissistic unity and
as a sign of the individual's subjection to the metaphoric and metonymic movement of
language within the symbolic order; what Jacques Lacan has identified as "symbolic
necessity.” [ demonstrate this double function of the circle by showing how orality in
Dickens's work belongs to a chain of images that include pretty lips, rings, necklaces, fur
ringed boots, as well as the grinding wheels and gears of the legal system. As Dickens's
career progresses, the novels become more and more haunted by the sense that the magic
circle of personal fantasy is inhabited by the violent, whirling motion of the law and
language. My argument culminates in readings ot A Tale of Two Cities and Great
Lxpectations which show how male masochism in Dickens's novels is not so much a
negation of paternal power and privilege as it is a consequence of the latter’s introjection
within the subject as fantasy, a fantasy in which the subject is fastened, as in Pip's fever

dream, to "a vast engine, clashing and whirling over a gulf."



INTRODUCTION

A fictive tale . . . has the advantage of manifesting symbolic necessity more
purely to the extent that we may believe its conception arbitrary.
Jacques Lacan, "Seminar on The Purloined Letter™

Uproarious was the mirth of the round table. Long after the ladies had retired, did

the hot elder wine, well qualified with brandy and spice, go round, and round, and

round again; and sound was the sleep and pleasant were the dreams that followed.
Charles Dickens, The Pickwick Papers

Dare I hint at that worse time when, strung together somewhere in great black
space, there was a flaming necklace, or ring, or starry circle of some kind, of
which / was one of the beads! And when my only prayer was to be taken off from
the rest, and when it was such inexplicable agony and misery to be a part of the

dreadful thing?
Charles Dickens, Bleak House

A recent review in The Dickensian of Herbert Sussman's Victorian Masculinities:
Manhood and Masculine Poetics in Early Victorian Literature and Art points to the need
in nineteenth-century studies for an "investigation of masculinity” that would consider
the novels of Charles Dickens (Booth 217). Sussman's book, which traces the ways
Carlyle, Browning, the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, and Pater utilize the metaphorics of
the monk and monasticism to construct a new form of masculinity for the industrial age,
does not address the problem of masculinity in Dickens work. Sussman's book belongs
to a growing interest in masculine subjectivity which was initiated to a large extent by
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick's study of homophobia and homosocial desire in Between Men; a
study in which Dickens's work figures prominently. Through her readings of Our Mutual
Friend and Edmund Drood Sedgwick argues that Dickens's writing near the end of his
career constructs "paranoid” plots that thematize homophobic relations between men and

that conserve male power through the "traffic in women." Though Sedgwick's work on



Dickens may explain in part why Sussman's book and Richard Dellamora's Masculine
Desire, a study of Victorian sexual politics, neglect Dickens's novels, her readings are not
exhaustive accounts of Dickens's representation of masculinity. One area of Dickensian
masculinity that Sedgwick leaves untouched is the presence of what Theodore Reik has
identified as "masochistic phantasies” in the "novels of Charles Dickens" (387).

Recent studies by Carol Siegel and Kaja Silverman have explored the ways male
masochism may undermine conventional conceptions of normative masculinity that
uphold patriarchal power structures. For Siegel male masochism is "a model of
transgression whose willing inversion of patriarchal values, including a jubilant offering
up of self, could unsettle the dominant discourse on masculinity" (Male Masochism 141).
Along the same lines Kaja Silverman'’s study of the way masculine subject positions are
engendered and positioned through the work of narrativity argues that certain masculine
authorial subjectivities may be "antipathetic not only to normative masculinity, but to one
of its primary buttresses, traditional notions of authorship" (Male Subjectivity 11).
Utilizing Laplanche and Pontalis's notion of "a phantasmatic," Silverman has applied the
psychoanalytic theory of fantasy to develop her conception of an "authorial fantasmatic.”
an unconscious fantasy or group of related fantasies that manifest themselves in various
repetitive narrative structures, and to investigate the way in which identification and
unconscious desire play themselves out within narratives. In Male Subjectivity at the
Margins, Silverman analyzes filmic and literary narrative constructions of masculinity
that "not only acknowledge but embrace castration, alterity, and specularity," qualities
constitutive of all subjectivity, but traditionally attributed to femininity and disavowed by
traditional masculinity (3). Silverman privileges a masochistic masculinity that would
"say no to power" through a phallic divestiture or repudiation of the murderous

aggressivity associated with the traditional masculine subject. Silverman's work is
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important to an understanding of Dickens's novels because of his fascination with self-
sacrificing male heroes and with self-destructive masculinity. In David Copperfield, for
example, David claims that he turned "the painful discipline of my younger days to
account” by making "a perfect victim of myself” through his work. In a similar way
Wilkins Micawber takes pleasure in portraying through his letters the "humiliating™
"circumstances™ of his life and in presenting himself as a "Beggared Outcast™ in his
letters. In 4 Tale of Two Cities, Dickens explores the "secret attraction” that draws
Charles Darnay and Sydney Carton into the self-destructive violence of the French
Revolution, which is represented by the "whirlings of the grindstone" the revolutionaries
use to sharpen their weapons and by the turning of "the great grindstone, Earth" (248,
250). Finally, in Great Expectations Pip tells Joe "'Look angry at me, Joe. Strike me,
Joe. Tell me of my ingratitude. Don't be so good to me!™ (439). In an essay calling fora
literary investigation of the subversive possibilities of male masochism, Carol Siegel sees
Great Expectations as a "celebration and condemnation” of the pleasures associated with
Pip's display of the love wounds he receives from Estella. For Siegel, Dickens's novel,
like other Victorian literary representations of sado-masochism, must ultimately contain
in the name of conventional gender roles the subversive sexuality it represents. My
dissertation will argue that, despite whatever threats male masochism may potentially
pose for conventional gender roles that equate passivity with femininity and aggressivity
with masculinity, masochistic male subjectivity in Dickens is characterized by an auto-
erotic fascination with the ways male characters are subjected to what Lacan refers to as
"symbolic necessity," the process by which subjects are bound and oriented within a
"symbolic chain" that "determines the subjects in their acts, in their destiny, in their
refusals, in their blindnesses, in their end and in their fate, their innate gifts and social

acquisitions notwithstanding" ("Seminar" 60).
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My dissertation, "Ixion's Wheel: Masculinity and the Figure of the Circle in the
Novels of Charles Dickens" investigates through a close reading of four novels—7#e
Pickwick Papers, David Copperfield, A Tale of Two Cities, and Great Expectations-- the
way in which masculinity and authorial subjectivity in Dickens's novels are bound to the
figure of the circle, an image which functions both as a figure for an ideal narcissistic
unity and as a sign of the individual's subjection to the metaphoric and metonymic
movement of language within the symbolic order; what Jacques Lacan has identified as
"symbolic necessity.” I demonstrate this double function of the circle by showing how
orality in Dickens's work belongs to a chain of images that include pretty lips, rings,
necklaces, fur ringed boots, as well as the grinding wheels and gears of the legal system.
As Dickens's career progresses, the novels become more and more haunted by the sense
that the magic circle of personal fantasy is inhabited by the violent, whirling motion of
the law and language. My argument culminates in readings of 4 7ale of Two Cities and
Great Expectations which show how male masochism in Dickens's novels ts not so much
a negation of paternal power and privilege as it is a consequence of the latter's
introjection within the subject as fantasy, a fantasy in which the subject is fastened, as in
Pip's fever dream, to "a vast engine, clashing and whirling over a gulf” (GE£ 438).

