
Performance and Control: The Carnivalesque City and Its People in Charles Dickens's 
"Sketches by Boz"  

Author(s): Ian Wilkinson 

Source: Dickens Studies Annual , 2005, Vol. 35 (2005), pp. 1-19  

Published by: Penn State University Press 

Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44372109

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide 
range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and 
facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. 
 
Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at 
https://about.jstor.org/terms

Penn State University Press  is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access 
to Dickens Studies Annual

This content downloaded from 
�������������68.72.222.107 on Wed, 09 Feb 2022 21:07:56 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44372109


 Performance and Control: The

 Carnivalesque City and Its People in
 Charles Dickens's Sketches by Boz

 Ian Wilkinson

 This essay uses a Bakhtinian approach to examine a text that has often
 been praised for its fidelity in reporting the streets of London in the
 1830s, but has seldom been appraised as a celebration of the people of
 the city. The essay argues that Dickens uses his sketches to show Lon-
 doners at play, when the streets take on a carnivalesque atmosphere
 and the street characters emerge as strongly delineated types who
 counter the adversity found in their lives with a resilience that generates

 comedy and the spirit of the carnival. Through an exploration of Dick-
 ens's portrayal of the popular entertainment offered by the city, the
 essay shows that the streets characters' nearest neighbors, the lower
 middle classes, display an anxiety described by Peter Stallybrass and
 Allon White in terms of bourgeois hysteria, that leads to their self-
 exclusion from this carnivalesque world. The argument contests the
 view that Dickens's sketches display a bourgeois fear of the prolifera-
 tion of the masses, by examining the attitude they display to the policing
 of the streets and locating Boťs sympathies with those who feel the
 force of increasing regulation in their lives.

 "Mr. Weiler' s knowledge of London was exten-
 sive and peculiar." - Charles Dickens, Pick-
 wick Papers

 Dickens Studies Annual, Volume 35, Copyright © 2005 by AMS Press, Inc. All
 rights reserved.
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 2 DICKENS STUDIES ANNUAL

 It is a curious fact of Sketches by Boz that the text deals extensively with
 London at its leisure, on holiday, and going about its amusements, which has
 the effect of placing many of the sketches within a carnivalesque frame. Gin
 shops, steamers, and the city's parks, theaters, and circuses are the typical
 scenes described. Mikhail Bakhtin's theory of the carnivalesque is a useful
 tool by which to examine Sketches by Boz. In Rabelais and His World (1965),
 he locates the carnivalesque in a context that is crucial for understanding
 Dickens's use of it in his sketches:

 the basic carnival nucleus of this culture [the carnivalesque] is by no means a
 purely artistic form nor a spectacle and does not, generally speaking, belong
 to the sphere of art. It belongs to the borderline between art and life. In reality,
 it is life itself, but shaped according to a certain pattern of play. (7)

 This description helps to explain the two dominant critical paths that have
 evolved around the sketches; one attempting to recover the "fidelity" of
 representation within the text, the other seeking out early evidence of Dick-
 ens's talents as a novelist. However, Dickens both represents London in the
 1830s in his sketches and begins to show the distinctive style of his fictional
 imagination. He marks this fact in the subtitle "Illustrative of Everyday Life,
 and Everyday People," which admits artistic representation and the attempt
 to enter into the reality of the scenes and characters that he describes.

 Many studies of Sketches by Boz have marked Dickens's indebtedness to
 popular theater and literature as sources for his tales and sketches. For exam-
 ple, Duane DeVries writes of the tales, "the one-act farces then extremely
 popular as afterpieces were an important influence, as were the short comic
 tales with which the magazines were filled and the comic verse narratives of
 Hood, Combe, and George Colman" (31-32). Dickens combines observation
 with literary accounts of the city. This recognition challenges expositions that
 suggest Dickens simply reports the city. He represents London through its
 people, rather than through topographical descriptions, and notes the perfor-
 mances in Londoners' everyday lives.

 Sketches by Boz is awash with theatrical references and mentions of actual
 theaters, from the mock-dramatic preference of Mr. Septimus Hicks, of "The
 Boarding House," to litter his speech with quotations from Byron's Don
 Juan , through the actual report of "Private Theatres," to descriptions of the
 theater as a site of popular amusement, as described in "Making a Night of
 It," where the evening's entertainment is shown to be a center of Regency
 social life. Dickens's eye is as often drawn to the weird as it is to the wonder-
 ful, and he seems to make no distinction between high and low entertainment,
 as seen in "Greenwich Fair," where Shakespeare is performed on a stage
 adjacent to others displaying a predictable melodrama and even a freak show.
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 Camivalesque City in Sketches by Boz 3

 The eclecticism of the dramatic entertainment to be found in London seems

 to arrive in the sketches as unstructured and chaotic as it appears to have
 been in its original form.

 The characters in Sketches by Boz further the connection with the theater
 in the manner in which they are always found performing a rôle. Often, as
 seen in the penny "gaffs" of "Greenwich Fair," there is a transaction be-
 tween stage and audience in which the performance on the stage is designed
 to encourage audience participation. A dwarf at one of the side-shows "pays
 various compliments to the ladies to induce them to 'come for'erd' with great
 alacrity" (119). At other times, as in "Mrs Joseph Porter," the boundary
 between stage and audience is violated from the audience's side by one of
 their number refusing to recognize its existence, as seen in Uncle Tom's
 unwanted prompting of his nephew as he plays the part of Othello:

 "Is that right?" whispered Mrs Porter to Uncle Tom.
 "No."

 "Tell him so, then."
 "I will, Sem!" called out Uncle Tom, "that's wrong, my boy."
 "What's wrong, uncle?" demanded Othello , quite forgetting the dignity of

 his situation.

