
CHAPTER - I 

THE STRANGE GENTLEMAN 
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H i s t o r i c a l Background 

"The f i r s t play performed publ ic ly was The Strange 

Gentleman, which was s taged a t the S t . James's Thea t re , 

London, in September, 1836. Founded on one of the Sketches 

of Boz, The Great Winqlebury Duel, the play i s a l i g h t 

comedy which owes much t o Ol iver Goldsmith. An i n s t a n t 

succes s , i t ran for f i f t y performances and was revived more 

than once i n 1837." 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note why t h i s p i ece , a f a r c i c a l 

comedy depending on misunderstandings in dialogue and 

s i t u a t i o n had t o be put on as a b u r l e t t a . The reason was 

t h a t the only London t h e a t r e s a t t h a t time l incensed under 

Royal pa ten t for " s t r a i g h t plays were covent Garden, Drury 

Lane and the Hay Market, the l a s t named opera t ing only when 

the f i r s t two were closed f o r the summer recess . The 

p r i n c i p a l fa re was Shakespeare, Congreve, Farquhar , Vanbrugh 

and Sher idan, and occas iona l ly opera , though new dramas 

and comedies were often in t roduced t o make up a composite 

b i l l . Other houses, apa r t from the ' p r i v a t e t h e a t r e s 

a l ready no t i ced , could only p r e s e n t musical performance of 

a dramatic nature , such as o p e r a s , b u r l e s q u e s , and so on. 

1. Char les Dickons, Fpreword. Col lec ted Plays and 
Se lec ted Poems. . E.d. Shepherd Heme Richard, 
N. p . : W.H.Allen & Co., 1882. 1 
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Obviously, to evade the monotony, music had t o be 

provided. But, i n view of the looseness of the wording of 

the p roh ib i t i on , o ther managements were quick t o perceive 

t h a t the musical "quota" could be reduced t o minimum.Hence 

the announced duet in The Strange Gentleman, though the re 

would be , of course, an overture, and i n t e r v a l music . An 

o f f i c i a l end was put t o t h i s untenable s i t u a t i o n by an a c t 

of par l iament , though not t i l l 1843. The Strange Genqleman, 

by the way, was played a t the Park Thea t re , New York, i n 

t he autumn of 1837 with Char lot te Cushman i n the c a s t . As 

the very f i r s t of Dickens 's plays t o be mounted on a piiblic 

t h e a t r e , the c a s t , as pr in ted i s worth p re se rv ing , i f only 

as a museum p iece . 

The Story Outline : 

The s to ry of The Strange Gentleman s t a r t s a t and deve­

lops from Mrs Noakes's Inn . I t i s an ever busy inn because 

the landlady herse l f along with the wai te rs look a f t e r the 

comfort of the boarders and d i s c i p l i n e of the i n n . The inn 

i s c e n t r a l t o the p lay . As soon as the c u r t a i n i s r a i s e d two 

l a d i e s and a young man are seen booking a room i n the i n n . 

During the booking there a r r i v e s an odd man who in t ends t o 

book a p r iva t e s i t t i n g rocwi. Thereaf te r the man becomes the 

focus of the ac t ion and the play i s named a f t e r him, 

Previous ly , the man had rented a room a t the Royal 

Ho te l , bu t he could not bear with the d i s tu rbance t h e r e . 
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He needs a room badly because the doors of h i s house have 

closed for him for ignor ing h i s f a t h e r ' s cho ice . Bes ides , 

a mysterious le t te r -cum-dea th warrant leads him t o u t t e r 

confusion and r e s t r i c t s h is free movement. In h i s h e l p l e s s ­

ness he decides to wr i te to the Mayor about h i s wretchedness . 

But without post ing i t he confides h i s plan t o Tom and 

promises him reward for the j o b . Tom runs on er rand and the 

odd man wonders how he would be saved. While he passes 

tense time, Mary and Fanny, both boarders of the same inn , 

mistake him for Charles Tomkins and come to see him along 

with Mrs Noakes. Mary misunderstands Fanny because Fanny, 

she t h i n k s , has been t r y i n g t o keep the presence of Tomkins 

a s e c r e t . Fanny t r i e s t o make Mary understand t h a t she 

does not know the whereabouts of Tomkins but she would not 

l i s t e n t o he r . Rather she goes t o the man t o check the t r u t h 

of Fanny's s t a tement . In t h i s con tex t i t may be borne i n 

mind i t i s a t r y ing s i t u a t i o n t h a t has compelled Mary t o 

come t o the i n n . John Johnson, Mary's sweet h e a r t , has 

forced Mary t o elope with him. On the way f e e l i n g t h a t 

t h e i r funds were running shor t they have come t o h a l t i n the 

inn for c o l l e c t i n g money. Fanny th inks t h a t she could possibly 

be presen t a t the inn and has reached the inn fol lowing Mary. 

