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Extract 6. Great Expectations Ch8 - Miss Havisham

This was very uncomfortable, and I was half afraid. However, the only thing to be done being to

knock at the door, I knocked, and was told from within to enter. I entered, therefore, and found

myself in a pretty large room, well lighted with wax candles. No glimpse of daylight was to be

seen in it. It was a dressing-room, as I supposed from the furniture, though much of it was of forms

and uses then quite unknown to me. But prominent in it was a draped table with a gilded

looking-glass, and that I made out at first sight to be a fine lady's dressing-table.

Whether I should have made out this object so soon, if there had been no fine lady sitting at it, I

cannot say. In an arm-chair, with an elbow resting on the table and her head leaning on that hand,

sat the strangest lady I have ever seen, or shall ever see.

She was dressed in rich materials - satins, and lace, and silks - all of white. Her shoes were

white. And she had a long while veil dependent from her hair, and she had bridal flowers in

her hair, but her hair was white. Some bright jewels sparkled on her neck and on her hands,

and some other jewels lay sparkling on the table. Dresses, less splendid than the dress she

wore, and half-packed trunks, were scattered about. She had not quite finished dressing, for

she had but one shoe on - the other was on the table near her hand - her veil was but half arranged,

her watch and chain were not put on, and some lace for her bosom lay with those trinkets, and with

her handkerchief, and gloves, and some flowers, and a prayer-book, all confusedly heaped about the

looking-glass.

It was not in the first few moments the I saw all these things, though I saw more of them in the first

moments than might be supposed. But, I saw that everything within my view which ought to be

white, had been white long ago, and had lost its lustre, and was faded and yellow. I saw that the

bride within the bridal dress had withered like the dress, and like the flowers, and had no

brightness left but the brightness of her sunken eyes. I saw that the dress had been put upon

the rounded figure of a young woman, and that the figure upon which it now hung loose, had

shrunk to skin and bone. Once, I had been taken to see some ghastly waxwork at the Fair,

representing I know not what impossible personage lying in state. Once, I had been taken to one of

our old marsh churches to see a skeleton in the ashes of a rich dress, that had been dug out of a vault

under the church pavement. Now, waxwork and skeleton seemed to have dark eyes that moved and

looked at me. I should have cried out, if I could.

`Who is it?' said the lady at the table.

`Pip, ma'am.'

`Pip?'
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`Mr Pumblechook's boy, ma'am. Come - to play.'

`Come nearer; let me look at you. Come close.'

It was when I stood before her, avoiding her eyes, that I took note of the surrounding objects in

detail, and saw that her watch had stopped at twenty minutes to nine, and that a clock in the

room had stopped at twenty minutes to nine.

`Look at me,' said Miss Havisham. `You are not afraid of a woman who has never seen the sun

since you were born?'

I regard to state that I was not afraid of telling the enormous lie comprehended in the answer `No.'

`Do you know what I touch here?' she said, laying her hands, one upon the other, on her left side.

`Yes, ma'am.' (It made me think of the young man.)

`What do I touch?'

`Your heart.'

`Broken!'

…

It was then I began to understand that everything in the room had stopped, like the watch and

the clock, a long time ago. I noticed that Miss Havisham put down the jewel exactly on the

spot form which she had taken it up. As Estella dealt the cards, I glanced at the dressing-table

again, and saw that the shoe upon it, once white, now yellow, had never been worn. I glanced down

at the foot from which the shoe was absent, and saw that the silk stocking on it, once white, now

yellow, had been trodden ragged. Without this arrest of everything, this standing still of all the pale

decayed objects, not even the withered bridal dress on the collapsed from could have looked so like

grave-clothes, or the long veil so like a shroud.

So she sat, corpse-like, as we played at cards; the frillings and trimmings on her bridal dress,

looking like earthy paper. I knew nothing then, of the discoveries that are occasionally made of

bodies buried in ancient times, which fall to powder in the moment of being distinctly seen; but, I

have often thought since, that she must have looked as if the admission of the natural light of day

would have struck her to dust.

…

Saving for the one weird smile at first, I should have felt almost sure that Miss Havisham's face

could not smile. It had dropped into a watchful and brooding expression - most likely when all the

things about her had become transfixed - and it looked as if nothing could ever lift it up again. Her

chest had dropped, so that she stooped; and her voice had dropped, so that she spoke low, and

with a dead lull upon her; altogether, she had the appearance of having dropped, body and

soul, within and without, under the weight of a crushing blow.


