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Mr. N igh t inga le ' s Diary 

H i s t o r i c a l Background 

"Mr. Nigh t inga le ' s Diary was w r i t t e n by Dickens and 

Mark Lemon for the Guild of L i t e r a t u r e and Art and was f i r s t 

performed a t Devonshire House in May 1851 i n the presence of 

Uueen V i c t o r i a and Prince A lbe r t " . Dickens himself was 

an ac to r when the play was s t a g e d . In f a c t , the combined 

e f f o r t s of Dickens and Lemon made the play a h i l a r i o u s 

comedy with a f a r c i a l b e n t . I t i s not t h a t Dickens suddenly 

took p a r t as an a c t o r . Five years before the product ion of 

the play Dickens had w r i t t e n : 

I t r i e d to r e c o l l e c t , i n coming h e r e , whether I had 

ever been in any t h e a t r e i n my l i f e from which I 

had not brought away some p leasan t a s s o c i a t i o n , 

however, poor the t h e a t r e , and I p r o t e s t , out of 

my var ied exper ience , I could not remember even 

one from which I had not brought some favourable 
2 impress ion* . . . • 

1. Charles Dickens, Foreword. Col lec ted Plays and 
Selee ted Poems. Ed. Shepherd Herne Richard . N. p . 
W.H. Allen & Co., 1882. 2-

2 , Emlyn Williams, "Dickens and the Theat re" i n Charles 
Dig kens 1812-1870. A centenary volume. E d . ^ l j ^ a E 
"*^ * ' ••"'"^—^t London i Weidenfield and Nicoison 
1969, 181-182. 
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We lea rn from Emlyn Williamis t h a t Dickens "turned to 

ac t ing as another wr i t e r might have sought r e l a x a t i o n i n 
3 

f i sh ing or gambling." Moreover, Dickens was such a good 

ac to r t h a t h i s performance was p r a c t i c a l l y " i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e 
4 

from a profess ional one." I t may be i n t e r e s t i n g t o r e c a l l 

i n t h i s connection t h a t i n 1845 Dickens had played a ro l e 

i n The Elder Brother of Beaumont and F l e t c h e r . He a l s o took 

p a r t i n Ben Jonson's Every Man i n h i s humour. In 1848 he 

played the ro l e of Fa l s t a f f i n The Merry Wives of Windsor. 

In 185G he acted b r i l l i an t ly i n Bulwer L y t t o n ' s Not so Bad 

as we seem.. So, in 1851 when he produced Mr. N i g h t i n g a l e ' s 

Diary and played many r o l e s i n i t he was a l ready a seasoned 

and success fu l a c t o r . In t h i s play we ge t a p i c t u r e of the 

•dramatic Dickens' in more sense than one. 

3 . Bmlyn Will iams, "Dickens and the Theatre i n 
Charles^iPickens 1812-1870 ; A centenary Volume. 

w^tiifcjs--'?^>—JB'.. London : Weiden-
f i e l d and Nicolson 1969. 181-182. 

4 . I b i d . 
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Story Out l ine ; 

The l oca t i on of Mr. N i g h t i n g a l e ' s Diary i s the water -

l i l y Hotel a t Malvern. The h o t e l i s owned by L i t h e r s . I t i s 

a favour i t e rec luse for ' s i c k ' persons undergoing tireatment 

of coldwater cure a t Malvern. The p lay begins with Gabble-

wig, a lawyer of the Middle Temple. He has come to the 

h o t e l as an unreguired l o v e r . He loves Rosina N i g h t i n g a l e . 

Rosina ' s uncle has not approved of the match because he 

considers Gabblewig a worthless f e l low, a man d e f i c i e n t i n 

eve ry th ing . But Gabblewig i s su rp r i s ed t o l e a r n t h a t Rosina 

along with her uncle and maid i s a l so expected t o come t o 

the same h o t e l i n the same a f te rnoon . The next soujourner 

i s s l a p . Slap i s however d i sgu i sed as Mr. F o r m i v i l l e , But 

they recognize each other as old acquaintances i n t h e i r 

t h e a t r i c a l c a r e e r . Gabblewig decided t o use Formiv i l l e as 

a f o i l and to impress Night inga le how deserving a s u i t o r he 

i s . He plans to use h is amateur d re s se s and make an e f f e c t i v e 

use of the ass i s tance of L i t h e r s . 

