
Great Expectations – by Charles Dickens - our June choice at Saint Georges 

 

(Including both endings) 
 

 

Great Expectations is one of the most famous classics - heralded as a masterpiece 

of English literature. Studied by generations of schoolchildren and academics - 

every aspect has been dissected and mulled over. Petrified students have sat 

waiting for the dreaded exam questions. 

 

We had two hours on Monday evening to share our views. But we didn’t have to 

sit an exam. We had been able to read for pleasure and to enjoy the experience. 

Such a relief, as some of us had been put off Dickens by having to read his work 

when we were too young to appreciate it. 

 

Great Expectations was Dickens' second-to-last complete novel. It was first 

published as a weekly series in 1860 and in book form in 1861. Early reviews 

were mixed, some disliking Dickens' tendency to exaggerate both plot and 

characters, but readers were so enthusiastic that the 1861 edition required five 

printings.  

 

The Atlantic in 1861 gave an ecstatic review: We take great joy in recording our 

conviction that Great Expectations is a masterpiece. 

 

Great Expectations can be read as a morality tale of a young boy’s coming of 

age; and his sudden and unexpected rise from the working class to leisured class. 

The novel can also be read as an ironic commentary, a social critique on money 

and how that commodity affects everyone around it. It can also be enjoyed as a 

gripping mystery story full of secrets and with a wonderful array of shady 

characters, thieves and murderers. In the end, Great Expectations is an 

unforgettable tale about fate, and how a chance encounter radically alters Pip’s 

life and those around him. 

 

Like Dickens himself, in his early years the young Pip seems powerless to stand 

against injustice or to realise his dreams for a better life. Dickens’ father spent 

time in a debtors’ prison and the twelve-year-old Dickens was sent to work in a 

shoe polish factory to help support his family. This experience must have left  

deep scars. He must then have dreamt of a better life for himself. Pip draws on 

Dickens’ own life. We admire how Dickens clawed his way out of his humble 

origins, with a limited formal education, to become the most celebrated writer of 

his generation. His first work Pickwick Papers was published when he was only 

twenty-one. However, as Dickens matured, like Pip, he reached an important 



realisation: grand schemes and dreams, even when fulfilled are not as we 

imagined them.  

 

 

Victorian readers appreciated the melodramatic scenes and the revised, more 

hopeful ending. Some still puzzle over Dickens' revision that ends the novel with 

sudden optimism. They suggest that the sales of Dickens' magazine All the Year 

Round, in which the series first appeared, was assured by gluing on a happy 

ending that hints Pip and Estella will unite at last. Some critics point out that the 

original ending is better because it is more realistic, since Pip must earn self-

knowledge by giving up his obsession with Estella. However, Victorian readers 

eagerly followed the story of Pip, episode by episode, assuming that the 

protagonist's love and patience would win out in the end. Some modern editions 

contain both denouements for the reader to choose a preference. 

 

The beautiful but cold Estella spurned Pip’s love for her and treated him in a 

haughty and cruel manner- yet he still adored her. We reflected on the human 

tendency to fall in love with people who treat us badly and are often unattainable. 

Some of us could understand Pip’s obsession very well; others were less 

convinced and felt that he would have eventually got over her as he grew up.  

When they meet again at the end of the novel, Estella is a widow and has had a 

very unhappy marriage The favoured and most accepted ending is the more 

romantic one which gives us the impression that Pip and Estella will have a 

future together. 

 

Estella tells Pip: 

 

“Suffering has been stronger than all other teaching and has taught me to 

understand what your heart used to be. I have been bent and broken, but – I hope 

into a better shape. Be as considerate and good to me as you were, and tell me 

we are friends.” 

“We are friends” said I, rising and bending over her, as she rose from the bench. 

“And will continue friends apart,” said Estella. 

 

I took her hand in mine, and we went out of the ruined place; and, as the 

morning mists had risen long ago when I first left the forge, so, the evening mists 

were rising now, and in all the broad expanse of tranquil light they showed to me, 

I saw the shadow of no parting from her. 

