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Introduction

Charles Dickens established a reputation as a novelist that has carried his work through a century and a half. The titles of many of his works, likeDavid Copperfield, Nicholas Nickleby, or Great Expectations, are widely recognized; even some of the lines contained in his books, such as Oliver Twist’s “Please sir, may I have some more?” or the famed opening lines of A Tale of Two Cities, “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.” have become well known. His works have translated well into other mediums as well—most of his works have now been adapted into movies or TV series, just as they were adapted for the stage in his own lifetime. Many people watch one of the over a dozen film renditions of The Christmas Carol year after year, even if they’ve never read one of Dickens’ novels.

Still, few know much about Charles Dickens beyond his famous name. His experiences as a boy, particularly the year he spent as a 12-year-old working in a shoe-blacking factory while his father was in debtor’s prison, had great influence on his writing. He was always observant, able to create dramatic characters by building on his lifetime of close scrutiny of people. Often people he knew inspired his characters, from his sister’s four-year-old crippled son who turned into A Christmas Carol’s Tiny Tim, to his first love, Maria Beadnell, whom he would unkindly use as inspiration for the depiction of overweight, drunken Flora Finching in Little Dorrit.

Though Dickens could be hot-headed and impulsive, he was concerned about the society he lived in and wanted to bring about change. In this book, you’ll meet Charles Dickens, the man who loved theatre, was crossed in love, survived a train wreck, tried to change the way his society viewed and dealt with poverty, and who not only produced novels but also helped raise the genre of the novel itself to popularity.


Chapter One

Providing for His Family as a Child

“No words can express the secret agony of my soul . . . the sense I had of being utterly neglected and hopeless; of the shame I felt in my position . . . My whole nature was penetrated with grief and humiliation.”

—Charles Dickens, recalling his work in the blacking factory

In the suburb of Landport, outside Portsmouth, Elizabeth Dickens gave birth to her second child on February 7, 1812. She and her husband John named the baby Charles John Huffman Dickens, his first name in honor of his maternal grandfather. Elizabeth was 22 at the time, and her father, Charles, had been an instrument-maker before working for the Navy Pay Office, where he was later found guilty of embezzling money and fled England. Elizabeth was known for her energy, her good sense of humor, and her pleasant personality. She was relatively well-educated, even knowing some Latin.

John Dickens, little Charles’ father, was the son of a maid, Elizabeth Ball, and a manservant, William Dickens. William, who was already elderly at the time of his marriage, died before his second son John was born. John, instead of becoming a servant like his parents, obtained a position in the Navy Pay Office—a position he could only have acquired with the help of the Crewe family, his mother’s employers. Some scholars have even suggested that John Crewe or some other gentleman who visited the Crewe house was John’s real father. In any case, what is certainly true is that John grew up watching men who lived luxuriously, gambling and drinking, but also enjoying the company of some of the most revered authors and politicians of the day.

Inspired, John wanted to live the life of a gentlemen of refined tastes. He acquired a significant collection of books—a very expensive investment at the time. He made his way upwards in the Navy Pay Office, becoming assistant clerk in 1807. Since the Crewes were friends with the treasurer of the Navy, John Dickens was well placed for another promotion not many years later. He married Elizabeth, whose brother had been his colleague in the Navy Pay Office, in June 1809. Throughout this time, however, John was also developing habits of extravagant spending and incurrence of debt that would plague his life and later bring disaster to his family.

Charles Dickens and his sister Fanny, two years older, would begin to experience their father’s inability to manage money before they were even old enough to remember it. When Charles was just five months old, the Dickens family moved to a smaller house in a poorer area. Toward the end of 1814, the family moved to London for John’s work. There, John continued to live above his income and had to resort to asking his mother for funds. Two more children, Alfred and Letitia, were born by 1816, though Alfred died at only six months old. The family then moved again, this time to Kent.

