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“The Novelist of His Age”

Charles Dickens is remembered today as one of the
greatest and most popular writers of the novel ever to
have lived. He has appealed to readers of all kinds, all
over the world, since the publication of his first novel in
1836. Nearly all the important people of his day read at
least one of his novels—politicians, fellow writers, phi-
losophers and economists, social reformers and so on,
as well as the mass of ordinary people who adored
Dickens’s writing. Even Queen Victoria was a fan.

The spirit of the age

Dickens captured the spirit of his age in both a profound
and entertaining way. He wrote with wit and humour,
but he also wrote about the everyday tragedies of life
he saw around him. He put these all into the context of
Victorian society.

During Dickens’s lifetime, Britain moved from being a rural
and agricultural country to being the world’s first industrial
giant. This rapid change put enormous strain on all levels
of society. Rural farmworkers moved to cities and became
the urban poor. Traditional landowners with inherited
money were eclipsed by the new factory-owning
millionaires. Politicians were struggling to keep up with
the demands made by the emerging middle classes,
who were becoming increasingly wealthy, mostly
at the expense of the poor. There were few laws to
help workers, and they were cruelly exploited in the
name of profit and progress. Because Dickens became the
biggest-selling novelist of his day, he became a powerful
voice that people had to listen to. He had the great skill
of creating memorable characters and dialogue while
also addressing themes of social concern. In his private
life he helped various charities, including schools for the
children of the poor. As we shall see, he had his own
personal reasons for doing this.
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This painting of Charles Dickens was
completed in 1839 by Daniel Maclise.
Dickens was by then a married man with K&
children and several published books
to his name.
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The frontispiece of Dickens’s
second full novel, Nicholas
Nickleby, published in monthly
numbers in his magazine, Bentley’s
Miscellany, between 1838 and 1839.
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Real life and fiction

Dickens used many of the thousands of experiences and
encounters from his real life in his works of fiction, al-
tering the names of people and places, and sometimes
exaggerating situations to make them more funny or
tragic. That is why the Daily News commented the day
after his death in June 1870, that he was “The novelist
of his age”. The journalist who wrote these words was
not only referring to the fact that Dickens was the great-
est of the English 19th-century novelists, but also that
he was the writer who most captured the spirit of the
times in which he lived. His own life and the age in which
he lived were tightly intertwined, more so than with
most writers.

He constantly worked his own life into his novels, which
is why a greater understanding of his life can make read-
ing his novels much more rewarding. In all he wrote fif-
teen full novels, some of great length, as well as many
Jjournalistic and travel pieces, and short stories. He in-
vented over 2,000 characters in his books, many of
whom have become famous in their own right—Oliver
Twist, Mr Bumble, Ebeneezer Scrooge, Little Nell, Miss
Haversham, Mr Micawber, Betsey Trotwood, to name
just a few.
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Dickens’s life and times

Most of Charles Dickens’s adult life was lived through
what we call today the Victorian period. Queen Victoria
came to the throne in 1837 and reigned until 1901. This
period was one of unparalleled growth in terms of the
population of Britain and the economy. The Industrial
Revolution, which had started towards the end of the
previous century, had really taken off by the time
Victoria became queen. Britain had become the “work-
shop of the world” and its empire was to become the
most extensive the world had known.

Dickens responded to all the change that was taking
place across Victorian society by writing about it. He
showed how different characters from different eco-
nomic backgrounds could react and use, or fail to use,
the new opportunities that unrestricted capitalism was
presenting. He contrasted the new greed and ambition
that were fostered in this climate with older values of
love, loyalty and self-sacrifice. Often he used the con-
trasts to show how funny or absurd people can be—he
is one of the greatest comic writers in the English
language. At other times he highlighted the tragic conse-
quences of the collision of different worlds and values—
how so often the poor, the defenceless and the weak
are crushed by the strong and greedy, by progress in a
very general sense. Throughout his life, Dickens cham-
pioned the underprivileged. He saw so much abuse and
mistreatment of people in the name of profit and
progress going on around him. He wrote skilfully to
entertain his readers, but he also wrote to try and change
society for the better.
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An image of industrial England at its worst. Factory
owners frequently used children as their workforce,
exposing them to dangerous machinery, long hours of
work and paying them little.
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Sources of information

In his middle age, Charles Dickens told his friend John
Forster many things about his childhood. Forster went on
to write the first biography of the great novelist, publishing
it four years after Dickens’s death, in 1874. He called it,
simply, The Life of Charles Dickens. From this source we
have many firsthand accounts of what Dickens thought
about things and what he remembered about his early life.
We also have the memories that other people had about
Dickens— his relations, his nanny, teachers from the
schools he attended. Many of these accounts were written
after Dickens had become famous and wealthy from his
writing, and therefore have to be treated with some caution.
We also have letters written by and about the great man.
Together, these firsthand accounts provide us with very
valuable material on Dickens’s life and character.
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The Mask of Childhood

Charles Dickens’s mother, Elizabeth Barrow, is shown on the
left. In 1810, her father stole money from his employer and
fled abroad. John Dickens, on the right, the novelist’s
father, also had continuous money problems.
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Charles Dickens was born on 7 February 1812. His
father was John Dickens, a clerk in the naval pay
office in Portsmouth; his mother was Elizabeth
Barrow. Both were from the lower middle classes.
Although not poor, John Dickens’s income was only
enough for the family to live modestly. However,
he was irresponsible and extravagant with the
money he earned, and cast the family into debt and
financial crisis time and again, until he eventually
ended up in Marshalsea Debtors’ Prison. These were
all events that left deep scars on the developing per-
sonality of young Charles. He was humiliated by the
downturn in his family’s fortunes, and the theme
of humiliation crops up often in his novels.
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Charles Dickens was the second child in what was to be
a large family. His sister, Fanny, was just over a year
older than Charles. Six other children were born to the
Dickenses, two dying very young— little Alfred, aged
only a few months, who suffered what was described
as “water on the brain” and Harriet, aged three, who
contracted smallpox. Their deaths were to remain in the
memory of the novelist: childhood deaths occur fre-
quently in his writing and are treated with a mixture of
sentimentality and uncomprehending fear.

Dickens was an unusually sensitive and visually aware
child, and he stored away the memories of these different
times— the people he met, the places he lived and
visited, sights and smells of various towns and cities,
the language spoken by those around him and so on.

Charles Dickens’s
first home—13 Mile
End Terrace,

Landport, Portsmouth.
He was born here on 7
February 1812.

R UERHIE— PR
AR = RSB /R k513
S, F1812F 257 AERXE
HeE




