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Abstract: 
This article examines why David Barry's Mr Micawber Down Under must 

undo the prosperous Australian ending of Charles Dickens's David Copperfield in 

order to preserve Wilkins Micawber's comic identity. The analysis focuses on the 
sequel's programmatic epigraphs, Melbourne setting, pawned-clock episode, verbal 

manner, and reinstatement of rent arrears. Reading these passages beside Dickens's 

introduction of Micawber, his debtor-prison scenes, and the colonial epilogue, the 
article argues that Barry practices comic fidelity through structural infidelity. 

Malcolm Andrews's account of Micawber as a self-interrupting monologue performer 

clarifies Barry's imitation of cadence, bathos, gesture, and rhetorical excess. Margot 

C. Finn's history of personal credit, together with work on neo-Victorian adaptation 
and Dickensian plot, shows that insolvency is not merely background adversity: it is 

the social mechanism through which Micawber continually performs gentility, 

misfortune, hope, and moral character before creditors and family. Barry therefore 
reopens Dickens's closure so that repetition can produce variation. The result suggests 

that a legacy comic character survives not by remaining where the precursor leaves 

him, but by recovering the contradictions that closure temporarily suppresses. 
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Introduction 
Wilkins Micawber's prosperity at the end of David Copperfield presents an 

unusual problem for continuation. Throughout Dickens's novel, Micawber is 

animated by the mismatch between genteel self-presentation and material failure. His 

imposing collar, cane, and polished periods promise command; creditors, pawn 
tickets, and prison expose the promise as recurrent fantasy. In Australia, however, 

Dickens makes the fantasy real. The Port Middlebay newspaper celebrates him as a 

district magistrate whose "polished and highly-ornate address" recounts a "successful 
career" while warning listeners against "pecuniary liabilities" (Dickens 704). The 
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joke survives in the overblown report, but the condition that repeatedly generated it 

has been cured. Once insolvency becomes recollection rather than danger, Micawber 
can make a speech about debt but can no longer enact his characteristic cycle of 

collapse and recovery. 

 

Barry's sequel begins by identifying this closure as its central obstacle. Its 
epigraphs juxtapose Micawber's famous arithmetic, Mrs Micawber's conviction that 

Australia is his "legitimate sphere of action," and G. K. Chesterton's protest that 

"Micawber never did succeed, never ought to succeed" (Barry 4). The arrangement 
makes continuation an argument with the precursor. Barry does not simply ask what 

happened after emigration; he asks which element of Dickens has authority: the long 

comic pattern of the novel or its brief colonial settlement. George P. Landow 
accordingly calls the sequel a "Chestertonian correction" that is "truer to the 

character" than Dickens's pensioning-off (Landow). Fidelity here cannot mean 

obedience to the last known fact; it means restoring the dynamic through which 

readers recognize Micawber. 
 

Such restoration belongs to the doubleness of neo-Victorian adaptation. 

Charlotte Boyce and Elodie Rousselot write that adaptations are "inherently double" 
and "haunted at all times" by their sources (5). Their account is particularly apt for a 

sequel whose opening quotations openly stage disagreement with Dickens. Emily 

Bell's collection likewise describes modern culture's continuing quest to "'find' 
Charles Dickens and recapture the characteristically Dickensian" (Bell). Barry's 

recapture is selective and corrective: he retains voice, family loyalty, optimism, and 

bodily theatricality while refusing the terminal prosperity Dickens grants them. 

 
Dana Shiller's formulation of Dickensian plot sharpens the paradox. Dickens 

creates "labyrinthine, knotted plots" that "miraculously untie" at the end (Shiller 24). 

Shiller then quotes Robert Caserio's argument that "every plot is pervaded by a 
counterforce that undoes plotting" (26). Barry pulls one apparently secured thread 

loose: his Micawber is back in arrears in muddy Melbourne, selling a defective family 

clock and converting the proceeds into port. This article argues that such structural 

unfaithfulness is the prerequisite for comic fidelity. Barry's surviving Micawber must 
remain economically exposed because insolvency gives practical occasion to his 

rhetoric, performance, buoyancy, and ethically unstable charm. 

