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      Charles Dickens without London simply would not have been Charles Dickens. The city provided the writer with a constant source of material, bursting with vitality, vice, people of all types and, most importantly, stories. London was his muse, providing real locations in which to ground his fictional adventures, but moreover inspiring and challenging him as an author; the vast metropolis provided both opportunity for stories and adventure, which appealed to Dickens, whilst also confronting his idealistic view of the world with regular scenes of crime, poverty and deprivation – London forced Dickens to grow up.

      It was a major part not only of his writing, but of his day-today life. He first moved to the city when he was three years old, and aside from five years in Chatham he then stayed in London until he was forty-four. The city thus provided him with life experience, from his infamous and shame-ridden childhood work at Warren’s blacking factory through his early career as a solicitor’s clerk and parliamentary reporter, before he found his vocation as an author and editor. Much has been said, perhaps too much, on the importance of the blacking factory and its influence on the young Dickens, but one thing that it certainly demonstrates is the capacity for life in the city to forcefully intrude on the ideals of the child. Consequently, in the writings collected here we can see the contrast between moments of wide-eyed wonder and cynical observation; just as London could offer both architectural wonders and slums, big businessmen and beggars, monarchy and murderers, so too we can see in Dickens the schism of optimist and pessimist. He sees both the best in people and the worst in people. He writes about the horrors and wrong-doings of society, whilst also retreating into his own fantastic view of the world around him.

      This sense of the fantastic in Dickens can be seen in the way he anthropomorphises London. For Dickens, the city was much more than bricks and mortar; it was a living organism with its own personality and opinions; a sentient being taking a careful watch over its brood of inhabitants. In the extract from Master Humphrey’s Clock, ‘The Heart of London’ (1841), Dickens shows the city as a mother caring for its inhabitants, the author pleading in addition that those inhabitants care for each other as a family. In many ways this sets out the divide in the city as Dickens saw it – the glory of London marred by the negligence of its poorer citizens.

      It is interesting therefore to see the views of the younger Dickens explored in ‘Gone Astray’ (1853); the older writer’s recounting of his childhood view of London reveals that he was fascinated with the city from an early age, observing the people around him and responding to inanimate objects as living counterparts who watch him, talk to him and have their own stories to tell. He acknowledges his own love of fantasy and imagination, suggesting that the trip to London is initially made ‘to quench [his] romantic fire, and bring [him] to a practical state’ by showing him the reality behind the city of his childhood stories. The child confuses fact with fiction and thus explores London as a place of high adventure, with Sinbad the sailor and giants lurking round the corner; the adult Dickens wonders at the naivety of his younger self whilst mourning that loss of innocence.

      As he matured, Dickens balanced his imaginative view of the world around him with his growing awareness of injustice and depravity in the city. His early writings under the pseudonym of Boz are a combination of sombre reflection and comic invention. In ‘Gin Shops’ (1835) and ‘Scotland Yard’ (1836), he sneers at the shallowness of revamping traditional areas into trendy metropolitan sites, while both here and in ‘Seven Dials’ (1837) he alternates between championing the vitality of the people, and pitying their deplorable lives or criticising the vicious aspects of their characters as formed by their upbringing and environment. He often finds himself torn between laughing at and pitying his fellow Londoners; the wide-eyed childhood view he carried with him both detached him from his peers and encouraged him to embrace them. He admired the mass, but often criticised the individual.

      But it’s also important to remember that for all his good intentions, Dickens was nonetheless using all of these observations to make his own fame and fortune. The articles for Sketches by Boz were just the first of many he would write about London and its people, using them as a ready source of material for comedy, both factual and fictionalised. For all his discourses on the wrongs of man, the storywriter in Dickens was always prevalent and continuously we can see how he imbues the everyday with the fantastic; in ‘City of the Absent’ (1863) he takes the humdrum environment of the abandoned churchyards in London, and shows the potential they have as areas of life, love and despair. His triumph is in showing each reader the wonders of the urban world that they had previously taken for granted.

      Dickens’ colourful account of the everyday paves the way for his fiction work, and in ‘The Giant Chronicles’ (1840) we can see how his knowledge of and love for London combine with his storytelling ability. The Chronicles were originally planned to be a series, occurring sporadically in Master Humphrey’s Clock, but dwindling figures led Dickens to change his approach to the journal and focus on longer narratives instead. Accordingly, we only have the introduction to the Chronicles and the first tale, which offers an idea of what Dickens might have done had he been free to pursue his original plan of telling stories from the city’s past. The giants telling the Chronicles are those who he saw and wondered at in ‘Gone Astray’; the idea of city genii or guardian spirits watching over London’s citizens resonates with ‘The Heart of London’; his character types and crowd scenes are built upon his sketches written under the pseudonym of Boz. In this tale, Dickens literally uses the city as inspiration, making it the focal point of the Chronicles. Joe Toddyhigh, the chronicler, is initially disillusioned with the city, thinking ‘that London was a dreary, desolate place’; yet his encounters with the giants (had they continued) promise to enlighten him to the wonders held within the metropolis. It embodies the city’s hold on Dickens’ writing as a well of inspiration, prompting stories, ideas and characters.

      As a child and young man Dickens wondered at the metropolis, revelling in its eccentricities; but with age, inevitably, he became more jaded, and this attitude spills over into his writing. In ‘Night Walks’ (1860), in which he describes a number of nocturnal excursions he pursued following the death of his father, Dickens broods on the dark soul of the city. Where the child stood agog and looked for Sinbad and giants, the adult Dickens shuns society, peering into theatres after the audience has left, encountering drunks and wandering the streets with thoughts of crime and sin. Even here, though, while he focuses on the grittier side of the city, Dickens’ fantasising shines through, romanticising the desolate scenes with suggestions of magic and wonder. He ‘knew well enough where to find vice and misfortune of all kinds, if [he] had chosen; but they were put out of sight’; he both acknowledges and shuns the dark heart of London. His love of the city was not born of naivety; he was fully aware of the horrors in London, and accepted the city despite them, not in ignorance of them. Ultimately what we can take from Dickens’ relationship with London is a number of works responding to the writer’s immediate environment, a man’s attempt to reconcile the everyday with his own imaginative pursuits, to counter his observations of depravity with his faith in humanity.

