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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Many twentieth century critics consider the later, 

**dark" novels of Charles Dickens higher artistic achieve

ments than those which he wrote before I85O. Perhaps this 

viewpoint has become commonplace because of the prevalent 

emphasis on psychoanalytical criticism; yet the eeurller 

novels have much to offer the discerning reader. Nicholas 

Nlckleby. in particular, has been almost Ignored, so much 

so, in fact, that the excellent bibliographical guide to 

Victorian fiction, published In 1964 by Harvard University 

Press,^ lists no critical article on the novel. The 

reasons for this apparent neglect may be inherent In the 

novel itself: Its exaggerated contrasts between angelic 

good characters and sateinlo evil characters, euid the 

theatrical melodrama which develops through the use of 

unbelievable ooinoldences. Yet, can it be denied that 

these faults are evident In every one of Dickens* novels? 

Are they not as characteristic of his genius as the rol

licking humor he displays in the early Pickwick Papers, or 

^Lionel Stevenson (ed.), Victorian Fiction 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1964). 



the sociological and psychological Insight that is evident 

in the later novels, such as Bleak House and Little Dorrlt? 

Nicholas Nlckleby may be viewed as a necessary stage in 

Dickens* development as a novelist, but, aside from any 

consideration of his other novels, it Is an effective and 

thoroughly enjoyable piece of llteratiire. And, although 

it lacks some qualities that are considered characteristic 

of the successful novel, Its wealth of characterization 

more than compensates the reader for its deficiencies of 

plot and structure. 

Dickens* characters are criticized for their lack 

of depth and their exagc;erated qualities which make them 

mere caricatures of people. It is true that the hero in 

a Dickens novel is recognizable by his Innate and persis

tent moral earnestness, Just as the heroine Is quickly 

Identifiable by her impregnable virtue emd instinctive 

resistance to all evil. But d̂ien the multitude of per

sonalities in a Dickens novel is considered, it becomes 

evident that any extensive character development would be 

difficult for the reader to accept. In order to maintain 

order in the often bewildering array of humanity which he 

presents, Dickens exaggerates certain characteristics for 

effect. This magnification Is the device which enables 

the reader to Identify the characters, and even relatively 

unimportant persons are thus made memorable. 

In Ralph Nlckleby, however, Dickens has created 
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a villain 1^0 is more than a caricature of villainy. 

Ralph, through his conscious rejection of unselfish con

cern for other people and his surrender to complete self-

interest, s\iffers a deterioration of personality which 

culminates in his total isolation from society. In his 

recognition of this isolation as the most devastating 

condition of the soul, Dickens exhibits an intuitive 

knowledge of psychological and philosophical subtleties 

for which he Is seldom recognized. 

In order to trace the disintegration of the 

personality of Ralph Nlckleby, It Is necessary first to 

consider what motivates his actions. His moral and 

spiritual values are completely distorted by his ego

centric desires for money, power, and revenge. These 

desires eventually become obsessions which exercise such 

extreme power over his nature that he becomes unable to 

recognize or control his own motives for his actions. 

When he is finally forced to admit the defeat of all his 

schemes, the desertion of his accomplices, and his total 

failure to achieve the revenge which has become his 

ruling obsession, he recognizes his almost complete 

isolation from society, and his only solution for his 

dilemma is to commit himself to the ultimate degree of 

isolation: suicide. 



CHAPTER II 

A MANIA FOR MONEY 

The importance of money in the life of Ralph 

Nlckleby can be understood only through an examination of 

r̂tiat money represents for him. Prom childhood he has used 

money as a substitute for friendship, a source of power 

over his associates, a tool for the exploitation of society, 

and a screen to hide his own inadequacies from himself. 

Dickens introduces an interesting basis for Ralph's 

obsessive desire for money. Ralph*s father, Mr. Godfrey 

Nlckleby, because of his total Inability to provide for his 

family, had, in desperation, considered insuring his life 

and committing "accidental" suicide, but his uncle, old 

Ralph Nlckleby, died at the opportune moment, leaving a 

legacy of five thousand pounds. Throughout their child

hood, Ralph and his brother Nicholas "had often heard, from 

their mother's lips, long accounts of their father's suf

ferings in his days of poverty, eoid of their deceased 

uncle's importance in his days of affluence." (p. 2)^ 

Nicholas, who was "timid and retiring," merely determined 

^Charles Dickens, The Life and Adventures of 
Nicholas Nlckleby (London: Chapman and Hall, 1839). All 
subsequent page references refer to this, the first edition. 
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to live a quiet life in the country and thus avoid the 

unhappy life that his father had experienced In the city 

before receiving the legacy, but "Ralph, the elder, de

duced from the oft-repeated tale the two great morals 

that riches are the only true source of happiness aind 

power, and that It is lawful and Just to compass their 

acquisition by all means short of felony." (pp. 2-3) 

These "two great morals" were to become the rules 

by which his life was governed. His early Ideas about 

money were extended even further, however, to Include Its 

value as a means of ensuring the envy and attention of 

others: 

"And," reasoned Ralph with himself, "if no good came 
of my uncle's money when he was alive, a great deal 
of good came of It after he was dead. Inasmuch as my 
father has got It now, and is saving It up for me, 
which is a highly virtuous purpose; and, going back 
to the old gentleman, good did come of It to him too, 
for he had the pleasure of thinking of it all his 
life long, and of being envied and courted by all his 
family besides." And Ralph always wound up these 
mental soliloquies by arriving at the conclusion, 
that there was nothing like money, (p.3) 

In these few words Dickens quite neatly summarizes the 

ruling passion of Ralph's existence. While he was still 

a boy, he began to practice usury, taking advantage of 

his less provident schoolmates. He never troubled him

self with complicated problems of Interest, simply re

quiring "two pence for every half-penny," whether the 

loan was for one day or for five. Apparently, even at 

that early age, the possibility of feeling compassion 



for his victims never occurred to Ralph. They needed 

money, and he expected to profit by supplying their needs. 

When Godfrey Nlckleby died, he left Ralph three 

thousand pounds in cash, and Ralph, who previously had 

been placed in a London mercantile house, **applled him

self passionately to his old pursuit of money-getting, 

in which he speedily became so burled and absorbed, that 

he quite forgot his brother for many years." (p. 4) 

Thus Ralph's increasing self-imposed Isolation has 

become evident, long before the time of the action with 

which Nicholas Nlckleby is concerned. He has made money 

his principal goal In life, using it as a substitute for 

love and friendship. If he has ever thought of his 

yoimger brother, he has dismissed the thought immediately, 

feeling that "if they were Intimate he (Nicholas] would 

want to borrow money of himx and Mr. Ralph Nlckleby 

shrugged his shoulders, and said things were better as 

they were." (p.4) 

This lack of concern for people for whom he might 

be expected to feel responsible is evident In his reaction 

to the news that his brother has died and his widow and 

two children are in London: "My brother never did any

thing for me, and I never expected it; the breath is no 

sooner out of his body than I am to be looked to, as the 

support of a great hearty woman and a grown boy and girl. 

What are they to me? J never saw them." (p. 15) Not 



only does Ralph have no wish to acquire any close personal 

relationships; he is thankful for their absence, as he 

shows in his conversation with Miss La Creevy. She assumes, 

hopefully, that he has come to have a miniature painted, 

but Ralph quickly makes his position clear: "I have no 

money to throw away on miniatures, ma'am, and nobody to 

give one to (thank God) if I had." (p. l6) 

In the painful interview between Ralph and his 

dead brother's family, his selfish character becomes more 

evident. For the first time in fourteen years (since he 

had lost his own wife and son, as It is later disclosed), 

he is given the opportunity to acquire a family relation

ship: to become responsible for the welfare of three 

people who have some reasonable right to expect help from 

him. Unfortunately, he has already convinced himself that 

they deserve no aid. He has warned Miss La Creevy that 

she must not expect him to "support them in their extrava

gances," saying, "They can't do better than to go back to 

the country, ma'am; they are In everybody's way here." 

(p. 17) This statement is typical of Ralph's attitude: 

he is totally unwilling to spend either money or time to 

develop any personal relationship. The only associations 

which Interest him are those which promise to be profit

able, and he can expect no profit in supporting poor 

relatives. 

However, after he sees Kate, a very beautiful 
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young girl, his Intention of sending them back to the 

country is discarded. Obviously he has Immediately real

ized her value to him as an attraction for the dissolute 

young aristocrat. Lord Verlsopht, whose weaknesses he ex

ploits for financial gain. Nicholas, however, presents a 

different problem. Ralph's callous references to his 

brother's death arouse Nicholas' indignation, which he 

makes little effort to conceal. Ralph's attitude toward 

Nicholas, initially scornful and contemptuous, quickly 

deepens into hatred. This sudden antipathy appears to 

lack a logical basis, but Dickens presents one which is 

psychological: 

The face of the old man was stern, hard-featured and 
forbidding; that of the young one, open, handsome, 
and ingenuous. The old man's eye was keen with the 
twinklings of avarice and cunning; the young man's, 
bright with the light of intelligence and spirit. 
His fiflcure was somewhat slight, but manly and well-
formed; and apart from all the grace of youth and 
comeliness, there was an emanation from the warm 
young heart in his look and bearing which kept the 
old man dox-m. 

However striking such a contrast as this may be 
to lookers-on, none ever feel it with half the keen
ness or acuteness of perfection with which it strikes 
to the very soul of him whose inferiority it marks. 
It galled Ralph to the heart's core, and he hated 
Nicholas from that hour. (p. 19) 

Ralph's only conscious reason for hating Nicholas may have 

been this feeling of physical and moral inferiority, but, 

as the story develops, other reasons become evident— 

reasons which have been burled by Ralph's determined 

rejection of events of his past life. 
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His immediate reaction, which is to get Nicholas 

as far away from London as possible, has a double purpose. 

With Nicholas too far away to Interfere, Ralph will be 

free to use Kate for his own selfish advantage, but his 

need to humble Nicholas may be almost as Important. The 

position as assistant to Wackford Squeers can bring Nich

olas no pleasure or satisfaction and certainly will not 

allow him to contribute to the support of his mother and 

sister. If Ralph had been Interested only In money, he 

surely could have helped Nicholas find work that would 

have paid him more than five pounds per year, thus allow

ing him to help support Mrs. Nlckleby and Kate. Already, 

however, Ralph has allowed his antagonism toward Nicholas 

to Influence his actions. 