The Mechanics of Comic Persistence: Voice, Affect, and Caricature 
Dickens designs Micawber first as a visible and audible contradiction. His 

clothes are "shabby," but his collar is "imposing"; his cane is jaunty but has "rusty 

tassels"; his face and bald head are extravagantly expansive (Dickens 131). The house 
repeats the body: Windsor Terrace is "shabby like himself" yet makes "all the show it 

could" (132). Material objects therefore establish what Andrews calls the linguistic 

analogue of Micawber's "shabby-gentility": his speech is ornately dressed but cannot 
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sustain its elevation (Andrews 66). When he offers to guide David, "peregrinations," 

"metropolis," and "arcana of the Modern Babylon" accumulate until "in short" 
abruptly produces the plain possibility that David might "lose" himself (Dickens 132). 

Magniloquence creates height; self-interruption supplies the fall. 

 

Andrews identifies Micawber as a "sublime monologue specialist" who 
"endearingly interrupts himself" (65). The adverb matters. Micawber's bathos does 

not merely expose a hypocrite from outside; he unconsciously performs his own 

deflation. His listeners hear both social aspiration and comic release in the movement 
from polysyllabic ceremony to blunt monosyllable. Andrews observes that the 

resulting "shock switch" occurs when Micawber reins in his own "stately" phrasing 

with "in short" (66). Because the character punctures himself, laughter need not 
harden into contempt. His language is fraudulent and candid at once: it disguises an 

ordinary fact, then blurts it out. 

 

Barry reconstructs this rhythm in the pawnbroker scene. Asked directly how 
much he wants, Micawber replies that he believed the point, although 

"circumnavigated" by testimony about the clock, had "in short, been reached" (Barry 

5). The sentence repeats Dickens's favorite machinery: nominal abstraction, 
unnecessary qualification, self-conscious enunciation, and a final plain clause 

introduced by the verbal brake. Barry makes the cadence bodily by noting that 

Micawber "savours each consonant" and uses a "measured, refined tone" for a man 
he considers inferior (5). Andrews's description of the voice's "legato swell" meeting 

a "breakwater" (67) thus becomes almost audible in Barry's imitation. 

 

The sequel also understands that Micawberian rhetoric needs resistance. In 
Dickens, interlocutors are often reduced to audiences; Andrews remarks that such 

performers need other people principally as "sounding boards" (57). Barry's 

pawnbroker refuses that role. "Get to the point!" he snaps after Micawber praises 
horological precision (Barry 4). The command both interrupts and licenses another 

flourish. Offered one pound, Micawber invokes death's sting, ancestral heritage, 

pecuniary shackles, a knife, and his bosom before quickly conceding the price (5). 

His speech converts haggling into melodrama, but the pawnbroker's indifference 
restores the transaction's petty scale. Comedy comes from the collision of 

incompatible measures: Micawber treats one pound as tragedy while his listener 

watches the clock hands. 
 

Barry's visual characterization similarly varies Dickens without abandoning 

the type. Dickens's Micawber walks upright and hums once he is free of the counting-
house; even after a creditor drives him toward despair, he soon polishes his shoes and 

leaves home "humming a tune with a greater air of gentility than ever" (Dickens 134). 

Barry places the same actor in Melbourne mud. He wears his top hat at a rakish angle, 
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not from daring, but to redirect rain down his back; his mud-caked legs resemble 

brown stockings worn over black tights. The scene preserves silhouette and self-
possession while letting colonial matter deform them. Barry's description of a 

"dignified, though down-at-heel, actor-manager" (Barry 2) is especially exact, since 

Micawber's dignity has always been stage management conducted under hostile 

material conditions. 
 

Andrews argues that Dickens does not merely narrate comic anecdotes but 

"projects" them as if onstage (26). Barry's Collins Street crossing adopts that 
dramaturgy. Micawber raises his tasselled cane, deliberates like an Olympian, dodges 

vehicles, and attempts to salute the departing Ballarat coach. The movement is 

pantomimic yet purposeful: he protects the clock under his arm because it is about to 
become credit. Gesture, prop, danger, and social pose are synchronized. The colonial 

relocation consequently does more than furnish exotic scenery. It supplies new 

obstacles against which a familiar performance can become visible. 