Mary meets the old man and t a l k s with him for an hour and 

dec ides t o l e t him go. But the odd man comes to dote on 

Ma ry and t r i e s t o embrace he r . Mary screams for he lp and 

c l e v e r l y saves her honour. 
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J u l i a meanwhile has mistaken the Strange Gentleman 

fo r Lord Peter and begun her journey towards Noakes's inn 

or S t . James's Arms, On her way she meets the Mayor who has 

been ca l l ed i n t o Noakes's i n n . J u l i a d i s c l o s e s t o the Mayor 

he r purpose of journey t o the i n n , and s o l i c i t s h i s sympa­

t h e t i c help.The Mayor f e e l s sympathy towards J u l i a , he 

l i s t e n s to her plan and reaches the inn t o meet Mrs Noakes 

and he t e l l s the landlady what she w i l l have t o d o . In f a c t , 

the plan i s t o take the odd man as a l u n a t i c , so t h a t he can 

be s h i f t e d to an asylum. 

This s h i f t i n g wi l l he lp J u l i a t o elope with the man, 

who appears t o be Lord P e t t e r to h e r . When the planning goes 

on i n f u l l swing. Tomkins reaches the inn and meets Fanny. 

But Fanny's coldness makes him s u s p i c i o u s . However, t h i s 

misunderstanding does not l a s t l ong . J u l i a a l s o r e a l i z e s 

h e r f a u l t s and when she t e l l s the Strange Gentleman t h a t she 

has no husband he takes J u l i a as h i s wife , Thus^the play 

ends with a merry note , 
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Mrs Ncakes 

Mrs Noakes, a s ide cha rac t e r i n Chintz gown, French 

apron and handscwne cap , i s nice enough. This land lady of the 

inn i s well versed and b a s i c a l l y good, for she f e e l s fo r 

o the r s s i n c e r e l y . Her inn takes adequate care of the 

boarders and she herse l f helps the wa i t e r s in t h i s r ega rd . 

The smooth running of the inn po in t s t o her managerial com­

pe tence . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o note t h a t her moral sense 

of ten ec l ipses her commercial dea l ings with b o a r d e r s . She 

i s one of those cha rac te r s who are the source of the p l a y ' s 

humour. One can ha^jndly forget t he scene where along with 

the Mayor she he r se l f takes the l abour t o remove the s t range 

gentleman from the inn t o an asylum. Again, her speech, 

"Poor dear l - Mad people always th ink o the r people mad»" (2 7),» 

bea r s testimony t o her own sense of hximour. Here the humour 

a r i s e s from the d i f fe rences between the a c t u a l s i t u a t i o n and 

her percept ion of i t . Though sketched b r i e f l y , her c h a r a c t e r 

i s not without d e v e l o ^ e n t . I n i t i a l l y , Mrs Noakes, does 

not co-operate with the s t range gentleman on account of h i s 

p e c u l i a r behaviour . In course of time she becomes sympathetic 

towards him. Thus, on the whole she i s an impress ive 

c h a r a c t e r . 

Waiters 

Some of the minor characters in The Strange Gentleman 

are unimpressive, yet Dickens has taken much care to 
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John, the f i r s t wa i t e r , g r e e t s the boarders.He takes 

care of them s ince re ly and seriously* He i s d i l i g e n t , 

honest and obedient . We not ice him when he in t roduces a 

v i s i t o r t o the land l ady . The man needs a room i n the i nn . 

His presence i s always f e l t , even when he does not do h i s 

own work, the job of a w a i t e r . John ' s s h o r t and s i g n i f i c a n t 

prsence shows Dickens 's thorough unders tanding of the l i f e 

and a c t i v i t i e s of w a i t e r s . 

,Toin 

Tom, the second waiter, is also very polite. He 

stays on the stage for a very brief period. He too is sincere 

and loyal. He is first seen when he is attending visitors, 

Always busy, Tom talks little, yet his sense of humour can 

hardly be missed. When Mrs Noakes enquires about the visiters, 

he replies to Mrs Noakes with his enviable sense of humour : 

SECOND WAITER. Ladies are something alike, ma'am. 

Gentleman, like neither of'em (7). 

Will 

The t h i r d wa i t e r . Will , i s more a s s e r t i v e than h i s 

c o - w a i t e r s . He has an undaunted na ture and a power of 

r ea son ing . Wheire Tom f a i l s . Will succeeds comfortably . He 

too has a l i v e l y sense of humour. Consider h i s humorous 

d e s c r i p t i o n of the Strange Gentleman : 
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THIRD WAITE.R. No, ma'am; h e ' s q u i t e a s t r a n g e r 

h e r e . - He ' s a wonderful man t o t a l k , ma'am 

keeps on l i k e a s team engine i i e r e he i s , ma'am ( 8 ) . 

The Strange Gentleman 

The Strange Gentleman in the play The Strange Gentleman 

has two i d e n t i t i e s : one i s the i d e n t i t y of a boarder and 

the o ther i s the i d e n t i t y of a humour c h a r a c t e r . Indeed, 

he a r r e s t s our a t t e n t i o n with h i s f i r s t appearance and 

rouses our c u r i o s i t y t h a t i s sus ta ined throughout the p l a y . 

Again, the name of the man i s i n harmony with the coiaical 

tone of the play which has been descr ibed as a comic 

b u r l e t t a . 

