










DICKENS QUARTERLY 13

abuse compound hard manual labor, practices Squeers accelerates when
he notices Nicholas's kindness to Smike. Such a confiding connection .
as that shared by these two fast friends has been long in coming: Smike
has for years looked through incoming letters for evidence of the
parents who abandoned him in childhood, and has long feared dying
without any intimate ties to the rest of humanity (89; ch. 7, 106; ch.
8). The boy, that is, ranks at least as high on the scale of sentimentality
as does Tiny Tim. At times Smike's pain does provoke laughter, as when
the theatre manager appraises his emaciated countenance and body
as perfect for "an actor in the starved business" (275; ch. 22), or
when Smike learns more quickly than his lines the notion that his
character must appear extremely hungry "which-perhaps from old
recollections-he had acquired with great aptitude" (318; ch. 25). Such
sugared comedy, however, coats a hard, bitter core. These wonderful
flashes of comic relief, which also include Mrs. Nickleby's repeatedly
mistaking his name as "Mr. Slammons," ultimately do little to brighten
Dickens's bleak portrait of this intellectually disadvantaged character
(426; ch. 35). Smike dies as he has lived,a helpless young man supported
by a strong and reliable friend-one towards whom he pathetically
directs the last of his dwindling energies:

At first, Smike was strong enough to walk about for short distances
at a time, with no other support or aid than that which Nicholas
could afford him. At this time, nothing appeared to interest him so
much as visiting those places which had been most familiar to his
friend in bygone days. (711; ch. 58)

The kind of vicarious identification with the Nicklebys evidenced
during Smike's final days, together with his desire to be buried near
Nicholas's father and have a locket of Kate's hair secreted in his coffin,
continues to mark him as an outsider desperately looking in. Nicholas's
family-including the class-conscious Mrs. Nickleby-proves too kind
and caring to reject Smike, but he never enters completely into their
circle. The novel's closing illustration of the heroes placing garlands
on their cousin's grave (the family connection comes to light too late
to gratify Smike), their infant children playing about the site and
listening to softly spoken tales of Smike's life and times, neatly captures
his status while alive (777; ch. 65). He was always more a catalyst for
compassionate acts and words then a vital, necessary member of the
Nkkleby family.

To be continued in the June and September issues, at which time
the list of WORKS CITED will appear
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