Next appears Mr. Night inga le with Rosina, h i s n i e c e , 

and Susan, the maid. We find Rosina and Susan c o n s t a n t l y 

helping Night ingale in w r i t i n g h i s d i a r y or t o r e f e r to i t . 

I n c i d e n t a l l y , when the d i a r y a c c i d e n t a l l y drops Slap a t 

once takes the advantage of i t and reads i t c o n t e n t s . A l l 

the t ime, however, he i s overheard by Gabblewig u n t i l 

Night ingale recovers the d i a r y , 
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Making himself comfortable in the ho te l S lap orders 

fo r wine. Gabblewig d i sgu i sed as a boots b r ings i t i n a 

t r a y , but he by way of p r a i s i n g Slap f o r d i f f e r e n t r o l e s 

t h a t he has played, a c t u a l l y consximes S l a p ' s food and d r i n k . 

Gabblewig a l so t r i e s t o e x t r a c t from him some informat ion 

about Mr Night inga le . I t i s l e a r n t t h a t Night ingale 

who passes fo r a confirmed bache lor had a wife who i s 

now dead. Gabblewig a f t e r e l i c i t i n g some informat ion from 

s l a p persuades Susan to revea l the r e s t of the s e c r e t . 

He l e a rn s from Susan t h a t a f t e r her death Mrs Night ingale 

was bur ied in the preshore churchyard where he r uncle was 

the sex ton . Gabblewig then asks Susan t o procure the death 

c e r t i f i c a t e of Mrs Nigh t inga le . 

The r e s t of the play i s a s e r i e s of humorous s i t u a t i o n s 

i n which s l a p t r i e s t o befool Night ingale and Gabblewig, 

with the he lp of Rosina, dupes Slap and f r u s t r a t e s a l l h i s 

p l a n s . When Slap t r i e s t o convince Night ingale i n the 

guise of a smug physic ian a g a i n s t water-cure and p r e s c r i b e s mus-

•tard and miIk,Gabblewig and Rosina appear i n d i s g u i s e of an 

a i l i n g couple Mr and Mrs Pou l t e r who are dead aga ins t 

mustard and milk recommended by S l a p , Gabblewig t a l k s of a 

c a p t a i n Blower who suffered a f t e r using t h a t . S lap t r i e s 

t o warn Night ingale aga ins t h i r ed humbugs who mislead the 

p a t i e n t s and induces Night ingale t o buy a b o t t l e of h i s 

concoct ion and dr ink a gu lp . Immediately, Gabblewig and 
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Rosina appear as the i n v a l i d cap ta in Blower and Mrs Trus ty 

and show Nightingale how adversely a f fec ted they have 

been a f t e r using mustard and mi lk . As S l a p ' s plans come 

to nothing he moves out of the scene , only t o have 

recourse t o more complex designs*with the a s s i s t a n c e of 

Tip he appears with a c h a r i t y boy. He in t roduces himself 

as an old acquaintance of Mrs Night ingale who, he says , 

i s s t i l l a l ive and i s prepared to l e t off Night ingale i f 

he pays two hundred pounds t o her (Maria 's ) b r o t h e r who 

i s ready t o take charge of he r . When Night inga le agrees , 

Slap reappears and in t roduces Tip as the son of Mrs Nigh

t i n g a l e . J u s t before N i g h t i n g a l e ' s s u r r e n d e r , Gabblewig 

appears as an old woman and claims Tip as he r own son and 

thus f o i l s the manoeuvre of S lap , When chal lenged by S l a p , 

Gabblewig vouches the death of Mrs Nigh t inga le and then 

appears as the deaf sexton and produces the death c e r t i 

f i c a t e . The death c e r t i f i c a t e gives a profound r e l i e f t o 

Night ingale who now exper iences a sense of l i b e r a t i o n . 

Gabblewig then appears i n h i s r e a l person and confesses 

a l l h i s do ings . He has now proved t h a t he i s not good for 

no th ing . On the con t ra ry he i s capable of r ender ing a r e a l l y 

use fu l s e r v i c e . Night inga le i s convinced of Gabblewig's 

c a p a b i l i t i e s and when Gabblewig expresses h i s d e s i r e t o 

marry Rosia, Nightingale a f t e r scxne h e s i t a t i o n ag ree s . 