In f a c t , t h i s s t range Gentleman has enjoyed an even t ­

fu l boarde r sh ip . He f e e l s s a t i s f i e d having lodged a t the 

i n n , though ev ident ly he d i f f e r s from the landlady on 

d i f f e r e n t i s s u e s . Indeed he i s a man of c o n f l i c t i n g t r a i t s 

of c h a r a c t e r . He i s i l l - l o g i c a l t o o . This i l l - d i s c i p l i n e d 

boarder imprints a l a s t i n g impression upon our mind. 

The play i s based on misunderstanding and mistaken 

i d e n t i t y . So, t h i s main cha rac t e r has c o n t i n u a l l y been 

e i t h e r misunderstood or mistaken for somebody e l s e by o the r 

c h a r a c t e r s . Both Mary and Fanny mistake him for Charles 

Tomkihs, and thus Mary ge ts involved i n an embarrassing 

s i t u a t i o n . The Strange Gentleman meets Mary, Fanny, 
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Mr Owen and J u l i a , Tom Sparks and a few o the r minor c h a r a c t e r s , 

and each meeting sheds s i g n i f i c a n t l i g h t on the d i f fe ren t -

aspect of h i s l i f e . He i s a man of good h e a r t t o o . That i s 

why he i s deeply moved by J u l i a ' s p a t h e t i c confess ion s 

JULIA (R.H. with her handkerchief to her eyes) . And 

through Lord P e t e r s ' neg l igence . I have l o s t 

a husband: (38) . 

His sympathy towards J u l i a i s so profound t h a t he 

marr ies J u l i a uncond i t iona l ly . Besides , the Strange Gent le ­

man's j o l l y comments t i c k l e the s p e c t a t o r s t o 

hea r ty l a u g h t e r . Most of the humorous s i t u a t i o n s a r i s e from 

h i s unusual a c t i v i t i e s . He b o l t s Mrs Noakes i n s i d e the room 

t o t a l k p r i v a t e l y to h e r . Again, he c lasps Mary emot ional ly 

and of fers a pure fun t o the s p e c t a t o r s . Again, i t i s 

d i f f i c u l t t o forget t h a t p a r t i c u l a r funny scene where both 

J u l i a and the Strange Gentleman conceal t h e i r own i n d e n t i t i e s . 

Like every well-drawn cha rac t e r , he t oo develops i n 

the course of the play. His f i r s t appearance i n the 

play i s i n sharp con t r a s t t o h i s behaviour i n the l a t t e r 

p a r t of the p lay . At the beginning we encounter h i s voice 

from ' w i t h o u t ' (8) . 
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STRANGE GKNTLEMAN (without ) . Now d o n ' t t e l l me, 

because t h a t ' s a l l gammon and nonsense; and 

gammoned I never was, and never w i l l be , by any 

wai te r tha t ever drew the b rea th of l i f e , or a 

cork - And j u s t have the goodness t o leave my 

portmanteau a lone , because I can ca r ry i t very 

well myself; and show me a p r i va t e room without 

fu r the r delay; fo r a p r iva te room I must and 

wi l l have.—Damme, do you th ink I 'm going t o be 

murdered 1 

Enter the three w a i t e r s , c . DOOR - they form down 

L.H., the Strange Gentleman fo l lowing , ca r ry ing 

h i s portmanteau and g r e a t c o a t . 

There - t h i s room w i l l do c a p i t a l l y w e l l . Quite the 

th ing , - Jus t the f i t . - How are you, ma'aii. ? 

I suppose you are the landlady of t h i s place ? 

Ju s t order those very a t t e n t i v e young fellows 

out , w i l l you and I ' l l order d i n n e r . ( 8 - 9 ) . 

Here i s the p ic ture of a man who has enormous s e l f -

conf idence . But t h i s Same gentleman i s hur led i n a sea of 

mistakes towards the end. He f a i l s t o keep h i s portmanteau 

with him as he f a i l s to pjrevent the wa i t e r s from phys ica l ly 

l i f t i n g up and sh i f t i ng him not only from one room t o 

another but a lso from St James 's Arms i n t o the arms of 

J u l i a Dobbs. Towards the end of the play when h i s innocent 



behaviour i s mistaken as feigned madness, he becomes a 

v ic t im of most he lp less s i t u a t i o n and cannot even face the 

one-eyed boo t s . There i s an i n t e r e s t i n g f l u c t u a t i o n i n the 

f a t e of Trot i n the course of sho r t p l ay . His cond i t ion 

changes from alarm to he lp l e s sness a f t e r which there i s a 

sudden tu rn of events when he f inds J u l i a as the most 

prospect ive b r ide for himself , and j u s t before the c u r t a i n 

d rops , we find him once again i n h is e lements . 

In t h i s charac te r Dickens has made a punch of the 

abnormal and the comic. His encounter with Mrs Noakes 

and Mary bears testimony to t h i s blend of r u s t i c i t y and 

comica l i t y . 