 
The contrast between Barry's first two chapters reinforces the specificity of 

Micawber's voice. Ridger Begs, Emma's suitor, is "not one for making speeches" and 

reduces proposal to "Why don't we get spliced?" (Barry 12). Emma responds that 
there are already "more than enough orators" in her family (13). Beside Micawber's 

surplus of language, Ridger's verbal shortage establishes rhetoric as a family 

economy. Micawber spends words with the same liberality with which he spends 
money; therefore, Barry is not content to reproduce catchphrases; he embeds 

Micawber's cadence in a world whose quieter figures reveal it as excessive. 

 

Affective fidelity depends on the same balance. Dickens first shows 
Micawber "transported with grief and mortification," but "within half-an-hour 

afterwards" he polishes his shoes and goes out "humming a tune" (Dickens 134). 

Dickens later calls him "a thoroughly good-natured man" who is active about 
everything except his own personal affairs (140). These reversals prevent despair or 

irresponsibility from becoming definitive. Barry preserves that elasticity when fear 

"froze him for an instant" at the pawnbroker's door, before he soon "strutted briskly" 

into a wine merchant to choose "the very best port" (Barry 7). Readers recognize the 
irresponsibility, but also the almost miraculous rebound. Comic persistence is thus 

temporal: no emotional state, creditor's demand, or apparent catastrophe can keep 

Micawber still. 

The Economy of Insolvency: Rewriting Debt and Respectability 

Debt in David Copperfield is not a numerical fact hidden behind Micawber's 

comedy; it organizes rooms, relations, meals, speech, and visibility. The blinds are 
kept down "to delude the neighbours," the fictitious boarding school has no pupils, 

and "the only visitors" David sees are creditors (Dickens 133). Household property 

becomes temporary liquidity when Mrs Micawber drinks warm ale "paid for with two 
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tea-spoons that had gone to the pawnbroker's" (134). Micawber's annual-income 

maxim is therefore comic rather than prudent. Soon after declaring that expenditure 
beyond income produces "misery," he asks David to lend him a shilling and gives "an 

I.O.U. in exchange" (146). Economic wisdom becomes another performance whose 

application credit enables him to postpone. 

 
Finn's history helps explain why the comedy is socially legible. She writes 

that creditors tried to read debtors' "personal worth and character" through "clothing," 

marriage, spending, and social status (Finn 21). Micawber offers precisely those 
signs, but none reliably maps onto assets. His imposing collar and genteel address ask 

others to treat character as collateral. Dickens places creditors in the interpretive 

predicament Finn describes: they inspect a visible social person whose actual capacity 
to pay remains uncertain. Credit is therefore dramatic, as it requires a debtor to project 

futurity and a creditor to judge whether the performance deserves belief. 

 

Mrs Micawber's vocabulary intensifies this social interpretation. She calls 
financial failure "difficulties," insists creditors must give time, and declares that blood 

cannot be got from a stone (Dickens 133). Finn notes that texts commonly call debts 

"misfortunes" and debtors "unfortunate" (28). Such language weakens the equation 
between insolvency and moral culpability, relocating agency toward circumstance, 

providence, and charity. Micawber's expectation that something will turn up is the 

comic extreme of this grammar. He imagines solvency arriving as event rather than 
discipline, yet the expectation also keeps his credit-bearing self projected into the 

future. 

 

Debtors' prison does not end the performance. On the way to King's Bench, 
Micawber announces that "the God of day had now gone down upon him," but he is 

seen playing "a lively game at skittles, before noon" (Dickens 138). In prison he 

becomes "a great authority" and composes a petition to the House of Commons 
against imprisonment for debt (140). Dickens calls him "never so happy" as when 

occupied by something that cannot profit him (140). Finn's historical account gives 

this scene a wider frame: personal insolvency was represented as "a species of 

misfortune" that "served to distinguish imprisoned debtors from the criminal 
population" (Finn 128). The institutional humiliation thus furnishes Micawber with 

another audience while preserving the unstable moral distinction on which David's 

affection depends. 
 

