My father’s family name being Pirrip, and my christian name Philip, my
infant tongue could make of both names nothing longer or more explicit
than Pip. So, I called myself Pip, and came to be called Pip.
I gave Pirrip as my father’s family name, on the authority of his
tombstone and my sister – Mrs. Joe Gargery, who married the
blacksmith. As I never saw my father or my mother, and never saw any
likeness of either of them (for their days were long before the days of
photographs), my first fancies regarding what they were like, were
unreasonably derived from their tombstones. The shape of the letters on
my father’s, gave me an odd idea that he was a square, stout, dark man,
with curly black hair. From the character and turn of the inscription,
“Also Georgiana Wife of the Above,” I drew a childish conclusion that
my mother was freckled and sickly. To five little stone lozenges, each
about a foot and a half long, which were arranged in a neat row beside
their grave, and were sacred to the memory of five little brothers of mine
– who gave up trying to get a living, exceedingly early in that universal
struggle – I am indebted for a belief I religiously entertained that they
had all been born on their backs with their hands in their trouserspockets, and had never taken them out in this state of existence.
Ours was the marsh country, down by the river, within, as the river
wound, twenty miles of the sea. My first most vivid and broad
impression of the identity of things, seems to me to have been gained on
a memorable raw afternoon towards evening. At such a time I found out
for certain, that this bleak place overgrown with nettles was the
churchyard; and that Philip Pirrip, late of this parish, and also Georgiana
wife of the above, were dead and buried; and that Alexander,
Bartholomew, Abraham, Tobias, and Roger, infant children of the
aforesaid, were also dead and buried; and that the dark flat wilderness
beyond the churchyard, intersected with dykes and mounds and gates,
with scattered cattle feeding on it, was the marshes; and that the low
leaden line beyond, was the river; and that the distant savage lair from
which the wind was rushing, was the sea; and that the small bundle of
shivers growing afraid of it all and beginning to cry, was Pip.
“Hold your noise!” cried a terrible voice, as a man started up from among
the graves at the side of the church porch. “Keep still, you little devil, or
I’ll cut your throat!”
A fearful man, all in coarse grey, with a great iron on his leg. A man with
no hat, and with broken shoes, and with an old rag tied round his head. A
man who had been soaked in water, and smothered in mud, and lamed by
stones, and cut by flints, and stung by nettles, and torn by briars; who
limped, and shivered, and glared and growled; and whose teeth chattered
in his head as he seized me by the chin.
“O! Don’t cut my throat, sir,” I pleaded in terror. “Pray don’t do it, sir.”
“Tell us your name!” said the man. “Quick!”
“Pip, sir.”
“Once more,” said the man, staring at me. “Give it mouth!”
“Pip, Pip, sir.”
“Show us where you live,” said the man. “Pint out the place!”
I pointed to where our village lay, on the flat in-shore among the aldertrees and pollards, a mile or more from the church.
The man, after looking at me for a moment, turned me upside-down, and
emptied my pockets. There was nothing in them but a piece of bread.
When the church came to itself – for he was so sudden and strong that he
made it go head over hills before me, and I saw the steeple under my feet
– when the church came to itself, I say, I was seated on a high tombstone,
trembling, while he ate the bread ravenously.
(Dickens, 1861, pp.3–4)

This is an example of first-person narration. The story is told by a character who is also a
protagonist in the narrative. In Great Expectations, as in most first person narratives, the
narrator is also the central character. The opening paragraph, with its emphasis on the
narrator’s family background, and the repetitions of his name – ‘So I called myself Pip,
and came to be called Pip’ – are an immediate suggestion that the character telling us the
story is likely to be at the heart of it. This is further reinforced as we are then given more
information about his family and his circumstances.
The story begins, then, with the narrator giving us an introduction to his own childhood,
moving rapidly from the general to the particular and his meeting with the ‘fearful man’
he met in the churchyard. Again, the relation of this incident at the start of the novel leads
us to attach some significance to the episode and its participants, raising expectations that
are not fulfilled until much later in the narrative.
Here, and throughout Great Expectations there is in a sense a dual narrative perspective,
presenting events narrated by the adult Pip which are at times mediated through the
perceptions of the child Pip. The opening encounter in the churchyard, for instance, is
enacted with a vivid immediacy. Look again at the point at which the narrative shifts
from description to direct speech. The rapidity of the exchanges, with further repetitions
of the main character’s name and the allusion to his feelings of terror engage us much
more directly with the boy’s feelings of horror and dismay.�
In reading a first-person narration we encounter a potential problem that we do not have
when we encounter an omniscient third-person narrative such as Austen’s Northanger
Abbey. Can you think what that might be?
The factor I was hoping you would identify is that of the degree of reliability we can
attach to a first-person narrative. As we read and discover more about a narrator we
receive more and more indications that determine the extent to which we can trust the
voice telling us the story. Kazuo Ishiguro’s novel The Remains of the Day (1989) is
narrated by its central character, an English butler called Stevens, who recalls various
events and incidents from the past in such a way as to constantly cast doubt on the
dependability of his narration. At one point we are presented with a prolonged and heated
argument between Stevens and the housekeeper Miss Kenton about the butler’s ailing
father, also a member of the staff of the same country house. The argument is narrated in
direct speech, suggesting an authentic recreation of the actual incident, but is followed by
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