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Praise for Charles Dickens by Claire Tomalin

“As Claire Tomalin demonstrates in her vivid and moving new biogra-
phy, Dickens’s own life was rich in the attributes we call ‘Dickensian—
shameless melodrama, gargantuan appetites, reversals of fortune. . . .
To encompass this frenzy, Tomalin keeps the story racing. She brings
Dickens to life in all his maddening contradictions. . . . Dickens walks off
the page, and the pace never flags. Tomalin accomplishes this resurrec-
tion in a mere 417 pages of text, supplemented by dozens of illustrations,
several maps of Dickens’s London, and a helpful dramatis personae. . . . If
you plan to read only®one biography of the most popular Victorian
writer, it should be this one.” —The Washington Post

“Clear-eyed, sympathetic, and scholarly, she spreads the whole canvas,
alive with incident and detail, with places and people. She writes of pub-
lishers, illustrators, collaborators, and all Dickens’s intersecting circles of
friends and family. It is wonderfully done.” —The Economist

“[A] splendid history . . . Tomalin skillfully presents the chief trauma of
Dickens’s young life—being sent to work in a factory at age twelve, after
his father was imprisoned for debt—and suggests the ways it left a lasting
mark, from his sympathy for the working class to his towering ambition
and herculean work ethic.” —The Seattle Times

“Onward-driving, hypnotically vivid . . . the result of Claire Tomalin’s
unrivaled talent for telling a story and keeping a reader enthralled: long

as the book is, I wanted more.”
—The Guardian (London; a Best Book of the Year)

“Gripping, galloping . . . Tomalin has captured Dickens, in sun and
shadow, with all the full-hearted exuberance, generosity, and keen wit
that he merits.” The Independent (London)

“[Dickens’s] life was as eventful, dramatic, and character-filled as any of
his novels. This rich new biography brilliantly captures his world. . . .
Dickens certainly would have appreciated Tomalin’s keen eye for scene,
character, and narrative pace. . . . Tomalin also displays considerable
detective work to bolster the possibility that Dickens and his other
woman had a secret child who died in infancy. Superbly organized, com-
prehensive, and engrossing from start to finish—a strong contender for
biography of the year.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review; a Best Book of the Year)



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Claire Tomalin worked in publishing and journalism for many
years. She was literary editor first of the New Statesman and then
the Sunday Times before devoting herself to writing full time.
She is the author of eight highly acclaimed biographies, includ-
ing Thomas Hardy, The Invisible Woman: The Story of Nelly Ternan
and Charles Dickens, and Samuel Pepys: The Unequalled Self, which
was the 2002 Whitbread Book of the Year. She lives in England
with her husband, Michael Frayn.



I dedicate this book to the memory of two remarkable women:
my mother, the composer Muriel Emily Herbert, 1897—1984,
who shared with me her enjoyment of Dickens when I was a child;
and my French grandmother, a schoolteacher, Franceline Jennaton
Delavenay, 18731963, who in about 1888, when she was at boarding
school in Grenoble, read David Copperfield in its entirety in English,
and loved Dickens ever afterwards.



My sister and I first realised Mr Dickens himself . . . as a sort of brilliance in
the room, mysteriously dominant and formless. I remember how every-

body lighted up when he entered.

— Annie Thackeray writing in 1913
I suppose that for at least five-and-twenty years of his life, there was not an
English-speaking household in the world . .. where his name was not as

familiar as that of any personal acquaintance, and where an allusion to char-
acters of his creating could fail to be understood.

— George Gissing in 1898
The life of almost any man possessing great gifts, would be a sad book to
himself.

— Charles Dickens in 1869

It will not do to draw round any part of such a man too hard a line.

— John Forster, friend of Dickens, in his biography
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All illustrations are reproduced courtesy of the Charles Dickens Museum except where indicated.
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Key to Maps

Gad’s Hill and Rochester

John Dickens and his young family lived in Rochester and Chatham
from 1817 to 1822, first at No. 2 Ordnance Terrace above Roches-
ter, then from 1821 at No. 18 St Mary’s Place, near the dockyards.
Dickens was sometimes taken by his father up the Medway in the
naval yacht. He went to school here from the age of nine.

Chalk village: Dickens spent his honeymoon here in 1836 in Mrs
Nash’s cottage, working on The Pickwick Papers.

Gad’s Hill: Dickens saw the house as a child, purchased it in 1856,
made it his country home thereafter and died there. He loved
walking in Cobham Woods, showing friends the beauties of the
Kentish countryside and Rochester, and taking a boat on the Med-
way. He wished to be buried in the country, and the family first
chose Shorne Churchyard and then Rochester Cathedral, but
were persuaded that Westminster Abbey was the appropriate
place. His body was taken on a special train from Higham Station
to Charing Cross early in the morning of 14 June, accompanied by
the family mourners.

Dickens in Central London

Adelphi Theatre, Strand: Dickens was inspired by the character act-
ing of Charles Mathews, who was the star here in the 1820s and
1830s. Many dramatizations of Dickens’s early novels and Christ-
mas stories were played here from 1834 on.



XX Key to Maps

No. 15 Buckingham Street: Dickens lodged here in 1834, and put
David Copperfield into lodgings here.

No. 18 Bentinck Street: Dickens lodged here in 1833.

No. 31 Berners Street: Maria and Nelly Ternan lived in lodgings
here autumn 1858 to spring 1859, when they moved to Houghton
Place (see North London map).

Cecil Street: Dickens lodged here briefly in 1832. The street has dis-
appeared under the Shell building.

No. 3 Chandos Street: Dickens was set to work in the window of
the blacking warehouse here, where he was noticed by Charles
Dilke, who gave him half-a-crown.

Coldbath Fields Prison: Dickens was an obsessive visitor of prisons
and this was a favourite, the governor Augustus Tracey a close
friend. It was built on Mount Pleasant, where the Post Office now
has a sorting office.

No. 1 Devonshire Terrace: home of Dickens from December 1839
until December 1851, let out when he went abroad.

No. 48 Doughty Street: Dickens bought lease in 1837, lived here
until December 1839. Now the Charles Dickens Museum.

No. 13 Fitzroy Street: Dickens lodged here occasionally with his
parents in 1832.

Furnival’s Inn: Dickens moved to chambers here in 1834, and to bet-
ter rooms on his marriage in 1836. His first child, Charley, was
born here January 1837. They moved out March 1837.

Garrick Club: Dickens a member from 1837, resigning and rejoining
frequently.

No. 4 Gower Street North: Dickens lived here with parents in 1823,
his mother hoping to establish a school.

Hungerford Stairs, Warren’s blacking factory: the factory, set
beside the river stairs before the Embankment was built, was
reached through the old Hungerford Market, over which Charing
Cross Station was built in 1864.

No. 34 Keppel Street: Dickens installed John Dickens in a doctor’s
house here, and was present at his father’s death in 1851.

No. 58 Lincoln’s Inn Fields: John Forster lodged here from