Through the years Ralph has become adept at using 

his financial status as a source of power for the manipu

lation of his associates. In passages dealing with Ralph's 

character, Dickens' tone Is usually ironic. He presents 

Ralph as he appears to the casual spectator, a person to 

be admired for his power, position, and affluence; but 

simultaneously Dickens invites the reader to share his 

knowledge that Ralph's appearance is only a fagade which 

imperfectly disguises his disagreeable nature. 

In his first encounter with Nicholas, Ralph uses 

his knowledge of human nature to convince the younger man 

that his mother and sister will be cared for only if Nicholas 
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agrees to go to Yorkshire with Squeers. Probably no other 

promise, and certainly no threat, could have been so effec

tive as the belief that only by his departure could he 

Insure their well-being. Ralph has guaranteed the cooper

ation of Mrs. Nlckleby by sugp̂ iesting that she has become 

the Innocent victim of her dead husband's Imprudence. Her 

indomitable optimism convinces her that Ralph will make 

amends for his brother's errors. By a simple maneuver, 

Ralph has arranged to eliminate any interference with his 

iniquitous plans for Kate. 

It is clear that Nicholas is beset by doubts from 

the time of his first interview with Wackford Squeers, but 

Ralph loses no opportunity to remind him that he is in no 

position to quibble if he wishes to provide for his family. 

He speaks to Squeers, but his words are chosen for their 

effect on Nicholas: 

"This is a boy, or a youth, or a lad, or a young 
hobbledehoy, or whatever you like to call him, of 
eighteen.or nineteen, or thereabouts," said Ralph. 

"That I see," observed the schoolmaster. 
"So do I," said 'Ir. Snawley, thinking It as well 

to back his new friend occasionally. 
"His father is dead, he is wholly Ignorant of the 

world, has no resources whatever, and wants something 
to do," said Ralph. "I recommend him to this splendid 
establisliment of yours, as an opening which will lead 
him to fortune. If he turns it to proper account. Do 
you see that?" 

"Every body must see that," replied Squeers, half 
imitating the sneer xTlth which the old gentleman was 
regardin'^ his imconscious relative. 

"I do, of course," said Nicholas eagerly. 
"He does, of course, you observe," said Ralph, in 

the same dry, hard manner. "If any caprice of temper 
should Induce him to cast aside this golden opportunity 
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before he has brought it to perfection, I consider 
myself absolved from extending any assistance to his 
mother and sister." (p. 30) 

Ralph is thus using the promise of money for Mrs. Nlckleby 

and Kate as an Incentive to force Nicholas to agree to his 

terms. It is characteristic of Nicholas that he accepts 

the implied promise in good faith and thanks his uncle as 

he leaves for Yorkshire; "Uncle, farewellI Thank you 

heartily for all you have done and all you mean to do." 

There can be no doubt that every trusting word 

merely deepens his uncle's hatred. Dickens makes no 

explicit statement, but the implication is clear that 

Nicholas, in accepting Ralph's plan, is twisting the 

knife in Ralph's heart. He has already recognized in 

Nicholas, not only the young man he might once have been, 

but the one his OTjn son might have been. Later develop

ments suggest that Ralph must have been tormented by the 

knowledge that his avarice had deprived him of the one 

person who might have loved him—the son he had felt un

able to acknowledge until It was too late. Because 

Nicholas is about the same age that his own son would 

have been, Ralph must be embittered by the thought that 

his improvident brother's son is alive, expecting his 

help, and his own son is dead, the victim of his passion 

for money. 

If Dickens had been writing thirty years later, 

or if Henry James or Dostoevsky had written the story. 
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this theme of psychological guilt might have been made 

more explicit, but in I838 Dickens was writing for a 

relatively unsophisticated audience. It was imperative 

that Ralph's villainy be evident, but the reasons for it 

had to remain hidden to avoid any curtailment of popular 

interest that was dependent upon plot suspense. In order 

to sustain reader Interest in Nicholas Nlckleby as a 

serial publication, Dickens conformed to the formula 

which required that a mystery be introduced early, hold

ing the reader in suspense until the final double install

ment. 

Ralph is the most forceful character in the novel, 

and until he allows his will to be dominated by his frus

trated hatred and desire for revenge, he is able to manipu

late the other characters almost at will. For years he has 

been able to force his will upon his associates and victims, 

and he has used this power as a tool for the exploitation 

of society. He associates himself with members of the 

government in order to obtain their support for unethical 

business practices, and he caters to the vices of dissolute 

men, profiting from their constant need for money. No 

victim is too poor to escape his attention if there is any 

question of money Involved. His exploitation of Newman 

Noggs is a ^ood example of his ruthless attitude toward 

an unfortunate debtor. When Noggs t-jas imable to pay his 

debts and lost all of his property, Ralph would not lend 
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him money, but he gave him a Job—not because he felt 

sorry for Noggs, but because he talked very little and 

worked for less pay than anyone else would have. Ralph 

is actually such a miserable person that he must contin

ually convince himself that his life is worthwhile. He 

thus utilizes his position as a powerful moneylender to 

hide his deficiencies as a person from himself. 

In Ralph, Dickens has created a man who embodies 

all the surface characteristics of the stock villain of 

melodrama yet discloses realistic glimpses of depths of 

psychological motivation. These depths are revealed 

Imperfectly, it is true, and they receive less emphasis 

than the modern reader has come to expect, but they may 

be pieced together to present a picture of a lonely old 

man who is tortured by memories he cannot escape. The 

most pathetic aspect of Ralph's character Is the fact 

that he has so hardened himself to any emotion of pity 

or regret that he is only subconsciously aware of any 

deficiency in his life. It Is only through the softening 

effect of Kate's appealing influence that he gains some 

real perception of what he has missed by making the 

acquisition of money his sole goal in life, but, because 

he is unwilling to compromise the principles on which 

his life has been based, he cannot accept the affection 

which Kate offers. 



CHAPTER III 

A DIVIDED ALLEGIANCE 

As Ralph's hatred of Nicholas deepens into an 

obsession, money gradually loses some of its importance. 

In order to analyze this period of transition, the 

question of sufficient motivation for Ralph's hatred must 

be considered. Why should the old man conceive such a 

sudden, intense antipathy to an obviously admirable young 

man? Dickens says that it T/as caused by Ralph's feeling 

of moral and physical inferiority, (p. 19) but later he 

reveals more subtle reasons. The suggestion has been 

made that Ralph may have been tormented by the realiza

tion that if his own son had lived, he would have been 

Nicholas' age, but Dickens never says that this is the 

case, perhaps because he was hampered by the necessities 

of maintaining suspense. What he does say, however. Is 

quite revealing: 

"When my brother was such as he," said Ralph, 
"the first comparisons were drawn between us--
alTiays in my disfavour. He was open, liberal, 
gallant, gay; I_ a crafty hunks fsicl of cold and 
stagnant blood, with no passion DU? love of saving, 
and no spirit beyond a thirst for gain. I recollected 
it well when I first saw this i>?hlpster; but I remember 
It better now." (p. 333) 

These memories merely make him more determined to prove 

14 
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the value of his money: 

"Recollections like these," pursued Ralph, with 
a bitter.smile, "flock upon me—when I resign myself 
to them--ln crowds, and from countless quarters. As 
a portion of the world affect to despise the povrer of 
money, I must try and show them what it is." (p. 333) 

This revelation alone presents sufficient motiva

tion for Ralph's twisted emotions, but Nicholas had possi

bly also reminded him of a man whom he had even more reason 

to hate: the "younger man" (p. 594) with whom his wife had 

eloped. In the scene of Ralph's final Isolation, after 

all his schemes have collapsed, his thoughts reveal his 

recognition of the person he has become and his search for 

the cause of his isolation: 

If he had known his child to be alive, if no 
deceit had been ever practised and he had grown up 
beneath his eye, he might have been a careless, 
indifferent, rough, harsh father—like enough—he 
felt that; but the thought would come that he might 
have been otherwise, and that his son might have 
been a comfort to him and they two happy together. 
He began to think now, that his supposed death and 
his wife*s flight had had some share in making him 
the morose, hard man he was. He seemed to remember 
a time when he was not quite so rough and obdurate, 
and almost thought that he had first hated Nicholas 
because he was young and gallant, and perhaps like 
the stripling who had brought dishonour and loss of 
fortune on his head. (p. 605) 

If these reasons for his hatred had been pre

sented earlier in the book, so that his actions could 

have been recognized as the result of psychological 

motivation, Ralph could not have been considered one 

of the ''merest pasteboard copies of melodramatic 
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villainy"^ or "a mere black smudge."^ The critic who says 

that he is a psychologically absurd character''̂  has either 

overlooked or Ignored these later clues to his character. 

Edgar Johnson has made an excellent summation of the kind 

of person Ralph really is: 

The rendering of Ralph Nlckleby mirrors more com
plex depths with a penetration to which commentators 
have not done full Justice. Fundamentally Ralph is 
neither businessman nor miser; he is a man goaded by a 
suppressed feeling of self-betrayal into still bit
terer assertions of power. For a little more money 
he could have a clerk twice as useful as Newman Noggs, 
but Ralph T̂ ants someone he can bully and despise. He 
is grasping, not scrimping; his drawing room dazzles 
the eyes with mirrors and splendid furniture. If it 
were only money he desired, he might be primarily a 
speculator or an entrepreneur, not a usurer. But 
what Ralph wants is to sneer at his victims even as 
he entices them into his clutches, to be hard, cut
ting, and sarcastic, to grind them down, to have them 
beg and be refused. 

These are the marks of a man bolstering up his 
ego with brutality and deeply gnawed by unadmitted 
hatred for himself. And they explain why Ralph hates 
Nicholas with a galling sense of humiliation that he 
furiously strives to deny. In Nicholas's face he 
sees the face of the dead brother whom he once loved, 
in Nicholas's generous heart and proud integrity vir
tues that he only pretends to himself to despise. 
Within him struggle vague intimations that he has 
strangled all the better potentialities he once pos
sessed, but he grinds the awareness down beneath his 
will. For Kate, a helpless girl who presents no 

-̂ J. Hlllls Miller, Charles Dickens: The World of 
His Novels (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press, 1959), p. 92. 

