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INTRODUCTION


What words can paint tremendous truths like these!


—Charles Dickens


Every language has its limits. Just ask Pip in Great Expectations. When Estella humiliates the heart out of him, he can’t seem to find a word to fit his feelings. Is he “humiliated, hurt, spurned, offended, angry, sorry”? One simple word would surely help to make sense of it all. But try as he might, Pip cannot “hit upon the right name” to describe the pain, and tears start puddling in his eyes. It was a frustration that his creator, Charles Dickens, knew all too well.


For almost four decades, Dickens grappled with Pip’s predicament on a daily basis: searching for the perfect words in a language that seemed far too small for life itself. And life was exactly what Dickens was striving to capture. From homely fireside gatherings to late-night strolls through London, Dickens only “dwelt upon . . . familiar things,” knowing full well that familiar things are always the hardest to describe. That Dickens described them better than anyone else, however, is obvious through his extraordinary legacy. For most people, the Victorian world is Dickensian. And it took a tremendous amount of words to practically brand an entire century. An estimated four million words, in fact, shape the world of Dickens’ novels, to say nothing of his equally enormous output of short stories, articles, plays, speeches, and personal letters. No wonder his autobiographical hero, David Copperfield, admits, “I wallow in words.”


Dickens wallowed in words like no other. Academically unorthodox, he mastered English by manipulating it: stretching its conventions and rules of grammar whenever needed, and rifling through the world of slangs and colloquialisms when conventional English failed him. When slang itself failed to capture life, Dickens invented new words and phrases with such astonishing dexterity, it seemed as if they had always existed (with most, of course, going on to be embraced by conventional English itself). In short, to read and listen to Dickens stories in the nineteenth century was to experience some of the most cutting-edge language of the times. It was a language of familiar things, but it seemed entirely new.


Two centuries later, Dickens’ language has come full circle. It is now old enough to be new again, to be as fresh and charming (and often as confusing) to the modern reader as it was for the average Victorian. Albeit slightly more confusing today, Dickens’ words continue to do what all languages do best, becoming timeless snapshots of the culture, people, history, and customs of their world. And what these words reveal about Dickens’ literary landscape—his foggy streets, his sooty London, his warmhearted heroes, and icy villains—are stories within stories themselves.


As such, it seems only fitting to approach Dickens’ words as Dickens approached his world, not as a dictionary, but as a linguistic tour through the light and dark corners of the Dickensian experience: through merriment and hardships, poverty and wealth, ignorance and understanding.


In the end, we can’t promise to make you another Mr. Micawber with his “superfluous establishment of words,” but we can promise not to wallow in them. Dickens got that out of the way for us and it is now our pleasure to simply delight in the quirky effusions of his remarkable pen. In essence, let us take our cue from the logophilic “literary ladies” in Martin Chuzzlewit, who “splashed up words in all directions, and floundered about famously.”









“It Was the Best of Time”


WORDS FOR MAKING MERRY









Bonneting


[BON-uh-ting] Any cap-related jest, usually involving knocking a man’s hat off, or pulling it down over his eyes, a favorite antic of Victorian troublemakers.
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“What!” exclaimed the Ghost . . . “Is it not enough that you are one of those whose passions made this cap, and force me through whole trains of years to wear it low upon my brow!” Scrooge reverently disclaimed all intention to offend or any knowledge of having wilfully “bonneted” the Spirit at any period of his life.


— A CHRISTMAS CAROL


No wonder Scrooge is quick to disavow any act of bonneting. Not only did it squash a perfectly good hat, it also squashed whatever the man happened to be keeping up there. Hats, after all, were portable storage places for nineteenth-century men. Some were quite roomy for the purpose, with top hats reaching up to fourteen inches high in the early eighteen hundreds. Naturally, many Dickensian characters make good use of the space, keeping everything from hot rolls and ham to a whole junk drawer of “crumpled documents” in their caps. David Copperfield, however, has the most gallant idea of the bunch, namely, “buying a bouquet for Dora” and placing it “in my hat, to keep it fresh.”
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Bumper


[BUHM-per] A glass filled to the brim.
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Mr. Tupple requests that every gentleman will do him the favour of filling his glass, for he has a toast to propose . . . He begs them to drain a bumper to “The Ladies, and a happy new year to them!”