 "You've left out something. True I have married - ' " (412)

 The scene rings true, in that, as Louis James points out, "[t]he audience were
 experts, demanding that every gesture, every speech and fall, should be done
 correctly" (84). But, it is also apparent that Dickens enjoyed the informality
 of the theater of his age, and saw in the audience a performance to rival that
 on the stage.

 The sense of performance invades every area of the sketches, from the
 descriptions to the narrator's character's habit of at once describing and
 appearing in the scenes, and it seems, in this, that Boz is no different from the

 majority of Londoners, many of whom were willing to pay for the privilege of
 setting foot on stage. In "Private Theatres" Boz shows us just how much
 people were willing to pay, and how a larger purse could buy a better part,
 as if art were imitating life: " 'Richard the Third. - Duke of Glo'ster, 21. '
 Earl of Richmond, 1/.; Duke of Buckingham, 15s.; Catesby, 12s.; Tressel,
 10s. 6 d.' Lord Stanley, 5s.; Lord Mayor of London, 2s. 6ď " (120). Boz's
 London, it seems, is full of would-be performers, from the drunken clerks in
 "Making a Night of It" who heckle the actors at the City Theatre, to the
 "persons in the humbler classes of life" in "London Recreations," who
 "ape the manners and customs of those whom fortune has placed above
 them" (94).

 Performance, however, extends beyond its overt theatrical connections to
 include the acts of Londoners as they go about their everyday lives. Dickens
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 4 DICKENS STUDIES ANNUAL

 portrays Boz' s city as a stage on which his characters perform, and this can
 take the form of the street characters' verbal inventiveness, as it is expressed
 in the peculiarities of their speech, and heard in 4 'The Pawnbroker's Shop,"
 from which it is useful to quote at length in order to illustrate how attuned
 Dickens's ear was for picking out the unusual turn of phrase:

 "Now, Mr Henry, do make haste, there's a good soul, for my two grandchil-
 dren's locked up at home, and I'm afeer'd of the fire," [...]. "You're in a
 hurry, Mrs Tatham, this ev'nin', an't you?" [ . . . ] "Yes, I am indeed, Mr
 Henry; now, do serve me next, there's a good creetur. I wouldn't worry you,
 only it's all along o' them botherin' children." "What have you got here?"
 inquires the shopman, unpinning the bundle - "old concern, I suppose - pair
 o' stays and a petticut. You must look up somethin' else, old 'ooman: I can't
 lend you anything more upon them; they're completely worn out by this time,
 if it's only by putting in, and taking out again, three times a week." "Oh!
 you're a rum un, you are," replies the old woman, laughing extremely, as in
 duty bound; "I wish I'd got the gift of the gab like you; see if I'd be up the
 spout so often then! No, no; it an't the petticut; it's a child's frock and a
 beautiful silk ankecher, as belongs to my husband. He gave four shillin' for it,
 the werry same blessed day as he broke his arm." (189)

 Dickens shows the subtleties within the exchange. The verbal banter presents
 comic images which do not disguise the pathos in the old woman's desperate
 situation. A dramatic scene is played out that is rich in verbal comedy, but
 the poor woman's words also relate a wider picture of hardship and struggle,
 in which she pawns her own clothes three times a week probably to feed her
 grandchildren. The old woman suggests that her grandchildren are a nuisance
 to her, but also her sacrifice shows her love for them. The comedy unfolds
 against a background of adversity, but Dickens shows that this woman is not
 a victim who cannot stand her ground against the pawnbroker, despite his
 advantageous position in their relationship. She knows how to play him; she
 laughs at his jokes, and then appeals to his sympathetic nature by making it
 clear that her husband is in no state to support his family, on account of his
 broken arm. It is very unlikely that a working class man would spend "four
 shillin' " ona silk handkerchief, and so it must be assumed that the figure
 is stated by the woman as an opening bid in the bartering that will follow.
 Despite her dire circumstances, the woman retains the ability to perform her
 part with an energy that fills out her character, and in this respect she is
 typical of the struggling poor as they are portrayed in the sketches.

 It has been shown that speech patterns were extensively used in nineteenth-
 century literature to depict and arrange social hierarchy. Deborah Vlock states
 that, "the nineteenth-century English social body is imagined in linguistic
 terms, with class specified primarily in speech patterns, and how the verbal
 differences attendant upon social marginality may, if unpoliced, violate as
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 Carnivalesque City in Sketches by Boz 5

 well as confirm discursive order" (130). Dickens's use of idiolect demarcates
 character in hierarchical ways, but it is quite often evident in the sketches
 that he delights in the ability of his marginal characters to overturn perceived
 order through their linguistic performances. In 4 'Seven Dials," the assembly
 of a crowd around an argument between two women prompts a show of
 verbal sparring made for those watching:

 44Vy don't you pitch into her, Sarah?" exclaims one half dressed matron by
 way of encouragement. "Vy don't you? if my 'usband had treated her with a
 drain last night, unbeknown to me, I'd tear her precious eyes out - a wixen!"

 "What's the matter, ma'am?" inquires another old woman, who has just
 bustled up to the spot.

 "Matter!" replies the first speaker, talking at the obnoxious combatant.
 (72)

 A part of Dickens's technique is to show such marginal characters in perfor-
 mance and demarcated by their distinctive speech patterns. When he wishes
 to generate sympathy for a marginal character such as the dying young prosti-
 tute in 4 'The Hospital Patient," however, he appears to suppress the distinc-
 tiveness of her speech with the effect of generating empathy:

 "Oh, no, gentlemen," said the girl, raising herself once more, and folding her
 hands together; "no, gentlemen, for God's sake! I did it myself - it was no-
 body's fault - it was an accident. He didn't hurt me; he wouldn't for all the
 world. Jack, dear Jack, you know you wouldn't!" (239)

 Dickens presents the streets of London as a stage, but his manner of presenting
 his characters also draws on theatrical devices.