Gabblewig advises Night inga le t o burn the d i a r y and be 

happy. The d i a r y , he s u g g e s t s , has been a g r e a t psycholo

g i c a l encunOsrance, a dead weight on him all t h e s e y e a r s . 
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Tip : 

Tip i s a c l eve r fe l low though he looks d u l l and unim

p r e s s i v e . With a l o t of burden he knocks a t the door of 

Water L i ly Hotel a t Malvern. He i s very ob l ig ing to 

Gabblewig. I n t e l l i g e n c e and c a l c u l a t i n g b r a i n disting^^ish 

Tip from common a t t endan t s or c o o l i e s . Everyone t r i e s t o 

use him as a t o o l . To Gabblewig he i s a burde b e a r e r . 

S lap uses him t o befool Night ingale i n o rde r to manage 

Rosina. Sometimes he i s looked upon as a c h a r i t y boy. His 

c h a r i t y boy image makes him a complete buffoon. When he 

i s i n d i sgu i se Tip i s hugely j o l l y . He e n t e r t a i n e d us with 

h i s d i s t o r t e d pronunc ia t ion . For example, 

t he a s p i r a t e d pronuncia t ion of orphan as 'horphan ' evokes 

smiles in every h e a r t . 

As has been said a t the beginning Tip i s very c l e v e r 

though he has the appearance of a d u l l a r d . At f i r s t Slap 

employs him for befool ing Nigh t inga le , b u t when Tip f inds 

Gabblewig outwi t t ing Slap he tu rns h i s c o a t and sur renders 

t o Gabblewig before h i s double-dea l ing g e t s exposed. Through 

Tip Dickens shows the miserable s t a t e of the poor who are 

e a s i l y made too l s by the r i c h . Tip r i g h t l y says t h a t men 

l i k e him are deluded 'wi th a g la s s of rum - and - water; 

and the promise of a five-pound n o t e ' (168) . 
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Gobbdewig c a l l s him h i s ' puppy ' . The word 'puppy' pro

vides a dramatic c o n t r a s t t o the d e s c r i p t i o n of Tip as 

' t i g e r ' in the Dramatis Personnae. He faces Gabblewig 

dressed as an old woman. He embraces him f i r s t as 'mas te r ' 

and then h i s 'mother ' . The most i n t e r e s t i n g p a r t i s the 

way he then reac ts to Slap : 

S.L1AP. are you mad? Am I mad ? Are we a l l mad ? 

(To Tip) D i n ' t you t e l l me t h a t whatever I 

s a id . 

TIP. You said ? What i s your voice to the 

voice of Natur ? (Embraces h i s master 

again (165) . 

Here we see the ' t i g e r ' - and indeed i t i s Gabblewig's 

t i g e r a lone . 

Lithers 

• L i t h e r s ' has been in t roduced as the 'Landlord of 

the Water-Lily ' a h o t e l i n Malvern. The most s t r i k i n g 

aspec t of L i t h e r ' s c h a r a c t e r i s f r i e n d l i n e s s and approa-

c h a b i l i t y . He assures Gabblewig a l l s o r t s of co-opera t ion 

"I 'm e n t i r e l y devoted to you, and ready t o serve you 

i n any way" (146). 
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Li the r s v*io i s so informal t o Gabblewig i s very 

formal to S l a p . His managerial q u a l i t y i s ev iden t i n 

h i s deal ings with h i s customers 

LITHEKS (arranging t a b l e and Chair) . Wine coming, 

S i r , d i r e c t l y I My young man has gone below 

for i t . (Bell r ings without) . More company I 

Mr. Ninght ingale , beyond a doubt I (showing 

him in a t door . ) This way. S i r , i f you please i 

Your l e t t e r r ece ived . S i r , and your rooms 

prepared (149) . 

L i t h e r ' s ro le i s v i t a l i n d i r e c t l y because i t i s i n 

h i s h o t e l t h a t the e n t i r e episode t akes place and the 

problems get solved. As a c h a r a c t e r L i t h e r s impresses 

us by h i s sense of g r a t i t u d e . He acknowledges Gabble-

wig 's kindness in paying out " t h a t execu t ion for me 

when I was i n the green-grocery way, and used t o 

wa i t a t your p a r t i e s i n the Temple" (143) . 