— SKETCHES BY BOZ


Oh dear, Mr. Tupple would probably consider our definition of a bumper a bit too skimpy for the occasion. And he’d be right. According to the unwritten rules of Victorian drinking habits, a bumper wasn’t a proper bumper until your glass was filled just slightly above the brim—not quite enough for a spillover but just enough to reach that delicate point where the surface of the liquid forms a convex “bump” at the top of the glass, hence the name. Stagg from Barnaby Rudge seems to have mastered the art: “filling out a bumper without spilling a drop, by reason that he held his little finger at the brim of the glass, and stopped at the instant the liquor touched it.” Obviously, maneuvering such a precarious pour out to your lips would certainly demand the steadiest of hands and concentration, which is why bumpers also served a dual purpose as one of the most reliable (and cleverly respectable) sobriety tests of nineteenth-century dinner parties. Spill just a drop and you might be victim to the dreaded sideways whisper: “Poor Mr. So-and-So, he can’t hold his bumpers!”
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Eleemosynary


[el-uh-MOS-uh-ner-ee] Charitable, derived from the Greek eleos, “pity”—the eventual root of the English word “alms.”


[image: ]


I have just embarked in a design . . . to smoothe the rugged way of young laboureres, both in literature and the fine arts, and to soften, but by no eleemosynary means, the declining years of meritorious age.


— SPEECH BY CHARLES DICKENS (1851)


For an intensely generous man, and one who wrote the simple maxim, “No one is useless in this world . . . who lightens the burden of it for any one else,” Dickens had a complex, if sometimes cynical, view of charity. Good intentions could easily go wrong, and misguided do-gooders were never safe from his scathing pen. In Bleak House, Mrs. Jellyby prefers to engage in “telescopic philanthropy,” keeping a safe, comfortable distance between herself and the poverty she seeks to alleviate. Several chapters later, the formidable Mrs. Pardiggle goes to the opposite extreme, stomping into the dirtiest slums with her “rapacious benevolence” and bullying the poor into accepting her religiously loaded charity, whether they want it or not. For Dickens, if charity ever failed to preserve the dignity of those it sought to help, then it was usually “of that gunpowderous sort . . . the difference between it and animosity was hard to determine.”









Gas and Gaiters


[gas·and·GAY-ters] Perfectly satisfactory, a nonsense verbalism coined by the crazed “old gentleman” in Nicholas Nickleby.
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“Aha!” cried the old gentleman, folding his hands, and squeezing them with great force against each other. “I see her now; I see her now! My love, my life, my bride, my peerless beauty. She is come at last – at last – and all is gas and gaiters!”


— NICHOLAS NICKLEBY


Dickens’ words might seem charmingly old-fashioned to us today, but we shouldn’t forget how innovative they were in the nineteenth century. “Gas and gaiters” is a perfect example of why this is. At first, Victorians wouldn’t have had a clue what it meant, nor would they know that “all is gas and gaiters” would soon become a popular idiom for “all is well with the world.” But this uncertainty was indeed part of the original, almost quizzical, charm of reading Dickens. He didn’t explain everything that came out of his characters’ mouths, and readers were invited to take an active part in unriddling their idiosyncrasies. As such, the old gentleman’s use of “gas and gaiters” is clearly not to be taken literally (this, after all, is the lunatic who requests a bottle of lightning and a thunder sandwich for lunch). But as with all nonsensical thoughts, it has a strange touch of sense about it, and “all is gas and gaiters” soon entered the Victorian lexicon.









Gormed


[gorhmd] Mr. Peggotty’s private curse word in David Copperfield. Its literal translation would be “stupefied, confounded,” from the English dialect verb gorm, “to stare blankly.”
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[Mr. Peggotty] swore a dreadful oath that he would be “Gormed” if . . . [his generosity] was ever mentioned again. It appeared, in answer to my inquiries, that nobody had the least idea of the etymology of this terrible verb passive to be gormed; but that they all regarded it as constituting a most solemn imprecation.


— DAVID COPPERFIELD


If you’re looking for profanity in Dickens’ fiction, you won’t come any closer than “gormed.” It’s sort of like using “gosh-darned” today, as a substitute for the stronger expletive. Dickens knew that this sort of roughed-up vocabulary was all his sensitive Victorian readers could verbally stomach. And he promised, on more than one occasion, never to push those boundaries. “I endeavored,” he wrote in the preface to Oliver Twist, “to banish from the lips of the lowest character I introduced, any expression that could by possibility offend.” This is not to say that Dickens never had fun with his own censorship. You can almost hear him chuckling over this passage in On Duty with Inspector Field, where polite grammatical terms act as comic “bleeps” for one criminal’s antipolice rant:


I won’t, says Bark, have no adjective police and adjective strangers in my adjective premises! I won’t, by adjective and substantive! Give me my trousers, and I’ll send the whole adjective police to adjective and substantive!