Tom S p a r k s 

Tom Sparks, a one-eyed ' B o o t s ' , c a l l s our a t t e n t i o n t o 

h i s amusing presence. His s e l f i n t r o d u c t i o n i s f u l l of fun 

TOM ( S t i l l a t the d o o r ) . I 'm the head o ' t h a t branch 

O' the e s t ab l i shment . There ' s another man under 

me, as brushes t he d i r t off and puts the b lack ing 

on. The fancy work's my depar tment . I do the 

po l i sh ing , nothing e l s e (13) . 

Though Tom i s d i sab led , he can ca r ry out jobs t i r e ­

l e s s l y . The Strange Gentleman depends on him l a r g e l y fo r 

h i s Job . Tom i s a c ra f ty person who has used f u l l y the 

handicapped s i t u a t i o n of the Strange Gentleman and demands 
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t i p s . Unlike other wa i t e r s Tom sparks i s honest and 

l o y a l . His sense of humour deserves s p e c i a l a t t e n t i o n . 

A few comical scenes a r i s e from h i s enviable sense of 

humour : 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN. Hal lo 1 s t o p , are you the Boots? 

TOM. ( S t i l l at the d o o r ) . I'm the head o ' t h a t 

branch 0 ' the es tab l i shment (13) . 

This verbal exchange between Tom and the Strange 

Gentleman bears the tes t imony t o his commendable sense of 

humour. He i s also a superb e n t e r t a i n e r . Again, i t i s 

indeed i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t h i s sense of humour i s not 

incompatible with the r u s t i c background : 

TOM. Ay, ay. Anything you p l e a s e . - poor c r e a t u r e ; 

d o n ' t put yourse l f i n a pas s ion . I t ' l l only 

make you worse (2 5) . 

Indeed, Tom i s a f i ne c r e a t i o n of Dickens . He i s an 

impressive boot with d i s t i n c t i v e q u a l i t i e s . 
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Mary Wilson 

Mary i s one of the s i g n i f i c a n t women cha rac t e r s i n the 

play The Strange Gentleman, she has been staged as a 

boarder / a lady-love and a humour-character . Mary has 

become one of the boarders i n the inn of Mrs Noakes by 

acc iden t . Mary and John Johnson on the way suddenly f ind out 

t h a t t h e i r funds are running s h o r t . So, they take s h e l t e r 

a t the i nn . In the meantime Fanny reaches there and meets 

Mary. Fanny's unexpected presence enrages Mary. There 

ensues a shor t qua r re l which throws much l i g h t on t h e i r 

c h a r a c t e r s . Uncomplaining as a boarder , Mary leaves home 

for a new d e s t i n a t i o n as soon as she rece ives John 

Johnson's c a l l . This h i g h l i g h t s her emotional n a t u r e . 

Again, Mary i s a g i r l of possess ive p e r s o n a l i t y . I t i s 

evident i n her behaviour towards Fanny. Indeed, Mary's 

r o l e as a s i s t e r does not impress us on account of her 

doubtful n a t u r e . Often she s t r i k e s us as rude and lacking 

i n manners, 

The sho r t and s i g n i f i c a n t verba l exchange between Mary 

and the Strange Gentleman produces huge l a u g h t e r . The source 

of in.uraouir i s her misunders tanding. However, t h e r e i s a 

d e f i n i t e development i n Mary's c h a r a c t e r . In the beginning 

Mary looks very rude and s c e p t i c a l . Gradual ly she becomes 

calm, q u i e t and p r a c t i c a l . 
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I n c i d e n t a l l y , some c r i t i c s th ink t h a t the c h a r a c t e r 

of Mary has been modelled on Dicken 's s i s t e r - i n - l a w Mary 

Hogarth who died unt imely. 

Fanny Wilson 

Dickens has sketched two s i s t e r s i n the play The Stranqe 

Gentleman. They are Mary and Fanny. Both the s i s t e r s 

lodge a t the same inn . The conversa t ion between Mary and 

Fanny shows t h e i r d i f f e r e n c e s . Mary i s somewhat d e s p o t i c 

and rude; Fanny i s pass ive , cool and s e n s i b l e . She i s a 

g i r l of ca l cu la t ing n a t u r e . Her power of reasoning i s 

p ra i se -wor thy . Her e l d e r l y q u a l i t i e s add a dimension t o 

^e r c h a r a c t e r . Despite Mary's rudeness , she never uses 

abusive words to Mary. 

Fanny i s Charles Tomkin's sweet h e a r t . I t may be 

pass ingly mentioned t h a t the play does not br ing t h i s 

aspec t under any sharp focus . I t i s l e a r n t from t h e i r 

conversa t ion t h a t they dote on each o t h e r . True, Fanny 

d i f f e r s from Tomkins on var ious i s s u e s . Fanny i s r a t i o n a l , 

Tomkins i s emotional . 

Though Fanny i s a r e a l i s t , she f e e l s fo r both Tomkins 

and the Strange Gentleman, She i s a v i c t im of misunder­

s tand ing between he rse l f and Charles Tomkins. This- mis ­

unders tanding c rea tes a humorous s i t u a t i o n . Her p r a c t i c a l 

sense i s in sharp c o n t r a s t to Tomkin's emotional 
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exiiberance. She i s , in s h o r t , a memorable face i n 

Dickens ' p o r t r a i t g a l l e r y . 

