
our mutual friend
Our Mutual Friend is a novel by Charles Dickens, first published in
1864-1865. This remarkable work is often regarded as one of Dickens’s finest
achievements, showcasing his mastery of character development and social
commentary. Set against the backdrop of Victorian London, the story weaves a
complex narrative filled with intrigue, romance, and moral lessons. This
article delves into the themes, characters, and significance of the novel,
illuminating why it continues to resonate with readers today.

Overview of the Novel

Our Mutual Friend unfolds around the mysterious death of a wealthy man, Mr.
Harmon, and the subsequent battle over his fortune. The narrative intricately
interlaces the lives of various characters, each representing different
facets of society. At the heart of the story is the theme of money and its
corrupting influence, which Dickens explores through the lives of the
characters intertwined by fate and mutual connections.

Plot Summary

The plot revolves around the inheritance left by the deceased Mr. Harmon. The
story introduces us to several key characters:

1. John Harmon: The heir who is expected to inherit his father’s wealth but
is presumed dead.
2. Bella Wilfer: A young woman who aspires to marry for wealth but gradually
learns the value of love and relationships.
3. Rodney “Rogue” Riderhood: A schemer who plans to benefit from Harmon’s
supposed death.
4. Mr. Boffin: A working-class man who unexpectedly inherits the wealth and
becomes embroiled in the complexities of wealth and morality.
5. Jenny Wren: A young girl with a disability who serves as a poignant
reminder of innocence and resilience amidst social hardship.

As the plot unfolds, the reader navigates through a series of events that
highlight the interactions between these characters, leading to a conclusion
that emphasizes the importance of genuine human connections over mere
financial gain.

Thematic Exploration

Our Mutual Friend is rich in themes that reflect Dickens’s critique of



Victorian society. Some of the prominent themes include:

1. Wealth and Morality

The novel presents a dichotomy between wealth and morality. Dickens
illustrates how the pursuit of money can lead to moral decay. Several
characters, such as the Boffins, initially seem to navigate wealth with
integrity but find themselves tested by greed and manipulation. Conversely,
characters like Bella Wilfer evolve throughout the narrative, learning that
true happiness lies in love and relationships rather than in financial gain.

2. Social Class and Identity

The story intricately examines social class and the fluidity of identity.
Dickens portrays a diverse cast of characters from various social
backgrounds, showcasing how wealth can alter one’s status and perceptions.
The Boffins’ transformation from working-class to wealthy individuals serves
as a critical commentary on the nature of identity and the societal values
associated with wealth.

3. The Nature of Friendship

True to the title, the theme of friendship and connection is central to the
narrative. The relationships formed throughout the story, whether genuine or
manipulative, underscore the importance of mutual understanding and support.
Characters who initially seem self-serving often reveal deeper motivations
tied to loyalty and friendship as the story progresses.

4. Death and Resurrection

The motif of death and rebirth recurs throughout the novel. The initial death
of Mr. Harmon sets off a chain reaction that leads to personal
transformations among the characters. The concept of resurrection is
symbolized through personal growth and the realization of what truly matters
in life.

Character Analysis

The characters in Our Mutual Friend are among Dickens’s most memorable, each
serving a specific purpose that contributes to the overarching themes of the
novel.



1. Bella Wilfer

Bella starts as a materialistic young woman who desires wealth above all
else. Throughout the novel, her character develops significantly as she
encounters different people and experiences. Her journey from superficiality
to a deeper understanding of love and fulfillment makes her a relatable and
dynamic character.

2. John Harmon

Although he is presumed dead for much of the narrative, John Harmon plays a
pivotal role in shaping the storyline. His character represents the struggle
between societal expectations and personal desires. As he navigates the
challenges of his identity, readers see a reflection of the human condition
in the face of adversity.

3. Mr. Boffin

Mr. Boffin embodies the complexities of wealth. Initially, he is depicted as
a benevolent and kind-hearted individual who wishes to use his newfound
fortune for good. However, as the story progresses, he faces moral dilemmas
that challenge his character and values, showcasing the transformative power
of wealth.

4. Rogue Riderhood

Rogue Riderhood serves as the antagonist, representing the darker side of
ambition and greed. His unscrupulous actions highlight the lengths people
will go to acquire wealth, making him a compelling foil to the more virtuous
characters in the story.

Significance of the Novel

Our Mutual Friend stands as a significant work in Dickens’s oeuvre for
several reasons:

1. Social Commentary

Through the lens of fiction, Dickens critiques the societal norms of his
time, particularly regarding wealth, class, and morality. The novel serves as



a mirror reflecting the complexities of Victorian society, encouraging
readers to question their values regarding wealth and relationships.

2. Literary Techniques

Dickens employs a range of literary techniques, including vivid imagery,
complex characterizations, and intricate plot structures. His ability to
weave multiple storylines together demonstrates his skill as a storyteller
and his understanding of human nature.

3. Enduring Relevance

Despite being set in the 19th century, the themes explored in Our Mutual
Friend remain relevant today. The ongoing discussions about wealth, identity,
and the nature of human connections resonate with contemporary readers,
making the novel a timeless classic.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Our Mutual Friend is a profound exploration of the human
condition, woven through a narrative rich with themes of wealth, morality,
and friendship. Dickens’s ability to create complex characters and interlace
their stories highlights the intricacies of human relationships and societal
expectations. As readers engage with the novel, they are invited to reflect
on their values and the true meaning of connection in an increasingly
materialistic world. This enduring work continues to captivate audiences,
proving that the lessons it imparts are as relevant today as they were in the
Victorian era.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Our Mutual
Friend'?
The main themes in 'Our Mutual Friend' include social class and its
implications, the nature of wealth and poverty, love and relationships, and
the complexities of human morality.

How does Charles Dickens portray the character of



Gaffer Hexam in 'Our Mutual Friend'?
Gaffer Hexam is portrayed as a morally ambiguous character, embodying the
struggles of the working class while also highlighting the darker side of
human nature through his actions as a river scavenger.

What role does the River Thames play in 'Our Mutual
Friend'?
The River Thames serves as a significant symbol in 'Our Mutual Friend',
representing both life and death, as well as the connection between different
social classes and the fluidity of wealth.

How does 'Our Mutual Friend' address the issue of
identity?
'Our Mutual Friend' addresses identity through its characters’ struggles with
societal expectations and personal desires, notably through the character of
Bella Wilfer, who navigates her sense of self in relation to wealth and love.

What is the significance of the title 'Our Mutual
Friend'?
The title 'Our Mutual Friend' emphasizes the interconnectedness of the
characters and their shared relationships, suggesting that friendship and
social bonds transcend class divisions and personal ambitions.
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