L i the r s i s a g r e a t observer of human n a t u r e . At 

the very f i r s t encounter with Gabblewig .he f e e l s t h a t 

•something's wrong' with him. 
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Gabblewig 

Gabblewig i s the p ro t agon i s t of the play 

Mr. Nigh t inga le ' s Diary . He appears as soon as the 

c u r t a i n r i s e s and leaves the s tage when the c u r t a i n 

d rops . He comes to the Hotel with a d e f i n i t e purpose. 

I t so happens tha t the land-lord i s f a m i l i a r to him. 

I n i t i a l l y Gabblewig i s taken as a man of ' a l l words ' , not 

of a c t s . Only for t h i s reason Ninght ingale i s going to 

separa te him from Rosina whom he loves s i n c e r e l y . 

At the beginning, he as a f r u s t r a t e d love r i s 

s l i g h t l y de jec ted . But as soon as Gabblewig comes t o 

know t h a t Slap has an i n t e n t i o n t o grab the proper ty 

of Nigh t inga le , he becomes a l e r t and wa tchfu l . This 

r evea l s t h a t Gabblewig i s not r e a l l y t he man of words 

but of ac t ion . Slap in t ends to befool Night inga le in 

the guise of a doctor bu t Gabblewig f o i l s h i s attempt by 

proving h i s p r e s c r i p t i o n wrong. Again, when Slap uses 

Tip as a c h a r i t y boy and t r i e s to convince Night ingale 

t h a t t he re was a son born j u s t before t h e i r f i n a l sepa

r a t i o n , i t i s Gabblewig who i n the guise of a woman 

f r u s t r a t e s the p lan. Gabblewig i n the gu i se of Sexton 

appears t o produce a l l the r e l e v a n t papers showing the 

confirmed b u r i a l of Mrs N i g h t i n g l e . Thus, Gabblewig 

proves h i s worth and removes Slap from h i s way. He i s 

thus not a worthless l o a f e r bu t a man of shrewdness, 

cunning and ready w i t . 
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Though he has an undoubted se r iousness of pur 
pose he i s not without a sense of humour. Take for example 

the scene where Gabbiewig appears as an old woman 

TIP (solemnly). I 'm a horphan. (Goes up t o GABBLEWIG,) . 

what are you t a l k i n g about, you old Bedlam ? 

GABBLEWIG. Ohi (screaming and throwing her arms 

about h i s neck) - my 'ope-my pride-my son I 

TIP (Struggling) . Your son : 

GABBLJiWIG (aside t o him). If you d o n ' t own me fo r 

your mother, you v i l l a i n , on the s p o t , 1*11 

break every bone i n your s k i n , and have your 

skin prepared afterwcurds by the Bermondsey 

t anner s . 

TIP ( a s i d e ) . My master I - My mother I ( they 

embrace) (165) . 

E a r l i e r , Slap i n the guise of a doc to r p re sc r ibed 

Mustard and Milk for quick cure of N i g h t i n g a l e ' s d i s e a s e . 

Again, Rosina and Gabbiewig being d isguished r e s p e c t i v e l y 

as a complete inva l id and an old nurse take the wind out 

of S l a p ' s s a i l s . The ensuing d iscourse i s 3oaked i n fun : 

GABBLKWIG ( s t a r t i n g up) . Mustard and Milk I 

ROSINA. Mustard and milk ! 

SLAP ( a s i d e ) . I s t h i s Captain Blower ? 



GABBLEWIG (to Nightingale) . Are you, too, a victim ? 

Have you swallowed any of that man - 'slaughter

ing compound? (160). 

NIGHTINGAI^ (alarmed). Only a little, — a very 

little. 

GABBLEWIG. How do you feel ? Dimness of sight, --

feeblesness of limbs ? (161). 

Gabblewig is a man of strong personality who wants to 

prove his worth. In one of his conversations he says : 
GABBLEWIG . 

Me, My dear Mr. N igh t inga le , you d id th ink 

I could do nothing bu t t a l k . If you now think 

I can ac t - a l i t t l e - l e t me ccane out i n a new 

character . (168) . 

