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In the marshy mists of a village churchyard, a tiny orphan boy named Pip is suddenly terrified by a
shivering, limping convict on the run. Years later, a supremely arrogant young Pip boards the coach
to London where, by the grace of a mysterious benefactor, he will join the ranks of the idle rich and
"become a gentleman." Finally, in the luminous mists of the village at evening, Pip the man meets
Estella, his dazzingly beautiful tormentor, in a ruined garden--and lays to rest all the heartaches and
illusions that his "great expectations” have brought upon him. Dickens's biographer, Edgar H.
Johnson, has said that--except for the author's last-minute tampering with his original
ending--"Great Expectations" is "the most perfectly constructed and perfectly written of all
Dickens's works." In John Irving's Introduction to this edition, the novelist takes the view that
Dickens's revised ending is "far more that mirror of the quality of trust in the novel as a whole." Both
versions of the ending are printed here.
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Charles Dickens was born on February 7, 1812, in Portsmouth, England,where his father was a
naval pay clerk. When he was five the family moved to Chatham, near Rochester, another port
town. He received some education at a small private school but this was curtailed when his father's
fortunes declined. More significant was his childhood reading, which he evoked in a memory of his
father's library: "From that blessed little room, Roderick Random, Peregrine Pickle, Humphrey
Clinker, Tom Jones, The Vicar of Wakefield, Don Quixote, Gil Blas and Robinson Crusoe came
out, a glorious host, to keep me company. They kept alive my fancy, and my hope of something
beyond that place and time."'
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From Radhika Jones's Introduction to GreatExpectations

Whatever expectations Charles Dickens had for his thirteenth novel,he probably did not anticipate
that it would someday come toexemplify the Victorian novel itself. But to the
countlesscontemporary readers who follow the adventures of young Pip, theconvict he fears, the girl
he loves, and the strange old woman hethinks will make his fortune, Great Expectations is in
manyways the quintessential nineteenth-century story: part mystery,part bildungsroman, or novel
of education, in which our hero,rising above his modest beginnings, moves to London, prospers,
andeventually (he hopes) gets the girl. Pip's course, however, doesnot run so smoothly, and it is the
variations Dickens plays on thistheme that prompt us to read Great Expectations both withand
against the grain of the Victorian novel, for at times it isless an emblem of tradition than a marker of
change in both theEnglish society it depicts and the English novel it represents. There are surprises at
work in Great Expectations for bothits characters and its readers, who bring to it their
ownexpectations of what a novel should be and do.
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