Gretna Green


[GRET-nuh·green] A small village in southern Scotland, straddling the English border, where marriage laws were far more lax, making it a favorite destination for eloping couples.
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When Mr. Tappertit . . . saw [Dolly] come out of the house alone, such impulses came over him to decoy her into the chaise and drive off like mad, that he would unquestionably have done it, but for certain uneasy doubts besetting him as to the shortest way to Gretna Green.


— BARNABY RUDGE


For late Georgian and early Victorian couples, running off to Gretna Green was a bit like passing through a drive-through wedding chapel in Las Vegas—marriages there were quick, cheap, and thrillingly daring. The daring part was escaping England’s problematic marriage laws, where parents could veto their children’s unions up until the young lovers reached the age of twenty-one. Once over the border in Scotland, however, those pesky English laws did not apply, and Gretna Green was waiting to greet all impatient lovebirds with open arms. There, boys could marry at fourteen and girls at twelve, with only two witnesses required to legally validate the marriage. Moreover, practically anyone could perform the hurried ceremony, even the local blacksmith. Indeed, having a blacksmith conduct the nuptials became somewhat of a Gretna Green tradition—the idea of him forging two hearts together, like two pieces of fiery metal, was irresistibly romantic to period sensibilities. This is why, of course, the cash-strapped Mr. Tappertit in Barnaby Rudge wonders whether “the blacksmith” in Gretna Green “would marry them on credit.”









Gum-Tickler


[guhm·tik-ler] A strong, undiluted alcoholic drink, potent enough to “tickle” the gums in your mouth.
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Mr. Venus, reminded of the duties of hospitality, produced some rum. In answer to the inquiry, “Will you mix it, Mr. Wegg?” that gentleman pleasantly rejoined, “I think not, sir. On so auspicious an occasion, I prefer to take it in the form of a Gum-Tickler.”


— OUR MUTUAL FRIEND


Gum-Tickler took a while to materialize out of Dickens’ vast vocabulary, as he likely heard it decades prior, while traveling through America in 1842. The word was first mentioned in an American travelogue,a along with other delightfully suggestive slangs for alcohol, such as “phlegm cutter,” “gall-breaker,” and “antifogmatic.” The last deserves explanation. Antifogmatics originated in New England under the belief (or excuse) that a warming dose of liquor, first thing in the morning, would counteract the frigid effects of New England fogs. Dickens never got around to using the term, but he did record an equally charming expression he first heard in Boston—“Timber Doodle.” While the actual drink was some ambiguous cocktail Dickens inevitably forgot the recipe for, the sound of Timber Doodle was obviously too cute to forget. In 1843, Timber Doodle became the name of Dickens’ first and long-beloved dog.
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a Travels Through Lower Canada, and the United States of North America by John Lambert, 1810









Harmonic Meeting


[hahr-MON-ik·MEE-ting] A jovial, rowdy gathering (of a musical nature, hence the “harmony”) held in Victorian pubs.
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Mr. Micawber returned to the [prison] when his case was over, as some fees were to be settled, and some formalities observed, before he could be actually released. The club received him with transport, and held an harmonic meeting that evening in his honour.


— DAVID COPPERFIELD


Pubs were at the epicenter of Victorian entertainment. Far more than neighborhood bars, they were, as their full name implies, public houses: local community centers that hosted dances, social clubs, literary discussions, and, of course, the odd “harmonic meeting.” Also known as free-and-easies, harmonic meetings were incredibly popular in Dickens’ time, though they really don’t have a modern-day equivalent. The best we can do is to imagine them as something of an extended drinking song during which a roomful of men (this wasn’t an occasion for respectable women) indulged in a night of bawdy, boisterous tunes and heavy drinking. Dickens describes “a hundred guests” at one “harmonic meeting” in Sketches by Boz, all “hammering” the tables with their beer mugs in rousing applause to the song just performed. They could very well have been singing one of Dickens’ favorite harmonic selections, the all-popular “The Dog’s Meat Man” song, which recounts the comic history of an old maid “with a face like tan” who “fell in love with the dog’s-meat man.”