 In the sketches, it is generally seen that Boz categorizes Londoners ac-
 cording to their ability to act the parts that life has given to them. Most often,

 the working-class characters are portrayed as accomplished actors, more than
 equal to the parts they are given, and usually they are able to use comedy
 to protect themselves, in some way, from the hardships that they endure.
 Interestingly, this resilience is not, generally, a feature that extends to their
 nearest social neighbors, the lower middle classes, who, rather, seem to be
 found in the perpetual effort of trying to escape their true rôles in life as
 clerks, shopkeepers, or tradesmen by seeking to become actors, singers, or
 dancers, or by trying to perform in a social area above their own when they
 become susceptible to embarrassments caused by their social inadequacies.
 The vanity of this class is a salient feature of Sketches by Boz, as seen in the
 following extract from "The Tuggses at Ramsgate":

 There is perhaps no profession, however useful; no pursuit, however meritori-
 ous; which can escape the petty attacks of vulgar minds. Mr Joseph Tuggs was
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 6 DICKENS STUDIES ANNUAL

 a grocer. It might be supposed that a grocer was beyond the breath of calumny;
 but no - the neighbours stigmatised him as a chandler; and the poisonous voice
 of envy distinctly asserted that he dispensed tea and coffee by the quartern,
 retailed sugar by the ounce, cheese by the slice, tobacco by the screw, and
 butter by the pat. (327-29)

 Boz facetiously describes the work of a grocer, but he also ventriloquizes the
 attitudes of wounded indignation and snobbery belonging to Joseph Tuggs,
 who seems to believe that his neighbors should recognize his social superior-
 ity over them. The Tuggses inherit money, attempt to play the parts of genteel
 types, and fail miserably. Their fate is typical of that of many of their kind
 in Sketches by Boz .
 Boz, however, is not unsympathetic to the plight of the lower-middle-

 classes, and he does recognize the monotony within their lives which gives
 rise to unrealistic ambitions and expectations. A characteristic of Boz' s por-
 trayal of his city is his dislike of personal and social ritual. 4 4 'The force of
 habit' is a trite phrase in everybody's mouth," he states in "A Visit to
 Newgate" (199). It is the rituals of "everyday life" that cause him concern,
 and in the sketches the closed mindset spawned by habit leads directly either
 to narrow self-interest or a wasted life.

 He had an umbrella in his hand - not for use, for the day was fine - but, evi-
 dently, because he always carried one to the office in the morning. He walked
 up and down before the little patch of grass on which the chairs are placed for
 hire, not as if he were doing it for pleasure or recreation, but as if it were a
 matter of compulsion, just as he would walk to the office every morning from
 the back settlements of Islington. (21 1-13)

 This description of a poor clerk, from "Thoughts About People," indicates
 a character fixed through his personal and social habits. Peter Stallybrass and
 Allon White make the following observation concerning private carnivals
 through reference to Sigmund Freud's Studies in Hysteria : "They [the pa-
 tients] attempt to mediate their terrors by enacting private, made-up carnivals.
 In the absence of social forms they attempt to produce their own pastiche
 and parody in an effort to embody semiotically their distress" (174). This
 description seems to capture something of the poor clerk's psychological
 compulsion to go through his ritualized movements. Boz represents the char-
 acter in a sentimental manner, and his sympathy for the type is evident. The
 clerk seems anonymous in the city, with his identity completely determined
 by the routine he keeps, but Boz' s act of writing down those characteristics
 rescues him as a social being. The clerk represents "a numerous class of
 people" (211) in the city, and many of his kind are found in the sketches.
 Stallybrass and White explain that the "demonization and exclusion of

 the carnivalesque" is directly connected to the rise of the bourgeoisie, who
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 Carnivalesque City in Sketches by Boz 7

 supplanted traditional forms of cultural expression, such as the carnival, with
 their own 4 'practices and languages," but at the expense of creating a class
 neurosis caused by a conflict between a self-imposed "inhibition" and a
 deep-seated psychological need to reenact the carnival (176). The urge of the
 lower-middle-class characters in this area of the text to perform in the public
 arena, and their susceptibility to failure can be seen as a manifestation of this
 neurosis. In the "Characters" section of the text, Dickens presents the reader
 with a multitude of would-be performers, all of whom fail to escape the
 routine of their lives by attaching their hopes to unrealizable ambitions of
 performing on the stage. For example, Miss Amelia Martin, of "The Mistaken
 Milliner: A Tale of Ambition," a "pale, tallish, thin" and "plain" woman
 of thirty-two, dreams of singing for a living, and is conned out of money by
 Mr. and Mrs. Jennings Rodolph, who exploit her desire to escape the drudgery
 of her life as an anonymous milliner (247). Another such character is Mr.
 Augustus Cooper, of "The Dancing Academy," one in the "oil and colour
 line," "just of age, with a little money, a little business, and a little mother"
 (253), who seeks to leave all of this behind and dance before an audience;
 the same fate that befalls Miss Martin awaits him, at the hands of the preda-
 tory Signor Billsmethi. These characters are introduced as types suppressed
 by their narrow existences, but Dickens shows them as being conscious that
 they are trapped, and this awareness generates a gentle melancholy in these
 sketches which offers great sympathy for the types, even from within the
 comedy:

 Mr Augustus Cooper went back and lived with his mother, and there he lives
 to this day; and as he has lost his ambition for society, and never goes into the
 world, he will never see this account of himself, and will never be any the
 wiser. (258-59)