John Johnson 

John Johnson i s the smart- looking youngman who elopes 

with Mary and lodge temporar i ly at Mrs Noakes' inn as 

they run shor t of money. 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o note t h a t Mary exp la ins John 

Johnson as a 'harebra ined ' (15) and 'mad-cap swain* (15) . 

B a s i c a l l y , John Johnson i s a b i t rough and i n d i s c r e e t . He 

i s c r i t i c a l of the arrangement of the i n n . Though he i s 

somewhat haughty, he has a f ee l ing h e a r t as ev iden t from 

the following remark : 

JOHN, unfortunate man ! I t i s the second time 

to-day t h a t he has been the v ic t im of t h i s 

s t range delusion (2 8 ) . 

The Strange Gentleman behaves with John Johnson 

improper ly , yet he deeply f ee l s for him : 

JOHN. Poor fellow • His hopeless cond i t ion i s 

p i t i a b l e indeed. (Goes up)' (2 9) . 

Though not a humour c h a r a c t e r , he i s a t the nucleus of 

more than one humorous s i t u a t i o n . Consider the fol lowing 

defence of his r e l a t i o n s h i p with Mary ques t ioned by the 

S t range Gentleman : 
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JOHN. Legally sworn i n l S i r , t h a t i s an i n s o l e n t 

r e f l e c t i o n upon the temporary embarrassment 

which prevents our taking the marriage vows. 

How dare you to i n s inua t e - (19) . 

He i s thus an impressive c r e a t i o n of Dickens. 

J u l i a Dobbs 

In the play The Strange Gentleman a few women 

cha rac t e r s play s i g n i f i c a n t r o l e . Among them J u l i a Dobbs 

may be considered as the most a t t r a c t i v e . She appears 

on the s tage only in the second scene of the f i r s t Act 

although we hear of her before we see h e r . I t i s J u l i a 

who gives out the o r i g i n a l i d e n t i t y of the s o - c a l l e d 

s t range gentleman. The labor ious journey t h a t J u l i a under­

takes t o reach ' S t . Jones ' s Arms' (5) shows he r s t r e n g t h 

of mind and ser iousness of purpose. 

J u l i a Dobbs i s a c a l c u l a t i n g and wi t ty g i r l . The 

conversa t ion bettween the Mayor and J u l i a Dobbs throws 

ample l i g h t on her c h a r a c t e r . I t i s l e a r n t from the Mayor 

t h a t J u l i a i s an unfor tunate g i r l as her arranged marriage 

had broken up on account of unavoidable r e a s o n s . However, 

both f r iends begin t o t a l k t o each o the r about old happy 

days . This shows tha t J u l i a i s a good f r i e n d . 
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J u l i a has a s t rong h e a r t , t h a t i s why she never e a s i l y 

sur renders to anything. She judges every th ing i n the 

l i g h t of reason. J u l i a ' s plan to make the Strange G e n t l e ­

man l u n a t i c proves t h a t she i s r esource fu l enough. The 

r ecogn i t ion of her f a u l t s and consequent repentance . 

"Ohi S i r , - spare my f e e l i n g s - I d i d . - The horses were 

ordered and paid for ; and everything was ready* (weeps.) (3 8). 

marks the development of her c h a r a c t e r . 

J u l i a ' s acceptance of Mr Walker T r o t t as her husband 

r evea l s the he lp lessness of Vic to r i an women who had no 

choice but t o accept whatever came t h e i r way by a c c i d e n t . 

Mr Owen Overton 

The name of Mr Owen Overton, the Mayor of the town, i s 

f i r s t heard from the 'odd ' man who wishes t o convey the 

news of his d i s t r e s s t o the Mayor and pray for h i s i n t e r ­

v e n t i o n . So the Mayor came not only as an a d m i n i s t r a t o r 

bu t as a f r iend of J u l i a . 

The Mayor has met J u l i a on the way q u i t e a c c i d e n t a l l y , 

and come to know tha t she i s i n t r o u b l e . In order t o he lp 

her he asks Mrs Noakes t h a t she should do something for 

the b e n e f i t of J u l i a . But he i s more a f r i end than the 

town-admin is t ra to r . For the sake of f r i e n d s h i p he becomes 

p a r t i a l , when as a mayor he should be i m p a r t i a l . Indeed, 
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he is not very much competent as an administrator. He 

has neither the governing voice nor the strong personality, 

His power is enormous, yet his authority is nil. He 

prefers to steer through the middle course where there is 

hardly any risk. His approval of Julia's marriage is an 

example to it. 

The Mayer is a humour-character in the play. When 

Julia demands for repayment of borrowed money, Overton 

humorously says : 

OVERTON. Stay, Miss Dobbs, Stay. 

AS you say, we are old acquaintances, 

and there certainly were some small 

sums of money, which - which - (20) . 

This character is interesting and fine creation of 

Dickens. 