Heeltap


[HEEL-tap] A small amount of liquor remaining at the bottom of a glass.
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“Beg your pardon, sir,” said the stranger, “bottle stands—pass it round—way of the sun—through the button-hole—no heeltaps,” and he emptied his glass, which he had filled about two minutes before, and poured out another, with the air of a man who was used to it.a 


— THE PICKWICK PAPERS


The Victorians were a sensitive lot, especially when it came to their drinks. Leaving just a hint of a “heeltap” at the bottom of your glass was seen as a silent and unsociable indicator that you didn’t like what your host was pouring out. Originally a cobbler’s term, heeltaps were small pieces of leather fastened onto the bottom of shoes, and all subsequent ties between drinking and heeltaps were simply variations on “bottoms up!”—or heels up, for that matter. Of course, your mouth would start tasting like a well-worn piece of shoe leather if you carried out every “no heeltaps” command. But then again, you wouldn’t be injuring any delicate Victorian feelings, and that was far more important.


a For Mr. Jingle’s other drinking injunctions: “way of the sun” means clockwise, the proper way to pass a bottle around nineteenth-century tables. “Through the button-hole” is trickier. It likely meant “through the mouth,” but could be another allusion to passing the bottle from right to left, as men’s buttonholes are traditionally placed on the left side of their shirts.









Hippo-comedietta


[HIP-oh·kom-i-dee-ET-uh] A comic circus routine performed on horseback, from hippo, Greek for “horse,” and comedietta, Italian for “small comedy.”


[image: ]


The same Signor Jupe was to . . . wind them up by appearing in his favourite character of Mr. William Button . . . in “the highly novel and laughable hippo-comedietta of The Tailor’s Journey to Brentford.”


— HARD TIMES


Following the horseback-riding misadventures of Billy Button, a gangly tailor who can’t seem to keep his hapless bum in the saddle, “The Tailor’s Journey to Brentford” was the comedy act of Victorian circuses. A shamelessly recycled classic—sort of like the clown-car skit today—it simply never got old. And that’s rather impressive, given that the “Tailor’s Journey” was first performed in 1768—nearly a century before Signor Jupe still considered the act “highly novel.” It made its creator, Philip Astley, famous and put Astley’s Amphitheatre on the entertainment map as the most renowned equestrian circus in London, a spot it held for over one hundred years. Everything at Astley’s “was delightful, splendid, and surprising!” wrote Dickens in The Old Curiosity Shop. Not a bad advertisement, and one that Astley’s was quick to reciprocate. Soon, Dickensian characters from Oliver Twist and The Pickwick Papers were seen appearing in Astley’s equestrian shows.









Hobbledehoy


[HOB-uhl-dee-hoi] An awkward and clumsy youth, of unknown origin, but possibly deriving from hobidy-booby, an archaic English dialect word for “scarecrow.”
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All the Pickwickians were in most blooming array; and there was a terrific roaring on the grass in front of the house, occasioned by all the men, boys, and hobbledehoys attached to the farm.


— THE PICKWICK PAPERS


Literature’s best definition for a hobbledehoy comes from the pen of Dickens’ friend and fellow writer Anthony Trollope in his 1864 novel, The Small House at Allington:


Such young men are often awkward, ungainly, and not yet formed in their gait; they straggle with their limbs, and are shy; words do not come to them with ease, when words are required, among any but their accustomed associates. Social meetings are periods of penance to them, and any appearance in public will unnerve them. They go much about alone, and blush when women speak to them. In truth, they are not as yet men, whatever the number may be of their years; and, as they are no longer boys, the world has found for them the ungraceful name of hobbledehoy.









Humbug


[HUHM-buhg] Nonsense, with the added Victorian meaning of a deceptive “hoax” or “fraud.”
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“He said that Christmas was a humbug, as I live!” cried Scrooge’s nephew. “He believed it too!”


— A CHRISTMAS CAROL


Humbug might only come up a handful of times in A Christmas Carol, but the word has managed to become so nostalgically wrapped up with Dickens, with his all-surpassing character of Scrooge, even with Christmas itself, that Dickens seems to have invented the word and put a seasonal trademark on it forever. It’s a lovely thought, but an incorrect one. The word humbug was almost one hundred years old by the time Dickens got his hands on it. He does, however, use it in an incredibly clever way, weaving its original connotations into the very plot of the story. As humbug likely derives from the English dialect words hum, “to deceive,” and bug, “a ghost or goblin,” Scrooge’s insistence, at the start of the story, that Christmas is a “humbug,” is literally akin to him saying that Christmas is a deceptive ghost. Nothing like tempting a few yuletide spirits, Ebenezer!