 The lives of many of the lower-middle-class characters are presented as being
 subdued by oppressive routines, and the mode of presenting these characters
 emphasizes their shared predicament.
 In Rabelais and His World, Bakhtin explains that the comic novel is a
 carnivalized form of literature, which possesses the ability to invert power
 structures and mock the elements of everyday life that society takes seriously
 (34), and it is possible to see how Dickens uses the phenomenon in his
 sketches. In "Thoughts About People" the poor clerk is referred to as one
 of a "class of people," and this kind of categorizing is common in the
 "Characters" section: in "The Misplaced Attachment of John Dounce," Boz
 informs the reader, "If we had to make a classification of society, there are
 a particular kind of men whom we should immediately set down under the
 head of 'Old Boys' " (241). It is essential that Dickens presents his reader
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 8 DICKENS STUDIES ANNUAL

 with types who lead trapped lives in order for the carnivalesque to operate
 in the sketches. The sense of oppression is created by descriptions of the
 social functions performed by these types, functions which are usually linked
 to their work, or their status in society, and it is these labels of identity that
 they leave behind when they enter into the alternative reality of the carnival.
 Stallybrass and White have suggested that the carnival presented the middle
 classes with an opportunity to purge their fears of the grotesque and the
 irrational through reinflecting the causes of those fears with an element of
 cathartic laughter (171-75). Their theory of the carnivalesque states that, as
 a result of bourgeois censorship, the subversive forces of the imagination,
 the locus of bourgeois hysteria, became encoded within grotesque and panto-
 mimic performances marginalized to the carnival. Paul Schlicke has described
 how increasing regulation had become a major threat to the survival of Lon-
 don's traditional carnivals during the 1830s (4), but, in his sketches, Dickens
 seems to recognize a social function for the fairs that transcends their original,
 often commercial purposes.
 In describing 4 'Greenwich Fair" as "a periodical breaking out . . . , a sort

 of spring-rash: a three days' fever, which cools the blood for six months
 afterwards, and at the expiration of which London is restored to its old habits
 of plodding industry, as suddenly and completely as if nothing had ever
 happened to disturb them" (112), Dickens recognizes the usefulness of the
 calming power of carnivalesque release. However, unlike Bakhtin's notion
 of pure carnival as a time when hierarchies are suspended, Dickens acknowl-
 edges that they still remain visible, in listing the various modes of transport
 to the fair, indicating the wealth and status of the revellers, although there is
 a suspension of differences in the shared intention of all to "get on" (114).
 Nevertheless, the sheer eclecticism of the scene prevents any clear hierarchical
 pattern from emerging, and this is further confused by the shifting of the
 narrative position which looks at the scene from both external and internal
 vantage points, and Boz' s obvious delight in puncturing the pomposity of
 those who would import social division to the carnival. This levelling aspect
 is a pervasive feature of the fair:

 Little old men and women, with a small basket under one arm, and a wine
 glass, without a foot, in the other hand, tender "a drop o' the right sort" to the
 different groups; and young ladies, who are persuaded to indulge in a drop of
 the aforesaid right sort, display a pleasing degree of reluctance to taste it, and
 cough afterwards with great propriety. (115)

 The young ladies might profess their gentility with a well-positioned cough
 of "great propriety," but the "different groups" all sup from the same cup.
 The "servants-of-all-work" who are conscious of their masters' surveillance,

 and the fact that they "are not allowed to have followers" (114), as they ride
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 Carnivalesque City in Sketches by Boz 9

 to the fair, lose all of their inhibitions (as do their masters) when they arrive
 at the heart of the fair, where everyone becomes a part of the carnival's spirit:

 The dust is blinding, the heat insupportable, the company somewhat noisy, and
 in the highest spirits possible: the ladies, in the height of their innocent anima-
 tion, dancing in the gentlemen's hats, and the gentlemen promenading "the gay
 and festive scene" in the ladies' bonnets, or with the more expensive ornaments
 of false noses, and low-crowned, tinder-box-looking-hats: playing children's
 drums, and accompanied by ladies on the penny trumpet. (119)

 Class, gender, and, even, the distinction between adult and child are obscured
 in the revelry, and this shifting of identity is replicated in the narrator's
 movement from an external observer to one amid the crowds. In Dickens's

 carnivalesque, class and social position are mobile, ambiguous, and not eas-
 ily defined.

 It is typical of Boz to invite the reader to enter into the scenes he describes,
 thereby breaking any sense of distance between reader and subjects:

 Imagine yourself in an extremely dense crowd, which swings you to and fro,
 and in and out, and every way but the right one; add to this the screams of
 women, the shouts of boys, the clanging of gongs, the firing of pistols, the
 ringing of bells, the bellowings of speaking trumpets, the squeaking of penny
 dittoes, the noise of a dozen bands, with three dmms in each, all playing
 different tunes at the same time, the hallooing of showmen, and an occasional
 roar from the wild beast shows; and you are in the very centre and heart of the
 fair. (116)