In h i s cha rac t e r we f ind a symbol i sa t ion of the 

c o n f l i c t between words and a c t s . He does every th ing 

q u i e t l y and i n t e l l i g e n t l y . He i s a very c l e v e r t o o . Take 

fo r example the s i t u a t i o n where d i sgu i sed as a boots he 

informs Slap t h a t Mr Night inga le got a wife who died and 

was bur ied proper ly . Soon he meets Susan t o a s c e r t a i n 

the j u s tnes s of h i s s t a t emen t . He prays t o Susan to c o l l e c t 

the b u r i a l c e r t i f i c a t e . Whatever Gabblewig does i s a c t u a l l y 

prompted by h i s love for Rosiaa . He s t a r t s as a very 

de jec t ed fel low, but a t the end succeeds i n embracing 

Rosina, Thus he proves h i s worth as a man, 
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I t has been al leged t h a t Gabblewig i s more a c a r i 

ca ture than a cha rac t e r . Indeed, t he re i s a g r e a t dea l of 

f a r c i c a l exaggerat ion which makes heavy demands on our 

imaginat ion . Presumably, i n wr i t ing the play Dickens had 

i n mind the c a s t - himself as Gabblewig and Lemon as S l a p . 

But should we forge t t h a t Dickens conceived the play as a 

farce where such exaggerat ions are not out of place b u t the 

very soul of the comic. 

Slap 

From S l a p ' s s e l f - i n t r o d u c t i o n we know t h a t he i s 

Mr F o r m i v i l l e . He i s an immature impostor . He i s Gabble-

wig 's r i v a l i n h is attempts t o hoodwink N igh t i nga l e . He has 

an eye on Nigh t inga le ' s p r o p e r t y . The way he ge t s Nigh t in 

g a l e ' s d i a ry i s , i n a word, improper . But a f t e r a l l , he i s 

not a b lackguard. His t r i c k s serve as the s t a p l e of fun. 

Slap adopts var ious ways t o be befool N i g h t i n g a l e , I t i s 

Slap who br ings Christopher before Night ingale t o prove 

t h a t a son was born t o him before t he death of h i s wife , 

Slap may be taken as a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of the r a p i d l y p r o 

g re s s ing i n d u s t r i a l c i v i l i z a t i o n which made people money-

minded. But the most s t r i k i n g element of S l a p ' s c h a r a c t e r 

i s h i s calm acceptance of the de f ea t of h i s p lans a t the 

hand of Gabblewig. The c h a r a c t e r of Slap develops i n the 

course of the p l ay . In h i s f i r s t appearance he i s seen 

e n e r g e t i c and f u l l of m e t t l e . But when he leaves the s t a g e , 

he looks pale and f r u s t r a t e d seeking c o n s o l a t i o n i n the 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t f a i l u r e i s u n i v e r s a l : 
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SLAP . . . I am not the f i r s t man who has f a i l e d i n 

a g r e a t endeavour. Napoleon had h i s Waterloo, 

— Slap has h i s Malvern (168) . 

Night ingale 

Night ingale i s an i n t e r e s t i n g c h a r a c t e r i n the p lay , 

His obsession with d i a ry i s h igh ly s i g n i f i c a n t . I t suggests 

t h a t h i s mind i s always in g r i p of t he p a s t . Gabblewig 

and Slap time and again confront Night inga le because 

while Slap wishes for h i s p rope r ty , Gabblewig wants 

Rosina. 

He i s somewhat proud. He t h i n k s t h a t Gabblewig i s 

a man of mere words not of deeds . He i s a r espons ib le 

guardian, fo r he i s worried about Ros ina ' s marriage with 

Gabblewig who, he t h i n k s , i s good- fo r -no th ing . Night ingale 

knows the importance of money and i t i s h i s contempt t h a t 

b r ings ou t the ac t ive man i n Gabblewig. Night inga le has 

a very keen eyes glowing under the b r i g h t brows. I t 

i n d i c a t e s h i s s t e rn p e r s o n a l i t y . A man of monumental 

p a t i e n c e , he pursues eve ry th ing t i l l the end. What bores 

a l l i s h i s r ecu r r en t d i a r y reading* 

Another s t r i k i n g featuare of h i s natuire i s mental 

s t e a d i n e s s . Repeatedly Slap and Gabblewig d i s t u r b him 

and r e s i s t him frcxn tak ing any s o r t of d e c i s i o n , ye t he 

never loses h i s p a t i e n c e . His ' w a i t - a n d - s e e ' po l icy 
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f i n a l l y h e l p s e x p l a i n i n g t h e t r u t h b e h i n d t h o s e i n c i d e n t s 

g o i n g a r o u n d h i m , AS s o o n a s he f e e l s s a t i s f i e d w i t h 

G a b b l e w i g ' s w o r t h , he. c o n c e d e s : 

NIGHTINGALE . 

