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~-—% Dickens ®

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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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
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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
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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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Charles Dickens, hy Samuel Laurence. ( By courtesy of the National Portrait

Callery, London )
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Charles Dickens’s mother,
Elizabeth Dickens. (Reproduced
by courtesy of the Dickens
House Museum, London)
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Charles Dickens’s father, John
Dickens. (Reproduced by
courtesy of the Dickens House
Museum, London)
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Catherine Dickens, at the time of her marriage. (Reproduced by courtesy of the
Dickens House Museum, London)
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Mary Hogarth, Charles
Dickens's ‘angel’ sister-in-law.
(Reproduced by courtesy of the
Dickens House Museum, London)
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‘My little housekeeper’, Georgina
Hogarth, c. 1850, by Augustus Egg.
(Reproduced by courtesy of the
Dickens House Museum, London)
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Charley, Mamie, Kate and Walter Dickens, 1842, by Daniel Maclise.
(Reproduced by courtesy of the Dickens House Museum, London)
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Dickens as the dying hero in The Frown Decp. (Peproduced by courtesy of the
Dickens House Museum, London)
BT CUR R 0 ) o 9 UG FEAO JE 4 R 5% 16 B0 90 S0 M B 0

Dickens’s Last love, Nelly Ternan.
(v&A Picture Library )
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