In classical mythology Ixion is "shunned and despised by all mankind" for having
murdered Deioneus, his father-in-law, whom he owed a "valuable present for the choice
he had made of him to be his daughter's husband" (Lempriere’s Classical Dictionary).
Jupiter shows Ixion compassion by transporting him to heaven and inviting him to dine at
“the table of the gods;" however, Ixion repays the god's hospitality by attempting to
seduce Juno. Jupiter punishes Ixion for his betrayal by ordering him bound to a flying,
fiery wheel which whirls round and round for eternity. Ixion's crimes, his attempted

seduction of Juno, the "mistress of heaven and earth," and his murder of his father-in-law



are, at the risk of mixing myths, Oedipal in character. Ixion's punishment by Jupiter, "the
king and father of gods and men," is a sign of his subjection to Zeus's paternal authority. |
The figure of Ixion appears at least twice in Dickens's novels. It first appears in David
Copperfield when Steerforth explains to David why he has never devoted all of his
energies to a single career: "[ have never learnt the art of binding myseif to any of the
wheels on which the Ixion's of these days are turning round and round” (324). Steerforth's
suggestion that Ixion's fate is somehow self-imposed rather than willed by some higher
power or system of law, indicates that he mistakenly views himself as outside the
influence of the law. In Bleak House Mr. Vholes, Richard Carstone's vampiric attorney,
replies to the impatience of his client by asserting that "we have put our shoulders to the
wheel, Mr. Carstone, and the wheel is going round” (590). Carstone observes that it is
Ixion's wheel that is turning, suggesting the degree to which he himself is an Ixion who is
bound to the endless revolutions of the legal process. London, “a great tee-totum” (221),
is a version of this wheel which is "set up" every morning "for its daily spin and whirl," a
recommencement of "all that unaccountable reading and writing" (275). According to
the OED, a tee-totum is a small, four-sided top used in a game of chance that has a letter
inscribed on each side. The letter lying uppermost after its spin determined the player's
fortune. Ixion's wheel, thus, represents the fate of an individual who is bound to the
perpetual, automatic movement of language and law.

Many of Dickens's male characters possess a castrating sense of being bound to
the whirling wheels of language and the law. These wheels are often associated with the

gears of clocks and machines such as the intimidating "rattling engines” Master

IDickens would have been familiar with Lempriere’s Classical Dictionary of Proper
Names Mentioned in Ancient Authors Writ Large. It was first published in 1788 and
Benjamin Disraeli used an extended portion of the Ixion entry as an epigraph to his short
story, "Ixion in Heaven," which was published in The New Monthly Magaczine in 1833.



Humphrey observes inside "the Clock" at St. Paul's Cathedral, "a complicated crowd of
wheels and chains in iron and brass"” that "regulated the progress of life around” London
(MHC 107). The destructive power of the machine is reflected in Master Humphrey's
fear that it is capable of "grinding" his fingerbone "to powder." Many of Dickens's novels
are concerned with the regulating power of whirling social machinery, like the law, that
makes the human will "a dead letter" and threatens to grind characters into dust. 7he
Pickwick Papers represents the anxiety of male characters that they will be ground down
by the power of the legal system which is put into play by "writs," judgments," and
"declarations," "ingenious machines put in motion for the torture and torment of His
Majesty's liege subjects, and the comfort and emolument of the law" (418). Perhaps
Arthur Clenam, the central character of Litt/le Dorrit, describes this sense of

powerlessness best:

T have no will. That is to say,' he coloured a little, 'next to none that [ can put in
action now. Trained by main force; broken, not bent; heavily ironed with an
object on which [ was never consulted and which was never mine; shipped away
to the other end of the world before I was of age, and exiled there until my father’s
death there, a year ago; always grinding in a mill | always hated; what is to be
expected from me in middle life? Will, purpose, hope? All those lights were
extinguished before [ could sound the words. (20)

The grindstone is another version of Ixion's wheel. Clenam's reference to "always
grinding in a mill" suggests the idea of ceaseless toil and reflects the extent to which he
feels bound to paternal authority.2 This idea of the human will displaced by powerful

forces like the machinery of the law is one which recurrs throughout the novels. Oliver

2At least two of Dickens's literary predecessors used the link between Ixion's wheel and
grindstones or millstones in their poetry. In his dedication to Don Juan Byron refers to
"Ixion grindstone's ceaseless toil,/ That turns and turns to give the world a notion/ Of
endless torments and perpetual motion"” ("Dedication” 13.102-104), and in "The Rape of
the Lock," Pope describes Ixion as "fix'd" to "the giddy motion of the whirling mill"
(2.133-134).
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Twist describes how Oliver, a victim of the Poor Law of 1834, undergoes "a systematic
course of treachery and deception” that involves, among other things, being violently
brought up "by hand." In David Copperfield this powerlessness is humorously portayed
in the letters of Wilkins Micawber who describes himself as "a foundered Bark," a victim
of "circumstances beyond" his "individual control” (701) who is "placed" repeatedly in
"position[s] of peculiar painfulness'™ (702). David also imagines that his "life" belongs to
a larger narrative, "a great fairy story, which [ was just about to begin to read" (273), and
this idea is repeated in the figure of Mr. Dick whose "memorial,” an autobiographical
narrative, becomes absorbed by British national history, specifically, the decapitation of
Charles the First in 1649. Dickens further explores the way a character’s personal history
is caught up within the workings of a national history in 4 Tale of Two Cities. Charles
Darnay laments that his aristocratic inheritance has "left me bound to a system that is
frightful to me, responsible for it, but powerless in it" (117). In fact, Dickens's later
novels suggest that the whirling movement of social law is not simply an external force
but one which inhabits the subject as well and determines the direction of "his" narrative
life. Edward Said uses the term "molestation” to refer to the the "consciousness”
novelists, narrators, and characters have of the groundless basis for their narrative
fantasies (84). Molestation refers to those powers external to the self that resist and
undermine the protagonist/novelist's authority to determine the course of his own life, but
as the sexual meanings of the term imply, however, "molestation” is an awareness or
even a fantasy of limitation and constriction. In his reading of Great Expectations Said
argues that Dickens organizes the novel around the conflict between Pip's transgression,
his "imperious authority badly in need of restraint"” and "the molestations of truth,"
namely the hero's awareness that his "poor dream" of becoming a gentleman is a sham.

Said's reading of the novel as a fall from fantasy into disillusionment ignores the erotic
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implications of its own term by neglecting the importance of Pip's fantasies of
molestation--often expectations of molestation—that repeat themselves throughout the
novel. Pip's narrative is a retrospective construction dominated by scenes of abuse.
Included in these memories are accounts of his childhood fantasies such as the one in
which "the young man" gets his "imbruing hands" in him (10). Opposed to Pip's
expectations that he will rise into a gentleman are the guilty expectations that he will be
captured by convicts or arrested by the police: "I fully expected to find a Constable in the
kitchen, waiting to take me up" (19; emphasis added). Molestation is not the imposition
of external forces upon the subject so much as the novelist/protagonist's fantasy of abuse
at the hands of something that appears to limit the fulfillment of desire. "Psychical
reality” is the term Freud adopted in response to his inability to determine whether the

stories his hysterical female patients told of being molested by their fathers were true or

[ fer

cover up
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merely fantasies constructed in order to their "auto-erotic activity
(Laplanche and Pontalis, "Fantasy” 3). Psychical reality refers to the unconscious
fantasies which structure an individual's psyche and which, according to Laplanche and
Pontalis, present "consistency and resistance comparable to those displayed by material
reality” (Laplanche and Pontalis, Language 363). What comes into conflict is not the
desire for authority and the powers internal and external to the self that limit this desire,
but the fantasy of authorship and the fantasy of molestation. This latter fantasy can
assume forms of punishment such as beatings and incarceration as well as the belief that
one is bound to a system over which one has little or no control. Perhaps one explanation
for the blush which colors Arthur Clenam's declaration that he possesses "no will" is his
awareness that his statement expresses a fantasy which is ordinarily concealed. Sucha

fantasy would point to the pleasures tied to being "bent" and "broken” by by stronger

forces, the pleasures associated with having one's heart disciplined, with having one's
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interior plumbed by an exploring hand, or with having one's body publicly mutilated.
Dickens's novels both acknowledge and resist these fantasies which haunt his

representation of himself as an author.