W i l l I ? Take h e r , M r . G a b b l e w i g , S t o p , t h o u g h , 

Ought I t o g i v e away w h a t h a s made me s o 

unhappy ( 1 6 8 - 6 9 ) . 

Though o t h e r w i s e w e l l - c o m p o s e d . N i g h t i n g a l e i s 

o c c a s i o n a l l y p e e v i s h . On one o c c a s i o n h e t a k e s S u s a n 

t o t a s k ; 
NIGHTINGALE, 

1 1 1 I you a r e i l l , i f you o n l y knew i t , 

I f you were a s i n t i m a t e w i t h y o u r own i n t e r i o r 

as I an w i t h m i n e , y o u r h a i r wou ld s t a n d on 

end ( 1 5 1 ) . 

N i g h t i n g a l e i s n o t o n l y o b s e s s e d w i t h own i l l n e s s b u t 

h e i s c o n v i n c e d of S u s a n ' s i l l n e s s a s w e l l . He i s c a u g h t 

b e t w e e n t w o humbugs : S l a p and G a b b l e w i g , 

N i g h t i n g a l e h a s v e r y s i m p l e v a l u e s and i t i s h i s 

s i m p l i c i t y which i s e x p l o i t e d b y S l a p who e x t r a c t s money 

f rom h i m . I t i s a l s o on a c c o u n t of h i s s i m p l i c i t y t h a t 

G a b b l e w i g i s a b l e t o w i n h im o v e r b y r e m o v i n g h i s r e s e r 

v a t i o n s a g a i n s t h i m . B u t h i s o b s e s s i o n , w i t h t h e d i a r y 

r e m a i n s t i l l t h e e n d when j u s t b e f o r e b u r n i n g i t he w i s h e s 

t o l o o k a t i t once m o r e . The s e c r e c y t h a t N i g h t i n g a l e 

m a i n t a i n s r e g a r d i n g h i s w i f e g i v e s an o p p o r t u n i t y t o 

G a b b l e w i g and S l a p t o t w i s t i t t o t h e i r a d v a n t a g e . The 

e p i s o d e i s b o t h r i d i c u l o u s and f a i r l y u n c o n v i n c i n g . B u t 
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the audience would like to cultivate what is called 'a 

willing suspension of disbelief' for the sake of the 

entertainment that they would get in the bargain. 

Rosina 3 

Rosina i s a minor female c h a r a c t e r . She i s weak and 

she gets e a s i l y in t imida ted by the s t e r n e r s e x . When 

L i the r s whispers t o Rosina, she screams with exci tement 

and when Gabblewig wants Susan t o revea l the s e c r e t of 

Nigh t inga le , she i s h e s i t a n t . Nonetheless , Rosina, des 

p i t e her feminine weakness, e x h i b i t s much a g i l i t y and 

enthusiasm. She i s c a r r i e d off her f e e t by L i t h e r s ' s 

whispering as she t e l l s her uncle : 

ROSINA.0 uncle • I f e l t as i f -- d o n ' t be f r i g h t e n e d , 

unc l e , — as i f something had touched me 

here (with her hand upon her hea r t ) so 

unexpectedly, t h a t I — d o n ' t be f r igh tened , 

uncle — t h a t I almost dropped, uncle (15 0 ) . 

She i s nimble s p i r i t e d and has a e x t r a o r d i n a r y 

presence of mind. With confidence and ease she c a r r i e s 

ou t the d i f f e r e n t t a sks ass igned by Gabblewig in befool ing 

S l a p . So though Rosina i s not a major c h a r a c t e r i n the 

p l ay , she has an important ro le in smoothly r e s o l v i n g 

the complicat ions of the a c t i o n . 
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Sus an : 

What is obscure about Susan is her identity and 

purpose. Both Susan and Rosina accompany Nightingale. 

She is ever busy either with Nightingale or with Gabble-

wig. 

