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Oliver asks for more
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Oliver works at his lessons
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Sikes strikes Nancy
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Introduction

Charles Dickens

Charles Dickens, born in 1812, was the son of a clerk in a
government office. His father spent more money than he
earned, and Charles Dickens was still a boy when his father
was sent to prison for debt. In those days, men who owed
quite small amounts had to stay in prison until the debt
was paid.

One result was that Charles’s education was inter-
rupted. Another result was that he had experience of the
unhappy life of many poor people, inctuding children.
In years of hard work in various unpleasant jobs, he met
large numbers of people, young and old, rich and poor,
happy and miserable. He had unusual energy and unusual
powers of observation. He worked hard to improve his
knowledge and at the same time he stored away memories
of all the people he,met — the men he worked for, the
boys he worked with, the London scenes and London
characters.

He learnt to write shorthand, and he became a news-
paper reporter, using his shorthand to record speeches
and conversations in different parts of England and finally
in Parliament.

He began to write sketches — short stories and descrip-
tions — for weekly and monthly magazines. Readers
enjoyed these sketches, especially those which showed
Dickens’s hurmour, his rich sense of fun. The Pickwick
Papers appeared in parts in 1836-37, and the public loved
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Introduction

them. Mr Pickwick is the very simple, innocent observer of
the behaviour of the people of his time. He is shocked by
the wickedness he finds. Sam Weller, his servant, is a
worldly-wise, clever fellow who gets Mr Pickwick out of
trouble with all the humour of the London “Cockney”.

The Pickwick Papers were immediately popular, and
Dickens was soon in a position to make the writing of
novels his one profession. The stories poured from his
pen. They all appeared in weekly or monthly parts before
being collected in books. Here are the most important of
them in the order of writing, with the date of appearance
as a book:

1838 Oliver Twist; 1839 Nicholas Nickieby;

1841 The Old Curiosity Shop; 1848 Dombey and Son;

1849 David Copperfield; 1850 Hard Times;

1859 A Tale of Two Cities; 1861 Great Expectations.

Dickens’s characters were much better or much worse
than they would be in real life. They were exaggerated in
rather the same way as artists exaggerate in their drawings
of political and other leaders in newspaper cartoons today.
But the readers of Dickens’s time accepted such exaggera-
tion. They were perhaps readier to laugh or cry over the
novelist's characters and situations than we are today.

The novels of Dickens are full of life, observation and
energy, and his own energy seemed endless. His books
were popular in the English-speaking countries on both
sides of the Atlantic. In later years he travelled widely in
Britain and America, reading from his books to eager
audiences. His sudden death in 1870 shocked thousands of
people who were waiting for his next book. Instead, they
bought, and wept over, a picture called “The Empty
Chair”, showing the desk and chair that he would no
longer use.
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Introduction

Oliver Twist

Dickens wrote Oliver Twist in the years 1837-38. The dates
are important. In 1834 Parliament passed a new Poor Law.
This law was based on the idea that there was work for
everybody, and that if a person had no work and no
money, it was because he or she was lazy and did not want
to work. For such people the local government provided
a workhouse, with beds and food, but it must not be
comfortable or (the idea was) people might want to stay
there instead of looking for work. So the workhouses were
unfriendly places — inhuman, Dickens thought - where
nobody would want to remain if he or she could find work.
The people who controlled them were sometimes un-
feeling men almost like Mr Bumble in Oliver Twist.

Another Act of Parliament that was beginning to have
an effect was the Metropolitan Police Act of 1829. That Act
set up a police force for the capital. By the time Dickens
was writing Oliver Twist, the police had become effective
enough to make it hard for a murderer like Bill Sikes to
escape. They were not yet able to put an end to all the
crime that is represented in this book by Fagin and his
gang of boy thieves.

It was a time of cruel punishments if a criminal was
caught. That is why, in the story, the evil Monks wants
Fagin to turn Oliver into a thief. Even a boy of Oliver’s age
could be hanged for a serious crime.

It was a time when national and local governments did
little to help those people who were old, ill, or badly treated
by employers and others. But there were also kind people
like Mr Brownlow, Mrs Maylie and Rose, who were ready
to help those who were less fortunate than themselves.
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