 The revellers are drawn to the side-shows, gaping and staring at the often
 repulsive attractions - "a dwarf, a giantess, a living skeleton, a wild Indian,
 'a young lady of singular beauty, with perfectly white hair and pink eyes' "
 (118) - but Boz turns the gapers into exhibits for his readers, implicating
 them as performers in the carnivalesque world. He says of the temporary
 ballroom, The Crown and Anchor, 4 There is no master of ceremonies in this

 artificial Eden" (119), and this serves as a metaphor for the entire sketch.
 The joy of Greenwich Fair for him, it seems, is the egalitarian spirit of
 human conviviality that temporarily defeats the social segregation of the
 everyday world.
 Often in the sketches, the carefully regulated and practiced routines per-
 formed on the many stages unleash a spontaneous performance by the audi-
 ence. This effect is witnessed in 4 'Making a Night of It," where the drunken
 clerks disrupt the entertainment by heckling the performers on stage, or in
 44Mrs Joseph Porter," where the patriarchal figure of Uncle Tom ruins his
 nephew's performance of Othello by refusing to acknowledge the boundary
 between the audience and the stage, when he insists on prompting the amateur
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 10 DICKENS STUDIES ANNUAL

 actor. In "Greenwich Fair," however, the audience is invited to enter into

 the performances on view, so that, while the crowd's performance appears
 to be a spontaneous outpouring of carnivalesque release, it is, in fact, con-
 trolled by the conventions attached to the fair. Boz' s initial connection of his
 past remembrances of the Greenwich carnival with the fair in its present state,

 indicates the unchanging nature of the event and the audience's reactions to
 it. It is the repetitive aspect of the fair which illustrates that the potentially
 subversive energies released at the carnival are regulated by the fact that they
 are ritualized practices and contained in the special arena provided by the fair.
 A similar effect is found in the sketch "Astley's," where Boz introduces

 the circus by connecting the wonder of the place in the child's mind with
 learning "the mysteries of the alphabet" (107). It is not untypical of his
 narrative method to begin a sketch in this manner, by linking seemingly
 incongruous elements through the processes of his own memory, in order to
 set the mood as well as the theme of the sketch in its entirety. A division of
 observer and subject is stated in the claim that he intends to study the audi-
 ence, not the actual performance of the artists, for, in his adult state, familiar-

 ity with the repetition of the performance has left it stale in his mind: "The
 whole character of the place was the same, the clown's jokes were the same,
 the riding masters were equally grand, the comic performers equally witty,
 the tragedians equally hoarse, and the 'highly trained chargers' equally spir-
 ited" (106). The comparison raised by Boz is that between the past and the
 present, highlighting the distance that prevents the current performance from

 carrying the same magical aura for the initiated observer that it does for the
 naive child visitor. However, it would be wrong to view this admission purely
 as an act of nostalgia, or a lament, for Boz' s project is more subtle than this.
 As he goes on to explain,

 Astley's has altered for the better - we have changed for the worse. Our histri-
 onic taste is gone, and with shame we must confess, that we are far more
 delighted and amused by the audience, than with the pageantry we once so
 highly appreciated. (106-07)

 Through the very different topics of learning to read and write and a first
 visit to the circus, the sketch then moves to the narrator's present activity of
 relating his own recent experience of the circus through his writing. It seems
 an unusually jaded and world-weary Boz who now visits Astley's "in the
 Easter or Midsummer holidays" in wait for his "beau idéal of a group of
 Astley's visitors" (107).
 Boz is drawn out of his reveries by the performances of the children in

 the audience, and reinstated in the present by their energies. The "high state
 of astonishment" (107) of the little girl in the braided dress has already been
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 Carnivalesque City in Sketches by Boz 1 1

 anticipated by Boz' s own recollection of his first visit to Astley's, but this is
 merely a springboard for a closer investigation.

 The first five minutes were occupied in taking the shawls off the little girls,
 and adjusting the bows which ornamented their hair; then it was providentially
 discovered that one of the little boys was seated behind a pillar and could not
 see, so the governess was stuck behind the pillar, and the boy lifted into her
 place. Then pa drilled the boys, and directed the stowing away of their pocket
 handkerchiefs, and ma having first nodded and winked to the governess to pull
 the girls' frocks a little off their shoulders, stood up to review the little troop - an
 inspection which appeared to terminate much to her own satisfaction, for she
 looked with a complacent air at pa, who was standing up at the further end of
 his seat. Pa returned the glance, and blew his nose very emphatically. (107)

 Boz' s acute awareness of the revealing idiosyncrasies within Londoners'
 speech patterns once again imparts important information about his charac-
 ters. Although this family pretends an air of gentility, the children's use of
 the vulgar diminutives 4 'ma" and "pa" (ventriloquized by Boz) shows them
 to be of a rather lower class than they would have people believe, adding to
 the impression that they are, indeed, putting on a performance for anyone
 who might be watching. The "beau ideal " family represent many such fami-
 lies, and is portrayed through its members' performances and attitudes to the
 circus, which are connected to their ages and respective stores of experience.
 The effect created is illustrated by George's complaint to his younger brothers
 "on the gross impropriety of having his name repeated in so loud a voice at
 a public place" (107). Earlier we are introduced to this youth as one "trying
 to look as if he did not belong to the family" (107), indicating his ability to
 distinguish between the different rôles that society expects from one in the
 private and public domains, where his brothers are not yet conscious of the
 distinction. However, the seriousness of the attitude he wishes to adopt is
 undermined by the comedy that Boz draws from the situation.

 During the performance, the children are readily drawn into its spirit, as
 they do not separate fact from fantasy:

 Then when the man in the splendid armour vowed to rescue the lady or perish
 in the attempt, the little boys applauded vehemently, especially one little fellow
 who was apparently on a visit to the family, and had been carrying on a child's
 flirtation, the whole evening, with a small coquette of twelve years old, who
 looked like a model of her mamma on a reduced scale; and who, in common
 with the other little girls (who, generally speaking, have even more coquettish-
 ness about them than much older ones), looked very properly shocked, when
 the knight's squire kissed the princess's confidential chambermaid. (108)