Charles Tomkins 

Charles Tcmkins is a spirited young boy. Fanny con­

veys her destination to him, Tomkins without delay 

reaches there following her information. Thus, Tomkins 

has been introduced to the spectators. It is interesting 

to note that Tomkins becomes emotionally involved with 

Fanny, though it has not been stated directly. This 

character possesses a soft Iheart in addition to his 

simplicity and sincerity. 
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Tomkins's shor t presence leaves a l a s t i n g impress ion 

upon our mind. He reaches the inn with a l o t of hope, bu t 

Fanny d isappoints him. Ins tead of g iv ing Tomkins wairm 

recep t ion , Fanny rece ives him c o l d l y . I t enrages Tomkins 

and he grows susp i c ious . This r e a c t i o n suggests t h a t 

Tomkins i s highly emotional . 

Tomkins i s aggressive i n love , while Fanny as a lov?er 

i s c o n s i s t e n t l y r a t i o n a l . The audience enjoys the humour 

which a r i s e s out of t h e i r c o n t r a s t , Tomkins's haughty 

a t t i t u d e may possibly be explained as pa r t of h i s r u s t i c 

n a t u r e . Many humorous s i t u a t i o n s a r i s e out of h i s mis­

unders tanding . Tomkins a n t i c i p a t e s one t h i n g , but th ings 

happen o therwise . This gives d e l i g h t t o the s p e c t a t o r s , 

F i n a l l y , i t i s worth not ing t h a t Tomkins i s a f ine 

c r e a t i o n of Dickens. His s h o r t b u t s i g n i f i c a n t appearance 

on the s tage not only pleas^i^us bu t adds a charm t o the 

p l a y . 

Chambermaid 

The chambermaid is one of those poor, neglected 

characters for whom Dickens had a natural sympathy. The 

chief function of this character is to guide visitors to 

their respective rooms and to look after their comfort. 

One may question : What is the use of such character in the 

play 7 The introduction of such characters gives a touch 

of realism to the social profile dramatised. 
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Humour 

Charles Dickens i s a master c r e a t o r of humour. As a 

w r i t e r he never forgot t h a t a r t i s p r imar i ly a source of 

amusement. Therefore h i s c h a r a c t e r s , s i t u a t i o n s and d i a ­

logues are soaked in humour though they never take us t o 

the unreal world of f an ta sy . 

In t h i s play he has employed a few comic -cha rac t e r s , 

The Strange Gentleman himself i s a humour-character . He 

looks l i k e a clown. His encounter with John Johnson and Tom 

has been humorously conceived. To some ex ten t Mrs Noakes 

i s a l so a humour-character. Mr Owen Overton, the Mayor, i s 

a l s o a humour cha rac t e r . His presence, u t t e r a n c e s and 

above a l l deal ings with o the r cha rac t e r s t i c k l e the audience, 

Wil l , the t h i r d wa i te r , i s a l s o a humour-character . Consider 

h i s funny d e s c r i p t i o n of the Strange Gentleman. Again, Tom 

Sparks i s a superb e n t e r t a i n e r . In f a c t , h i s sense of 

humour deserves spec ia l a t t e n t i o n . His verba l express ions 

may be r eca l l ed i n t h i s c o n t e x t . When the Strange G e n t l e ­

man wants t o know from him whether he i s a boot o r no t , 

he Says t h a t he i s " the head o* t h a t branch o ' the 

es tab l i shment" (13) . The s p e c t a t o r s a l so b u r s t i n t o 

l augh te r as Fanny and Mary meet John Johnson and the l a t t e r 

f e e l s t h a t ' i n s u l t ' may mar 'marr iage vows ' . In 

The Strange Gentleman Dickens has employed p ic tu resque 

landguage and made some unforge tab le s i t u a t i o n s which evoke 



laughter and fun. The old man, who is alleged to behave 

like a lunatic, is actually a man of perfect sensitivity. 

The plan itself is funny, and again the shifting scene is 

also full of fun. There are several incidents in the play 

produce situational humour. The scene where the old man 

bolts Mrs. Noakes inside to talk to her privately may be 

taken as an example of situational humour. Again, the way 

Julia and the Strange Gentleman try to conceal their 

identities is also full of fun. Most situational humour 

in this play emerge from either misunderstanding or mistaken 

identities. The mock serious verbal exchange between Mary 

and the Strange Gentleman is also a source of situational 

humour. Actually, Mary mistakes the Strange Gentleman for 

Lord Peter. This mistaken identity evokes laughter in our 

heart. 

An interesting aspect of Dicker^s dramatic use of 

verbal humour is the skill with which he creates a deli­

berate ambiguity which leads to all kind of confusion. 

Indirect use of words and phrases like 'the lady', 'her', 

'the other party' etc. are instances in point. We become 

aware of this ambiguous quality of the phrases when Mary 

meets the strange Gentleman as her sister's lover : 
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MARY I You have a r r i v e d a t t h i s h o u s e i n p u r s u i t of a 

young l a d y , i f I m i s t a k e n o t 7 

STRANGE GENTL.J:J1AN : You a r e q u i t e r i g h t ^ m a ' a r o ( A s i d e ) 

M y s t e r i o u s f e m a l e ! 

