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CHRONOLOGY

1812 7 February. Born at 13 Mile End Terrace,
Landport, Portsmouth
1817 Family move to Chatham, Kent
1822 Family move to London. Dickens not sent to school
1824 9 February. Begins work in Warren’s blacking
warehouse. Father imprisoned for debt
June. Dickens sent to Wellington House Academy
1827 Leaves school, begins work as a solicitor’s clerk
1830 Meets and becomes engaged to Maria Beadnell
1831 Becomes parliamentary shorthand reporter
1834 Begins to publish ‘Sketches’, using the
pseudonym ‘Boz’
1836 Sketches by Boz. Marries Catherine Hogarth
1837 Pickwick Papers. Birth of Charles Dickens jnr.
Death of Catherine’s sister Mary

1838 Oliver Twist. Birth of Mary (Mamie) Dickens

1839 Nicholas Nickleby. Birth of Kate Dickens

1841 Old Curiosity Shop, Barnaby Rudge. Birth of Walter
Dickens

1842 Jan/ June. Visits America. American Notes.
Georgina Hogarth joins the Dickens household

1843 A Christmas Carol

1844 Martin Chuzzlewit. Birth of Francis Dickens
from July. living in Italy
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Charles Dickens Chronology

1845 The Cricket on the Hearth. Directs and acts in
Every Man in his Humour. Birth of Alfred
Dickens

1846 Pictures from ltaly, The Battle of Life. Living in
Lausanne and Paris

1847 Involvement with Urania Cottage. Birth of
Sydney Dickens

1848 Dombey and Son. Death of Dickens’s sister Fanny

1849 Birth of Henry Dickens

1850 David Coppetfield. HouseholdWords begins
publication. Birth of Dora Dickens

1851 Deaths of Dickens’s father and daughter Dora

1852 Birth of Edward (Plorn) Dickens

1853 Bleak House. Gives first public reading, of
A Christmas Carol

1854 Hard Times

1855 Directs and acts in The Lighthouse, by Wilkie
Collins. Living in Paris for some months

1856 Buys Gad’s Hill Place

1857 Little Dorrit. Directs and acts in The Frozen Deep.
Meets Nelly Ternan

1858 Separates from his wife. Begins professional
readings from his works

1859 ATale of Two Cities. All theYear Round begins
publication

1861 Great Expectations

1865 Our Mutual Friend. Involved in Staplehurst railway

accident, with Nelly Ternan
1867 November. Begins reading tour of America,
which ends in May 1868
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Charles Dickens Chronology

1868 Farewell reading tour cut short when Dickens has
a slight stroke

1870 March. Last public reading, 4 Christmas Carol.
Starts The Mystery of Edwin Drood
9 June. dies leaving Drood unfinished. Buried in
Westminster Abbey
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INTRODUCTION

n the summer of 1841 Edinburgh greeted a hero:

the 29-year-old Charles Dickens. He was given
the freedom of the city. Over 250 male guests
attended one of several dinners held in his honour,
with nearly as many women looking on from a
gallery. When he went to the theatre, the audience,
warned by the newspapers that ‘Boz’ would be
present, crammed in to see him. As he entered, the
orchestra struck up ‘Charley is my Darling’.

This extraordinary popularity lasted his whole
life. Dickens’s creative genius was fully recognized,
not by a select readership but by a mass audience.
He was read by rich and poor, the newly literate and
the highly educated: ‘almost everybody whose
letters and biography have come down to us has
something to say about Dickens’.! What was the
secret of his success?

He was of course a great entertainer, who could

move from drama to comedy in a sentence, arousing
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Charles Dickens Introduction

the emotions and engaging the sympathies of his
readers. But he was concerned with the major issues
of his times, and his criticisms, many of them still
valid today, challenged his readers’ consciences and
intelligence. Dickens saw astonishing changes;
during his lifetime Britain was transformed from a
predominantly rural economy to a major industrial
power. Transport, mass communications, education,
legal and parliamentary structures, the treatment of
the insane and criminals, the position of women,
were all radically altered. Because of Dickens’s
immense popularity, he had an influence on the
shaping of social policy. Politicians read him,
and knew they had to take account of what he
wrote.

If Dickens’s novels were merely melodrama or
fictionalized social commentary we should not read
them today. He also had the gift of imaginative
insight, a playwright’s ear for dialogue and, above
all, an ability to sum up a scene or a character in a
wholly original but startlingly exact image. It is this
invention and humour, the eye for the bizarre
poetry of everyday life, which makes his writing
live. His responses did not remain static. There are

differences between his picaresque early novels, the

+ Xii *
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Charles Dickens Introduction

increased complexity of his major middle period,
and the dark intensity of his later work. But
whether he is being funny or terrifying, realistic or
wildly improbable, the energy of the writing
remains compelling. The ‘Dickens world’ he created
is like no other.

Dickens was not only a novelist. In his fifty-
eight years he accomplished as much as three or
four people combined. He wrote penetrating,
investigative journalism. He was a meticulous
editor who personally read and revised the
contributions to his magazines, a talented amateur
actor and a magnificent reader from his own
work. He played an active part in charitable
enterprises and welfare schemes. He walked 10
or 15 miles a day. Over 14,000 letters written
in his own hand, some of them many pages long,
are known to have survived: many more have
disappeared.

A ‘pocket biography’ can give only a flavour of
Dickens. As he wrote to a critic of his novel Barnaby
Rudge, ‘the object is — not to tell everything, but to
select the striking points and beat them into the
page with a sledge-hammer’.? There are many

excellent biographies and critical appraisals of his

* xiv *
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Charles Dickens Introduction

work, some of them listed in the bibliography. Best
of all, read Dickens himself. His novels have been a
source of delight to me since I was ten years old.

I shall go on reading them until I die.
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