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Extra, extra, extra, read all about it – 800 plus pages – four of the seven deadly sins, plus murder, suicide, resurrection (sort of), dysfunctional families, a private eye, coincidences, travel by land and sea. Evil countered by love, friendship and loyalty. And it all ends happily for the good guys.

Such is the nature of Martin Chuzzlewit by Charles Dickens. And except for the length which is somewhat off-putting, well worth it.

Martin senior and his grandson, also named Martin are separated by false pride. The younger Chuzzlewit is apprenticed to a reptile with two legs named Pecksniff, a widowed father of two reptilian daughters, who teaches architecture to young lads and steals their drawings which he passes off as his own. At the old man’s suggestion young Martin is ejected from the Pecksniff ménage and with a friend, Mark Tapley, is unsuccessful first in London and then America in climbing the architectural and economic ladders.

In America they are swindled out of their funds, meager to begin with, by investing in a real estate purchase in a place called, of course, Eden, which turns out to be a malevolent disease ridden swamp. First Martin, then Mark falls prey to the local fever and nearly perish. In caring for Mark, Martin begins to accomplish the process of character growth resulting in a diminution of pride and the early development of sympathy and empathy. Due to the kindness of an American friend they are loaned passage home where they hope to begin anew.

While these heroes are dealing with double dealing Americans there is plenty of action in London and the burbs. We are introduced to more of the Chuzzlewit family whose only shared family passion is to inherit the bulk, if not all, of old Martin’s wealth. When his brother dies, Martin’s nephew, Jonas, who seems to have no occupation, tries to increase his inheritance and acceptability to his Uncle by investing in what turns out to be a phony Life Insurance Co. run by a man of evil character named variously, Tidd or Montague. The Brits, seemingly as voracious as the American Real Estate operators are soon exposed to the readers as swindlers.

There are numerous subplots but I would need 800 pages to mention them all. Young Martin loves Mary who loves him in return, but they are separated by Chuzzlewit senior. Mary is also beloved by Tom Pinch, formerly Pecksniff’s servant and part time organist. Tom has been turned out of Pecksniff’s home and goes to rescue his sister, Ruth, who has simultneously been fired by her employer from her job as governess. John Westlock, a former architecture student has decamped from Pecksniff and hates him, as who wouldn’t, and finally convinces Tom who is a bit of a Pollyanna, that his former employer well deserves to be hated. John falls in love with Ruth, and she with him.

To wrap this up in a few sentences, with the help of a few more coincidences, Jason discovers Tidd’s perfidy and kills him following which about 75 pages later Jonas commits suicide while being arrested. The Martins make peace and are reconciled, John gets Ruth, Martin gets Mary and Tom gets the organ. The sycophant, Pecksniff is exposed and humiliated. And the reptilian sisters are abandoned, one as Jonas’ widow and the other left at the altar by her no-show fiancé.

Written in the third person, Dickens was able to editorialize about his characters. Here is a short excerpt of his description of Pecksniff. “Perhaps there was never a more moral man than Mr. Pecksniff: especially in his conversation and correspondence. It was once said of him by a homely admirer, that he had a Fortunatus’s purse of good sentiments in his inside.

In this particular he was like the girl in the fairy tale except if they were not actual diamonds which fell from his lips, they were the very brightest paste, and shone prodigiously. He was a most exemplary man: fuller of virtuous concepts than a copy-book. Some people likened him to a direction-post, which is always telling the way to a place, and never goes there: but these were his enemies; the shadows cast by his brightness. His very throat was moral…”

And finally Dickens’ description of Americans in the voice of Mark Tapley. When asked if he would portray in a painting the American Eagle as an Eagle,  Mark replied, “ No. That wouldn’t do for me, sir. I should want to draw it like a Bat for its shortsightedness; like a Bantam, for its bragging; like a Magpie for its honesty, like a Peacock for its vanity; like an Ostrich for putting its head in the mud, and thinking nobody sees it…” His friend Martin finishes the thought by adding, “ And like a Phoenix for its power of springing from the ashes of its faults and vices, and soaring up anew into the sky.”   