I

For Kaja Silverman the male masochist challenges the dominant fiction upon
which normative masculinity is founded by eroticizing his subjection to the Other and
undermining the image of a self-sufficient the male subject who controls the course of his
life and his relationship to the world. Using a Lacanian model of subjectivity, Silverman
sees all subjects as constructed through a series of divisions and losses and through a
series of conscious and unconscious identifications. The entry of each subject into the
symbolic order necessitates a "symbolic castration," the sacrifice of an unmediated
relation to the phenomenal world for entrance into the world of social relations. It is "the
unavoidable castration which every subject must experience upon entering the order of
language or signification, its inauguration into a regime of lack. This castration or lack
entails both the loss of being, and the subject's subordination to a discursive order which
pre-exists, exceeds, and substantially speaks it" (Silverman, Male Subjectivity 35). The
current dominant fiction through which masculinity is constructed in Western culture
typically disavows the losses and divisions associated with the construction of subjecivity
and inscribes its own wounds upon the female body. Subversive masculinities, thus,
would openly acknowledge its foundation upon these processes of division and loss

normally disavowed by normative masculinity.

What is it precisely that the male masochist displays, and what are the
consequences of this self-exposure? To begin with, he acts out in an insistent and
exaggerated way the basic conditions of cultural subjectivity, conditions that are
normally disavowed; he loudly proclaims that his meaning comes to him from the
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Other, prostrates himself before the gaze even as he solcits it, exhibits his
castration for all to see, and revels in the sacrificial basis of the social contract.
The male masochist magnifies the losses and divisions upon which cultural
identity is based, refusing to be sutured or recompensed. In short, he radiates a
negativity inimical to the social order. (Male Subjectivity 206)

An example of such a masochist would be an Ixion who openly invites the eternal
punishment Jupiter imposes upon him. Sydney Carton's self-sacrificing submission to a
public execution is perhaps the closest thing in Dickens's work to Silverman's male
masochist. He willingly binds himself to the "terrible attraction” of the "raging
Revolution," a force which is represented by the "whirlings of the grindstone" the
revolutionaries use to sharpen their weapons (248). Carton's act calls attention to the
ways in which all of the charucters are caught up in the swirling events that revolve
around the French Revolution.

Silverman's version of male masochism and male subectivity derive from a
psychoanalytic theory that questions the extent to which a subject’s acts, even the acts of
a self-(de)constructing ironic subject, are free from the various cultural
ideologies/fantasies that, in the words of Slavoj Zizek, "determine our activity, our mode
of acting in reality itself" (47). In order to explain the way literature is bound up with
issues of subjectivity and freedom I will return to a passage that has been cited many
times before; Roquentin's conclusion in Jean-Paul Sartre's novel, Nausea, that "you have
to choose: live or tell” (56). "Nothing happens while you live," Roquentin says, "but
everything changes when you tell about life; it's a change no one notices . .. . You seem
to start at the beginning: It was a fine autumn evening in 1922. I was a notary's clerk in
Marommes.' And in reality you have started at the end" (57). Here Sartre's novel
distinguishes between those who seem to live their lives as though they were caught up in
a pre-written narrative and a more authentic existence that would not retreat into a life of

"adventure" and bad faith; one that would acknowledge the freedom and non-being at the
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heart of the human subject. For Sartre, to pretend as though one were living life as the
hero of a story lives his or hers is to deny the contingent quality of lived experience.
Unlike a fictional narrative, there is no prewritten ending in experience that would give
coherence and order to one's life.

In The Sense of an Ending, Frank Kermode investigates the way the works of
many modernist writers like Sartre attempt to strike a balance between narrative form
and the desire to represent the contingency of human experience in that form. On the one
hand, narrative and texuality are associated with a sort of necessity bound up by the sense
of an end, a prewritten purpose, goal, or desire that insists that the human subject move
along certain paths. Reality, on the other hand, is associated with the chaos of
contingency and is totally distinct from the symbolic realm of language and narrative.
The contingency of reality, "the utter shapelessness" and "utter inhumanity” of the world,
is what grounds human freedom but is what undermines the meaning of human
constructions. The problem for writers, particularily modem novelists, according to
Kermode, is that their desire to represent the chaotic contingency of existence in
narrative form conflicts with their need to construct a narrative structure that would make
the text understandable. It is a conflict between the desire for an impossible existential
authenticity in the work and the demands of narrative form which deform reality. Such a
conflict is evident in Nausea, Sartre's anti-novel, because Sartre attempts to represent
"contingency in a form which is, in so far as it succeeds, the destroyer of contingency”
(137). The assumption here in Kermode's work, of course, is that human beings can
experience the real as real. Words and narrative are merely veils or curtains which cover
over the formlessness of existence and prevent us from recognizing the unescapable
quality of human freedom. For Kermode as for Satre, humans are free to choose because

it is precisely nothing that compels us to act in a specific way or to adopt a particular
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course of action. For Kermode it is the plight of the novelist that s/he must reject old,
inauthentic narrative paradigms that assume the world possesses a certain order while
acknowledging the impossibility of writing an authentic novel, a novel that perfectly
captures the contingency of existence and human freedom.

What Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis has shown, however, is that the
notion of the free subject acting somehow beyond the symbolic order that constitutes
culture is a fiction as well. What Freud refers to as "the illusion of Free Will" ("The
‘Uncanny™ 388) is based upon the assumption that the subject is not split by unconscious
desires and thoughts that might influence conscious choice. For Sartre the Freudian
unconscious is a form of bad faith or self-deceit; however, for Freud one cannot access
what is repressed by becoming more honest (Miller 234-37). Only through a dialogue
with an other is it possible to read the traces of what is inscribed in the unconscious.
Subjectivity is constructed by and determined by the texts that men and women are born
into, "the history or the legends of parents, grandparents and the ancestors: the family
sounds or sayings, this spoken or secret discourse, going on prior to the subject's arrival,
within which he must find his way" (Laplanche and Pontalis, "Fantasy” 11). These texts
that constitute the subject alienate him or her from life, because, according to Lacan, "the
subject depends upon the signifier" and that signifier "is in the field of the Other," the
symbolic order within which every subject is linked in a signifying chain (Lacan, Four
205). The signifier stands in for what the subject lacks but that signifier appears from the
place of the Other and thus alienates the subject from itself and from what it desires.
Language in constituting the subject produces a lack within the subject; furthermore,
language can only cover over that lack with a signifier that acts as a figure or stand-in for
what will always be lost to the subject. There is no choice between living and telling

since to live as a subject in the world is to be influenced by the unconscious, that other
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scene, which, as Lacan says, is "structured like a language” (203). Jacques-Alain Miller,
a Lacanian psychoanalyst, speaks of the relationship between contingency and necessity
in analysis:

