
His last word
 
"Oh, Miss Conway, would you take this 

letter: 
'Dear Sir, You will remember .• .' ", 

Does it matter whether you say "recol­
lect" or "recall"? Or go the other way 
round: "May I remind you"? Or go 
straight to the point: "You have forgot­
ten"? 

Perhaps the successful letter writer 
has a scale for these things, a hier­
archy of effect , depending on how big 
the big deal is, or how big the reader is 
as colleague, adversary, or victim, 

The question again is whether, in writ­
ing, we retain the first word or form that 
comes to mind or pen, or whether we 
change it in dictation, or in the dr aft or 
in the final typing-and why. 

According to Dr. Peter Sucksmith, 
senior lecturer in Monash's department 
of English, Charles Dickens, like many 
other literary giants, made many changes 
in his draft, perhaps changing, deleting or 
inserting a word or a phrase here and 
there, or heavily revising a substantial 
passage. 

Those changes were the raw data in 
Sucksmith's recent book, "The Narrative 
Art of Charles Dickens: the Rhetoric of 
Sympathy and Irony in his Novels" 
(Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1970). 

In his analysis of Dickens's narrative 
art, Sucksmith read the novels in the 
original manuscript (or photo copies of 
them) and in the corrected printers' 
proofs. 

Sucksmith points out that Dickens was 
famous , like a modern pop star, and kept 
his manuscripts and proofs ; most were 
given to John Forster, his friend and 
literary executor, who bequeathed them 
to the South Kensington Museum, now 
the Victoria and Albert Museum. 

In a sense Sucksmith was lucky, be­
cause Dickens wrote in such a hurry, 
under such pressure, that he was rarely 
able to make clean written copies in the 
successive forms or even in their final 
form . 

So there the whole process usually was, 
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on the one piece of paper: scratchings 
out, insertions, interlineations. 

Sucksmith's task was to trace the suc­
cessive changes in a passage. The order 
in which Dickens made his changes was 
often obvious enough, especially When, 
as often happened, more than one set of 
corrected proofs survived; but other clues 
were found in differences in the pens, and 
different densities and colours of ink that 
Dickens happened to use. 

In this process of detection and deduc­
tion , Sucksrnith sought the significance in 
the successive changes, and in the final 
outcome. He was looking for the pattern 
of meaning, of creating effect. 

He adopted and tested the hypothesis 
that Dickens was a rhetorical writer, and 
he defined rhetoric as "the technical 
means whereby, through structure, effects 
are created and vision focused", 

Dickens wrote for effect-to focus a 
vision of life through his effects. And­
the silent reader may wonder at this­
the effect was best when read aloud, as 
the monthly serials often were in the 
homes of subscribers, and by Dickens 
himself on tour. 

Taking his definition "technical means 
whereby, through structure, effects are 
created ...", Sucksmith expected to find 
that Dickens's successive stages of revision 
steadily built up the effect : the first version 
in a weaker form, succeeding versions 
growing stronger. 

After sufficient experience with the 
manuscripts and the corrected proofs (the 
essential data in the experiment), Suck­
smith went so far as to say that, starting 
with a passage as finally printed, he 
could postulate what Dickens might have 
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done in the preceding stages of drafting, 
revising and correcting. 

He tested this many times. Taking 20 
or 30 key passages from each of several 
novels as published, he found that, by 
applying what he believed to be Dickens's 
principle of rhetorical composition, he 
could arrive reasonably well at the general 
pattern of revision as confirmed by going 
back to the MSS and the corrected proofs. 

This is not to say that Sucksmith 
claimed to be able to write or rewrite 
D ickens, but it allowed him to analyse 
the rhetoric and the narrative art. 

It turned out that many of Dickens's 
proofs were improperly or inadequately 
corrected (the perpetual haste again), ~oi 

not strictly followed in the printing roo 
so that the printed versions of some of 
the novels, perhaps all of them, do not 
or may not fully represent Dickens's in­
tentions. Many of those errors are, of 
course, minor ones. 

Following that line of argument, Suck­
smith has written (now in typescript) a 
possible new edition of "Little Dorrit", 
edited from the original MS and the cor­
rected proofs of the first edition, and 
collated with the three editions revised 
during Dickens's lifetime, "with a com­
mentary and introduction". Obviously 
such a work is for the Dickens scholar 
rather than for the general reader. 

By the time that edition of "Little Dor­
rit " is published, Sucksmith will be Asso­
ciate Professor in English at Dalhousie 
University, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada. 
But Dickens himself will have the last 
word, for in his wDI he says "I rest my 
claims to the remembrance of my country 
upon my published works". 
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