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Charles Dickens, Author and Storyteller

Charles John Huffman Dickens was born on 7th February 1812 in 

the city of Portsmouth on the south coast of England. 

His parents were John  Dickens,  a  clerk  in  the  Naval Pay Office,   

and his wife Elizabeth. Dickens’ father was hopeless with money.  

In 1824, he was arrested for debt and sent to the Marshalsea 

Prison (which later became a setting in Charles Dickens’ novel, 

Little Dorrit

) when Charles was just twelve years old. The Dickens 

family  (mother,  and the five children)  also had to  live in this  prison.

Young Charles was forced to go to work to support the family, 

pasting labels on bottles of shoe-polish for 6 shillings (£0.30)  

a week. 
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Dickens never forgot this early experience of debt and hardship, 

and even when he became a successful and wealthy man, he 

never lost  his  fear that  one  day  he  might  once again find   

himself short of money.

Dickens began  work as  an  office boy  at the age  of  fifteen, 

before becoming a journalist. He enjoyed writing and in 1833  

he submitted a short story called 

A

 

Dinner at Poplar Walk

 to 

the 

Monthly Magazine

. This was published and he began to write 

more stories. His career as a journalist began to become noticed, 

although  he  wrote under  a  pseudonym,  Boz.  His  first  book  was 

Sketches by Boz

, a collection of articles, published in 1836. His 

breakthrough as a famous writer came with the 1836 publication 

of 

The Pickwick Papers

, which was written in instalments.

He married Catherine Hogarth in 1836. The couple had ten 

children before they separated in 1858.

Dickens was born during the reign of King George III, but all 

his novels except for 

The Pickwick Papers

 were published during 

the reign of Queen Victoria. His books are usually thought of as 

being set in Victorian London, but Dickens travelled widely and 

set several stories in the towns of Rochester and Chatham – 

where he spent most of his childhood – as well as locations in 

Europe and America.

In all,  Dickens wrote fifteen  novels  including 

Oliver Twist

, 

Nicholas 

Nickleby

, 

David  Copperfield

 and 

Great Expectations

, in addition 

to novellas (short novels like 

A Christmas Carol

), books of travel 

writing, letters and essays, and short stories. His last novel, 

The 

Mystery of Edwin Drood

, was  left unfinished  when  Dickens died  at 

his home, Gad’s Hill in Kent, in 1870. He was only 58 years old. 
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Almost all Dickens’ novels were written as weekly or monthly 

episodes  for  magazines.  He had  to  write quickly, and to  a fixed 

schedule. New episodes were as eagerly awaited as the latest 

TV shows are nowadays. People from all levels of society read 

Dickens’ stories. Poor people, who could not afford to buy a 

magazine each, would club together to buy one copy, which one 

of them would read out loud. If none of them could read, they 

would pay someone a few pence to do it for them.

Dickens  is  widely acknowledged  to be  Britain’s finest  and  most 

successful novelist. He created some of the most memorable 

characters  ever  to  appear in  fiction.  In 

Oliver Twist

, not only 

the title character is now a household name, but so too are the 

supporting characters. Fagin, Bill Sikes, Mr Bumble and the Artful 

Dodger are all famous throughout the world. It seems certain 

that the fame of his characters will last as long as that of 

Dickens himself.

CHARLES DICKENS’
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Oliver Twist

: The Novel

The  first instalment of 

Oliver Twist

 appeared in a magazine 

called 

Bentley’s Miscellany

 in February 1837. Its author was ‘Boz’, 

although everyone knew it was really Dickens, after the success  

of his story, 

The Pickwick Papers

 (see page 4). 

The full title of the story was 

Oliver Twist, or The Parish Boy’s 

Progress

. It came out in 27 monthly instalments between 1837 

and 1839 and then later, as a three-volume book. Dickens’ friend, 

George Cruikshank, illustrated each instalment, with one illustration 

per month. Each instalment was around 9,000 words long and 

generally ended on a ‘cliffhanger’ to make sure that people would 

want to buy and read the next episode. In many ways this form 

of writing can be compared to today’s ‘soap operas’ on television. 

Dickens’ depiction of an orphan boy, trapped in the world of  

the workhouse  and  London’s underworld, before eventually  finding 

happiness, was well received by readers of the time, and has 

stood  the  test  of  time. The figure of Oliver,  holding out  a  bowl 

and asking for more, is one of the most iconic images in  

Western literature and will no doubt remain so.
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OLIVER TWIST

England, 1830: In a workhouse in an unnamed 

town, an unknown young woman is giving birth 

to a child. 

 

It is very doubtful that the child will survive ...
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