      – Pete Orford, 2010
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      There came towards us upon the wind the voice of the deep and distant bell of St Paul’s as it struck the hour of midnight. I had seen it but a few days before, and could not help telling of the fancy I had had about it.

      I paid my fee of twopence, upon entering, to one of the money-changers who sit within the Temple; and falling, after a few turns up and down, into the quiet train of thought which such a place awakens, paced the echoing stones like some old monk whose present world lay all within its walls. As I looked afar up into the lofty dome, I could not help wondering what were his reflections whose genius reared that mighty pile, when, the last small wedge of timber fixed, the last nail driven into its home for many centuries, the clang of hammers and the hum of busy voices gone, and the great silence whole years of noise had helped to make, reigning undisturbed around, he mused, as I did now, upon his work, and lost himself amid its vast extent. I could not quite determine whether the contemplation of it would impress him with a sense of greatness or of insignificance; but when I remembered how long a time it had taken to erect, in how short a space it might be traversed even to its remotest parts, for how brief a term he, or any of those who cared to bear his name, would live to see it, or know of its existence, I imagined him far more melancholy than proud, and looking with regret upon his labour done. With these thoughts in my mind, I began to ascend, almost unconsciously, the flight of steps leading to the several wonders of the building, and found myself before a barrier where another money-taker sat, who demanded which among them I would choose to see. There were the stone gallery, he said, and the whispering gallery, the geometrical staircase, the room of models, the clock – the clock being quite in my way, I stopped him there, and chose that sight from all the rest.

      I groped my way into the turret which it occupies, and saw before me, in a kind of loft, what seemed to be a great, old oaken press with folding doors. These being thrown back by the attendant (who was sleeping when I came upon him, and looked a drowsy fellow, as though his close companionship with Time had made him quite indifferent to it), disclosed a complicated crowd of wheels and chains in iron and brass – great, sturdy, rattling engines – suggestive of breaking a finger put in here or there, and grinding the bone to powder – and these were the clock! Its very pulse, if I may use the word, was like no other clock. It did not mark the flight of every moment with a gentle second stroke, as though it would check old Time, and have him stay his pace in pity, but measured it with one sledge-hammer beat, as if its business were to crush the seconds as they came trooping on, and remorselessly to clear a path before the day of judgment.

      I sat down opposite it, and hearing its regular and never-changing voice, that one deep constant note, uppermost amongst all the noise and clatter in the streets below – marking that, let that tumult rise or fall, go on or stop – let it be night or noon, tomorrow or today, this year or next – it still performed its functions with the same dull constancy, and regulated the progress of the life around, the fancy came upon me that this was London’s heart, and that when it should cease to beat, the city would be no more.

      It is night. Calm and unmoved amidst the scenes that darkness favours, the great heart of London throbs in its giant breast. Wealth and beggary, vice and virtue, guilt and innocence, repletion and the direst hunger, all treading on each other and crowding together, are gathered round it. Draw but a little circle above the clustering housetops, and you shall have within its space everything, with its opposite extreme and contradiction, close beside. Where yonder feeble light is shining a man is but this moment dead. The taper at a few yards’ distance is seen by eyes that have this instant opened on the world. There are two houses separated by but an inch or two of wall. In one, there are quiet minds at rest; in the other, a waking conscience that one might think would trouble the very air. In that close corner where the roofs shrink down and cower together, as if to hide their secrets from the handsome street hard by, there are such dark crimes, such miseries and horrors, as could be hardly told in whispers. In the handsome street, there are folks asleep who have dwelt there all their lives, and have no more knowledge of these things than if they had never been, or were transacted at the remotest limits of the world – who, if they were hinted at, would shake their heads, look wise, and frown, and say they were impossible, and out of nature – as if all great towns were not. Does not this heart of London, that nothing moves, nor stops, nor quickens – that goes on the same let what will be done – does it not express the city’s character well?

      The day begins to break, and soon there is the hum and noise of life. Those who have spent the night on doorsteps and cold stones crawl off to beg; they who have slept in beds come forth to their occupation too, and business is astir. The fog of sleep rolls slowly off, and London shines awake. The streets are filled with carriages and people gaily clad. The jails are full, too, to the throat; nor have the workhouses or hospitals much room to spare.

      The courts of law are crowded. Taverns have their regular frequenters by this time, and every mart of traffic has its throng. Each of these places is a world, and has its own inhabitants; each is distinct from, and almost unconscious of the existence of any other. There are some few people well to do, who remember to have heard it said, that numbers of men and women – thousands, they think it was – get up in London every day, unknowing where to lay their heads at night; and that there are quarters of the town where misery and famine always are. They don’t believe it quite – there may be some truth in it, but it is exaggerated, of course. So, each of these thousand worlds goes on, intent upon itself, until night comes again – first with its lights and pleasures, and its cheerful streets; then with its guilt and darkness.

      Heart of London, there is a moral in thy every stroke! As I look on at thy indomitable working, which neither death, nor press of life, nor grief, nor gladness out of doors will influence one jot, I seem to hear a voice within thee which sinks into my heart, bidding me, as I elbow my way among the crowd, have some thought for the meanest wretch that passes, and, being a man, to turn away with scorn and pride from none that bear the human shape.
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