 Within the confines of Astley's, it seems, a childish microcosm of the outside
 world is in place, "on a reduced scale," wherein the performances of the
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 12 DICKENS STUDIES ANNUAL

 adults both on and off stage are reenacted by their juvenile counterparts. The
 emphasis within the sketch, highlighted by the contrast of George's self-
 imposed isolation, is placed on the willingness of those present to enter into
 the convivial atmosphere, which requires a suspension of their awareness of
 the fact that it is a performance repeated twice daily, and which the adults
 can enter via their children's uninhibited acceptance at face value of the
 circus for what it appears to be, and also, of course, via the adults' own
 childhood memories of the same feelings of wonderment. The sketch, in a
 sense, is an ancestor of Sleary's Circus in Hard Times (1854).
 The city's theaters, parks, and carnivals offer temporary release for the

 sketches' lower middle classes, but the streets seem to offer a permanent site

 of release to their inhabitants. The spontaneity of the carnivalesque spirit
 found in the streets is indicated by the way Boz, when he purposely seeks
 out London's venues of popular entertainment, seems to come across the
 entertainment he sees in the streets unlooked for. In "The Parlour Orator,"

 he just happens to be "lounging one evening" through the streets (231); or
 rambling through them in "The Hospital Patient"; while he is simply "pass-
 ing the corner of Bow street" (270) in "The Prisoners' Van." The scenes
 unfold before him as he strolls along. D.A. Miller argues of the suppression
 of carnivalesque release in the sketches that,

 should routine fail to meet the case, there would always be the police to close
 it: the police who appear to stand on every London streetcorner and whose
 function [ . . . ] is to return adventure to the confinement from which it all too
 briefly emerged. (210)

 However, the occasional policemen, found in sketches such as "Meditations
 in Monmouth Street," or "A Steam Excursion," who might be thought of
 as a visible symbol of power and order, would be wholly inadequate to quell
 the subversive life-force that seems to characterize the streets.

 A crowd eagerly forms around the arrests of two young girls in "The
 Prisoner's Van," not to see justice served against the girls, but to shout
 encouragement to them. The brawling women of "Seven Dials" attract a
 similar kind of encouragement from those assembled around the affray. Boz
 quite often positions himself amid this conflict between authority and the
 people. His responses are mixed, ranging from aloof sympathy for the plight
 of the criminals to condemnation of their crimes, but often he simply rejoices

 in the underdog's rebellion against the symbols of authority which they face
 in the course of their everyday lives. The authorities condemn as the crowds
 celebrate these figures, and it is not difficult to find a subversive performance

 in the young boy's defiance before the Court, in "Criminal Courts":
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 Carnivalesque City in Sketches by Boz 13

 He is called upon for his defence, and contents himself with a little declamation
 about the jurymen and his country - asserts that all the witnesses have commit-
 ted perjury, and hints that the police force generally have entered into a conspir-
 acy "again" him. However probable this statement may be, it fails to convince
 the Court, and some such scene as the following then takes place:

 Court : Have you any witnesses to speak to your character, boy?
 Boy : Yes, my lord; fifteen gen'lm'n is a vaten outside, and vos a vaten all

 day yesterday, vich they told me the night afore my trial vos a comin' on.
 Court : Inquire for these witnesses.
 Here, a stout beadle runs out, and vociferates for the witnesses at the very

 top of his voice ... he returns, very warm and hoarse, and informs the Court . . .
 that there are no such witnesses in attendance. Hereupon, the boy sets up a
 most awful howling; screws the lower parts of the palms of his hands into the
 corners of his eyes; and endeavours to look the picture of injured innocence.

 (197)

 Boz offers a very personal performance from the boy, who seizes his chance
 to face down authority and place himself center stage. The presentation in
 the extract emphasizes the performance element, with Dickens creating a
 speaking part for the character which travesties the solemn theatricality of
 the Court's proceedings. The boy becomes the leading character, but it is
 Dickens's mode of seeing and reporting that elevates him to this position and
 invests into the scene its carnivalesque qualities.

 Boz often reports the streets from the position of the pedestrian, so that
 he appears in the scenes he describes. His presence in Monmouth Street, in
 the sketch of that name, is enough to make him "an object of astonishment
 to the good people of Monmouth Street, and of no slight suspicion to the
 policemen at the opposite corner." (78) That he feels this way, at once
 indicates that he belongs to a class not usually found on these streets, and
 displays an internalized respect for the representatives of the law that might
 be considered a class characteristic as it appears in the sketches. The actual
 policing in the sketch, however, is performed by one of the street characters:

 We were in full enjoyment of these festivities when we heard a shrill, and by
 no means musical voice, exclaim, "Hope you'll know me agin, imperence!"
 and looking on intently forward to see from whence the sound came, we found
 that it proceeded . . . from a bulky lady of elderly appearance who was seated
 in a chair at the head of the cellar steps, apparently for the purpose of superin-
 tending the sale of the articles arranged there. (82)

 Boz' s act of gathering information for the sketch elicits a counter-surveillance
 that makes him as much a part of the spectacle as the people of Monmouth
 Street who populate the sketch.

 The figure of the mute, observing policeman recurs in "A Steam Excur-
 sion," where he watches from the street corner "[t]wo young men, whose

This content downloaded from 
�������������68.72.222.107 on Wed, 09 Feb 2022 21:07:56 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 14 DICKENS STUDIES ANNUAL

 uproarious mirth and disordered dress bespoke the night of conviviality of
 the preceding evening," and who "were treating three 'ladies' and an Irish
 labourer" to breakfast (376). The two young men might be the cleiks of
 "Making a Night of It," and, once again, the policeman's attention seems
 to be drawn to the incongruous sight of these lower-middle-class characters
 mingling with the street characters. When Boz repeats the scene, at a later
 time in the morning, in "The Streets - Morning," when "[t]he last drunken
 man, who shall find his way home before sunrise, has just staggered heavily
 along, roaring out the burden of the drinking song of the previous night,"
 the "occasional policeman may alone be seen at the street corners, listlessly
 gazing on the deserted prospect before him" (49-51). The policeman's listless
 gaze, it would seem, is enough to curb the subversive energies of the lower-
 middle-class revellers, but he does not attempt to police the professional
 activities of the "ladies" of the night.
 The policeman's reluctance to intervene concerning the actions of the pros-

 titutes might be explained by the scene that Boz describes in "The Prisoner's
 Van," where the arrest and conviction of two girl prostitutes prompts a
 potentially unpoliceable situation. The girls' arrival before a police office is
 greeted by a waiting crowd:

