Dickens, Great Expectations (1861)
When GE was written in 1861, D was a successful, triumphant author; he had been writing for 25 years. D was a commercial author, meaning he not only wrote for money, but writes about the profound impact the economic environment has on its occupants. D himself rose from the lower middle classes to a successful journalist to a popular novelist at the age of 25. Politically, D was a social radical, but as he grew, he began to be less hopeful in the possibility of peaceful social change. While GE is less gloomy in tone, more “tragi-comic” than either tragic or comic, the novel combines bitterness with laughter, pathos with savage anger; the novel has been described as “guilt ridden” (16). GE is saturated by a sense of criminality, violence, and darkness, all of which are distinctly human. 

Pip, the protagonist, is an orphan raised by his sister and her husband, Joe Gargery, a blacksmith. When the novel opens, we see Pip on the marshes, where he meets an escaped convict for whom he steals food and a file. As he grows, he is given a mysterious invitation to “play” at an eccentric old woman’s house; there, he meets Miss Havisham, one of Dickens’ greatest creations, and the beautiful but icy Estella, her young companion.  This strange environment causes him to yearn for a “better life,” so that he can appear as a “gentleman” before Estella. When he is given the news of his “great expectations” near the end of the first volume, he begins his pursuit of that ideal—the Victorian “gentleman,” and goes off to London. In the next volumes, we’ll see his education into a leisured and rather dissipated young man who tries to forget his origins in the marshes and the blacksmith’s forge. 
D’s characters are known for their humorous individuality, an individuality that sometimes approaches caricature; his novels are known for both their humor and their pathos, the way they render the social and economic realm of Victorian culture seen from below. GE, like JE, is told in retrospect; given that we’ve been talking a great deal about what this kind of retrospective voice does to our reading experience, I’d like to start there today, and then move on to other matters. 

What signs tell us that GE is a tale told in retrospect, a tale told after time has passed? 

-content (then I could not read…)

-form (style, tone, diction?)

-irony?

Below is a brief exploration of the concept of irony from a dictionary of literary terms, which you can all access through the WL library website by searching for the title in Annie. Irony is an important concept in literary study—one might even go so far as to say it enables literary analysis—because it requires the perception of difference and distance. In Great Expectations, Pip tells us his story in retrospect, much like Jane Eyre does hers; this form of narration creates a structural distance between the character and the narrator, one that opens up a space for playful differences in tone, voice, and mood, which we can use to generate meaning. Keeping this in mind, how is Great Expectations ironic? Can you think of any specific instances of irony in Dickens’ tale?
Irony:  a subtly humorous perception of inconsistency, in which an apparently straightforward statement or event is undermined by its context so as to give it a very different significance. In various forms, irony appears in many kinds of literature, from the tragedy of Sophocles to the novels of Jane Austen and Henry James, but is especially important in satire, as in Voltaire and Swift. At its simplest, in verbal irony, it involves a discrepancy between what is said and what is really meant, as in its crude form, sarcasm; for the figures of speech exploiting this discrepancy, see antiphrasis, litotes, meiosis. The more sustained structural irony in literature involves the use of a naïve or deluded hero or unreliable narrator, whose view of the world differs widely from the true circumstances recognized by the author and readers; literary irony thus flatters its readers' intelligence at the expense of a character (or fictional narrator). A similar sense of detached superiority is achieved by dramatic irony, in which the audience knows more about a character's situation than the character does, foreseeing an outcome contrary to the character's expectations, and thus ascribing a sharply different sense to some of the character's own statements; in tragedies, this is called tragic irony. The term cosmic irony is sometimes used to denote a view of people as the dupes of a cruelly mocking Fate, as in the novels of Thomas Hardy. A writer whose works are characterized by an ironic tone may be called an ironist. For a fuller account, consult D. C. Muecke, Irony and the Ironic (1982).

"Irony."  The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms. Christopher Baldick. Oxford University Press, 1996. Oxford Reference Online. Oxford University Press.  Washington and Lee University.  16 March 2006 <http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY.html?subview=Main&entry=t56.e514>

Plot: What do you think are some of the significant moments in the plot of Great Expectations?

· Meeting the convict/stealing from Mrs. Joe

· Hunting for the convicts (chapter 5)
· *Pip’s letter (ch. 7, pg. 75)—expected to play at Miss H’s (82/3)

· Meeting Miss Havisham and Estella (chapter 8)

· Pip’s lies (chapter 9)

· Pip’s indentures

· *Seeing the man with the file at the pub (ch. 10, pg. 104-106)—just after decides to become ‘uncommon’

Imagery: What images struck you as particularly powerful—or recurring? 
· Tombstones

· Gibbet

· Hulk

· Leg-iron

· File

· Mrs. Havisham’s house: withered, ruined, yellowed, decayed

· “monster”

Themes: What ideas do you think this novel is exploring?

· Education—what it enables and creates (both pos. and neg.)
· Time—the nature of its passage

· Storytelling?—

· What makes a criminal a criminal
· Expectations—fulfilled, unfulfilled, lost, gained?—expectations: future (time); GE: novel (storytelling) 

Structural elements:
Volume one opens with Pip on the marshes, and closes with Pip leaving Joe’s home, never looking back. 

*Chapter 7: Pip’s letter (ch. 7, pg. 75)—then, “expected to play at Miss H’s” (82/3)

*Chapter 10: Seeing the man with the file at the pub (ch. 10, pg. 104-106)—just after decides to become “uncommon”