There is always, in the narration of one's life, a strong character of contingency.
You experience your life by telling or articulating aspects of it: it was like this,
but it could have been like that. [ was somebody, but I could have been
somebody else. What we have in the end is cotingency. That is the meaning in
logic of the "possible." It happened like this, but it could have happened like that.
In his discovery, however, when the patient named the feature, he had a glimpse
of necessity (written under the bar). That is, he glimpsed that, in spite of the fact
that he could have been this or that, there was something that was necessarily the
way it was. And when you discover-when you glimpse necessity in analysis—it's
frequently, [ won't say always, a gratifying moment for the patient. Be it hard
necessity or horrible necessity, it feels like a victory over the unconscious. (237)

What is discovered during the course of analysis is the presence of "a law" that appears to
determine certain choices the subject has made throughout his or her life. In his seminar
on Poe's "The Purloined Letter” Lacan claims that "man" is blind in relation to "the letters
on the wall that dictate his destiny" (Lacan, "Seminar" 72). This written text is generally
unreadable and is what constitutes the unconscious. For Lacan the "human organism" is
captured in a "symbolic dimension" which "binds and orients" experience in a "symbolic
chain” which is "decisive for the subject” (40). "The displacement of the signifier,”
Lacan says, "determines the subjects in their acts, in their destiny, in their refusals, in
their blindnesses, in their end and in their fate, their innate gifts and social acquisitions
notwithstanding, without regard for character or sex, and . . . , willingly or not, everything
that might be considered the stuff of psychology, kit and caboodle, will follow the path of
the signifier (60). Lacan describes the signifier's path as "a circuit” within which the
subject is linked or "integrated” into the discourse of the Other that constitutes the

UNConscious:
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It is the discourse of the circuit in which [ am integrated. [ am one of its links. It
is the discourse of my father for instance, in so far as my father made mistakes
which I am absolutely condemned to reproduce — that's what we call the super-
ego. Iam condemned to reproduce them because [ am obliged to pick up again
the discourse he bequeathed to me, not simply because I am his son, but because
one can't stop the chain of discourse, and it is precisely my duty to transmit it in
its aberrant form to someone else. I have to put to someone else the problem of a
situation of life or death in which the chances are that it is just as likely that he
will falter, in such a way that this discourse produces a small circuit in which an
entire family, an entire coterie, an entire camp, an entire nation or half of the
world will be caught. (Seminar [T 89-90)

It is on this basis that Lacan interprets Freud's notion of the compulsion to repeat or in
Lacan's terms, the repetition automatism, "the return, the coming-back, the insistence of
the signs, by which we see ourselves governed by the pleasure principle” (Lacan, Four
53-54). Like its French equivalent, circuit, "circuit” is related to the figure of the circle.
According to the OED, "circuit” may refer to a circumference, a circular boundary or
limit, and it also denotes "a circular journey" and "the action of going or moving round or
about." Ixion's punishment, thus, becomes an apt figure for the manner in which subjects
are "integrated" in a circular discourse which repeats or returns to the discourse of the
father. Within this "circuit"” or discursive circle is "caught” the various institutions that
constitute society. The spinning circle represents a symbolic necessity that enslaves the
subject in a discourse that s/he is bound to repeat and "transmit" in its "aberrant form" to
succeeding generations. The faltering discourse of the father is "aberrant” and mistaken
insofar as language is characterized by the shifting, metonymic movement of the signifier
of desire. For Lacan, the unconscious, "the discourse of the Other" or "the whole
structure of language" (Ecrits 172, 147) "has a very particular insistence—that is the word
[ wanted to bring in. [ say insistence because it expresses rather well, in a familiar way,
the meaning of what has been translated into French as automatisme de repetition"

(Lacan, The Seminar ] 61). Lost in the translation of the French instance as "insistence”
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are the legal connotations of the word. As in the English "instance," instance can refer to
a law suit in a court of justice. In his use of both "automatisme" and "instance" Lacan
joins the idea of the signifying chain as an automatic machine to the idea of language as
law. Lacan's notion of the automatism reflects his understanding of the human subject as
governed by the machinery of a symbolic system of signs: "The machine embodies the
most radical symbolic activity of man" (Seminar II 74). "The symbolic world,” which
Lacan refers to as a "play of symbols," is "the world of the machine." The machine of the
unconscious is this play or “circuit” of symbols "detached” from the activity of any
subject, but which nevertheless conducts "the ballet of all the little machines," the world
of human relations (51-52). Analysis forces the subject to move beyond the imaginary
realm of the ego which rejects the "symbolic order” and "reveals to the subject its
signification," the way in which the subject 1s governed by a "speech [it] already receives
ready-made” (326). Thus, Lacan, like Freud, associates repetition with a death drive.
Because the symbolic order "tends beyond the pleasure principle, beyond the limits of
life," Lacan identifies it with Freud's death instinct: "the death instinct is only the mask of
the symbolic order." In this way Lacan debunks the idea of an "autonomous ego”
(Seminar II 68) that would "simply follow [its] inclination"(326). The human being is a
puppet of sorts and "what pulls the strings on the puppet” (67) is "the automatic unfolding
in the unconscious of the signifying chain” (Fink 225).

This circuitous detour through psychoanalysis offers more than a thematization of
what [ argue is a concemn in Dickens's novels. It suggests the possibility that a literary
text may be bound to a certain circuit or insistence of signs that manifest itself in
repeated narrative elements and motifs. Silverman's notion of an authorial fantasmatic
which provides a particular group of texts a "libidinal coherence” founded upon such an

assumption (Acoustic 218). A fantasmatic marks the particular way in which a subject
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has been integrated within language and the symbolic order. It takes the form of "an
unconscious fantasy or group of related fantasies which underlies a subject's dreams,
symptoms, repetitive behavior, and daydreams. It also provides what is in my view the
best point of entry into authorial subjectivity” (Male Subjectivity 160). Silverman's goal
is not to psychoanalyze the historical author who produced the text but to analyze "the
author 'inside’ the text," a figure constructed by the text's narrative and linguistic
elements. The assumption here is that, as Peter Brooks states, "the structure of literature
is in some sense the structure of mind” and that the "convergence of psychoanalysis and
literary criticism” is founded upon the "sense that . . . there must be some correspondency
between literary and psychic process, that aesthetic structure and form, including literary
tropes, must somehow coincide with the psychic structures and operations they both
evoke and appeal to" (Psychoanalysis 24-25).

A nodal point to which Dickens's work returns and to which I will return during
the course of my readings of his novels is the figure of the circle and the way in which
masculinity is represented as bound to it. The various forms in which the return to the
circle takes, however, often conflict with each other. The circle represents not only the
characters' submission to the whirling machinery of the law but is associated with the
desire for control and with the desire to escape from the law’s destructive effects. The
image of the circle in Dickens's work, for example, represents life's progress as a return
to childhood. As Jarvis Lorry says near the end of A Tale of Two Cities, "As I draw
closer to the end, I travel in the circle, nearer and nearer to the beginning” (295). The
image of the circle is a privileged figure in Dickens's work for the unity and cohesion of
self, family, and community in a world which tends to scatter individuals and demolish
human constructions. Because this sense of completeness is associated with a lost

innocence and the figure of "my pretty young mother," the circle often represents a desire



to return to the security of childhood days: "Encircled by the social thoughts of
Christmastime, still let the benignant figure of my childhood stand unchanged"
(Christmas Stories 18). In addition Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has shown how circles and
rings in Dickens are linked to the mouth, and the control of the anus, "crucial images for
the illusion of economic individualism" (170). Thus, the circle doubles as a symbol for
the subject's desire to master the world by incorporating it within the limits of the self, as
well as for the whirling, destructive movement of language that perpetually frustrate the
desire for control. The circle illustrates what Neil Hertz, following the work of Jean
Laplanche, identifies as the ability of the most powerful symbols to condense, like the
fetish, the threatening and the reassuring aspects of what they represent (Hertz 166-68).
As Dickens's career progresses the differences between the pleasures associated with
orality, anality, and control and the fear of being bound and punished by the law become
more difficult to discern. The joyous pleasures of the mouth so evident in The Pickwick

Papers become associated in Great Expectations with fantasies of crime and punishment.