MARY : I f you a r e t h e g e n t l e m a n I ' m i n s e a r c h o f , you 

w r o t e a h a s t y n o t e a s h o r t t i m e s i n c e , 

s t a t i n g t h a t you would be f o u n d h e r e t h i s 

a f t e r n o o n . 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN : ( d r a w i n g b a c k h i s c h a i r ) . I - I - W r o t e a 

n o t e , ma 'ami 

MARY : You need k e e p n o t h i n g s e c r e t f rom me. S i r . I 

know a l l . 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN ( a s i d e ) . T h a t v i l l a i n . B o o t s , h a s 

d e t r a y e d me 1 Know a l l , ma 'am ? 

MARY : E v e r y t h i n g . 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN ( a s i d e ) : I t m u s t b e s o . S h e ' s c o n s t a ­

b l e ' s wife^iyj. 

MARY : You a r e t h e w r i t e r of t h a t l e t t e r . S i r ? I 

t h i n k I am n o t m i s t a k e n . 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN t You a r e n o t ^ m a ' a m ; I c o n f e s s I d i d 

w r i t e i t . What was I t o do^ma ' am ? C o n s i d e r t h e 

s i t u a t i o n i n which I was p l a c e d , 

MARY : I n y o u r s i t u a t i o n , you h a d , a s i t a p p e a r s t o me, 

o n l y one c o u r s e t o p u r s u e . 
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STRANGE GENTLEMAN. You mean t h e c o u r s e I a d o p t e d ? 

MARY. • U n d o u b t e d l y , 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN : I am v e r y happy t o h e a r you s a y s o , 

t h o u g h of c o u r s e I s h o u l d l i k e i t t o be k e p t a s e c r e t . 

MARY. > Oh, of c o u r s e . 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN (Drawing h i s c h a i r c l o s e t o h e r , and 

s p e a k i n g v e r y s o f t l y ) . W i l l you a l l o w me t o a s k y o u , 

w h e t h e r t h e c o n s t a b l e s a r e d o w n s t a i r s ? 

MARY. » ( S u r p r i s e d ) , The c o n s t a b l e s I 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN i B e c a u s e i f I am t o b e a p p r e h e n d e d , I 

s h o u l d l i k e t o have i t o v e r . I am q u i t e r e a d y , i f 

i t m u s t b e d o n e . 

MARYx » No l e g a l i n t e r f e r e n c e h a s b e e n a t t e m p t e d . T h e r e i s 

n o t h i n g t o p r e v e n t y o u r c o n t i n u i n g y o u r J o u r n e y t o 

- n i g h t , 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN : Bu t w i l l n o t t h e o t h e r p a r t y f o l l o w ? 

MARY I ( L o o k i n g d o w n ) . The o t h e r p a r t y , I am c o m p e l l e d 

t o i n f o r m y o u , i s d e t a i n e d h e r e b y - b y w a n t of f u n d s . 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN ( s t a r t i n g up) : D e t a i n e d h e r e by w a n t of 

f u n d s I H u r r a h J H u r r a h 1 I h a v e c a g e d h im a t l a s t . 

I ' m r e v e n g e d f o r a l l h i s b l u s t e r i n g and b u l l y i n g , 

T h i s i s g l o r i o u s t r i u m p h , h a , h a , h a 1 I h a v e 

n a i l e d him - n a i l e d him t o t h e s p o t '.(fSi). 
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The C r i t i c a l Estimate 

The Strange Gentleman i s a s t range concoct ion indeed . 

The well-worn machinery of farce can be de t ec t ed r a t t l i n g 

and squeaking and the number of "as ides" i s p r o d i g i o u s . 

Harley has one explanatory so l i l oquy of over 5 00 words, 

another of 2 00 words, and so on. I t says much for h i s a r t 

t h a t he ca r r i ed the ro le so w e l l , AS the very f i r s t of 

Dickens 's plays t o be put on a t a publ ic t h e a t r e , the c a s t , 

as p r i n t e d , i s worth p rese rv ing , i f only as a museum p i e c e , 

The cons tant r e p e t i t i o n of the "St James's Arras" a f t e r the 

d e s c r i p t i o n of each cha rac t e r works as though i t were 

in tend as ciimulative reminder of the t h e a t r e i t s e l f - a 

"psychological adver t isement ." 

Although, t e c h n i c a l l y the play may not be s t r i c t l y 

c a l l e d a b u r l e t t a , i t i s f u l l of Dickensian hximour. The 

most important comic device employed by Dickens i n t h i s 

play i s mistaken i d e n t i t y . Both J u l i a and Owen Overton 

mistake The Strange Gentleman as Lord P e t e r and th ink him 

to be an extremely pass ionate man. They th ink t h a t Mr 

Tro t of The Strange Gentleman i s only a d i sguished name 

of Lord P e t e r . 
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J u l i a ' s plan t o ask Lord Peter t o play the Lunat ic 

i s j u s t the thing required for the humorously p a t h e t i c 

s i t u a t i o n of Mr Trot whose most o r i g i n a l and t r u e s i n c e r i t y 

i s regarded by overton as an e x c e l l e n t performance. He 

considers i t as an express ion or r e a l ' p a s s i o n ' and an 

admirable ' Joke ' in i t s e l f , Noakes who i s a c t u a l l y made t 

be l i eve t h a t t h i s Strange Gentleman i s mad c o n t r i b u t e s t o 

the homour of s i t u a t i o n with her exclamation i 

o 

MRS NOAKES (R.H.) . Poor dear ! Mad people always 

th ink other people mad (2 7) . 