 

In the original ending they meet by chance on a London street. Estella has 

already married again. And Pip has moved on too - he refers to “how his heart 

used to be.” Much more realistic in my opinion! 

 



I had heard of the death of her husband (from an accident consequent on ill-

treating a horse), and of her being married again to a Shropshire doctor, who, 

against his interest, had once very manfully interposed, on an occasion when he 

was in professional attendance on Mr. Drummle, and had witnessed some 

outrageous treatment of her. I had heard that the Shropshire doctor was not rich, 

and that they lived on her own personal fortune. 

 

I was in England again — in London, and walking along Piccadilly with little 

Pip — when a servant came running after me to ask would I step back to a lady 

in a carriage who wished to speak to me. It was a little pony carriage, which the 

lady was driving; and the lady and I looked sadly enough on one another. 

 

"I am greatly changed, I know; but I thought you would like to shake hands with 

Estella, too, Pip. Lift up that pretty child and let me kiss it!" (She supposed the 

child, I think, to be my child.) 

 

I was very glad afterwards to have had the interview; for, in her face and in her 

voice, and in her touch, she gave me the assurance, that suffering had been 

stronger than Miss Havisham’s teaching, and had given her a heart to 

understand what my heart used to be 

 

But the romantic ending is definitely more popular with readers – and with most 

of our group. 

 

I won’t attempt here to convey the complicated twists and turns of the plot. We 

admired the fast pace of the narrative and the range of colourful characters 

especially captured our imaginations. We agreed that they are somewhat 

melodramatic, especially Miss Havisham, who has stopped the clocks and still 

wears her white wedding dress which has frayed and yellowed with age. Her 

wedding cake still sits on the table and is covered in maggots. She has never 

recovered from being jilted at the altar.  

 

Over the top? Some of us thought so. But we all know people who are bitter and 

unforgiving and unable to move on. We have also experienced cold and selfish 

women like Estella. But Estella’s willingness to be manipulated by Miss 

Havisham was less convincing. Miss Havisham adopts her and grooms her to 

take revenge on men. Wouldn’t Estella have rebelled at such an upbringing? 

 

Biddy, Pip’s loyal, intelligent and humble friend from his own social class, is a 

complete contrast to Estella. Biddy is true and kind and accepts her lot in life. 

She appreciates the value in Joe - Pip’s dear and loving Uncle -and eventually 

marries him. Dickens paints his women as virtuous and caring, whiter than white 



characters, or as evil, hard-hearted women. For Dickens, as for many other 

writers of the period, women are portrayed either as whores or as virgins.  

 

The male characters are more rounded individuals and are portrayed more 

sympathetically. 

 

Magwitch, the convict who is Pip’s anonymous benefactor, symbolises the soul 

of goodness in things evil.  He redeems his past crimes by risking his life for his 

love of Pip. Dickens also shows us how Magwitch is forced into a life of crime. 

Magwitch’s earliest memory is being so hungry that he is forced to steal so that 

he can eat. He is an orphan like Pip. If he had had a better start in life, we are led 

to believe that he would not have become a criminal. Pip has had the mixed 

fortune of being raised “by hand” by his resentful elder sister. Joe Gargery, his 

brother in law, protects him from the harsh treatment meted out by his sister. If 

Magwitch had had a Joe in his life, perhaps he would have been a different 

person. 

 

Joe is the rock in Pip’s life. He nurses him through a serious illness even after Pip 

has humiliated and rejected him. We all felt angry at Pip’s snobbish, unkind and 

unjust reaction to Joe when he visits him in London. Pip has become ashamed of 

Joe, now that he is mixing in “polite” society. Pip later learns how wrong he was 

to be such a snob and not to appreciate a true friend. 