I

[ begin my discussion of this subject in my first chapter with a close reading of
the Pickwick Papers which shows how the repetitious form of the novel's narrative arises
from the split between a castrating recognition that the male subject is caught in the
whirling gears of legal documents, "ingenious machines put in motion for the torture and
torment of His Majesty’s liege subjects” (418), and a disavowal of that knowledge
manifested in the novel's nostalgia for the "joyous circle” of childhood, in its fetishistic
fascination with rings, necklaces, lips, fur rimmed boots, and round pocket watches, and
in its representation of the expanding, circular form of the male body. The orality of the

male characters represented by the pleasures of feasting and drinking appears as a
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conservative response to their fear that they are circumscribed by language and bound to
the grinding motion of the legal system. The consequence of this conflict is the "constant
succession” in the novel of scenes in which circles are broken, re-formed, and broken
again as though the novel itself were acting out a compulsive attempt to master a
traumatic knowledge.

[n my second chapter [ show how this tension between the circular, narcissistic
desire to return to the comforts of childhood and the knowledge that the self is subjected
to the fragmenting movement of language and time is incorporated within a single
narrative point of view in David Copperfield, a strategy which seems to check the
explosive repetitions of The Pickwick Papers. In this novel the issue circulates around
the question of disposal and the subject's desire to control those objects that are "going
from" him. In order to preserve the illusion that the masculine subject determines the
trajectory of his own course through life, the illusion of being at his own disposal, he
must "hold [his] own." This "firmness" and authorial "strength of character” are
associated in the novel, however, with a compulsive anality. Even though objects, words,
and thoughts constantly skim away from him, David's fascination with steel fetters,
expanding and contracting nostrils, deep mouths, compressed lips, closed boxes, tight
boots, and magic circles are all signs of his desire to dispose of his life in his own way.
David's marriage to Agnes at the end of the novel is a final attempt to preserve a
narcissistic sense of wholeness: "Clasped in my embrace, I held the source of every
worthy aspiration I had ever had; the centre of myself, the circle of my life, my own, my
wife; my love of whom was founded on a rock!" (864). Swallowed into "the circle of
[his] life" through the ring of his "embrace," Agnes becomes the lost object by which the
subject preserves its illusory narcissistic totality. David's devotion to Agnes, the shining

manifestation of "Heavenly light," is a form of fetishism whereby the writer can disavow



his losses, those "realities" or parts of himself that melt away like the "shadows" of his
own imagination. Just as the function of the fetish is to veil lack even as it memorializes
the fear of castration, the figure of Agnes "pointing upward" invites the author to turn his
eyes away from the realities of death, time, language which lead to a sliding away of the
self. Agnes though is identified by her role as a signifier, that is, one who points
elsewhere. David's incorporation of Agnes, the novel's ultimate object of desire, does not
represent a final closing off of the circle and a sense of total self-fulfillment, because she
bears the mark of her own insufficiency to close the ring of desire. Her finger points
blindly upward, like the church steepie at Blunderstone, towards an empty sky, the future,
death, or to some other pointing figure such as "that importunate Roman" in Bleak House
"who is forever toppling out of the clouds and pointing” (BA 586). The object is always
lacking and can only point towards another object in the chain of objects that revolve
around the subject.

Just as Dickens's dismissal of the creatures of his fancy in the preface to David
Copperfield attempts to assert authorial control over the movement of signification, his
claim that he has "embodied" the violence and suffering in 4 Tale of Two Cities, depicted
in the nightmarish whirling motion of the Carmagnole and the bloody grindstone, also
reveals an authorial attempt to dispose of what threatens the circular self. The
internalization of these scenes of violence within the body, however, are associated in
this novel with a desire for the self to be opened up and penetrated by a "pitying" or even
a violent "hand." Dickens's A Tale of Two Cities is a text both repulsed by and attracted
to scenes in which masculine characters are imprisoned, humiliated, and publicly
violated. Charles Darnay, Dr. Manette, and Sydney Carton each in their own way seem
"driven” by the "influence” of a "terrible attraction” for punishment and the public

spectacle of their own trials and execution. Humiliating punishments such as Charles



Darnay's repeated imprisonments and trials, Dr. Manette's imprisonment within the
Bastille, and Sydney Carton's public decapitation and other executions "done in open day,
in the open street" before a "vast concourse” are the violent acts Charles Dickens refers to
when he claims in the preface of the novel to have "certainly done and suffered it all
myself." The connection between writing and a masochistic internalization of violence is
present in Dickens's representation of the genesis of his own novel. In Dickens's preface
the novel's conception is linked to the author’s desire to incorporate within himself scenes
of suffering and violence in order to have that violence or "main idea" shape itself and
take "complete possession” of him as though the author were passive or submissive in
relation to it. Furthermore, Dickens' use of the term "execution” to represent the act of
portraying "what is done and suffered in these pages" suggests that writing is both a
creative and self-destructive act. It constructs or embodies the self, but does so in order
to present the self as suffering or wounded due to its own "fancy.” Dickens authorizes or
authenticates his novel by claiming to have "done and suffered it all myself."

Dickens's "strong desire" to "embody"” in his "own person” and in his novel the
figure of a suffering, powerless masculine hero is reflected in the narrative by Dr.
Manette's relationship to his own secret text. Like Dickens' novel, Dr. Manette's letter
written within the Bastille is a secret letter about a series of secrets and is exemplary not
only because it marks the origin of the novel's story—the aristocrat Evremonde's sexual
transgression against the peasant woman and the destruction of her family— but because
it reveals the way in which the act of writing is associated with the process of
incorporating traumatic scenes of violence; an internalization of suffering that becomes a
form of self-aggression. Manette writes his letters to condemn the violence of others but
in both instances those letters return to imprison him and condemn his family to

destruction. This return of the letter is figured in his "laborious" digging which
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constructs a "place of concealment” within his own "cell.” Thus, the incorporation of
violent scenes comprises two seemingly conflicting fantasies. On the one hand,
incorporation would seem to reflect a narcissistic defense against threatening external
forces. The self is represented as a self-enclosed container that preserves deep within
itself the secret of its existence. In this fantasy it resembles a locked prison cell, a closed
book, a deep cavern, or walled fortress. On the other hand, what s preserved within the
interior of these secret spaces are scenes in which the body is violated and/or mutilated.
In short, incorporation in the novel is both a defense against and a memorial to violence
against the narcissistic masculine subject. The male characters in the novel both fear and
strangely long for "what is done and suffered” in the novel's pages.

In Dickens's Great Expectations the circle of the mouth and other bodily orifices
figure a process by which the molesting power of paternal authority enters the subject
and influences the course of his life. Within Pip's narrative is a tension between two sets
of fantasies; his "poor dream" of marrying Estella and becoming a gentleman and his
horrifying fantasies of being hunted in his bedroom by versions of Magwitch's fictional
"young man" who gets at young boys's insides and eats their hearts and livers. As the
latter set of fantasies derive from the novel's opening scene on the marshes, the scene of
Pip's narrative birth, the novel suggests that they are more primary. Pip's decision early
in the novel to stow his bread and butter down his pants' leg represents how his young
mind has internalized Magwitch's secret and his threats. Magwitch's fiction of the hungry
"young man" and the convict's own threats to eat him both terrify and fascinate Pip. The
threats not only create a fear in Pip that he will be literally opened up and invaded but
they also enter Pip as fantasy and become a part of him just as the characters and places

Dickens read about as a child became, according to him, a part of his mind.