The basic difference between Susan and Rosina lies 

in their attitude and approach. While Rosina is passive 

and submissive, Susan is assertive and firm. When 

Nightingale scolds Susan for her incapacity, Susan remarks ; 

SUSAN. Then I'm very glad of my ignorance, Sir, for I 

wish it to keep in Curi (151). 

It is clear that Susan is a woman of strong personality. 

Susan informs Gabblewig of what Slap has told Tip. Behind 

the screen, she is a witness to the whole proceeding. 

Promptness is also another feature of her character. She is 

ever ready to help Gobblewig, Though very determined Susan 

is not without feminine softness. Her exclamation^ -

SUSAN, -what a wicked world this is, to be sure 1 

Everybody seems trying to do the best they 

can for themselves (162)» 

points to the depth of her perception, Susan may not be 

the heroine yet she is the most important woman character 

in the play. 
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Humour : 

Dickens has become a name for h i s i n i m i t a b l e humour. 

In t h i s play/ Slap and Night ingale are e x c e l l e n t s t u d i e s 

of humourous c h a r a c t e r s . Night ingale i s a t y p i c a l humour 

cha rac t e r on account of h i s excess ive obsess ions with h i s 

imagined s ickness and h i s p a s t . The c h a r i t y boy image of 

Tip makes him a ccxnplete buffoon and c o n t r i b u t e s i t s mite 

t o the fun of the p lay . Gabblewig i s a l s o a humour 

c h a r a c t e r . Take for example the scene where Gabblewig 

appears i n the guise of a Sexton and produces a l l the 

r e l e v a n t papers t o confirm the b u r i a l of Mrs. Nigh t inga le . 

There are many humourous s i t u a t i o n s i n the p l a y . The most 

i n t e r e s t i n g i s the way the d i sgu i se s are made known t o 

the audience while c h a r a c t e r s in the play are ignoran t of 

t h e s e . The f i r s t time Gabblewig d resses up as the b o o t s , 

he encounters Slap and then meets Susan : 

GABBLEWIG. Don' t you know me 7 Mr. Gabble 

SUSAN. Wig 1 . Why, l a . S i r , then you ' r e the boot -

Jack 1 Now I unders tand, of course 

(154) . 

Consider the scene when Rosina and Gabblewig appear as 

Mr and Mrs Poul te r : 

GABBLEWIG (aside ROSINA). I have my cue, fe l low 
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me d i r e c t l y . I ' l l b r i n g you a n o t h e r g l a s s , 

S i r , i n a q u a r t e r of an h o u r (15 7 ) . 

Dre s sed up as t h e i n v a l i d Blower Gabblewig f i r s t c a l l s 

o u t t o Rosina : 

GABBLEWIG ( a s i d e , c a l l i n g ) . R o s i n a , q u i c k , 

your arm. (Aloud) I t e l l you, Mrs 

T r u s t y , I c a n ' t walk any f u r t h e r ( 1 6 0 ) , . 

The p l ay i s a c t i o n o r i e n t e d and v e r y o f t e n humour s p r i n g s from 

s p e c i f i c . g e s t u r e s . C o n s i d e r t h e showing and s h a k i n g 

of b o t t l e i n the fo l l owing d i a l o g u e spoken by S l a p : 

SLAP, Think so ? - I know i t . There are men b a s e 

enough t o s t a n d be tween you (shows b o t t l e ) 

and p e r f e c t h e a l t h (Shakes b o t t l e ) who 

would pe r suade you .̂  (159) . 

Another example of g e s t u r a l hximour may be found i n t h e 

scene i n which Rosina and Gabblewig k e e p on w a l k i n g even 

w h i l e t a l k i n g i n the g u i s e of Mr and Mrs P o u l t e r . Soon, 

s i t u a t i o n a l humour complements t h e g e s t u r a l humour and 

t h e scene i s made f u n n i e r t h a n b e f o r e s 

NIGHTINGALE. Wel l , S i r , i f you r e a l l y cou ld 

p u l l up f o r a few m i n u t e s , I s h o u l d be 

e x t r e m e l y o b l i g e d t o y o u . 
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GABBLEWIG. Here we a r e , t h e n , — d o n ' t k e e p u s 

l o n g . (Looks a t w a t c h , R o s i n a d o e s t h e s a m e ) , 

Say a m i n u t e , c h r o n o m e t e r t i m e , 

NIGHTANGALE. You mus t know I 'm an i n v a l i d 

GABBLEWIG. F i v e S e c o n d s 

NIGHTIN3ALE. Come down h e r e t o t r y t h e c o l d -

w a t e r c u r e . 