Barry reopens this ambiguity through the clock. The episode condenses 

Dickens's dispersed pawn transactions into one iconic object and makes Micawber 
the seller rather than David or Mrs Micawber. The clock is an heirloom, a sign of 

marriage, domestic order, and measurable time; it is also defective. After resetting it, 

Micawber "thumped the timepiece forcefully" and "shook it several times" until it 
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"ticked confidently" (Barry 3). The object mirrors him: both clock and debtor 

manufacture a brief appearance of dependable continuity, and both depend on future 
redemption. His claim that "horologists have marvelled at its mechanical movements" 

resembles a credit reference whose grandeur exceeds its verifiability (4). 

 

The pawnbroker's skepticism makes the transaction a test of character, but 
not a morally simple one. Micawber knows the clock may stop and distracts the lender 

as he compares timepieces. Barry calls his completion of the deal the work of a 

"conjuror" (6). Landow consequently sees him as both "irresponsible child" and "con 
man" (Landow). Landow's account indicates that Barry later adds guilt: Micawber 

retrieves the clock and returns the money. This moral correction is significant because 

it marks the limit of comic repetition; Barry can restore insolvency without making 
fraud the character's final truth. The sequel reopens moral risk so that Micawber can 

choose within it. 

 

The clock also converts Dickens's domestic pawning into a self-reflexive 
image of adaptation. A sequel inherits a cultural object that no longer runs because 

the original plot has stopped it. Barry resets and thumps the mechanism, hoping its 

recognizable movement will continue. The operation is not restoration to untouched 
authenticity: the clock's damaged condition makes such restoration impossible. It is 

a temporary reanimation whose very defects generate narrative. Boyce and 

Rousselot's claim that appropriation transforms the familiar into "new, and at times 
strange, copies" (4) describes both the sequel and its central prop. 

 

Barry's Melbourne further contests Dickens's colonial solution. Before 

departure, Mrs Micawber declares that Australia is her husband's "legitimate sphere 
of action," while Micawber predicts that "something of an extraordinary nature will 

turn up on that shore" (Dickens 617). The epilogue later presents him as a magistrate 

who has "turned to with a will" and become "well to do" (703-04). Barry returns 
material friction to this abstract promise: his Melbourne is overwhelmed by 

"Ubiquitous mud!" that leaves its imprint "everywhere" (Barry 1). The repeated mud 

recalls Dickensian environmental motifs while refusing an unmarked land of 

opportunity. The colony supplies Micawber's performance with different streets, 
lenders, landlords, commodities, and audiences rather than erasing class and debt. 

 

Landow argues that Barry's mud does not acquire the metaphorical force 
achieved by Dickens's fog and prisons, and he observes that the sequel has "a single 

plot line" unlike Dickens's major novels (Landow). These differences illuminate 

Barry's priority. The sequel narrows the Dickensian world around one character's 
renewable mechanism. Its chapter titles include "Mrs Micawber's Clock," "Optimism 

Returns," "Mr Micawber's Moral Dilemma," and "Full Circle" (Barry, 2). Their 

language announces cycles rather than a vast social web. The single plot does not 
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reproduce Dickens's architecture; it isolates a comic engine and tests how long it can 

run. 
 

Shiller's account of plot clarifies the stakes of that isolation. Neo-Victorian 

fiction inherits the desire for causality and coherence, but also exposes the random 

forces that complicate design. Shiller quotes the proposition that every plot contains 
"a counterforce that undoes plotting" (26). Micawber is such a counterforce inside his 

own success story. Dickens plots him toward industrious solvency, but his established 

habits make that outcome feel contingent. Barry converts the character's 
inconsistency into permission to reconfigure the ending. His plot begins where the 

closure's suppressed alternative - renewed failure - returns. 

 
The sequence from pawnshop to wine merchant most clearly restores the 

economic circuit. Micawber accepts one pound for the clock, protests that the sum 

scarcely answers his need, and promptly buys "the very best port" (Barry 7). Dickens 

had already linked pawned spoons with lamb chops and warm ale; Barry enlarges the 
same contradiction. Consumption is not accidental decoration but the visible form of 

optimism; the purchase performs abundance before abundance exists. It also creates 

the next shortage, ensuring that hope and liability reproduce each other. 
 