29

The novel's representation of the mind as a space which is threatened by the
internalized figure of the violent father appears, for example, when Provis returns and Pip
recognizes the impossibility of keeping him "concealed in the chambers” (309). The
chapter which begins the third stage of Pip's narrative is dominated by the language of
secrecy and surveillance. Despite the precautions necessary to "keep" his "room secret”
the danger of detection sxists. The night "watchman" who guards the entrance to his
Temple lodgings with his lantern cannot prevent "a lurker” from stealing his way into
Pip's staircase. This chapter makes it clear the way in which Pip's social and
heterosexual (albeit masochistic) aspirations are a cover for his secret ties to shadowy
men who hide within the darkest comers of his narrative. In short, his rooms become a
figure for Pip's mind. He may attempt to "shut off any . . . communication between"
Provis' room and the world beyond it, but Pip's series of surprises throughout the course
of the novel indicate that communication will occur nevertheless. The "danger . . .
always near and active" would be the danger Pip's fantasies pose to himself. These
fantasies are both a source of horror and pleasure for Pip. Their nightmarish qualities
appear in Pip's dream of being bound to "a vast engine” that is "whirling over a gulf." and
in the repetitive call for "Old Clem," the patron saint of blacksmiths, "to hammer boys
round"” (89). The pleasures associated with being subjected to paternal control, on the
other hand, are evident in Pip's fondness late in the novel for the way his illness
temporarily transforms him into a "small helpless creature” and allows him to become
"like a child in [Joe's] hands" (442). The horror of being bound, like Ixion, to a whirling
engine, gives way to the fantasy of an idealized pre-Oedipal attachment to the father that
would return to a time before the subject's immersion in the alienating and destructive
forces of time and language. Thus, despite the nightmarish anxiety in Grear Expectations

that fantasy operates like a "clashing and whirling" automaton within the self, the novel



shares a dream that runs throughout all of the novels I interpret in the following chapters,

the fantasy of "returning to the delusions of our childish days" (PP 375).



"VEELS WITHIN VEELS": MASCULINITY AND THE CIRCLE IN DICKENS'S THE
PICKWICK PAPERS

As [ draw closer to the end, [ travel in the circle, nearer and nearer to the
beginning.

Jarvis Lorry in 4 Tale of Two Cities

Near the opening of chapter five of The Pickwick Papers Jem Hutley, "Dismal
Jemmy," remarks to Pickwick as they view the crumbling ruins from Rochester Bridge,
"God! what would I forfeit to have the days of my childhood restored, or to be able to
forget them forever!™ (58). Jemmy's desire to return to an untroubled child-like
existence, a response to his reflections upon what Pickwick earlier refers to as "the
strange mutability of human affairs™ (11), expresses a fantasy that repe;ats itself
throughout the novel; the fantasy of returning "back to the delusions of our childish days”
(375). The novel's interest in a return to childhood is evident, for example, in its playful
use of onomatopoetic names such as Jingle, Smangle, Raddle, Wardle, Tittlebats, Tuppy,
Winkle, Dingley Dell, Bardell, Pell, Slammer, and Humm. These words suggest the
ringing and rattling of bells and toys, but also reflect a child-like joy in the sound of
words. Furthermore, many characters in the novel indulge in child-like or infantile
pleasures. There is the "fat boy," a giant infant of sorts, who does little more than eat and
sleep, and his portly figure is repeated in the large number of fat men that populate the
novel. There is also the novel's celebration of "happy, happy Christmas" which can
"recall to the old man the pleasures of his youth" (375) and reunite "in a merry and joyous
circle" families that have been "scattered" and "dispersed” by time. The "pleasures of . . .
youth" involve precisely the formation of "joyous circle[s]" that hold the self together,
bind it to others, and circumscribe a boundry that separates the self and the family from

what threatens it. In short, the novel longs to return to the narcissism of childhood.
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Many critics seem to feel that the novel does make a circular return to the happy
innocence of childhood days. There is a strain of Dickens criticism that privileges what
it sees as the childish innocence of the novel's main narrative. Elliot D. Engel and
Margaret F. King recall Margaret Oliphant's perception that the "spirit™ of Pickwick is
"always that of a mischievous innocent schoolboy™ (65). The novel is a "glorification of
foolishness and frivolity" (65) and "best manifests the twin spirits of comedy and
fellowship” that are "muted in" his subsequent work by "somber preoccupations with
death, misteated innocents {sic], and social abuses" (56). Though they lament the "sober
sterility" of recent theoretical treatments of the novel that rely on psychoanalytic or
linguistic methodologies and ignore the optimism and humour of the novel, it is a slip
such as the substitution of mistreated by "misteated” that makes the determination of
innocence so problematic. This Freudian typo, Freudian in an entirely Pickwickian
sense, is all the more telling given the novel's preoccupation with orality, what Tony
Weller refers to as "the power o' suction." Indeed, one could argue that The Pickwick
Papers is precisely about the "misteatment” of innocents, the repeated attempts by the
male characters to re-find their lost childhood and the missing maternal breast. A
psychoanalytic approach, however, is no guarantee that the novel's innocent frivolity will
be passed over in favour of a "sober sterility." Steven Marcus links Pickwick's
"benevolence" with Dickens's "gentling” of "the conception of masculinity” in the novel
(Dickens 29): "Dickens everywhere softens the coarseness and deliberately obscures the
harsher outlines of masculine character," producing in Pickwick "the very image of
unaggressive man" (27). Marcus goes on to link this "gentling" to Pickwick's "infantile
attributes" (35), namely his fondness for eating and drinking. It is Pickwick's youthful
innocence that makes him an "ideal" of goodness and benevolence. The novel's strength

for Marcus lies in its infantilization of masculinity. In an essay written several years
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later, Marcus argues that the very form of the novel reflects a free, youthful energy. He
describes The Pickwick Papers as "a celebration of the positive sides of . . . childhood
and youth" ("Language” 201). This celebration takes the form of a "free” linguistic play,
an uninhibited "pure writing" that resists the imprisoning structures in society and
represents "the highest kind of freedom that an individual person can enjoy" (201).
Opposed to the youthful freedom of Dickens's best linguistic play is the "obsessed,
imprisoned, anal” writing in the interpolated tales that is "caught in various immobile
repetitive modes . . . for the largest part unmastered” (197).! Rather than the
"spontaneous” linguistic "doodling” that expresses in "nonlogical," "uninhibited"
language the workings of "fundamental and primitive mental processes" such as
"condensation” and "displacement,” the interpolated tales are mechanical and
conventional narrative products of an adult ego rather than an unrestrained childish id.
Marcus is obviously not thinking here of Freud's description of child's play in Beyond the
Pleasure Principle as highly repetitive, or obsessed, behaviour that is motivated by
"revenge” and an "instinct for mastery” (10): "As the child passes over from the passivity
of the experience to the activity of the game, he hands on the disagreeable experience to
one of his playmates and in this way revenges himself on a substitute” (11). In Freud's
description of the fort/da game, the little boy enacts "revenge on his mother for going
away from him" by "throwing away" his toy reel, a stand-in for the mother. Compare this
childish act of revenge to Dickens's "The Old Man's Tale about the Queer Client" in

which a son-in-law directs his "whole energies" to attaining a "protracted and ternble”

1 Along the same lines, Mark Hennelly claims that the novel is a joyful celebration of
uninhibited frolic" (27), a "tolerably harmoniouss, pristine playground with Pickwick and
Sam . . . rejoicing in a sacred second childhood" (44). Hennelly's cheerful celebration of
play seems to reproduce a Pickwickian blindness to the darker and more violent aspects
of the novel.