^G. K. Chesterton, Charles Dickens (London: Methuen 
and Co. Ltd., 1906), p. 132. 

5A. 0. J. Cockshut, The Ima/̂ lnation of Charles 
Dickens (New York: New York University Press, 1962), p. 85. 
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challenge to his pride, he occasionally feels a faint 
pity, but Nicholas's haughty contempt fills him with 
vindictive and guilty fury. Exposing his niece to 
seduction and outrage, though with recurrent qualms, 
fiercely sliaken off, deep in his twisted heart he 
hates himself and his libertine clients. 

Under these circumstances, his need to humble 
Nicholas becomes a maniacal obsession, and his ina
bility to do so, the downfall of all his schemes at 
Nicholas's hand, a frustration that drives him beyond 
the edge of sanity. To see him as only a sharp money-
grubber in whom It would be ridiculous to be motivated 
by revengeful feelings out of which he could not make 
a farthing Is to overlook the consistent strokes that 
define his real character. In his final torment of 
Intolerable defeat, crude as is the machinery of dupes, 
wastrels, forced marriages, and stolen wills in which 
he appears, Ralph himself is no unreality but a power
ful sketch touchlng^depths of profoiind and almost 
Dostoevsklan drama." 

The problem seems to be that most of the critics 

have ignored the more subtle aspects of Ralph's character 

and have simply accepted him for what he appears to be: a 

melodramatic villain who is evil because he wants to be. 

This interpretation cannot be supported by the facts as 

they are presented by Dickens. 

In the development of Ralph's obsession for revenge 

against Nicholas, there are several recognizable stages. 

In the beginning Nicholas is simply an obstacle to Ralph's 

plan for the exploitation of Kate's charms. The probabil

ity that Nicholas may be degraded and humbled by his asso

ciation with Wackford Squeers is merely an added attraction 

for the scheme. But as Ralph exposes Kate to insult and 

outrage, he begins to feel an unaccustomed shame and 

^Edgar Johnson, Charles Dickens: His Tragedy and 
Triumph (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1952), I, 288-289. 



18 

nervousness. To be entirely fair to him, it is necessary 

to consider the possibility that he does not at first 

realize the danger of her position as his "hostess." 

After Sir Mulberry Hawk has coarsely accosted her, and 

she has repulsed him, Ralph enters the room: 

"What is this?" said Ralph. 
"It is this. Sir," replied Kate, violently agi

tated: "that beneath the roof where I, a helpless 
girl, your dead brother's child, should most have 
found protection, I have been exposed to Insult which 
should make you shrinlc to look upon me. Let me pass 
you." 

Ralph did shrink, as the indignant girl fixed her 
kindling eye upon him; but he did not comply with her 
injunction, nevertheless; for he led her to a distant 
seat, and returning and approaching Sir Mulberry Hawk, 
who had by this time risen, motioned towards the door. 

"Your way lies there. Sir," said Ralph, in a sup
pressed voice, that some devil might have owned with 
pride. 

"What do you mean by that?" demanded his friend, 
fiercely. 

The swoln veins stood out like sinews on Ralph's 
wrinkled forehead, and the nerves about his mouth 
worked as though some unendurable torture vrrung them; 
but he smiled disdainfully, and again pointed to the 
door. (p. 181) 

When Sir Mulberry protests and accuses Ralph of 

bringing Kate as a decoy for the young and foolish Lord 

Verlsopht, Ralph does not deny the accusation, but he 

does deny any evil intent: 

"I tell you this," replied Ralph, "that If I 
brought her here, as a matter of business " 

"Aye, that's the word," Interposed Sir Mulberry, 
with a laugh. "You're coming to yourself again now." 

"As a matter of business," pursued Ralph, speak
ing slowly and firmly, as a man who has made up his 
mind to say no more, "because I thought she might 
make some Impression on the silly youth you have 
taken in hand and are lending good help to ruin, I 
knew—knowing hlm--that it would be long before he 
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outraged her girl's feelings, and that unless he 
offended by mere puppyism and emptiness, he would, 
with a little management, respect the sex and conduct 
even of his usurer's niece. But if I thought to draw 
him on more gently by this device, I did not think of 
subjecting the girl to the licentiousness and brutality 
of so old a hand as you. And now we understand each 
other." (p. 182) 

Kate's distress causes him to feel tenderness 

and remorse, probably for the first time in many years, 

and the feelings affect him strongly: 

Ralph would have x^lked Into any poverty-stricken 
debtor's house, and pointed him out to a bailiff, 
though in attendance upon a young child's deathbed, 
without the smallest concern, because it would have 
been a matter quite in the ordinary course of busi
ness, and the man would have been an offender against 
his only code of morality. But here ;ms a young girl, 
who had done no wrong but that of coming Into the 
world alive; who had patiently yielded to all his 
wishes; who had tried so hard to please him—above all, 
who didn't owe him money—and he felt awkward and 
nervous, (p. 182) 

He makes an effort to calm her, but she is much too upset 

to be comforted and tearfully reproaches him for bringing 

shame upon her: 

"Oh, unclel" exclaimed Kate, clasping her hands. 
"T̂fhat have I done—what have I done—that you should 
subject me to this? If I had wronged you in thought, 
or word, or deed, it would have been most cruel to me, 
and the memory of one you must have loved in some old 
time; but " 

"Only listen to me for a moment," Interrupted 
Ralph, seriously alarmed by the violence of her emo
tions. "I didn't know it would be so; It was Impos
sible for me to foresee it. I did all I could.— 
Come, let us walk about. You are faint with the 
closeness of the room, and the heat of these lamps. 
You will be better now, if you make the slightest 
effort." 

"I will do anything, "replied Kate, "if you will 
only send me home." 

'•Well, well, I will," said Ralph; "but you must 
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get back your own looks, for those you have will 
frighten them, and nobody must know of this but you 
and I. Now let us walk the other way. There. You 
look better even now." 

With such encourafliements as these, Ralph Nlckleby 
walked to and fro, with his niece leaning on his arm; 
quelled by her eye, and actually trembling beneath 
her touch. 

In the same manner, when he Judged it prudent to 
allow her to depart, he supported her down stairs, 
after adjusting her shawl and performing such little 
offices, most probably for the first time In his life. 
Across the hall, and down the steps Ralph led her too; 
nor did he withdraw his hand, until she was seated In 
the coach, (p. I83) 

As Ralph tries to soothe Kate, he displays unex

pected tenderness and consideration. Whatever the reason 

for his concern may be, there can be little doubt that 

Kate's distress has touched repressed emotional depths 

beneath Ralph's harsh exterior. 

The first evidence of Ralph's fear of the super

natural, which leads eventually to his superstitious 

belief that a black cloud Is following him, is revealed 

In his reaction to Kate's appearance as she leaves his 

house: 

As the door of the vehicle was roughly closed, a 
comb fell from Kate's hair, close at her uncle's feet; 
and as he picked it up and returned It Into her hand, 
the light from a neighbouring lamp shone upon her face. 
The lock of hair that had escaped and curled loosely 
over her brow, the traces of tears yet scarcely dry, 
the flushed cheek, the look of sorrow, all fired some 
dormant train of recollection In the old man's breast; 
and the face of his dead brother seemed present before 
him, with the very look it wore on some occasion of 
boyish grief, of which every minutest circumstance 
flashed upon his mind, with the distinctness of a 
scene of yesterday. 

Ralph Nlckleby, who was proof against all appeals 
of blood and kindred—who was steeled against every 
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tale of sorrow and distress—staggered ^lle he looked, 
and reeled back Into his house, as a man who had seen 
a spirit from some world beyond the grave, (p. 183) 

Apparently Ralph has been stung by remorse, not only for 

the sorrow he has caused Kate to feel, but through the 

memory of some injustice he had caused his brother to 

suffer many years before. 

This painful awakening of emotions that have lain 

dormant in his nature for so long suggests the possibility 

that Ralph might have gradually become more human under 

the spell of his feeling for Kate If It had not been 

quickly dispelled by Nicholas' return. Ralph loses no 

time In trying to discredit Nicholas In the eyes of his 

sister. During this period it Is evident that Ralph is 

willing to tolerate Mrs. Nlckleby because she makes no 

effort to Interfere in Ralph's selfish Interest in Kate, 

but he can no longer manipulate Nicholas so easily. At 

the time of his return from Dotheboys Hall, Ralph is able 

to force him to leave his mother and sister, but after 

that time Ralph is never able to influence him in any 

way. Probably this very fact is one of the main reasons 

that Ralph's hatred for Nicholas becomes an obsession. 

Because Nicholas is successful in his defiance, he under

mines the rule by which Ralph has lived—that the pos

sessor of money can overcome any resistance and eventually 

humble any poorer adversary. Yet Nicholas, poor as he is, 

seems to be able to thwart every move Ralph makes. 
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Because Ralph feels guilty about the humiliating 

experiences to which Kate has been exposed in his home, 

his reaction to Nicholas' return Is even more harsh than 

it might otherwise have been. Characteristically, he 

uses the promise of money to force Nicholas to leave be

fore he has had any opportunity to hear about Kate's 

unpleasant experience: 

"Of what I have done, or what I meant to do, for 
you, ma'am, and my niece, I say not one syllable. I 
held out no promise, and leave you to Judge for your
self. I hold out no threat now, but I say that this 
boy, headstrong, wilful, and disorderly as he is, 
should not have one penn.y of my money, or one crust 
of my bread, or one grasp of my hand, to save him 
from the loftiest gallows in all Europe. I will not 
meet him, come where he comes, or hear his name. I 
will not help him, or those who help him. With a 
full knowledge of what he brought upon you by so doing, 
he has come back in his selfish sloth, to be an aggra
vation of your wants, and a burden upon his sister's 
scanty wages. I regret to leave you, and more to 
leave her, now, but I will not encoiurage this com
pound of meanness and cruelty, and, as I will not ask 
you to renounce him, I see you no more." 