GABBLEWIG. Ten S e c o n d s ( 1 5 8 ) . 

D i c k e n s h a s a l s o u s e d v e r b a l h u m o u r s i g n i f i c a n t l y . 

C o n s i d e r how G a b b l e w i g c o m p a r e s M r . N i g h t i n g a l e t o a 

b i r d . G a b b l e w i g c o m p a r e s Mr N i g h t i n g a l e t o a b i r d , t o 

a N i g h t i n g a l e i n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y , b u t w i t h a c o m p l e t e l y 

d i f f e r e n t c o n n o t a t i o n . When L i t h e r s p r o d u c e s a l e t t e r 

frcxn h i s p o c k e t , G a b b l e w i g a t o n c e r e c o g n i z e s t h e h a n d 

w r i t i n g and comments : 

GABBLEWIG. 

The c ramped hand of t h e o b s t i n a t e o l d b i r d , 

who m i g h t , c o u l d , and s h o u l d h a v e b e e n — 

and would n ' t b e my f a t h e r - i n - l a w • (145) . 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o n o t e how t h e m e t a p h o r of t h e 

same b i r d i s u s e d f o r two c o n s t r a s t i v e c h a r a c t e r b y t h e 

same p e r s o n vrt̂ o l o v e s one and h a t e s t h e o t h e r . Take 

a l s o t h e a l l u s i o n t o t h e n i g h t i n g a l e i n S h a k e s p e a r e ; 
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GABBLKWIG. I f t he wa te r s . . . of L e t h e , . . . 

d r i n k . . . to-morrow morn ing . Anything 

t o wash out t he t o r m e n t i n g remembrance 

of Rosina N i g h t i n g a l e ( 1 4 4 - 1 4 5 ) . 

LITHEJRS. N i g h t i n g a l e , Mr. Gabblewig ? 

GABBLKWIG. N i g h t i n g a l e . AS t h e Shakespea re 

d u e t went , i n the happy days of o u r 

amateur p l a y s : 

The N i g h t i n g a l e a l o n e , 

She , poor b i r d , as a l l f o r l o r n , 

L e a n ' d h e r b r e a s t u p t i l a t h o r n (145) , 
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The C r i t i c a l Estimate of the Play : 

Mr. Night inga le ' s Diary i s an e x c e l l e n t fa rce which 

aims to "demonstrate the c o n t i g u i t y of t he l o g i c a l and 

the mad. "AS a farce i t explores a c losed world where 

be l ie f i s suspended because nothing has a r e a l cause . 

Action i s se l f -genera ted once the groomed r u l e s are 

accepted." What i s supremely important about the play 

i s the way Dickens has e x p l o i t e d the p o t e n t i a l s of t h i s 

genre t o demonstrate h i s a c t i ng t a l e n t . In t h i s r e s p e c t 

the con t r ibu t ion of Mark Lemon i s a lso very s i g n i f i c a n t . 

Without him Dickens the a c t o r would have been l e s s 

prominent as without Slap Gabblewig w i l l be lame. 

Emlyn Williams wr i tes about Dickens ' "amazing a b i l i t y 

of express ion , bravura use of voice up and down the 

r e g i s t e r / an ac tor to h i s f i nge r t i p s . . . i n the farago 

Mr. N igh t inga l e ' s Diary/ i n which he impersonated an 

anc ien t crone i n qu iver ing search for a l o s t c h i l d / a 

t e s t y hypochondriac/ e w r i t e r / s en i l e g r inn ing sex ton , 

and two o ther p a r t s ; and a c t o r i n search &f s ix 
2 

c h a r a c t e r s , and f inding them t o o , a l l i n one p l a y . " 

1. Roger Flower/ Ed. A Dic t ionary of Modern C r i t i c a l 
Terms. London : Routled<ife & Kegan Paul , 1973, 70 

2 , Emlyn WilliamS/ "Dickens and the Theatre" i n 
Charles Dickens 1812-1870. A Centenary Volume. 
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