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        This hugely readable book by a distinguished Dickens scholar provides, in less than 100 pages, a remarkably comprehensive, authoritative, and vividly written account of Dickens’s astonishing life and career. Dr. Schlicke’s primary focus is of course on Dickens as a supremely great novelist, and on the roots of his writing in his own personal experiences, but he gives detailed attention also to other aspects of Dickens’ life and career such as his travels, editorial work, passion for the theatre, public readings and social activism.

        MICHAEL SLATER, EMERITUS PROFESSOR OF VICTORIAN LITERATURE AT BIRKBECK, PAST PRESIDENT OF THE INTERNATIONAL DICKENS FELLOWSHIP, AND FORMER EDITOR OF ITS JOURNAL, THE DICKENSIAN

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Simply Dickens offers a concise account of the multiple lives of Charles Dickens, the author of more memorable characters with distinctive voices than any writer save Shakespeare. Meet the journalist, the philanthropist, and social critic, the public speaker, the performer of readings from his own works, the actor and director of plays—they are all here jostling to keep company with the childhood and personal life of the man whose novels have secured his reputation and won readers throughout the world. Paul Schlicke presents this eminently accessible portrait in a series of brief chapters, expertly blending the contours of Dickens’s multivalent activities with commentary on his development as a novelist, an author who grows quickly beyond the literary traditions he inherited to develop the unique and powerful prose that defines his major works.

        DAVID PAROISSIEN, EDITOR OF DICKENS QUARTERLY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Paul Schlicke presents us with Simply Dickens in all his fascinating complexity. He succeeds in providing readers with a clear outline of the events in Dickens’s life, with a shrewd and well-judged critical assessment of his works, including some of the less well-known and less popular novels and stories. His survey embraces Dickens’s journalism, his passion for theatre and performance, his relationship with the age in which he lived and about which he delivered, at times, some severe judgments. The development of Dickens’s art is traced through to the works of his maturity, pointing to the way in which his themes and attitudes crystallized and had a clear impact on the honing of his craft as the greatest novelist of the nineteenth century. Alongside this, there emerges a figure who, as Paul Schlicke points out towards the end of this very valuable short study, had an enormous ‘appetite’ for life and living.

        DR. TONY WILLIAMS, PRESIDENT OF THE DICKENS FELLOWSHIP AND ASSOCIATE EDITOR OF THE DICKENSIAN

      

      

      

      
        
        
        This is one of the best short introductions to Dickens’s life and work that I know. Paul Schlicke integrates the life of this extraordinary man with his fiction, journalism, and public readings in a very engaging and lively narrative. I wouldn’t hesitate to recommend this to the widest range of readers.

        MALCOLM ANDREWS, EMERITUS PROFESSOR VICTORIAN & VISUAL ARTS, UNIVERSITY OF KENT, EDITOR OF THE DICKENSIAN
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      Simply Charly’s Great Lives series offers concise yet deeply insightful introductions to the world’s most influential thinkers and creators—scientists, artists, writers, economists, and other extraordinary figures whose ideas and achievements continue to shape our world.

      Each book opens a window into the life and mind of its subject: their work, their inspirations, the pivotal moments that defined them, and the obstacles they overcame along the way. You’ll also find glimpses of their lesser-known sides—the quirks, contradictions, and private battles that make genius feel unmistakably human.

      Written by leading scholars and experts who have spent years studying their subjects, these volumes move far beyond the familiar timeline of “greatest hits.” They dive deep into the thought processes, struggles, and turning points that propelled these figures toward their most enduring contributions.

      The Great Lives series brings clarity and depth to complex lives, transforming historical icons into vivid, relatable individuals whose ambitions and doubts mirror our own.

      Ultimately, we hope that these books do more than inform—that they inspire. Because the best stories of extraordinary lives don’t just teach us about the past; they remind us what’s possible in our own.