If Ralph had not known and felt his power In 
wounding those he hated, his glances at Nicholas 
would have shown it him In all its force, as he pro
ceeded in the above address. Innocent as the young 
man was of all wrong, every artful insinuation stung, 
every well-considered sarcasm cut him to the quick, 
and when Ralph noted his pale face and quivering lip, 
he hugged himself to mark how well he had chosen the 
taunts best calculated to strike deep into a young 
and ardent spirit, (p. 190) 

Because Nicholas feels that he has no choice, he 

yields once more to the power of Ralph's money, but his 

parting words contain a promise that is to haunt Ralph: 

"Whatever step you take. Sir," he said. In a 
voice Inaudible beyond themselves, "I will keep a 
strict account of. I leave them to you, at your 
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desire. There will be a day of reckoning sooner or 
later, and it will be a heavy one for you if they are 
wronged." (p. 19I) 

From this time forward Ralph is torn between his 

desire to profit from Kate's charms and his guilt at ex

posing her to his unscrupulous clients: 

To say that Ralph loved or cared for—In the most 
ordinary acceptation of those terms—any one of God's 
creatures, would be the wildest fiction. Still, 
there had somehow stolen upon him from time to time 
a thought of his niece which was tinged with compas
sion and pity; breaking through the dull cloud of dis
like or Indifference which darkened men and women in 
his eyes, there was. In her case, the faintest gleam 
of light—a most feeble and sickly ray at the best of 
times—but there It was, and it showed the poor girl 
in a better and purer aspect than any in which he had 
looked on human nature yet. (p. 256) 

His desire for money is still the most powerful Influence 

In his life, however, and he quickly rationalizes and 

Justifies his actions: 

"I wish," thought Ralph, "I had never done this. 
And yet it will keep this boy to me, while there is 
money to be made. Selling a girl—throwing her in 
the way of temptation, and insult, and coarse speech. 
Nearly two thousand pounds profit from him already 
though. Pshawl match-making mothers do the same 
thing every day." 

He sat down, and told the chances, for and against, 
on his fingers. 

"If I had not put them in the right track to-day," 
thought Ralph, "this foolish woman would have done so. 
Well. If her daughter Is as true to herself as she 
should be from what I have seen, what harm ensues? 
A little teazlng, a little humbling, a few tears. 
Yes," said Ralph, aloud, as he locked his Iron safe. 
"She must take her chance. She must take her chance." 
(p. 256) 

It Is easy for Ralph to lock his iron safe, but It Is 

becoming more and more difficult for him to lock his 
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heart against the unfamiliar qualms he feels about the 

position in which he has placed his young niece. 

After Kate has been tormented beyond endurance 

by the -unwelcome attentions of Lord Verlsopht and Sit 

Mulberry, she goes to Ralph to beg him to protect her 

from "his friends." Ralph greets her "roughly enough, 

but still with something more of kindness in his manner 

than he would have exhibited towards anybody else." 

"What is the matter?" asked Ralph, drawing a 
chair opposite, and sitting down. 

He was rather taken aback by the sudden firmness 
with which Kate looked up and answered him. 

"The matter which brings me to you, sir," she 
said, "is one which should call the blood up Into 
your cheeks, and make you burn to hear, as it does 
me to tell. I have been wronged; my feelings have 
been outraged. Insulted, wounded past all healing, 
and by your friends." 

"Frlendsi" cried Ralph, sternly. "I, have no 
friends, girl." (p.278) 

Her spirited accusations remind Ralph of Nicholas, 

and his heart hardens. In spite of her touching appeal: 

"Uncle, you must—I am sure you will—release me 
from such vile and degrading companionship as I am 
exposed to now. I do not mean," said Kate, hurrying 
to the old man, and laying her arm upon his shoulder; 
"I do not mean to be angry and violent—I beg your 
pardon if I have seemed so, dear uncle,—but you do 
not know what I have suffered, you do not indeed. You 
cannot tell what the heart of a young girl Is—I have 
no right to expect you should; but when I tell you 
that I am wretched, and that my heart is breaking, I 
am sure you will help me. I am sure, I am sure you 
will!" (p. 279) 

Ralph is torn by indecision. He is touched by 

her distress, but he cannot suddenly shatter the rule by 

which he has governed his life: that money Is the source 
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of satisfaction and power and as such It should be ac

quired whenever possible, no matter what the cost in per

sonal relationships may be. To deny the validity of this 

precept would be to admit to himself his error in refusing 

to recognize his own wife and son for fear of losing her 

inheritance. His subconscious knowledge of this funda

mental error is the factor that has driven him to acquire 

more and more riches as compensation for his personal 

bereavement and as Justification of his actions. Now 

Kate is asking him to deny the value of his most cherished 

principles: 

"I have gone on day after day," said Kate, bending 
over him, and timidly placing her little hand in his, 
"in the hope that this persecution would cease; I have 
gone on day after day, compelled to assume the appear
ance of cheerfulness, when I was most unhappy. I have 
had no counsellor, no adviser, no one to protect me. 
Mamma supposes that these are honourable men, rich and 
distinguished, and how can I—how can I undeceive her— 
when she is so happy in these little delusions, which 
are the only happiness she has? The lady with whom 
you placed me, is not the person to whom I could con
fide matters of so much delicacy, and I have come at 
last to you, the only friend I have at hand— almost 
the only friend I have at all—to entreat and Implore 
you to assist me." (p. 279) 

Because Ralph cannot bring himself to admit that 

einy moral principle could possibly be more Important than 

money, he refuses to help her because of his business 

connections with the two men, and she leaves, thoroughly 

disillusioned with him and promising to hide herself from 

them and him as soon as it Is possible to do so. Some

what stunned by her reaction, Ralph searches for someone 
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to blame for her alienation: 

It is one of those problems of human natiire, 
which may be noted down, but not solved;—although 
Ralph felt no remorse at that moment for his conduct 
towards the Innocent, true-hearted girl; although his 
libertine clients had done precisely what he had ex
pected, precisely what he most wished, and precisely 
what would tend most to his advantage, still he hated 
them for doing it, from the very bottom of his soiil. 

"Ughl" said Ralph, scowling round, and shaking 
his clenched hand as the faces of the two profligates 
rose up before his mind; "you shall pay for this. OhI 
you shall pay for thlsl" (p. 281) 

In spite of his obdurate refusal to help his 

niece, Ralph Is haunted by thoughts of her. The next day 

he cannot even apply himself to business and finally de

votes himself to reflection about the situation: 

"I am not a man to be moved by a pretty face," 
muttered Ralph sternly. "There is a grinning skull 
beneath it, and men like me who look and work below 
the surface see that, and not Its delicate covering. 
And yet I almost like the girl, or should If she had 
been less proudly and squeamishly brought up. If the 
boy were drowned or hanged, and the mother dead, this 
house should be her home. I wish they were, with all 
my soul." 

Notwithstanding the deadly hatred which Ralph 
felt towards Nicholas, and the bitter contempt with 
which he sneered at poor Mrs. Nlckleby—notwithstand
ing the baseness with which he had behaved, and was 
then behaving, and would behave again if his Interest 
prompted him, towards Kate herself—still there was, 
strange though it may seem, something humanizing and 
even gentle in his thoughts at that moment. He 
thought of what his home might be If Kate were there; 
he placed her in the empty chair, looked upon her, 
heard her speak; he felt again upon his arm the gen
tle pressure of the trembling hand; he strewed his 
costly rooms with the hundred silent tokens of femi
nine presence and occupation; he came back again to 
the cold fireside and the silent dreary splendour; 
and in that one glimpse of a better nature, born as 
it was in selfish thoughts, the rich man felt himself 
friendless, childless, and alone. Gold, for the 
Instant, lost Its lustre In his eyes, for there were 
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countless treasures of the heart which It could never 
purchase, (p. 302) 

At this point Ralph is beginning to realize what 

his desire for money has cost him, but he Is unable to 

act on that realization. The habits of a lifetime are 

too firmly set, and before he can overcome his natural 

disinclination for any personal Involvement, Nicholas 

returns and rescues Kate. The knowledge that Kate must 

have told Nicholas the sordid story of her experiences 

and his refusal to help her Inflames the fire of Ralph's 

hatred. The letter from Nicholas confirms his fear that 

Kate has been permanently alienated: 

"You are known to me now. There are no reproaches 
I could heap upon your head which would carry with 
them one thousandth part of the grovelling shame that 
this assurance will awaken even in your breast. 

"Your brother's widow and her orphan child spurn 
the shelter of your roof, and shun you with disgust 
and loathing. Your kindred renounce you, for they 
know no shame but the ties of blood which bind them 
in name with you. 

"You are an old man, and I leave you to the grave. 
May every recollection of your life cling to your false 
heart, and cast their darkness on your death-bed." 
(p. 320) 

This fierce denunciation stuns Ralph momentarily, but 

when he learns that Nicholas has severely beaten Sir 

Mulberry, his shock Is replaced by a smoldering compul

sion for revenge. Nicholas has not only removed Kate 

from his Influence but has also deprived him of the pay

ment he had promised himself to exact from Sir Mulberry 

for his insolent treatment of Kate: 
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"So, so," muttered Ralph, dropping into his chair; 
this devil is loose again, and thwarting me, as he was 
born to do, at every turn. He told me once there 
should be a day of reckoning between us, sooner or 
later. I'll make him a true prophet, for it shall 
surely come." (p. 327) 

This soliloquy marks a definite shift in emphasis 

from money to revenge as the primary goal of Ralph's exis

tence. Up to this point he has subordinated other desires 

to his passion for the acquisition of money, but hence

forth he is willing to spend money In order to wound 

Nicholas and satisfy his psychotic desire for revenge. 



CHAPTER IV 

REVENGE AT ANY COST 

Because Ralph has allowed himself to be mastered 

by his obsession for revenge, he feels that no price is 

too great to pay to obtain satisfaction in his attempts 

to humble Nicholas. Ironically, the price he eventually 

pays is greater than he could possibly have anticipated. 

Since he is willing to use any possible method to attain 

his goal, he tries every one that presents Itself to him. 