 4 'How long are you for, Emily?" screamed a red-faced woman in the crowd.
 "Six weeks and labour," replied the elder girl with a flaunting laugh; "and
 that's better than the stone jug anyhow; the mill's a deal better than the Sessions
 and here's Bella a-going too for the first time. Hold up your head, you chicken,"
 she continued, boisterously tearing the other girl's handkerchief away; "Hold
 up your head, and show 'em your face. I an't jealous, but I'm blessed if I an't
 game!" - "That's right, old gal," exclaimed a man in a paper cap, who, in
 common with the greater part of the crowd, had been inexpressibly delighted
 with this little incident. (271)

 The "thirty or forty" people assembled before the police office have gathered
 to witness this performance of gallows humor from the girls, who, without
 the stigma of social disgrace attached to their plight that might apply to the
 lower-middle-classes, wallow in their notoriety. Their defiance points to the
 ineffectiveness of the law as a check on the girls' moral behavior, and interro-
 gates the ability of the law to intervene in such situations in a meaningful
 way; a point not lost on Boz, who laments that, "What the younger girl was
 then, the elder had been once; and what the elder girl then was, the younger
 must soon become" (272). Boz places himself amid the crowd in this sketch,
 and his sympathies are directed to the girls and their kind:

 There were other prisoners - boys of ten, as hardened in vice as men of fifty - a
 homeless vagrant, going joyfully to prison as a place of food and shelter,
 handcuffed to a man whose prospects were rained, character lost, and family
 rendered destitute, by his first offence. (272)

This content downloaded from 
�������������68.72.222.107 on Wed, 09 Feb 2022 21:07:56 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 Carnivalesque City in Sketches by Boz 15

 The machinations of the law are shown to work against those whom society
 has already rendered victims, raising serious questions as to whom the law
 serves and the part it plays in making hardened criminals of those margin-
 alized in society. The anxiety in this portrayal of the legal system does not
 concern the policing of the streets; rather it indicates that the system peoples
 the streets with dedicated professional criminals. Equally, it would seem that
 it is only possible to police effectively the potentially subversive energies
 of those who already possess an internalized mechanism of self-regulation
 associated with their status and ambitions within society.

 The topic of street crime, however, is often dealt with in a lighter way in
 the sketches, as seen in 4 'Seven Dials," where an argument between two
 women develops into a minor riot, "and terminates, in minor play bill phrase-
 ology, with 'arrival of the policeman, interior of the station house, and impres-
 sive dénouement ' " (73). In this sketch, Boz is less interested in the policing
 of the streets than in the source of entertainment they afford for "[t]he stranger
 who finds himself in 'The Dials' for the first time, and stands Belzoni like,
 at the entrance of seven obscure passages" (72), as though Boz was a tourist
 guide pointing out to his group an amusing piece of street theater. What
 interests the uninitated "stranger," however, is an everyday occurrence to
 those who encounter it in their working lives, which might explain Boz' s
 description of the disinterested passers-by in "Shops and Their Tenants,"
 whom he describes as "looking as happy and animated as a policeman on
 duty" (61). The portrayal of the "listless" policeman predominates over that
 of the active crime prevention officer in the sketches, as shown in George
 Cruikshank's two illustrations of the police to accompany the text: the first,
 from "The Streets - Morning" (50), showing a solitary policeman on a street
 corner and resting against a post; the second, from "The Hospital Patient"
 (237), depicting two officious policemen pushing a wheelbarrow containing
 a pickpocket to the station house, followed by an excited crowd that includes
 Boz. In the sketches, the active policeman always seems to attract the atten-
 tions of the crowd, and it is little wonder that he might prefer the peace of
 the empty streets to the subversive swell that surrounds him as he performs
 his duties.

 Applying Bakhtin's theory of the carnivalesque to the sketches counters
 D. A. Miller's argument, which states that the sketches reveal Dickens's
 bourgeois fear at the proliferation of the masses (207-11). Dickens captures
 the spontaneous performances found on London's streets, and the street char-
 acters emerge as strongly delineated types. The use of contrasting types pres-
 ents extremes of social being in the sketches. In "Thoughts About People,"
 the habit-bound poor clerk is placed against the swaggering street types:

 there is no class of people who amuse us more than London apprentices. They
 are no longer an organised body, bound down by solemn compact to terrify his
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 16 DICKENS STUDIES ANNUAL

 Majesty's subjects whenever it pleases them to take offence in their heads and
 staves in their hands. They are only bound, now, by indentures, and, as to their
 valour, it is easily restrained by the wholesome dread of the New Police.

 (215)

 The subversive tendencies of the London apprentices hint at a freedom denied
 by routine to the poor clerk and his like, but their containment by the police
 is revealing of the tension between order and subversion that characterizes
 the streets in Dickens's portrayal. Boz' s narrative defends the freedom of this
 type to make fools of themselves if they so wish in the face of increasing
 regulation, by pointing out that their behavior is no worse than that of their
 supposed betters. As he continues,

 they [the apprentices] are always a faint reflection of higher lights; and, if they
 do display a little occasional foolery in their own proper persons, it is surely
 more tolerable than precocious puppyism in the Quadrant, whiskered dandyism
 in Regent Street and Pall Mall, or gallantry in its dotage anywhere. (215)

 Dickens points out the unequal application of the law by making connections
 between the high and low in society. He seems to suggest that the law should
 concern itself with weightier matters, such as the suppression of the truly
 criminal types, who are characterized by their ability to rebel and an almost
 supernatural energy. One such type is Bill Barker, the omnibus cad, a murder-
 ous and irrepressible criminal.