      
        
        Charles Carlini

        New York City
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      In her 1886 memoir titled My Father as I Recall Him, Charles Dickens’s daughter Mamie described how, being allowed as a convalescent child to remain in his study while he wrote, she observed his activity:

      On one of those mornings, I was lying on the sofa endeavoring to keep perfectly quiet, while my father wrote busily and rapidly at his desk, when he suddenly jumped up from his chair and rushed to a mirror which hung near, and in which I could see the reflections of some extraordinary facial contortions which he was making. He returned rapidly to his desk, wrote furiously for a few moments, and then went again to the mirror. The facial pantomime was resumed, and then turning forward, but evidently not seeing me, he began talking rapidly in a low voice. Ceasing this soon, however, he returned to his desk, where he remained silently writing until lunchtime. It was a most curious experience for me, and one of which I did not, until later years, fully appreciate the purport. Then I knew that with his natural intensity he had thrown himself completely into the character that he was creating, and that for the time being he had not only lost sight of his surroundings, but had actually become in action, and in imagination, the creature of his pen.

      This description confirms what readers have always recognized in the characters Dickens created, that is, their life-like nature and the extent to which they reflect something intrinsic to Dickens himself. In a speech to the Royal General Theatrical Fund on March 29, 1858, while proposing a toast to his fellow novelist William Makepeace Thackeray, Dickens spoke of the essentially theatrical nature of fiction: “Every writer of fiction,” he said, “though he may not adopt the dramatic form, writes in effect for the stage.” Whatever interpretation one might wish to make of this statement as a feature in fiction generally, there can be no question of its applicability to Dickens’s own writing. His characters are theatrical in the sense that they invariably declaim and act as if performing on a stage, their essence belonging to the author who created them. This gives them a vital, histrionic presence, as vivid as any personages in any novel ever written. If this means that his characters seem to lack the inwardness we find in the works of other great writers, they more than make up for any limitations in that regard by their vital presence, as Dickens the actor impersonates them on the page.

      Moreover—and this is the important point about his life as well as his art—Dickens was, to an unusual degree, a multi-faceted man, who took on a wide variety of roles in his everyday activities. He threw himself wholeheartedly into everything he did. Wrenched from school at an early age on account of his father’s financial troubles, he was sent to work in a boot-blacking warehouse, a fate which he thought at the time would dash any aspirations he had for a better future and consign him to manual labor for the rest of his life—unless, he feared, he would end up as a little vagabond. After two stints as a clerk in law offices, Dickens became a newspaper reporter and quickly established himself as an expert parliamentary journalist. He continued to write for newspapers and journals for the rest of his life and to act as editor for a number of periodicals. He went to the theater constantly in those early days, secured an appointment for an audition at Covent Garden Theatre Royal, and might have made a career as an actor but for the steady success he had achieved by then as a journalist. However, Dickens retained a vital interest in the theater as playgoer, reviewer, playwright, actor, producer, manager, and eventually public reader of his own works. His first forays into fiction, published as magazine and newspaper sketches, became phenomenally popular, and the longer fictions which followed quickly established him as the foremost novelist of the age—indeed, of all time. His writings about Christmas—“A Christmas Dinner“ in Sketches by Boz, the Dingley Dell episode in Pickwick, and “A Christmas Carol”—among them—associated Dickens’s name with that holiday; it was even said that when he died, one little girl asked if that meant Father Christmas would die too.

      After a childhood infatuation with a little neighborhood girl in Chatham, as a young man, Dickens fell in love, was jilted, and married on the rebound. Years later, in his mid-40s and at the height of his fame, he fell madly in love once more. However, his marriage, which had produced 10 children, eventually collapsed, and permanently estranged from his wife, he led a secret life with a woman young enough to be his daughter. He traveled for extended periods to Italy, Switzerland, France, and North America, writing travel books arising from his experiences. Dickens also campaigned actively for a variety of social causes and, for a decade, without easing up on any other activities, he worked tirelessly as a factotum for a wealthy heiress, overseeing the daily running of a refuge for homeless women. In the midst of all this intense and varied activity, he wrote 14 novels of unparalleled genius and was midway through the 15th when, at the early age of 58, he died of a massive stroke.

      Dickens’s favorite performer was an actor named Charles Mathews, famous for impersonating a series of characters in one-man shows known as “monopolylogues.” Dickens’s own public readings were notable for the number of roles he undertook in each reading, as if he actually embodied all the characters whose lines he recited. Every one of the hundreds of fictive personages who populate his works partakes to a greater or lesser extent in the inner life of their author. In his art and in his life, it was indeed as if Dickens led multiple lives; certainly, he expended more energy in greater diversity than many other men.

      In the pages that follow, we will survey the multivalent activities of this remarkable man.

      
        
        Paul Schlicke

        Aberdeen, Scotland
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