His plans Include three types of attacks: physical, finan

cial, and mental. As each of his schemes falls, he be

comes Increasingly convinced that Nicholas Is being aided 

by supernatural means: 

"There is some spell about that boy," said Ralph, 
grinding his teeth. "Circumstances conspire to help 
him. Talk of fortune's favours! What is even money 
to such Devil's luck as this?" (p. 429) 

Thus perhaps for the first time in his life Ralph has 

begun to question the supreme power of money. 

Ralph has barely recovered his composure after 

hearing the unwelcome news that Nicholas has rescued Kate 

and given Sir Mulberry a severe beating, when Squeers's 

opportune arrival causes Ralph to consider the possibility 

of an attack on Nicholas through Smlke, but he is uncertain 

29 
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of his most effective course of action. His compliance 

with Squeers's request for twopence for little Wackford 

is symbolic of his decision to spend whatever is neces

sary to Implement his revenge. Ralph would not ordinarily 

give any little boy money, but he is considering the pos

sibility of using Squeers in some way and wishes to con

ciliate him. As he questions the schoolmaster about 

Smlke, he begins to perceive that the fugitive may repre

sent a vulnerable point in Nicholas' life: 

"We will talk of this again," said Ralph. "I 
must have time to think of it. To wound him through 
his own affections or fancies • If I can strike 

him through this boy [slcj " (p. 332) 

It is unfortunate that the reader can not share 

Dickens' knowledge that Ralph is really Smlke's father. 

In the light of that knowledge, Ralph's attempt to take 

him away from Nicholas by providing him with a pseudo-

father becomes tragically ironic. Ralph's actions and 

speeches become laden with double meanings because, by 

callously hurting Smlke in his attempt to wound Nicholas, 

he is Injuring the one person who should be dearest to 

him, his own son. 

Dickens presents Ralph's increasing emphasis on 

revenge as the indirect result of his reluctant admira

tion for Kate, but he shows it to be also the result of 

the whip lash of old memories: 
In exact proportion as Ralph Nlckleby became 

conscious of a struggling and lingering regard for 
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Kate, had his detestation of Nicholas augmented. It 
might be, that to atone for the weakness of inclining 
to any one person, he held it necessary to hate some 
other more Intensely than before; but such had been 
the course of his feelings. And now, to be defied and 
spurned, to be held up to her In the worst and most 
repulsive colours, to know that she was taught to hate 
and despise him; to feel that there was infection in 
his touch and taint in his companionship—to know all 
this, and to know that the mover of It all, T^S that 
same boyish poor relation who had twitted him In their 
very first interview, and openly bearded and braved 
him since, wrought his quiet and stealthy malignity to 
such a pitch,-that there was scarcely anything he 
would not have hazarded to gratify it, if he could 
have seen his way to some immediate retaliation, 
(pp. 332-333) 

As If the thought of being despised by Kate were 

not enough, his recollection of the unfavorable compari

sons that had been made between him and his brother long 

ago returns to goad him. Ralph remembers that his brother 

was praised for his liberal, gay nature, while he was 

called a cold, spiritless miser, and the memory rein

forces his resolution to use his money to show other peo

ple that its power Is not to be despised. This determi

nation characterizes the new phase that Ralph has entered. 

Money definitely has become secondary to revenge. This 

is not to suggest that he is no longer interested In 

making money. He continues his usual persecution of his 

debtors and even embarks on new projects, such as his 

collaboration with Arthur Gride, but mere money has lost 

Its intense fascination for Ralph. 

Because Sir Mulberry represents the possibility 

of effecting a physical attack on Nicholas, Ralph visits 
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him, insinuating that his acquaintances are contemptuous 

of him for allowing such a boy as Nicholas to make a fool 

and an invalid of him. Twice in their interview Ralph 

reveals his changing attitude toward money. He tells 

Sir Mulberry, "There are some bills of my lord's which 

need renewal, but let them be till you are well." This 

attitude is not customary with Ralph. Dickens has made 

It very clear that Ralph does not allow any delicate 

considerations of sickness or misfortune to Influence 

his business transactions. But now he is less concerned 

with the money Sir Mulberry owes him tlian he is with his 

plan to incite the scoundrel to violence against Nicholas. 

His plan apparently succeeds, and when Sir Mulberry 

threatens to pursue Nicholas wherever he may flee, Ralph 

is so overcome by his hatred that he forgets the role he 

has been playing: 

"OhI returned Ralph quickly, "he doesn't dream of 
that. He is here, good Sir, waiting your pleasure-
here in London, T-ralklng the streets at noonday, 
carrying It off Jauntily; looking for you. I swear," 
said Ralph, his face darkening, and his own hatred 
getting the upper hand of him for the first time, as 
this gay picture of Nicholas presented itself; "if we 
were only citizens of a country where it could be 
safely done, I'd give good money to have him stabbed 
to the heart and rolled into the kennel for the dogs 
to tear." (pp. 371-372) 

Again, he has shown that his primary concern has become 

revenge. The old Ralph would not have been willing to 

pay "good money" to have his worst enemy killed. He was 

simply not that Interested in people—whether they lived 
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or died was of no Importance to him, as long as their 

debts were paid. 

Just before Ralph learns that Sir Mulberry has 

left England without having achieved any retaliation 

against Nicholas, Dickens discusses Ralph's nature in 

some detail. He Is rather favorably compared with the 

depraved hypocl?ltes who pretend to be good, because he 

knows himself and pretends to be no better than he 

really is: 

Ralph Nlckleby "vreis not a man of this stamp. 
Stern, unyielding, dogged, and impenetrable, Ralph 
cared for nothing in life, or beyond It, save the 
gratification of two passions, avarice, the first 
and predominant appetite of his nature, and hatred, 
the second. Affecting to consider himself but a 
type of all humanity, he was at little pains to con
ceal his true character from the world in general, 
and in his own heart he exulted over and cherished 
every bad design as it had birth. The only scrip
tural admonition that Ralph Nlckleby heeded, In the 
letter, was "know thyself." He knew himself well, 
and choosing to imagine that all mankind were cast 
in the same mould, hated them; for, though no man 
hates himself, the coldest among us having too much 
self-love for that, yet, most men unconsciously 
Judge the world from themselves, and it will be very 
generally found that those who sneer habitually at 
human nature, and affect to despise it, are among 
its worst and least pleasant samples, (p. 428) 

In this passage Dickens reveals an acute perception of 

human nature which is the real basis for his creation 

of a villain such as Ralph Nlckleby. Because Ralph 

knows his own mean nature, he believes all other people 

are also mean; therefore he expects to receive the same 

harsh treatment that he Inflicts on others. Dickens 
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denies that Ralph consciously hates himself, but the 

delineation of Ralph's character has consistently pre

sented a man who Is exacerbated by unconscious self-

hatred. Dickens also repeats his statement that avarice 

is "the first and predominant appetite" of Ralph's nature, 

"and hatred, the second," but the succeeding scene pre

sents a contradictory view. 

Ralph is filled with contempt by the news that 

Lord Verlsopht and Sir Mulberry have gone to France. 

His denial that Sir Mulberry's Illness is sufficient 

reason for his failure to take revenge on Nicholas is 

prophetic: 

"Too 1111" repeated Ralph. "Why I. would have It 
if I were dying; in that case I should only be the 
more determined to have it, and that without delay— 
I mean if I were he. But he's too ill! Poor Sir 
MulberryI Too 1111" (p. 429) 

When all his schemes for revenge have failed, Ralph will 

be "the more determined to have it, and that without 

delay," even though it requires his death. He Is consis

tent in his hatred, driving himself Inexorably toward the 

night of his total commitment to revenge. 

Because his plan to inflict physical punishment 

on Nicholas must await Sir Mulberry's return, Ralph de

votes himself to the second possibility—an attack through 

Smlke, which Ralph feels may cause Nicholas mental anguish. 

Inspired by Squeers's assurances that Smlke has no family 

and was too young when he was brought to Dotheboys Hall to 
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remember his earlier life, Ralph resolves to provide 

Smlke with a pseudo-father and thus take him from Nicho

las by legal means. It Is doubtful that his claim could 

have withstood the examination of a court of law, but he 

is relying on the element of surprise and the power of 

his money and position to carry his plan to a successful 

consummation. 

The scene in which Ralph and Smlke meet is a 

masterpiece of irony, but its full effect Is lost on 

the reader because Dickens was not willing to reveal 

that they are father and son. Once this fact is known, 

a re-examination of the scene reveals a double meaning 

in all Ralph's speeches. The memory of his bitter words 

will return to haunt him after Smlke's identity and 

death are revealed to him. 

While Ralph ostensibly addresses himself to Mrs. 

Nlckleby and he is once more trying to Impress Kate with 

his denunciation of Nicholas, his vehemence is directed 

principally at Nicholas, himself: 

"Now, ma'am, listen to me. I don't Imagine that 
you were a party to a very fine tirade of words sent 
me by that boy of yours, because I don't believe that 
under his control, you have the slightest will of your 
own, or that your advice, your opinion, your wants, 
your wishes—anything which in nature and reason (or 
of what use is your great experience?) ought to weigh 
with him—has the slightest Influence or weight what
ever, or is taken for a moment into account." 

Mrs. Nlckleby shook her head and sighed, as if 
there were a good deal in that, certainly. 

"For this reason," resumed Ralph, "I address my
self to you ma'am. For this reason, partly, and 
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partly because I do not wish to be disgraced by the 
acts of a vicious stripling whom I. ^^s obliged to 
disown, and who, afterwards, in his boyish majesty, 
feigns to—hal hal—to disown me, I present myself 

' here to-night. I have another motive In coming—a 
motive of humanity. I come here," said Ralph, look
ing round with a biting and triumphant smile, and 
gloating" and dwelling upon the words as if he were 
loath to lose the pleasure of saying them, "to re
store a parent his child. Ay, sir," he continued, 
bending eagerly forward, and addressing Nicholas, as 
he marked the change of his countenance, "to restore 
a parent his child—his son, sir—trepanned, waylaid, 
and guarded at every turn by you, with the base design 
of robbing him some day of any little wretched pit
tance of which he might become possessed." (p. 443) 

The forged documents with which Ralph supports 

the story he has concocted give new evidence of his 

willingness to spare no expense or trouble to harass 

his enemy, but his parting speeches make his determination 

even more clear: 

"Your romance, sir," said Ralph, lingering for 
a moment, "Is destroyed, I take it. No unknown; no 
persecuted descendant of a man of high degree; but the 
weak, imbecile son of a poor, petty tradesman. We 
shall see how your sympathy melts before plain matter 
of fact." 