"revenge” against his wife's father who has abandoned him to a debtor’s prison. This is
the very example Marcus uses to distinguish Dickens's "astonishingly creative" linguistic
games from his "obsessed" writing. The interpolated tales are indeed "repetitive” and
"obsessed" narratives that are often about violence and revenge, but these are the very
qualities that Freud attributes to the games children play. Indeed, both the main narrative
of the novel and its interpolated tales are dominated by repetitive and obsessed writing.
Dickens's novél constructs masculinity as a type of infantile narcissism that repetitively
and unsuccessfully attempts to defend itself against external threats.

Several critics have noted the repetitive character of the novel. Christopher
Herbert, for example, describes the novel as "a single farcical episode . . . [that] repeats
itself time and time again” (4), and Sylvere Monod's claim that The Pickwick Papers is
"not a true novel" is founded partly on the text's use of "the same kind of incident over
and over again" (100). Dickens himself in an address to his readers describes how his
novel will "keep perpetually going on beginning again, regularly, until the end of the fair"
(Appendix A 902). For Freud repetition in children's play, in the dreams of trauma
patients, and in the behaviour of his own patients enacts a fantasy that attempts to
compensate for a loss or a narcissistic wound. In fantasy the lost object that was once
part of the subject returns, thus enabling the subject to attain a sense of wholeness in
fantasy. The desire for a narcissistic sense of wholeness is represented in the novel by
the figure of the circle. The circle is a figure that represents the symmetry, unity, self-
sufficiency, and totality typically attributed to the narcissistic subject. We see this in the
novel's description of Pickwick himself as "another sun" (6) with "circular spectacles” (2)
who is engaged in "enlarging the sphere of his observation” (1) and filling the interior of
his "gigantic brain" (2). We see the circle as well in the novel's desrcription of the

expanding circumference of the round waists and faces of men like Tony Weller, Mr.



Wardle, and others. Just as the universe is said to expand over time, consuming more
and more space, many of the male characters in the novel expand themselves over time.
Like an image endlessly reproduced in a hall of mirrors, the circular figure of the self
proliferates until it can be found in characters’ gestures, wheels, pocket watches,
spectacles, the gears of machinery, social circles, and in the openings of mouths, boots,
pipes, and nightcaps. The creation of these protective circles take several, often
opposing, forms in the novel.2

A scene from fairly early in the novel illustrates the way in which the figure of the
circle is reproduced over and over again. The scene occurs at Dingley Dell, an Edenic
farm in the country that represents, like 7om Jones' Paradise Hall, a pre-lapsarian
harmony and happiness.3 It is a place, for example, where the Pickwickians, after a
traumatic journey from Rochester, are "put to rights” by Mr. Wardle, the farm's
paterfamilias, and his household. During their trip, the Pickwickians inablility to master
their horses and chaise leads to the shattering of their chaise and the near destruction of
the riders themselves. Snodgrass is nearly shaken "to pieces” by "the violence of the
excercise” (61) while Winkle has "his arms nearly pulled out of their sockets" by his

horse (62). Finally one of the horses "dashe([s] the four-wheeled chaise against a wooden

2Both Toby C. Herzog and Juliet McMaster have written on the circle motif in The
Pickwick Papers. Herzog emphasizes the importance of the social circle in the novel and
notes how the merging of these circles forms "a pattern of structural and thematic unity"
(55). McMaster argues that the characters themselves are "made up of circles" and that
this circularity belongs to a "pattern” of opposites through which Dickens "develops and
amplifies character and enlarges his themes" (613-14). Following their lead, my reading
argues that the importance of the novel's circle images lies in the way they represent both
the fear of loss and the attempts to defend against such a threat.

3Both W. H. Auden and Joseph Rosenblum have discussed the Edenic motifs in the
novel. For Auden the novel refelcts a nostalgia for a pre-lapsarian existence and
Rosenblum traces numerous connections between the novel and Milton's Paradise Lost.



bridge, separate[s] the wheels from the body, and the bin from the perch" (63). The
disintegration of the chaise and the near disintegration of the Pickwickians illustrates
what Pickwick earlier refers to as the "troubled state" of travelling. Like the ruins at
Rochester, travel reveals the "strange mutability” of human experience. The progress of
their journey, however, takes the form of a return home to Paradise. Order is restored at
Dingley Dell as the travellers enter a series of social circles. The Pickwickians are
introduced to Mr. Wardle's infirm mother and to those who have "crowded round her
easy-chair” as though to ward off the effects of her advanced age (67; emphasis added).
After this they are introduced to "the other members of the circle” and soon become
involved in a boisterous and irreverent "round game" at "the round-game table" (69).
Games and other forms of play are important activites at Dingley Dell and reflect the
youthful spirit of the place. After the game the "little party formed a social circle round
the fire," causing Pickwick to feel as though "he had never felt so happy in his life" (71).
This gathering around the hearth becomes an occasion for both Wardle and his elderly
mother to recollect "old times and the happiness of many years ago" (71). The "party”
draw "their chairs closer together” (73) when the clergyman tells the tale of "The
Convict's Return,” another version of the return home from a state of exile. Dingely Dell,
thus, is associated with the image of the social circle and with the restoration of youth,
happiness and order. It is with this idea in mind that [ want to examine a scene that
comes slightly later during the Pickwickians stay at Dinley Dell to illustrate the way in
which the figure of the circle functions.

The scene in question is the one in which the order and harmony of Dingley Dell
is disrupted by Rachael Wardle's elopement with Alfred Jingle. News of the event
infuriates Mr. Wardle, her brother, shocks Tracy Tupman, her previous lover, and gives

rise to a chase. The novel's description of the immediate aftermath is dominated by the



figure of the circle. The news comes at dinner just as Pickwick has been "supplied with a
plentiful portion” of "a gigantic round of cold beef" (109; emphasis added). Pickwick is
"on the very point of opening his mouth for the reception of a piece of beef" when the
family learns of the elopement. The empty, opened mouth is a sign of rupture in the
company of friends and suggests that the maintenance of the social circle is related to the
ability of its individual members to keep their mouths full. Pickwick’s suspended mouth
here repeats an earlier moment at Rochester when Pickwick's "desirable circle of
acquaintance” (366) is "interrupted” during its conversation. Significantly this
interruption is marked by Pickwick's "opened . . . mouth” which was about to speak. The
interruption leads to conflict and the "circle" is "again formed round the table, and
harmony once more" prevails only after "a glass" of brandy and water is "applied . . . to
Mr. Pickwick's mouth" (43). Order is not so quickly restored at Dingley Dell however.
Tupman's reaction to the episode possesses a round character as well. Until Jingle's
arrival at Dingley Dell, Tupman had been Rachael's lover, and when Tupman learns of
Jingle's betrayal his reaction is to spin "round and round . . . in a transport of frenzy"
(110). The series of circles continues in the description of how Pickwick restrains the
enraged Wardle by "firmly" clasping his arms "round the extensive waist of their
corpulent host" (110). The circular imagery appears in the description of Wardle and
Pickwick's pursuit of Jingle as well. Tupman's spinning "transport of frenzy" is echoed in
the movement of the chaise which is "whirled" with "the velocity of a whirlwind" by the
horses until "a wheel" rolls "away” and the chaise is smashed into "fragments"” that "lay
scattered at their feet" (116). The "social circle” at Dingely Dell, the "round” of beef,
Pickwick's opened mouth, Tupman's frenzied spinning, Pickwick's circular embrace of
Wardle, and the whirling movement of the chaise and its wheels are a constant

succession of circles that produce a sense of rings within rings or wheels within wheels.