In the closing scene of the opening sequence, Emma says that if her father 

has "found nothing remunerative," she dreads "how he must be suffering" (Barry 14). 
At that precise moment he is "walking jauntily home," "humming merrily," and 

carrying port, claret, and a chicken (14). This dramatic irony recasts credit as a family 

narrative. Emma reads reduced circumstances through filial sympathy; the reader sees 

that Micawber has converted an heirloom into a feast. Neither interpretation is wholly 
false. He is financially desperate and affectively buoyant, devoted to household 

pleasure and implicated in its precarity. Respectability here is not a stable moral 

possession but a performance renegotiated among spouse, children, creditors, and 
reader. 

Conclusion: Comic Fidelity as Neo-Victorian Method 

Barry's continuation demonstrates that fidelity to a comic character cannot be 

measured by the number of canonical facts preserved. If Mr Micawber Down Under 
accepted Dickens's final report as binding, Micawber would begin as an industrious 

magistrate, economically solvent and publicly honored. He might retain a catchphrase 

or ornamental sentence, but his words would lose their friction against material 
reality. Barry therefore chooses the deeper continuity of contradiction over the surface 

continuity of outcome. The prosperous ending is reversed so that the comic sequence 

- liability, catastrophe, rhetoric, rebound, consumption, and renewed liability - can 
recommence. 
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This strategy is neo-Victorian not because it passively reproduces Victorian 

furniture or idiom, but because it makes an interpretive claim about the precursor. 
Adaptation's haunting doubleness allows Barry to keep Dickens's ending present as 

the thing being disputed. The three epigraphs make that dispute explicit; the pawned 

clock turns it into narrative form. Barry's copy is recognizably Dickensian because it 

is not identical: Melbourne mud replaces London grime, a colonial lender replaces 
the City Road pawnbroker, and Micawber himself now executes the transaction once 

delegated to David and his wife. 

 
The opening sequence demonstrates careful comic reanimation at the level 

of sound and gesture. Barry reproduces the legato buildup and bathetic brake that 

Andrews identifies, restores Micawber's bodily props, and places his monologue 
before listeners who will not cooperate with its grandeur. The result is more than 

pastiche; voice and economy are mutually sustaining. Rhetoric buys time, converts 

shame into spectacle, casts insolvency as misfortune, and projects the debtor's 

character toward a providential future. Without pressure from rent, credit, and 
household appetite, that voice would become an empty museum piece. 

 

Finn's history reveals why the restoration of debt carries ethical complexity. 
Personal credit asks observers to infer worth from dress, family conduct, 

consumption, and status; Micawber's entire existence is an unstable bundle of such 

signs. Barry's defective clock literalizes unreliable credit, while the later moral 
dilemma reported by Landow prevents comic elasticity from becoming unlimited 

license. Micawber may manipulate appearances, but the sequel preserves a 

conscience capable of making deception costly. Comic sympathy depends upon that 

boundary. 
 

The sequel's reception supports this distinction between formal imitation and 

animating principle. Geoffrey Harfield praises its "lofty pseudo-intellectual tone" and 
"brilliant characterisation," while concluding that it needs "a stronger and more 

dramatic ending" (Harfield). Landow is more skeptical of its architecture, yet calls 

Barry's sequel "a Chestertonian correction" and finds its Micawber "truer to Dickens's 

central conception" than the prosperous figure at the end of David Copperfield 
(Landow). Together, these responses locate Barry's strongest achievement in the 

renewed presence of the character rather than in a replication of Dickens's total 

novelistic system. 
 

The argument has focused on Barry's paratext and opening sequence, while 

later developments are considered through published critical responses. This focus is 
deliberate because the opening is programmatic: it announces an argument with 

closure, reconstructs the voice, places the body in new adversity, and makes credit 
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the first plot-generating act. The analysis therefore demonstrates a broader 

proposition about nineteenth-century comic afterlives. 
 

A legacy comic type survives when rewriting distinguishes between closure 

and character. Victorian narrative may reward, reform, marry, enrich, transport, or 

institutionalize its figures; those endings satisfy plot but may disable repetition. Neo-
Victorian continuation can recover what the resolution suppresses, not by denying the 

precursor's authority, but by reading its competing authorities against one another. 

Barry resurrects Micawber by making him insolvent again. The structural betrayal is 
exact comic loyalty: to keep Micawber alive, something must always be about to turn 

up, and it must never remain turned up for long. 
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