"You shall," said Nicholas, motioning towards the 
door. 

"And trust me, sir," added Ralph, "that I never 
supposed you would give him up to-night. Pride, 
obstlnancy, reputation for fine feeling, were all 
against it. These must be brought down, sir, lowered, 
crushed, as they shall be soon. The protracted and 
wearing anxiety and expense of the law in Its most 
oppressive form, its torture from hour to hour, its 
weary days and sleepless nights—with these I'll prove 
you, and break your haughty spirit, strong as you deem 
it now. And when you make this house a hell, and 
visit these trials upon yonder wretched object (as you 
will; I know you), and those who think you now a young-
fledged hero, we'll go into old accounts between us 
two, and see who stands the debtor, and comes out best 
at last—even before the world." (p. 448) 
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He has resolved to break Nicholas' resistance, 

whatever the cost may be, and in the process to demonstrate 

his own superiority and power over the younger man. 

Unlikely as it seems, the viltlmate touch of irony 

is provided by Squeers after Nicholas has forcibly re

moved him from the room. Smlke has refused to accompany 

his "father": 

"You, sir," said Snawley, addressing the terrified 
Smlke, "are an unnatural, ungrateful, imloveable boy. 
You won't let me love you when I want to. Won't you 
come home—won't you?" 

"No, no, no," cried Smlke, shrinking back. 
"He never loved nobody," bawled Squeers, through 

the keyhole. "He never loved me; he never loved 
Wackford, who Is next door but one to a cherubim. 
How can you expect that he'll love his father? He'll 
never love his father, he won't. He don't know what 
it is to have a father. He don't understand it. It 
an't in him." (p. 448) 

Squeers cannot know how true his words are. Smlke will 

never love his father because he has never been given 

any opportunity to do so, but he loves Nicholas as If he 

were his father, and it is the realization of this fact 

which eventually drives Ralph into Insanity. 

Having failed, at least temporarily. In his effort 

to strike at Nicholas through Smlke, Ralph tries a third 

route of attack—an attempt to alienate the Cheeryble 

brothers and thus deprive Nicholas of their financial sup

port. If Nicholas, faced with the prospect of a lawsuit 

over Smlke's custody, should lose his Job, his resistance 

might logically be expected to collapse, but the Cheeryble 
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brothers are most uncooperative, and Ralph is again de

feated. 

Because Ralph has no idea that Nicholas has any 

Interest in Madeline Bray, his conspiracy with Arthur 

Gride must be considered merely another of his money-

making schemes. But when Nicholas and Kate suddenly 

appear Just before the death of Madeline's father, 

Ralph can hardly control his rage: 

If some tremendous apparition from the world of 
shadows had suddenly presented itself before him, 
Ralph Nlckleby could not have been more thunder-
stricken than he was by this surprise. His hands 
fell povrerless by his side, he staggered back, and 
with open mouth, and a face of ashy paleness, stood 
gazing at them in speechless rage; his eyes so prom
inent, and his face so convulsed and changed by the 
passions which raged within him, that it would have 
been difficult, to recognise in him the same stern, 
composed, hard-featured man he had been not a 
minute ago. 

"The man that came to me last night," whispered 
Gride, plucking at his elbow. "The man that came to 
me last night." 

"I see," muttered Ralph, "I know. I might have 
guessed as much before. Across my every path, at 
every turn, go where I will, do what I may, he 
comes." (pp. 540-541) 

Once again Ralph is awed by Nicholas' uncanny 

ability to Intervene in his affairs. His vile accusa

tions have no effect on Kate and Nicholas, and, when Mr. 

Bray suddenly dies, Nicholas suggests divine interven

tion: 

"Ayel" said Nicholas, extending his disengaged 
hand in the air, "hear what he says. That both your 
debts are paid In the one great debt of nature—that 
the bond due to-day at twelve Is now waste paper-
that your contemplated fraud shall be discovered 
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yet—that your schemes are known to man, and over
thrown by Heaven—wretches, that he defies you both 
to do your worst." (pp. 543-5/44) 

Ralph denies Nicholas' right to carry Madeline away, but 

Nicholas defies his threats and warns him with words 

which Ralph will not be able to forget: 

"Look to yourself, and heed this warning that I 
give you. Your day is past, and night is coming 
on—" 

"My curse, my bitter deadly curse, upon you, boy!" 
"Whence will curses come at your command? or what 

avails a curse or blessing from a man like you? I 
warn you, that misfortune and discovery are thicken
ing about your head; that the structures you have 
raised through all your ill-spent life are crumbling 
into dust; that your path Is beset with spies; that 
this very day, ten thousand pounds of your hoarded 
wealth have gone in one great crashi" 

"'TIS falsel" cried Ralph, shrinking back. (p. 544) 

Stunned as he is by the news of his financial 

disaster, Ralph appears to be angered more by the fact 

that Nicholas has been the person to tell him about it 

than by the actual loss. In his soliloquy about what the 

lost money has cost him In "anxious years," "pinching 

days," and "sleepless nights" and the satisfaction It 

would have brought him as he doubled the amount by lend

ing it to "liberal, thoughtless, generous, dashing folks, 

who wouldn't be so mean as save a sixpence for the world," 

(p. 558) Ralph reviews his life as a money-lender, but 

finds his thoughts reverting to Nicholas: 

"The time has been when nothing could have moved 
me like the loss of this great sum—nothing, for 
births, deaths, marriages, and every event which is 
of Interest to most men, had (xinless it Is connected 
with gain or loss of money) no Interest for me. But 
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now I swear, I mix up with the loss, his triumph in 
telling it. If he had brought it about,—I almost 
feel as if he had—I couldn't hate him more. Let me 
but retaliate upon him, by degrees, however slow; let 
me but begin to get the better of him, let me but 
turn the scale; and I can bear it." (p. 559) 

In setting these conditions for his acceptance of his 

financial reverses, Ralph Is condemning himself to defeat, 

because all of his efforts at retaliation fall, and he 

finds himself unable to accept the consequences. 

Because Ralph expects other men to have the same 

base motives he has, he thinks that Nicholas wants to 

marry Madeline Bray for the inheritance she may receive. 

It is completely logical that he should suspect Nicholas' 

intentions, since he himself had married for money. In 

his efforts to coerce Squeers into acting as his dupe for 

the recovery and destruction of the evidence of Madeline's 

Inheritance, Ralph again reveals his unaccustomed willing

ness to spend money for revenge. Squeers has accused him of 

having an old grudge to satisfy: 

"If I had not had," said Ralph, in no way abashed 
by the reminder, "do you think I should have helped 
you?" 

"Why no, I don't suppose you would," Squeers 
replied. "I only wanted that point to be all square 
and straight between us." 

"How can It ever be otherwise?" retorted Ralph. 
"Except that account is against me, for I spend money 
to gratify my hatred, and you pocket it, and gratify 
yours at the same time. You are at least as avari
cious as you are revengeful—so am I. Which is best 
off? You, who win money and revenge at the same time 
and by the same process, and who are at all events 
sure of money, if not of revenge; or I, who am only 
sure of spending money in any case, and can but win 
bare revenge at last?" (p. 56I) 
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As concrete evidence of this attitude, he raises the 

promised reward from fifty pounds to one hundred and 

even allows Squeers to extract his promise that he will 

pay Squeers's expenses if the will cannot be found. 

Ralph's obsession has finally taken complete possession 

of his life: 

"Nowl" he muttered, doggedly. "Come what come 
may, for the present I am firm and unshaken. Let me 
but retrieve this one small portion of my loss and 
disgrace. Let me but defeat him In this one hope, 
dear to his heart as I know it must be. Let me but 
do this, and it shall be the first link in such a 
chain, which I will wind about him, as never man 
forged yet." (p. 564) 



CPIAPTER V 

TOTAL ISOLATION 

By allowing his hatred of Nicholas to become a 

fixation which excludes from his mind every purpose other 

than that of revenge, Ralph seals his own fate. Since his 

early childhood, he had made the acquisition of money his 

reason for living. He really had not been unhappy, be

cause his nature had become so hardened that he felt no 

need for affection. His satisfaction had been derived 

from the power and position that he had attained through 

his wealth, and any Interest he felt In other people 

waxed or waned in direct proportion to the profit that 

might be gained from his association with them. If 

Dickens had been content to present him thus, as simply 

a hard-hearted money-lender, Ralph would have been no 

more than a stereotyped villain, but his personality 

changes under the pressure of psychological motivation. 

The values on which he has based his life are swept 

away by the force of his obsessive hatred, and he finds 

himself unable to endure the realization that he has 

failed in his attempts to revenge himself upon Nicholas. 

In presenting Ralph's recognition of his failure, 

Dickens employs an effective symbolic device—the 

42 
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oppression that Ralph continually feels, which finally 

manifests itself In the black cloud he sees hovering 

over him wherever he goes. This oppression intensifies 

his increasing feeling of isolation. In spite of his 

aloof attitude toward other people, Ralph has always 

been courted and attended by his victims and accomplices, 

but in the final phase of his life he finds himself alone, 

and, for the first time, he is aware of his terrible 

loneliness: 

Ralph sat alone in the solitary room where he 
was accustomed to take his meals, and to sit of 
nights when no profitable occupation called him 
abroad; before him was an untasted breakfast, and 
near to where his fingers beat restlessly upon the 
table, lay his watch. It was long past the time at 
which, for many years, he had put it in his pocket 
and gone with measured steps down stairs to the 
business of the day, but he took as little heed of 
its monotonous warning, as of the meat and drink 
before him, and remained with his head resting on 
one hand, and his eyes fixed moodily on the ground. 

This departure from his regular and constant 
habit in one so regular and unvarying in all that 
appertained to the dally pursuit of riches, wo\ild 
almost of Itself have told that the usurer was not 
well. That he laboured under some mental or bodily 
indisposition, and that it was one of no slight 
kind so to affect a man like him, was sufficiently 
shown by his haggard face, Jaded air, and hollow 
lajiguld eyes, which he raised at last with a start 
and a hasty glance around him, as one who suddenly 
awakes from sleep, and cannot Immediately recognise 
the place in which he finds himself, (p. 577) 

His recognition of his disturbed mental condition 

is evident in his concern over his Inability to sleep. 

