DICKENS !

From Haunted Man, by Charles Dickens (abridged by Dave Swavely):

(1) Everybody said he looked like a haunted man.

Who could have seen his hollow cheek; his sunken brilliant eye; his black-attired figure,
indefinably grim, although well-knit and well-proportioned; his grizzled hair hanging, like
tangled seaweed, about his face—as if he had been, through his whole life, a lonely mark for the
chafing and beating of the great deep of humanity—but might have said he looked like a haunted
man?...

His dwelling was so solitary and vault-like, an old, retired part of an ancient endowment
for students, once a brave edifice, planted in an open place, but now the obsolete whim of
forgotten architects; smoke-age-and-weather-darkened, squeezed on every side by the
overgrowing of the great city, and choked, like an old well, with stones and bricks; its small
quadrangles, lying down in very pits formed by the streets and buildings, which, in course of
time, had been constructed above its heavy chimney stalks....

You should have seen him in his dwelling about twilight, in the dead winter time.

When the wind was blowing, shrill and shrewd, with the going down of the blurred sun.
When it was just so dark, as that the forms of things were indistinct and big—but not wholly lost.
When sitters by the fire began to see wild faces and figures, mountains and abysses, ambuscades
and armies, in the coals.

When twilight everywhere released the shadows, prisoned up all day, that now closed in
and gathered like mustering swarms of ghosts. When they stood lowering, in corners of rooms,

and frowned out from behind half-opened doors. When they had full possession of unoccupied
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apartments. When they danced upon the floors, and walls, and ceilings of inhabited chambers,
while the fire was low, and withdrew like ebbing waters when it sprang into a blaze....

When these shadows brought into the minds of older people, other thoughts, and showed
them different images. When they stole from their retreats, in the likenesses of forms and faces
from the past, from the grave, from the deep, deep gulf, where the things that might have been,
and never were, are always wandering.

When he sat, as already mentioned, gazing at the fire. When, as it rose and fell, the
shadows went and came. When he took no heed of them, with his bodily eyes; but, let them
come or let them go, looked fixedly at the fire. You should have seen him, then.

When the sounds that had arisen with the shadows, and come out of their lurking-places
at the twilight summons, seemed to make a deeper stillness all about him. When the wind was
rumbling in the chimney, and sometimes crooning, sometimes howling, in the house. When, at
intervals, the window trembled, the rusty vane upon the turret-top complained, the clock beneath
it recorded that another quarter of an hour was gone, or the fire collapsed and fell in with a rattle.

When a knock came at his door,...

(2) A small man sat in a small parlor, partitioned off from a small shop by a small screen, pasted
all over with small scraps of newspapers. In company with the small man, was almost any
amount of small children you may please to name—at least it seemed so; they made, in that very
limited sphere of action, such an imposing effect, in point of numbers.

Of these small fry, two had, by some strong machinery, been got into bed in a corner,
where they might have reposed snugly enough in the sleep of innocence, but for a constitutional

propensity to keep awake, and also to scuffle in and out of bed. The immediate occasion of these
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predatory dashes at the waking world, was the construction of an oyster-shell wall in a corner, by
two other youths of tender age; on which fortification the two in bed made harassing descents
(like those accursed Picts and Scots who beleaguer the early historical studies of most young
Britons), and then withdrew to their own territory.

In addition to the stir attendant on these inroads, and the retorts of the invaded, who
pursued hotly, and made lunges at the bed-clothes under which the marauders took refuge,
another little boy, in another little bed, contributed his mite of confusion to the family stock, by
casting his boots upon the waters; in other words, by launching these and several small objects,
inoffensive in themselves, though of a hard substance considered as missiles, at the disturbers of
his repose, who were not slow to return these compliments.

Besides which, another little boy—the biggest there, but still little—was tottering to and
fro, bent on one side, and considerably affected in his knees by the weight of a large baby, which
he was supposed by a fiction that obtains sometimes in sanguine families, to be hushing to sleep.
It was a very Moloch of a baby, on whose insatiate altar the whole existence of this particular
young brother was offered up a daily sacrifice. Its personality may be said to have consisted in its
never being quiet, in any one place, for five consecutive minutes, and never going to sleep when
required. “Tetterby’s baby” was as well known in the neighborhood as the postman or the pot-
boy.

Wherever childhood congregated to play, there was little Moloch making Johnny toil.
Wherever Johnny desired to stay, little Moloch became fractious, and would not remain.
Whenever Johnny wanted to go out, Moloch was asleep, and must be watched. Whenever
Johnny wanted to stay at home, Moloch was awake, and must be taken out. Yet Johnny was

verily persuaded that it was a faultless baby, without its peer in the realm of England, and was



DICKENS 4

quite content to catch meek glimpses of things in general from behind its skirts, or over its limp
flapping bonnet, and to go staggering about with it like a very little porter with a very large

parcel, which was not directed to anybody, and could never be delivered anywhere.

(3) George Orwell said of Dickens: “He is always preaching a sermon.” If Orwell is right—and
I’m convinced that he is—then one of those “sermons” you’ll want to hear is entitled Haunted
Man. Dave Swavely’s edition of Haunted Man is a delightful little volume and a welcome
inaugural entry in Cruciform’s Forgotten Classics Series. Swavely’s goal of making Haunted
Man more accessible to modern readers without eviscerating Dickens’s genius and spirit is an
overwhelming success. And the reader will benefit, I believe, greatly from Swavely’s insight and
thoughtful reflection in his “Introduction” and “Afterword”—particularly his “Afterword.”
Dickens was an intentionally engaged Christian layperson whose work was always firmly
grounded in his Christian worldview. Swavely’s Haunted Man captures and foregrounds this in
an inimitable way and gives us a focused vignette of the faith of this great writer.

Dr. Gary L. Colledge, author of God and Charles Dickens: Recovering the Christian
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