our mutual friend by charles dickens

Our Mutual Friend is one of Charles Dickens's most celebrated novels, published in
1864-1865. It is a complex exploration of social class, wealth, and the human condition,
woven through a narrative that is both engaging and rich in character development.
Dickens, known for his keen observations of Victorian society, uses this novel to delve into
themes of love, greed, and the impact of money on relationships. The story unfolds in
London, a city that serves as both a backdrop and a character in its own right, reflecting the
tumultuous social changes of the 19th century.

Plot Overview

Our Mutual Friend revolves around the inheritance of a substantial fortune belonging to the
recently deceased John Harmon. His will stipulates that his wealth should go to the person
who can retrieve it from the River Thames, where it is believed he drowned. This sets off a
chain of events that intertwines the lives of several characters, each representing different
social strata and moral dilemmas.

Main Characters

The novel boasts a diverse cast of characters, each intricately crafted and serving a
purpose in the overarching narrative. Some of the most significant include:

1. John Harmon: The heir to a significant fortune, whose death sets the plot in motion.

2. Bella Wilfer: A young woman initially motivated by wealth but evolves throughout the
story.

3. Rodney “Rogue” Riderhood: A morally ambiguous character who embodies the struggles
of the lower class.

4. Mr. and Mrs. Boffin: Wealthy characters who represent the challenges and pitfalls of
sudden wealth.

5. Lizzie Hexam: The daughter of a grave-digger who becomes a focal point for themes of
love and sacrifice.

6. Julius Handford: A figure of aristocratic ambition, representing the upper class's greed.

Setting

The setting of Our Mutual Friend is crucial to understanding its themes. Dickens paints a
vivid portrait of 19th-century London, emphasizing its stark class divisions and the impact
of industrialization. Key locations include:

- The Thames: The river serves as a metaphor for the flow of life and death, reflecting the
fortunes and misfortunes of the characters.

- The Boffin's House: A symbol of newfound wealth, representing both the joys and the
burdens that come with it.



- The Graveyard: A recurring motif that underscores the novel's exploration of life, death,
and legacy.

Themes and Motifs

Our Mutual Friend is rich in themes that resonate with contemporary readers, as they
explore universal human experiences.

Wealth and Class

The novel critically examines the relationship between wealth and morality. Dickens
portrays wealth as both a source of power and a corrupting force. Characters like the
Boffins, who come into money unexpectedly, struggle with their new identities and the
expectations that come with wealth. The contrasting lives of the impoverished Hexams and
the affluent upper class highlight the disparities and injustices of society.

Love and Sacrifice

At its core, Our Mutual Friend is also a love story. Bella Wilfer's journey from a materialistic
perspective to one where love and sacrifice take precedence showcases the transformative
power of relationships. The love between Bella and John Harmon evolves, emphasizing the
idea that true happiness lies not in wealth but in genuine connections with others.

Identity and Transformation

Many characters in the novel undergo significant transformations, reflecting the fluidity of

identity in a rapidly changing society. Bella’s evolution from a gold digger to a woman who
values love over money encapsulates this theme. Similarly, the character of Lizzie Hexam

represents the struggle for self-identity amidst societal pressures.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in Our Mutual Friend is essential for grasping the novel's
deeper meanings.

Bella Wilfer

Bella Wilfer is one of the most dynamic characters in the story. Initially portrayed as
materialistic and shallow, her character undergoes a profound transformation. Throughout



the novel, she grapples with her desires and ultimately learns to value love and integrity
over wealth. Her relationship with John Harmon serves as a catalyst for this growth,
demonstrating Dickens's belief in the redemptive power of love.

Mr. and Mrs. Boffin

The Boffins are a compelling representation of the duality of wealth. While they initially
appear benevolent and generous, their experiences reveal the complexities of affluence.
They face challenges that test their character and morality, ultimately leading to a re-
evaluation of their priorities. Their journey reflects Dickens's critique of the upper class and
the often superficial nature of social relationships.

Lizzie Hexam

Lizzie Hexam stands out as a figure of resilience and strength. As the daughter of a grave-
digger, she navigates the harsh realities of life while maintaining her integrity. Her
relationship with both her father and Bella offers insights into the familial bonds that shape
her identity. Lizzie's character embodies the struggle between social class and personal
virtue, making her one of the novel's most relatable figures.

Literary Style and Techniques

Dickens employs various literary techniques in Our Mutual Friend, enhancing the narrative's
depth and complexity.

Use of Symbolism

Symbolism plays a significant role in the novel. The Thames River, for instance, symbolizes
the unpredictable nature of life, while the dust mounds represent the industrial age's
impact on society. These symbols enrich the text, inviting readers to engage with the
underlying messages.

Social Commentary

As with many of Dickens's works, Our Mutual Friend serves as a critical social commentary
on Victorian society. Through its characters and plot, the novel addresses issues such as
poverty, class disparities, and the moral implications of wealth. Dickens uses satire and
irony to expose the flaws of the social system, encouraging readers to reflect on their
values.



Complex Narrative Structure

The novel's structure is intricate, weaving together multiple plotlines and perspectives.
Dickens masterfully balances various character arcs, creating a tapestry of interconnected
lives. This complexity not only keeps readers engaged but also emphasizes the theme of
interconnectedness in society.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Our Mutual Friend is a masterful exploration of wealth, class, and the human
experience. Through a rich tapestry of characters and a complex narrative structure,
Dickens invites readers to reflect on the moral implications of their choices and the nature
of true happiness. The novel remains relevant today, resonating with contemporary
audiences grappling with similar issues of identity, love, and societal expectations. As one
of Dickens's final works, it encapsulates his literary genius and offers invaluable insights
into the human condition, making it a timeless classic deserving of study and appreciation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Our Mutual
Friend'?
The main themes of 'Our Mutual Friend' include the nature of wealth and its impact on

relationships, the struggle for identity, the complexities of social class, and the moral
implications of greed and corruption.

Who are the central characters in 'Our Mutual Friend'?

The central characters include John Harmon, who inherits a fortune; Bella Wilfer, his love
interest; Eugene Wrayburn, a lawyer; and the Boffin family, particularly Mr. Boffin, who
becomes the accidental guardian of the inheritance.

How does Dickens portray the theme of social class in
'‘Our Mutual Friend'?

Dickens portrays social class as a significant determinant of identity and morality,
illustrating how characters navigate and are affected by their class positions, often
highlighting the hypocrisy and superficiality of the upper classes compared to the genuine
values of the working class.

What role does the River Thames play in 'Our Mutual



Friend'?

The River Thames acts as a symbol of both life and death, reflecting the characters'
journeys and the broader social issues of Victorian London. It serves as a backdrop for
themes of pollution, decay, and rebirth.

How does 'Our Mutual Friend' address the concept of
inheritance?

Inheritance in 'Our Mutual Friend' serves as a catalyst for the plot, examining how wealth
affects character and relationships, revealing the moral dilemmas and transformations that
arise from the pursuit of money.

What is the significance of the character of Mr. Boffin in
the novel?

Mr. Boffin represents the idea of 'self-made' wealth and the potential for goodness in the
face of corruption. His character highlights the transformative power of money and the
moral choices that come with it.

How does Dickens use humor in 'Our Mutual Friend'?

Dickens employs humor through his vivid characterizations, witty dialogue, and satirical
portrayals of social norms, using comedic elements to critique societal issues while
providing relief amidst darker themes.
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