 

Some of the minor characters and sub-plots are very entertaining .The puffed-up 

Pumblechook and the worthy Wemmick’s “castle” in Walworth - where the aged 

parent is so tenderly cared for- are excellent examples. Mr Wopsle - the church 

clerk who moves to London to become an actor is amusing because his acting is 

so bad. Herbert Pocket is a faithful and good friend to Pip. But his business skills 

are lacking - he is too nice and not ruthless enough - it is only through Pip’s help 

that he has success in getting his business off the ground. 

 

Other minor characters are more menacing and add to the mysterious atmosphere, 

which is built up slowly throughout the novel. Orlick - the journeyman in Joe’s 

forge - is the embodiment of evil. He takes a malicious pleasure in hurting people. 

Compeyson - Magwitch’s former partner in crime- is an educated gentleman - in 

contrast with Magwitch. Jaggers, the lawyer, is a complex mix of good and bad. 

He has the power to sway the court in favour of his clients and he exploits this. 

Many of his clients are terrified of him. 

 

Dickens interweaves the characters skilfully – often creating coincidental links 

between them. Magwitch, the convict, proves to be the proud Estella’s father. 

Compeyson is revealed as the man who jilted Miss Havisham. Jaggers’ 



housekeeper Molly is Estella’s mother. Are these coincidences or destined by 

fate? 

 

Great Expectations proved to be a very enjoyable read for us - all 556 pages. 

Here are some comments: 

 

“ I loved every moment from front to back. It’s my favourite novel of all. And 

yet I hated Dickens when I was forced to read his books at school. Thank 

goodness I tried again in my thirties-and now I love his work.” 

 

“ Just one chapter can be packed with comedy and be thrilling too. The first 

chapter which introduces Pip and Magwitch is a masterful piece of writing.” 

 

“ I was struck by how contemporary it is. I liked the self mocking humorous style 

very much.” 

 

“Dickens’ observation of the arrogance of the British still rings true”  

 

We Britons had at the time particularly settled that it was reasonable to doubt 

our having and our being the best of everything: otherwise, while I was scared by 

the immensity of London, I think I might have had some doubts whether it was 

not rather ugly, crooked, narrow or dirty. 

 

“ As a German, sometimes I was struggling with the language of Victorian 

England, but I still enjoyed it very much.” 

 

“As a Brit, I also had to check the meaning of some words.” 

 

“ It was like a bag of all-sorts - at times too sweet and sickly for my taste and 

then too dark like liquorice.” 

 

“I enjoyed the power of the storytelling. Dickens’ brilliant eye for observation.” 

 

“ It was a rip roaring tale - told at such a pace that it was never boring.” 

 

“ It was the first time I’d read it. I could see it has been very influential in the 

way literature has developed.” 

 

“ I was impressed that Dickens is not judgmental in any way even though his 

characters are very black and white.” 

 

“It was very entertaining with a moral sting in the tale!” 

 



“ The irony counteracts the moral story. It’s a very successful social critique of 

Victorian society.” 

 

“ Great Expectations was the soap opera of its day. The serialisation of episodes 

led to cliff- hangers at the end of chapters, which are cleverly constructed to keep 

us reading. I could imagine Victorian families sitting around the fire guessing 

together how the plot would develop.” 

 

“The names Dickens gives to his characters are fascinating – are there hidden 

meanings to be found? Is Miss Havisham a wordplay on haves him?” 

 

“I would choose Great Expectations as the book I am allowed to take to a desert 

island with me. Desert Island Discs is one of my favourite radio programmes.”  

  

British actress Miriam Margolyes has created a marvellous one-woman show on 

Dickens’ Women – which I can highly recommend. She accepted my invitation 

to do the show at Wandsworth Prison in London to 300 male inmates - it went 

down extremely well. Her embittered and cold Miss Havisham was chilling. The 

inmates were soon requesting Dickens from the prison library. Great 

Expectations was their favourite.  

 

Dickens was a wonderful social commentator and a brilliant storyteller. We can 

see why the story of Pip and his great expectations captured the hearts of 

generations. And - with one exception - our hearts too. 

 

 