 Mr Barker was the identical cad who nobly distinguished himself, some time
 since, by keeping a tradesman on the step - the omnibus going at full speed all
 the time - till he had thrashed him to his entire satisfaction, and finally throwing
 him away, when he had quite done with him. Mr Barker it ought to have been,
 who honestly indignant at being ignominiously ejected from a house of public
 entertainment, kicked the landlord in the knee, and thereby caused his death.
 We say it ought to have been Mr Barker, because the action was not a common
 one, and could have emanated from no ordinary mind. (150)

 The force of Barker's character, too, cannot be described as "ordinary";
 rather, it is extraordinary, elevating him to a plane of existence from which
 Boz has to remind the reader of his mortality.

 Human judgment is never infallible, and it would occasionally happen that Mr
 Barker experimentalised with the timidity or forebearance of the wrong person,
 in which case a summons to a Police office was, on more than one occasion,
 followed by a committal to prison. It was not in the power of trifles such as
 these, however, to subdue the freedom of his spirit. (150)

 Where the subversive antics of the drunken clerks, in "Making a Night of
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 Carnivalesque City in Sketches by Boz 17

 It," for example, take place in their leisure time, the unruly behavior of Bill
 Barker seems to be very much a part of his professional pursuits. Mr. Thomas
 Potter and Mr. Robert Smithers's brush with the law, for knocking down "in
 divers streets, at different times, five men, four boys, and three women"
 (269), has its consequences:

 The prosecutors were spoken to, and Messrs Potter and Smithers lived on credit,
 for a quarter, as best they might; and, although the prosecutors expressed their
 readiness to be assaulted twice a week, on the same terms, they have never
 since been detected in 44 making a night of it." (269)

 As D.A. Miller suggests, the clerks' encounter with the forces of law and
 order is enough to instil in them a powerful self-regulation that will police
 their future behavior. The same cannot be said of the deadly Bill, however,
 who sees the occasional arrest and conviction as nothing more than an occupa-
 tional hazard. This character possesses the carnivalesque ability to turn order
 on its head, and Boz takes the same spirit into the narrative as he ironically
 praises Bill for his crimes, and turns the situation into comedy. As J. Hillis
 Miller writes,

 Liberation is possible only to those who, like Aggerawatin Bill, the omnibus
 cad, play their rôles to the hilt, perform their part with such abandon that this
 hyperbolic verve constitutes a kind of freedom. It is a paradoxical freedom
 which both accepts the rôle [ . . . ] and, at the same time, reveals in the excess
 with which the part is played that it is a part, that it could be otherwise. (37)

 Barker might be regarded as an adult incarnation of the boy in the court, who
 remains unreformed by the machinations of the law, and so he emerges as a
 self-confident and anti-social spirit who cannot be contained by structures of
 power that, when activated against him, merely add to his notoriety and so
 increase his power. The inversion is complete. Where the shrunken lower-
 middle-class characters search vainly for a rôle to play, Bill Barker knows
 his part perfectly well.

 Dickens's portrayal of the city looks for connection and at times order in
 a climate that refuses to conform to any discernible pattern. Boz often situates
 himself among the masses and enjoys the streets, and, usually, he does not
 approach his subjects in a moralizing manner. It is the sheer eclecticism that
 he enjoys, and this is the predominant spirit that is evident in Dickens's
 sketches, where the streets offer new sights at every turn, seem limitless, and
 a sense of order is beyond the reckoning of an individual. The city is there
 to be explored and enjoyed, and only those whose attitudes will not allow
 them to see what Boz sees all around him, that the city could be an even
 better place if human conviviality was extended to include all, miss the point;
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 18 DICKENS STUDIES ANNUAL

 "What inexhaustible food for speculation do the streets of London afford!"
 (61), he exclaims in "Shops and Their Tenants," and, indeed, they nourish
 his fictions. The anarchical antics of the boy criminal, in "Criminal Courts,"
 might be seen to prefigure the equally carnivalesque activities of Oliver
 Twisť s Artful Dodger, as much as, in a darker vein, the murder of a prostitute
 by her criminal lover, in "The Hospital Patient," might be seen as a rehearsal
 of Sikes's murder of Nancy.
 Dickens depicts a wide range of London life in his sketches, and he displays

 the city in its very many moods. He uses comedy and the carnivalesque to
 lampoon and undermine the behavior of the pompous, but most of all he
 depicts Londoners performing their parts in life. Through stylized literary
 techniques, and information gained from his own experiences of the city,
 Dickens presents illustrations of Londoners at play. However, the celebration
 of the carnivalesque and heterogeneous streets appears to be balanced against
 a concern about the way the streets are policed. Boz shows intimacy with the
 ranks of the lower middle classes, the working classes, and, even, the criminal
 classes, but his presence among them never disturbs their activities. At no
 point does Boz feel threatened by the often violent perils found in the streets.
 Conversely, he sometimes reveals an implied threat to himself from the forces
 of law and order. In "Meditations in Monmouth Street," his concern is that
 his wandering of the streets elicits "no slight suspicion to the policemen at
 the opposite street corner" (78). It is a significant fact of the sketches that
 although the figure of the policeman is often included, he is never given
 voice, rather he stands "on duty" as a mute symbol of an often misdirected
 or redundant power.
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