These rings are associated with a sense of order, the loss of order, or the attempt to
restore such a state. The furiously spinning wheels as well as the scattered fragments of
the chaise, however, also point to the destructive powers of time and the individual's
subjection to them. The novel's repetitious return to the image of the circle suggests a
circular fixation on a linguistic level as though it were struggling with a loss of order
itself. The restoration of order may not be entirely possible. Jingle has successfully
humiliated Tupman and Pickwick and has disrupted the peace of the Wardle family.
Eating and sleeping are the only means for momentarily restoring a sense of stability.
Pickwick requires "a night of quiet and repose” (132), and for Tupman, a sense of order
is accomplished only after he has retreated to an inn at Cobham where the other
Picwickians find him enjoying himself at the dinner table. The chase of Rachael Wardle
begins and ends with a scene of eating. Emotional trauma is temporarily overcome once
again by filling the mouth.# What an analysis of this scene illustrates is the way the
figure of the circle can function both as a representation of an ideal narcissistic order and
as a sign for the fragmenting forces that make the return to childhood desirable in the

first place.5

4In her analysis of anality in Our Mutual Friend Eve Sedgwick argues that Dickens
precedes Freud and others "in seeing digestion and the control of the anus as the crucial
images for the illusion of economic individualism" (170). In The Pickwick Papers the
mouth is the orifice through which male characters attempt to gain a sense of individual
control.

S5The circle in its double function resembles the character of the fetish to be both "a token
of triumph over the threat of castration" and a "permanent memorial to" it (Freud,
"Fethishism" 216). The fetish par excellence, in fact, would be the Medusa's head, the
terrifying representation of the sight of castration that, nevertheless, mitigates the threat
to male narcissism by "replac[ing] the penis, the absence of which is the cause of the
horror" (212). Like the fetish, the circle functions as a narcissistic defense against
fragmentation and loss as well as a representation of the threat of fragmentation.
Following the work of Jean Laplance, Neil Hertz attributes the "function" and power of
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As the epigraph from 4 Tale of Two Cities suggests, the circle for Dickens is a
temporal figure that represents life’s progress as a return to childhood. [n his old age
Jarvis Lorry is "touched . . . by many remembrances . . . of my pretty young mother" (77C
295). The circle represents a desire for an impossible return to an ideal, childhood
existence that would precede the fragmenting fall into time and language. The
comparison the novel strikes between Dismal Jemmy's suicidal fantasy and Pickwick's
sunny optimism illustrates this idea. Jemmy longs to return to his childhood days as a
defense against the destructive and fragmenting forces in the world that are represented
by the "massive" and "heavy” forms of the "ruined wall" and "ancient castle" which once
"rang with the clash of arms, or resounded with the noise of feasting and revelry." As
"broken" and "crumbling” fragments that reflect a loss of "might and strength," these
ruins represent a body that has been fragmented by time. [n addition to the "ruined wall"
and "ancient castle,” the passage of time is also represented by the narrator's description
of the "noiselessly” flowing river, the "changing shadows" of the clouds which pass
"swiftly" across the landscape, and the "brightness" and "splendour” of the morning sun.
Both Pickwick and Dismal Jemmy contemplate the scene, but their views of it contrast as
sharply as the pessimistic "optical powers" of those who have "better eyes for the
darkness than for the light" contrast the cheerful vision of those like the narrator who
prefer "the brief sunshine of the world" that illuminates our "transitory existence" (799).
Pickwick's sunn;l disposition contrasts with Jemmy's pessimism as "dark shadows"

contrast sharply with light. The narrator, reflecting Pickwick's "charmed” and

fetishistic symbols to their ability to condense the threatening and reassuring aspects of
what they represent (Hertz 166-68).
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"reflective” mind, represents the scene in "the light of the moming sun" so that "the
appearance of every object around” is "beautiful." Jemmy, however, undercuts this sunny
view slightly by remarking that the brightness and splendour of the morning sun is "too
fine to last" (58). Both men agree with Jemmy's claim that the "moming of day and the
morning of life are too much alike” because their "brightness seldom lasts the day
through." The implication, of course, is that the joy and innocence of childhood passes
into the troubles and cares of adult life. Dismal Jemmy's sensitivity to the destructive
powers of the world, such as time, is disabling. A childish perspective would ignore this
fragmentation and loss by disavowing the difference between strength and its loss,
between fragmentation and wholeness. Unable to restore the bright moming of his
childhood, "the dismal man" imagines death as the only other way to escape "all sorts of
miseries”: "Did it ever strike you . . . that drowning would be happiness and peace?" For
Jemmy, the river that runs under Rochester Bridge "murmur{s] an invitation to repose
and rest" from life's misery as though it were the comforting voice of his mother. He
imagines "the waters" closing "above his head" along with his "miseries and
misfortunes.” Jemmy's fantasized return to a form of intra-uterine (non-)existence is an
example of such a retreat into infantile avoidance of the world. Swallowed whole by the
water and encompassed in an unbroken amniotic medium he would be protected from the
misery of dispersal and fragmentation.

Pickwick is shocked by Jemmy's fantasized return to the womb-like waters of the
river, but to an extent both the novel and Pickwick himself share Jemmy's desire to retum

to the days of childhood in response to the passage of time.6 Though he is apparently

6Many critics have marked the darker qualities of the novel's juvenility. John Glavin, for
example, is disturbed because the novel's response to the troubles of the world is to
celebrate a "juvenile," "narcissistic" masculinity that idealizes a "retreat from the
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conscious of "our transitory existence” in this world, Pickwick does not have, like the
pessimistic Jemmy, "better eyes for the darkness than for the light" (799). Unlike Jemmy
who imagines death as the only means for restoring his lost childhood, Pickwick lives
his life as though he were a child. Pickwick's "optical powers" are associated with the
shape and brightness of the momning sun and, consequently, his view of the world is
generally cheerful and resembles that of a child who remains in the "morning” of its life.
Pickwick, his "countenance” often "beaming” (42) or "lighted up with smiles” (799),
“retains all his former juvenility of spirit" (801) and "might" like a child "play at leap-frog
in pure lightness of heart and gaiety” (380). Pickwick is an example of one who has
maintained the perspective of a child late in life, and that childish perspective includes a
narcissistic view of himself as the center of his world. Pickwick is a replica of the "sun"
(6). With "circular spectacles” (2) he is engaged in "enlarging the sphere of his
observation” and filling the interior of his "gigantic brain" (2). Pickwick's sunny vision is
associated with the circle, a figure that represents the imaginary symmetry, unity, and
totality characteristic of the narcissistic subject. As a sun, Pickwick is a center of gravity
whose expanding vision seeks to pull more and more of the world into an orbit around
him. The range of his vision resembles "the very brilliant tunnel of light . . . about a foot
in diameter” thrown by the "dark lantern” Pickwick carries later in the novel: "it was very
pretty to look at, but seemed to have the effect of rendering surrounding objects rather

darker than before" (553-4). Pickwick maintains his child-like "juvenility of spint” by

complex challenges of fully adult life" (11). Jean Harris reads the Oedipal violence and
revenge in the interpolated tales as less supressed versions of conflicts in main narrative.
See also Christopher Herbert's discussion of the "network of covert interrelations”
between the childlike innocence of the main narrative and the gothic fantasies of the

interpolated tales.