Joe Miller


[joh·MIL-er] A legendary jester. Joe Miller was a famous eighteenth-century actor, who was even more famous for his lack of humor. Because of this, upon his death, his name was ironically attached to a popular joke book, Joe Miller’s Jests.
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“I’ll send it to Bob Cratchit’s!” whispered Scrooge, rubbing his hands, and splitting with a laugh. “He shan’t know who sends it. It’s twice the size of Tiny Tim. Joe Miller never made such a joke as sending it to Bob’s will be!”


— A CHRISTMAS CAROL


When it was first published in 1739, Joe Miller’s Jests had society roaring with laughter. Its collection of more than two hundred jokes and witticisms was sharp, wonderfully coarse, and a bit bawdy—just the sort of material you’d want to recycle at the next party. The only problem was everyone else had the same idea. And by Dickens’ day, the name “Joe Miller” was far more synonymous with old, tacky jokes, along the hackneyed lines of “why’d the chicken cross the road?” But you can decide for yourself. Here’s one of the book’s more famous quips:


A lady’s age happening to be questioned, she affirmed, she was but forty, and called upon a gentleman that was in company, for his opinion: Cousin, said she, do you believe I am in the right when I say I am but forty? I am sure, madam, replied he, I ought not to dispute it; for I have constantly heard you say so for above these ten years.









Jorum


[JOHR-uhm] A large drinking bowl, likely based on “Joram,” a minor biblical character in the second book of Samuel who brought Kind David “vessels of silver, and vessels of gold.”
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At the same table, with both her elbows upon it, was Mrs. Jiniwin; no longer sipping other people’s punch feloniously with teaspoons, but taking deep draughts from a jorum of her own.


— THE OLD CURIOSITY SHOP


A lover of punch, with enthusiasm rivaling that of even Mrs. Jiniwin, Dickens shared his own recipe with a woman friend in 1847 in the cheeky hopes of making her “a beautiful Punchmaker in more senses than one”: First you’ll need “a very strong common basin”—one that you don’t mind breaking “in case of accident.” Toss in the peel of three lemons, “cut very thin,” a pint of “good old rum,” a wineglass of brandy, and two handfuls of lump sugar (noting that Dickens had rather small hands). Proceed to “Set this on fire,” letting the concoction “burn for three or four minutes at least.” Give the punch another five minutes’ rest after you’ve squeezed in the juice of the three lemons and added a quart of boiling water. “At this crisis . . . you may taste,” adding more “sugar to your liking.” Heat the punch (covered) for fifteen minutes and serve it hot, “but not too hot.” Dickens ends by seemingly assuaging the concerns of greedy Mrs. Jiniwin herself: “These proportions and directions will, of course, apply to any quantity.”









Kickshaw


[KIK-shaw] Dainty, delicate, an anglicized rendering of the French quelque chose, “something,” with its more English connotations of “a little something.”
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Mr. Sapsea has been received at the Gate House with kindred hospitality; and on that occasion Mr. Jasper seated himself at the piano, and sang to him . . . no kickshaw ditties, favourites with national enemies, but gave him the genuine George the Third.


— THE MYSTERY OF EDWIN DROOD


The “genuine George the Third” is obviously a patriotic song, as it makes battle-crying allusions to reducing “to a smashed condition all other islands but this island.” The best real-life contenders for the song could be either “Rule, Britannia” or “Hearts of Oak,” both of which were written in the lifetime of King George III (1738–1820) and remained incredibly popular in the Victorian era. The ambiguity lies in the fact that there were a staggering number of patriotic songs and popular ballads being circulated in the nineteenth century, and we can’t say for certain which song Dickens was actually referencing. This uncertainty was a dilemma faced by many Victorians as well—though not one without an easy solution. Namely, “ballad sellers” were positioned on almost every street in London and, in exchange for a small fee, they would teach you any popular song of the day. In Our Mutual Friend, the same service is provided by Silas Wegg, whose vast repertoire of melodies is particularly admired by Mr. Boffin: “Why, you know every one of these songs by name and by tune, and if you want to read or to sing any one on ‘em off straight, you’ve only to whip on your spectacles and do it!”
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