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CharlesDickens(1812-1870)

Novelist,journalist,courtreporter,editor,amateuractor.Editorof

LondonDailyNews,1846;founderandeditorofHouseholdWords,1833-

35,andofAlltheYearRound,1859-70;presentedpublicreadingsofhis

works,beginning1858.

Hewasonlyfifty-eightwhenhedied.Hishorsehadbeenshot,ashehad

wanted;hisbodylayinacasketinhishomeatGad'sHill,festoonedwith

scarletgeraniums.Tributespouredinfrom alloverhisnativeEngland

andfrom aroundtheworld.Statesmen,commoners,andfellow writers

allgrievedhispassing.AsquotedinPeterAckroyd'smonumentalstudy,

Dickens,the news of Charles Dickens death on June 9,1870,

reverberatedacrosstheAtlantic,elicitingthepoetLongfellowtosaythat

hehadneverknown"anauthor'sdeathtocausesuchgeneralmourning."

England'sThomasCarlylewrote:"Itisaneventworld-wide,auniqueof

talentssuddenlyextinct."Andthedayafterhisdeath,thenewspaper

Dickensonceedited,theLondonDailyNews,reportedthatDickenshad

been "emphatically the novelist of his age.In his pictures of

contemporarylifeposteritywillread,moreclearlythanincontemporary



records,thecharacterofnineteenthcenturylife."

Itwasajudgmentthathasbeenprovenmorethanperceptive.Notonly

wasDickensapopularrecorderofthelifeofhistimes,buthewasalso

anincrediblysuccessfulmanofletters.Oneofthemoreinteresting

aspectsofDickenslife,infact,wasthedegreeofpopularitywhichhe

experiencedduringhislifetime.TherewasnolaviebohemeforDickens,

noartisticsqualororneglectofhisworks.From theageoftwenty-four,

with publication ofThe Posthumous Papers ofthe Pickwick Club,

DickenswasanamazingliterarysuccessonbothsidesoftheAtlantic.

Bytheageofthirtyhehadfiveimmenselypopularandimmensenovels

underhisbelt,includingsuchperennialfavouritesasOliverTwistand

TheLifeandAdventuresofNicholasNickleby.

Hisearlyperiodofcreativitywasmarkedbyaproclivitytohumourand

thepicaresque,andearlyonhisreadershipmarvelledathisassortment

of characters.If a Dickens plot was not always of clockwork

fastidiousness,theauthormorethanmadeupforitwithahostof

leadingandsecondarycharactersthatwouldmakeaHollywoodcasting

directorenvious.IthasbeenreckonedthatDickenscreatedover2,000

such characters during his relatively shortcreative life.He wrote

fourteenfullnovels--mostover800pagesintheirmoderneditions--as

wellassketches,travel,andChristmasbooks,andwasatworkonhis



fifteenthnovelwhenhedied.Dickensgrew throughouthiscareer;he

wasnotcontenttoreproduceformulaicsuccesses.Hetookchances;he

dealtwithsocialissues;hewasnotshyofworkingwithideas.Apopular

novelist,hewasneversoinlovewithhisreputationastostandstill.

Hislateperiodwasmarkedbybroodinganddarknovelsthatilluminated

apartofEnglandmostwouldhavebeenhappytohaveleftinthedark.

ThesombretoneofBleakHouseandHardTimesreflectedtheharsh

socialrealityofanEnglandbesottedwithindustrialprogressatanyprice.

Ironically,manyofthesocietalillswhichDickenswroteaboutinsuch

novelshadalreadybeenrightedbythetimeofpublication.The1850s

and1860sinEnglandweredecadesofhopeandprosperity,butDickens

couldneverforgetanotherage,atimeduringwhichhehimselfwas

growingup.Throughouthisworkthereisaconstantreturningtothemes

ofhisownchildhood:ofdebtor'sprisons--suchastheonetowhichhis

ownfatherwasoncesent--andtheinternaldealingsoffamily.Dickens

wasawriterofthecityandofthecountry,andbothstrainswerepartof

hisownmake-upaswell.HisdepictionsofVictorianLondonhave,as

wasprophesiedbytheDailyNews,becomehistoricalrecordsofaworld

nowforeverlost.

Thefameofthisenormouslyinventiveauthorhasnotdiminishedover

time.He,andhisfellowcountryman,William Shakespeare,arethemost



writtenaboutauthorsintheEnglishlanguage.Hisnovelsnotonlybridge

cultures,equallypopularinmanyoftheworld'slanguages,buttheyalso

spangenerations,appealingtoadultandyoungreadersalike.Books

suchasOliverTwist,AChristmasCarol,ThePersonalHistoryofDavid

Copperfield,ATaleofTwoCities,andGreatExpectationshavelongbeen

partofthecanonofliteratureinhighschools,anddeservedlysofor,as

inthecaseofATaleofTwoCities,theiraction,andinseveralothers,

their depictions of youthful characters facing life with both

determinationandasenseofhumour.
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