Earlier, when Mr. Bray had complained of a foreboding 

dream, Ralph had advised him to occupy himself a little 
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more by day so that he would have no time to think of 

what he dreamed by night, (p. 540) But Ralph finds him

self unable to follow his own advice: 

"What is this," he said, "that hangs over me, 
and I cannot shake off? I have never pampered my
self, and should not be 111. I have never moped, 
and pined, and yielded to fancies; but what can a 
man do without rest?" 

He pressed his hand upon his forehead. 
"Night after night comes and goes, and I have 

no rest. If I sleep, what rest is that !^lch is 
dist-urbed by constant dreams of the same detested 
faces crowding round me—of the same detested people 
in every variety of action, mingling with all I say 
and do, and always to my defeat? Waking, what rest 
have I, constantly haunted by this heavy shadow of— 
I know not what, which Is its worst character. I 
must have rest. One night's unbroken rest, and I 
should be a man again." (p. 577) 

His depression is Increased by the absence of 

Newman Noggs. Suspecting Noggs of treachery, he wishes 

he could rid himself of his clerk, yet he misses having 

him around and sends the housekeeper to inquire about 

his strange absence. She can learn nothing, and Ralph 

is Irritated by her assumption that he is anxious about 

Noggs' disappearance. He Is almost afraid to speculate 

about what it may mean, paralyzed as he Is by his pre

monition of disaster. 

When Charles Cheeryble comes to warn him that 

he has been implicated by Snawley's confession of their 

conspiracy, Ralph will not listen, and Charles leaves, 

with his story imtold: 

Ralph looked after him, but neither moved nor 
spoke for some time, when he broke what almost 
seemed the silence of stupefaction, by a scornful 
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laugh. 
"This," he said, "from its wlldness, should be 

another of those dreams that have so broken my rest 
of late. In mercy to mel—Phol The old simpleton 
has gone mad." 

Although he expressed himself in this derisive 
and contemptuous manner, it was plain that the more 
Ralph pondered, the more ill at ease he became, and 
the more he laboured under some vague anxiety and 
alarm, which Increased as the time passed on and no 
tidings of Newman Noggs appeared. After waiting 
until late in the afternoon tortured by various 
apprehensions and misgivings, and the recollection 
of the warning which his nephew had given him when 
they last met, the further confirmation of which now 
presented Itself in one shape of probability now in 
another, and haunted him perpetually, he left home, 
and scarcely knowln/j; why, save that he was in a sus
picious and agitated mood, betook himself to Snaw-
ley's house, (p. 580) 

Snawley refuses to see him, and Ralph has no 

choice but to accept his frustration and go to look for 

Squeers, who has apparently disappeared. As he vainly 

waits on the stairs of Squeers's lodging house, Ralph 

feels "quite chilled and lonely." (p. 581) Thoroughly 

alarmed now and worried, Ralph makes his way to Gride's 

house, hoping to learn from him what has happened to 

Squeers. Gride will not let Ralph in and fearfully begs 

hlra to go away. These three men, who have been his 

sycophantic tools, have now evidently deserted him, and 

Ralph is determined to learn the reason: 

"How is this," said he, "that they all fall from 
me and shun me like the plague—these men who have 
licked the dust from my feetl I_s my day past, and is 
this Indeed the coming on of night? I'll know what 
it means, I will, at any cost. I am firmer and more 
myself Just now than I have been these many days." 
(p. 582) 
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Ralph, mean as he is, must be admired for the 

courage and determination which compel him to continue 

his Inexorable course, whatever Its end may be. Re

calling Charles Cheeryble's visit, he decides that the 

old merchant may be able to explain the strange turn of 

events, but, when he visits the Cheerybles, he sees 

Noggs there and "from that moment his heart began to 

fail him." (p. 584) 

Noggs reveals his knowledge of Ralph's despicable 

schemes and reproaches him for his callous treatment of 

his Innocent victims, but Ralph appears unmoved: 

All these discoveries were now related to Ralph 
circumstantially and in detail. Whatever impression 
they secretly produced, he suffered no sign of emo
tion to escape him, but sat perfectly still, not 
raising his froT-ming eyes from the ground, and cover
ing his mouth with his hand. (p. 587) 

The brothers suggest that he accept their offer to let 

him escape the consequences of his actions: 

"We entreat you to retire from London, to take 
shelter in some place where you will be safe from 
the consequences of these wicked designs, and where 
you may have time. Sir, to atone for them, and to 
become a better man." (p. 587) 

But Ralph is not the kind of man who acknowledges de

feat so easily. He had told Charles Cheeryble at their 

last meeting that he showed no mercy and asked none. 

(p« 579) Now he demonstrates that he is unable to ac

cept mercy when it is offered to him: 

"And do you think," returned Ralph, rising, with 
the sneer of a devil, "and do you think you will so 
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easily crush me? Do you think that a hundred well-
arranged plans, or a hundred suborned witnesses, or 
a hundred false curs at my heels, or a himdred cant
ing speeches fiai of oily words, will move me? I 
thank you for disclosing your schemes, which I am 
now prepared for. You have not the man to deal with 
that you think; try me, and remember that I spit upon 
your fair words and false dealings, and dare you— 
provoke you—taunt you—to do to me the very worst 
you can." (p. 587) 

Ralph finds Squeers at the police station, pre

paring for a week's stay In Jail, but the disillusioned 

schoolmaster refuses to cooperate in any more deception, 

accusing Ralph of causing all his troubles. His defiant 

attitude Increases Ralph's feeling of isolation: 

"This fellow, I plainly see through all his tipsy 
fooling, has made up his mind to turn upon me. I am 
so beset and hemmed in that they are not only all 
struck with fear, but, like the beasts In the fable 
have their fling at me now, thoiigh time was, and no 
longer ago than yesterday too, when they were all 
civility and compliance. But they shall not move 
me. I'll not give way. I will not budge one inchI" 
(p. 590) 

Despite his expression of determination, Ralph 

feels himself abandoned and unable to comprehend the 

collapse of his world: 

He went home, and was glad to find the house
keeper complaining of Illness that he might have an 
excuse for being alone and sending her away to where 
she lived, which was hard by. Then he sat dovm by 
the light of a single candle, and began to think, 
for the first time, on all that had taken place 
that day. 

He had neither eaten nor drunk since last night, 
and in addition to the anxiety of mind he had under
gone, had been travelling about from place to place 
almost Incessantly for many hours. He felt sick and 
exhausted, but could taste nothing save a glass of 
water, and continued to sit with his head upon his 
hand—not resting or thinking, but laboriously 
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trying to do both, and feeling that every sense, but 
one of weariness and desolation, was for the time 
benumbed. 

It was nearly ten o'clock when he heard a knock
ing at the door, and still sat quiet as before, as if 
he could not even bring his thoughts to bear upon 
that. It had been often repeated, and he had several 
times heard a voice outside, saying there was a light 
in the window (meaning, as he knew, his own candle), 
before he could rouse himself and go down stairs, (p. 
591) 

Tim Llnklnwater has come to take him to hear the 

devastating story of the life and death of his son, but 

Ralph is already showing the effects of the isolation 

which the day's events have Imposed upon him: 

Tim well remembered afterwards, and often said, 
that as Ralph Nlckleby went into the house..., he 
saw him by the light of the candle which he had set 
down upon a chair, reel and stagger like a drunken 
man. He well remembered too that when he had placed 
his foot upon the coach steps, he turned round and 
looked upon him with a face so ashy pale and so very 
wild and vacant that it made him shudder, and for the 
moment almost afraid to follow. People were fond of 
saying that he had some dark presentiment upon him 
then, but his emotion might perhaps, with greater 
show of reason, be referred to what he had undergone 
that day. (p. 591) 

Ralph's complete inability to accept pity or even 

sympathy is evident in his final interview with the Cheery

ble brothers. He has never felt or showed compassion for 

other people; when he sees that they feel sorry for him, 

he is frightened: 

A profound silence was observed during the ride. 
Arrived at their place of destination, Ralph followed 
his conductor into the house, and into a room where 
the two brothers were. He was so astounded, not to 
say awed, by something of a mute compassion for him
self which was visible in their manner and in that of 
the old clerk, that he could scarcely speak. 
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Having taken a seat, however, he contrived to say, 
though in broken words, "What—what have you to say to 
me—more than has been said already?" (pp. 591-592) 

The presence of Brooker, though Ralph is unaware 

of his identity, disturbs Ralph so much that he feels 

lino omf or table unless he can sit facing the unknown man. 

If Ralph had not been the hard-hearted miser that he was, 

he could have given Brooker the help he had begged for, 

and been spared the public disclosure of the shameful 

events of his past life. But it was inevitable that 

Brooker's desperate appeal to him would be refused. Ralph 

Is actiially incapable of feeling sympathy for a broken man 

like Brooker—his weakness arouses only contempt in a man 

who thinks himself superior to all human weaknesses. 

When Ralph sees that the brothers are agitated 

and hesitant, he assumes that they have unpleasant news 

for him. He asks about Kate, the only person for whom he 

has felt any affection, and shows relief when he learns 

that she is well. Perhaps his relief causes some of his 

emphatic expression of Joy at the thought of Nicholas' 

death, but his very life has become so dedicated to wreak

ing vengeance on Nicholas that he is even more pleased to 

learn of Smlke's death, because he knows it has caused 

Nicholas to feel the agony of sorrow. His reaction is 

typical of his nature: 

"If you tell me," said Ralph, eagerly; "if you 
tell me that he is dead, I forgive you all else. If 
you tell me that he Is dead, I am in your debt and 
bound to you for life. He Isl I see It in your 

l.t.AA3 TECHNOLOGICAL COLLtCiE 
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faces. Who triumphs now? Is this your dreadfiil news, 
this your terrible intelligence? You see how it moves 
me. You did well to send. I would have travelled a 
hundred miles a-foot, through mud, mire, and darkness, 
to hear this news Just at this time." 