The humour i s fu r the r i n t e n s i f i e d by the Strange Gentleman's 

appeal to the Mayor t o secure the one-eyed boots which 

the Mayor construes as a h in t foi: being sen t t o h i s bed 

room : 

STRANGE GE.N3LEMAN. Mr. Mayor, I c a l l upon you t o 

i s sue your warrant for the i n s t a n t confinement 

of t h a t one-eyed Orson i n some place of 

s ecu r i t y (2 8) . 

Another aspect of the hximour of s i t u a t i o n i s c l e v e r l y 

exp lo i t ed by Dickens through h i s s e t t i n g . Room No. 23 i s 

Strange Gentleman's bed room and one i s made aware of h i s 

presence ins ide by h i s pa i r of boots ly ing a t the door . 

Fanny i s under the impression t h a t they are Charles Tomkins's 

b o o t s . Tomkins on the o the r hand has not iced the p a i r of 
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boots a t the entrance of the Room No. 2 3 and he suspects 

t h a t h is r i v a l whom he supposes t o be Fanny 's lover must be 

s leep ing in the same Room No. 23 and h i s confusion becomes 

worse confounded when he no t i ces another p a i r of boots ou t ­

s ide Room No. 24f the Room where Mary's lover John Johnson 

has put up. 

I t i s evident t h a t the coincidences a r i s i n g out of the 

a r r i v a l of th ree s e t s of people a l l p lanning t o ge t Gre tna 

green has been dramat ica l ly exp lo i t ed t o the ex ten t t h a t a l l 

the people are confused. I t i s fo r t h i s reason t h a t the 

has ty note which Fanny rece ives from Tomkins and the mys­

t e r i o u s note which J u l i a has asked Lord Pe t e r to wr i t e 

have both been confused with the Strange Gentleman's 

anonymous l e t t e r . The confusion with " the o ther par ty" i s 

b e s t seen in the conversa t ion between The Strange Gentleman 

and Overton : 

bTRANGE GKNTLEMAN. I thought I was managing properly. 

I understood the o the r pa r ty was de ta ined h e r e , 

by want of funds. 

OVERTON : Want of fundsl The re ' s no want of funds i n 

t h a t q u a r t e r , I can t e l l you. 

STRANGK GENTLEMAN : An' t t h e r e , though ? 

OVERTON : Bless you, no. Three thousand a yearl - But 

who to ld you t h e r e was a want of funds ? 
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STRANGE GENTLEMAN : Why, she d i d . 

OVERTON : Shei you have seen h e r t h e n ? She t o l d me 

you had n o t . 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN : Nonsense; d o n ' t b e l i e v e h e r , she 

was i n t h i s v e r y room h a l f an hour ago . 

OVERTON : Then I must have mi sunde r s tood h e r , and you 

must have m i s u n d e r s t o o d h e r t o o . - But t o 

r e t u r n t o b u s i n e s s . Don ' t you t h i n k i t would 

keep up appea rances i f I had you put under some 

r e s t r a i n t . 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN : I t h i n k i t would . I am v e r y much 

o b l i g e d t o you ,.«« (2 4). 

Humour a l s o s p r i n g s n a t u r a l l y when Over ton t r i e s t o 

p u t t h e S t r a n g e Gentleman under r e s t r a i n t f o r f e i g n e d 

m a d n e s s . The S t range Gengleman t a k e s i t t o be an e x c e l l e n t 

r e s p o n s e t o h i s anonymous l e t t e r s e n t t o O v e r t o n . The en t i j r e 

s i t u a t i o n becomes cha rged wi th r o l l i c k i n g fun when t h e 

S t r a n g e Gentleman i s a g a i n confused : 

SRANGE GENTLEMAN. Y e s - Y e s - I s a y , what a q u e e r room 

t h i s i s of m i n e . Somebody has been t a p p i n g a t 

t he wal l f o r t h e l a s t h a l f h o u r , l i k e a whole 

f o r e s t of wood«peckers . 
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OVERTON. D o n ' t you know who t h a t was ? 

STRANGE GENTLEX-iAN. N o . 

OVERTON. The o t h e r p a r t y . 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN ( a l a r m e d ) . The o t h e r p a r t y 1 

OVERTON. To be s u r e - The o t h e r p a r t y i s g o i n g 

w i t h y o u . 

STRANGE GENTLEMAN : G o i n g w i t h me I - I n t h e 

same c h a i s e i ( 3 6 ) . 

The above i l l u s t r a t i o n s b e a r t e s t i m o n y t o D i c k e n s ' s 

s u p e r b c r a f t s m a n s h i p . I n d e e d , he i s n o t o n l y a h u m o r i s t 

b u t a c r e a t o r of i n n o v a t i v e p l o t s and s i t u a t i o n s . 