Even then, moved as he was by this savage Joy, 
Ralph could see in the faces of the two brothers, 
mingling with their look of disgust and horror, some
thing of that indefinable compassion for himself 
which he had noticed before, (p. 593) 

Ralph, always expecting to encounter his own 

characteristics in others, thinks Nicholas has brought 

the news of Smlke's death and has watched him in order to 

enjoy his discomfiture, but, when he finds the imknown 

man to be Brooker, his earlier feeling of desolation 

returns: 

Ralph had no reason that he knew, to fear this 
man; he had never feared him before; but the pallor 
which had been observed in his face when he Issued 
forth that night, came upon him again; he was seen 
to tremble, and his voice changed as he said, keeping 
his eyes upon him, 

"What does this fellow here? Do you know he is 
a convict—a felon—a common thiefI" 

"Hear what he has to tell you—oh, Mr. Nlckleby, 
hear what he has to tell you, be. he what may," cried 
the brothers, with such emphatic earnestness, that 
Ralph turned to them in wonder. They pointed to 
Brooker, and Ralph again gazed at him: as It seemed 
mechanically. 

"That boy," said the man, "that these gentlemen 
have been talking of—" 

"That boy," repeated Ralph, looking vacantly at 
him. 

"Whom I saw stretched dead and cold upon his bed, 
and who is now in his grave " 

"Who is now in his grave," echoed Ralph, like 
one who talks in his sleep. 

The man raised his eyes, and clasped his hands 
solemnly together: 

w Was your only son, so help me God In heaveni" 
In the midst of a dead silence, Ralph sat dô -m, 

pressing his two hands upon his temples. He removed 
them after a minute, and never was there seen part of 
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a living man, undlsfigured by any wound, such a 
ghastly face as he then disclosed. He looked fixedly 
at Brooker, who was by this time standing at a short 
distance from him, but did not say one word or make 
the slightest sound or gesture, (p. 593) 

After this disclosure and during Brooker's recital 

of the story of Ralph's marriage and the pathetic circum

stances of Smlke's life, Ralph never moves or utters a 

single word. However, Brooker's final statement has a 

violent effect on Ralph: 

"This confession can bring nothing upon me but 
new suffering and punishment; but I make It, and will 
abide by it whatever comes. I have been made the In
strument of working out this dreadful retribution upon 
the head of a man who, in the hot pursuit of his bad 
ends, has persecuted and hunted down his own child to 
death. It must descend upon me too—I know it must 
fall—my reparation comes too late, and neither in 
this world nor in the next can I have hope agalnl " 

He had hardly spoken, when the lamp, which stood 
upon the table close to where Ralph was seated, and 
which was the only one In the room, was thrown to the 
ground and left them in utter darkness. There was 
some trifling confusion in obtaining another light; 
the interval was a mere nothing; but when it appeared, 
Ralph Nlckleby was gone. (pp. 595-596) 

Ralph's thoughts and actions, as he blindly and 

instinctively retreats to the seclusion of his own house, 

are those of a man In shock, "looking often over his 

shoulder while he hurried away, as though he were fol

lowed in imagination or reality by some one anxious to 

question or detain him." (p. 603) The gloomy weather 

Increases his feeling of doom, and his imagination has 

now given his feeling of oppression a visible form: 

The night was dark, and a cold wind blew, driving 
the clouds furiously and fast before it. There was 
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one black, gloomy mass that seemed to follow him; not 
hurrying in the wild chase with the others, but ling
ering sullenly behind, and gliding darkly and stealth
ily on. He often looked back at this, and more than 
once stopped to let It pass over, but somehow, when 
he went forward again it was still behind him, coming 
mournfully and slowly up like a shadowy funeral train, 
(p. 604) 

As he passes a paupers' graveyard, he thinks of 

a man who had cut his throat and is burled there, and for 

the first time, apparently, the idea of suicide occurs to 

Ralph, not in a conscious application of the idea to his 

own situation, but in an Involuntary recollection of the 

man who had committed suicide. Ralph laughs at a man who 

is dancing in the street, then remembers that people had 

said that the other man had been merry before his death. 

These thoughts seem vaguely significant to him, but he is 

unable to understand why. By dwelling on the details of 

the main's death, he carries a vivid impression with him 

as he nears his own door. 

But as he drew nearer and nearer home he forgot It 
again, and began to think how very dull and solitary 
the house would be inside. 

This feeling became so strong at last, that when 
he reached his own door, he could hardly make up his 
mind to turn the key and open it—when he had done 
that and gone into the passage, he felt as though to 
shut it again would be to shut out the world. But 
he let it go, and it closed with a loud noise. There 
was no light. How very dreary, cold, and still it 
wasi (pp. 604-605) 

Once he has surrendered himself to the Isolation 

of the empty house, he feels that he can think about what 

has happened. Ralph is a proud man who has forced himself 
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to repress every emotion for many years. It has been 

only under the stress of his unreasonable hatred for 

Nicholas that he has been unable to control his feelings. 

Now as he allows himself to think about what he has heard, 

he realizes the implications of the news: 

Shivering from head to foot he made his way up 
stairs Into the room where he had been last disturbed. 
He had made a kind of compact with himself that he 
would not think of what had happened until he got home. 
He was at home now, and suffered himself for the first 
time to consider It. 

His own child—his own chlldl He never doubted the 
tale; he felt it was true, knew it as well now as if 
he had been privy to it all along. His own chlldl And 
dead too. Dying beside Nicholas—loving him, and look
ing upon him as something like an angell That was the 
worst, (p. 605) 

Even now, the revelation that his son Is dead does 

not affect him as much as does his realization that Smlke 

had died loving Nicholas. As he siirrenders himself to his 

bitter thoughts, he reveals his feeling of desolation and 

his fear of public humiliation: 

They had all turned from him and deserted him in 
his first need, even money could not buy them now; 
everything must come out, and everybody must know all. 
Here was the young lord dead, his companion abroad and 
beyond his reach, ten thousand pounds gone at one blow, 
his plot with Gride overset at the very moment of tri
umph, his after schemes discovered, himself in danger, 
the object of his persecution and Nicholas's love, his 
own wretched boy; everything crumbled and fallen upon 
him, and he beaten down beneath the ruins and grovel
ling in the dust. (p. 605) 

Though he realizes that he probably would have 

been an indifferent, harsh father, he wonders if his life 

might have been different if his wife and son had lived, 



54 

but these fleeting regrets are quickly dispelled by his 

complete surrender to hatred: 

But one tender thought, or one of natural regret 
in that whirlwind of passion and remorse, was as a 
drop of calm water In a stormy maddened sea. His 
hatred of Nicholas had been fed upon his own defeat, 
nourished on his Interference with his schemes, fat
tened upon his old defiance and success. There were 
reasons for its Increase; it had grown and strength
ened gradually. Now it attained a height which was 
sheer wild lunacy. That his of all others should 
have been the hands to rescue his miserable child, 
that he should have been his protector and faithful 
friend, that he should have shown him that love and 
tenderness which from the vn:etched moment of his 
birth he had never knovm, that he should have taught 
him to hate his own parent and execrate his very 
name, that he should now know and feel all this and 
triumph in the recollection, was gall and madness to 
the usiorer's heart. The dead boy's love for Nicholas, 
and the attachment of Nicholas to him, was insupport
able agony. The picture of his death-bed, with Nich
olas at his side tending and supporting him, and he 
breathing out his thanlcs, and expiring in his arms, 
when he would have had them mortal enemies and hating 
each other to the last, drove him frantic. He 
gnashed his teeth and smote the air, and looking 
wildly round, with eyes which gleamed through the 
darkness, cried aloud: 

"I am trampled dovm. and ruined. The -̂ Tretch told 
me true. The night has come. Is there no way to rob 
them of further triumph, and spurn their mercy and 
compassion? Is there no devil to help me?" (pp. 605-
606) 

When the vision of the man who had committed 

suicide suddenly returns, Ralph remembers that his death 

had seemed a victory because of the consternation and awe 

felt by his relatives. With grim determination the old 

man mounts the stairs to the garret that his son had 

occupied many years earlier. As he stands at the open 

window, having told a messenger from the Cheeryble 
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brothers that they should bring Brooker and Nicholas to 

see him the following day, he gazes into the sky and sees, 

or thinks he sees, "the same black cloud that had seemed 

to follow him home, and which now appeared to hover 

directly above the house." (p. 606) 

His time of decision has arrived, and he is 

willing, even eager, to pay the required price for his 

final moment of futile revenge. Ralph Nlckleby is no 

melodramatic villain; he is a stubborn old man who has been 

trapped and convicted by his own terrible standards of life. 

Rather than submit to the certain defeat and humiliation he 

faces, he chooses to take the only revenge that he feels is 

left for him: the complete commitment to isolation: suicide. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

In Ralph Nlckleby, Charles Dickens has created 

a character who Is memorable for the consistency of his 

actions. He has lived his entire life for money, and 

because he has sacrificed all personal relationships that 

might have Interfered with his piirsuit of money. It is 

imperative that he be prepared to defend the choice that 

he has made, with his very life, if It becomes necessary. 

Through the years, Ralph has acquired money, not 

only for its value as a medium of exchange, but for the 

power and prestige it confers on its possessor. Because 

Ralph is subconsciously aware of >jhat he has lost in his 

Inexorable drive for wealth, he uses that wealth to 

bolster his own opinion of himself. Because his victims 

must flatter him and cater to his wishes, he is able to 

feel superior to them, whatever their social or politlcsLl 

status may be. As long as he does not deviate from this 

impersonal, unemotional attitude, his position is secure, 

but when he allows his reason to be overpowered by his 

irrational hatred of Nicholas, he finds himself unable 

to control his emotions. It is this surrender of intel

lect to passion which Dickens has presented in his 

56 



51 

characterization of Ralph Nlckleby. Once Ralph has per

mitted his passions to rule his reason, he is no longer 

capable of rational action. His Intellectual deterio

ration is steady and relentless. Each new defeat which 

he suffers at the heuids of Nicholas merely pushes him 

further along the road to self-destruction. RsJLph 

Nlckleby becomes a pathetic figure: a villain ^ o be

comes the victim of his own nature. 
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