By this time, little Charles was five, and his mother was busy teaching him to read. As he grew, he began to read the many books available to him at home, from Robinson Crusoe to the Arabian Nights. Charles was sometimes lonely and not as athletic as other boys his age, due partly to severe pains in his sides. He enjoyed performing silly songs for his family and sometimes duets with his older sister Fanny at a nearby tavern whose owner was a friend of John’s. The Dickens family also went to the theatre, where the young Charles was introduced to everything from Shakespeare to pantomime. He even wrote his own drama, called Misnar, the Sultan of India.

John was still borrowing money at an alarming rate, and in 1821 he had to move his family—now he and Elizabeth had five children, with the births of Harriet and Frederick—to a poorer area once again. This same year, Fanny and Charles began to attend school. The school they went to was run by a Mr. Giles, the son of a minister. Giles had not only studied at Oxford, but he was also a teacher who knew how to encourage and motivate his students. Charles did well at the school, and quickly earned the favor of his teacher. He would later treasure the memories of his life during the period in Kent as one of the best times of his life.

But these days were numbered. In 1822, when Charles was ten, his father’s work called the family back to London. The Dickens moved into a narrow, three-story house in Camden Town. By this time, a sixth child, Alfred Lamert, had been born, and they also had a lodger living with them. Charles had a hard time finding friends in this new place, but he did become close to his father’s older brother, Thomas. Though John and Elizabeth had money to send Fanny to the Royal Academy of Music when she received a place there, they did not send Charles back to school after they arrived in London. He helped to take care of the younger children and ran errands, all the while amusing himself by writing character sketches of people he met or saw in the city.

Change was coming to the Dickens family once again. In February 1824, John Dickens was finally arrested for his debts. When he could find no help to repay his debts—since he had long exhausted all his sources—he was taken to debtor’s prison. Charles, at 12 years old, was left trying to help his family survive by pawning their possessions one by one, from books to furniture. Before long the family was living in two cold, bare rooms.

Help came from their former lodger, James Lamert. He found work for Charles at the factory he managed. Charles, who had dreamed of attending Cambridge, was terribly disappointed at the turn life had taken and at his parents’ seeming indifference as his potential went to waste. Nonetheless, he began his new job, where he labeled pots of boot and shoe blacking. When Elizabeth was forced to let the house go and go live at the prison with John, Charles had lodgings close to the prison, where he could see his family sometimes. Even when John managed to get out of prison following the death of his mother, Charles remained at his job in the blacking factory; that was until John had a quarrel with James Lamert. Elizabeth quickly resolved the dispute and got an invitation for Charles to return to his job—an action which Charles would always hold against her. He could never forget this difficult time when he had been forced to work in a low-paying and, in his view, demeaning job as a child, and it would have a significant influence on the stories he would later tell.

However, despite his mother’s desire for him to keep working, Charles’ life now returned to one more usual for a boy of his social class as John decided to send Charles back to school. He would continue his education at a nearby school, Wellington House Academy. There, he made friends with the other boys and enjoyed playing games, writing a mini-newspaper, and taking part in the school’s theatrical performances. A few years later, in 1827, 15-year-old Charles had to put a halt to his education when his father could no longer pay for school. His formal education was now over for good, and Charles once again needed to find work.


Conclusion

Many critics have pointed out that after Shakespeare, Dickens is likely the best-known of English authors. His lasting popularity has been so great that it has actually added words and terms to the English language. For example, a “Scrooge,” the name of the main character of A Christmas Carol, is often a term for someone miserly and ungenerous. “Dickensian” can refer to situations reminiscent of Dickens’ work in several ways, especially to squalid conditions that reflect the poverty Dickens’ stories often depicted.

Dickens’ works have left their mark in other ways, as well: now-common ideas about the celebration of Christmas gained popularity through his work, and his depiction of Victorian London has influenced the general perception of the time and place. His works have inspired film adaptations since the days of silent films, and the way he crafted his characters’ voices and natural speech patterns was a predecessor for today’s world of comedy. Perhaps more importantly, his concerns about poverty and about laws and judicial systems that hurt the poor are a significant part of his legacy—while many specific issues may have changed, readers still find these concerns relevant to society today.

Dickens and his work can be criticized on many counts and always has been. Not all of his novels were great critical successes. When his relationship with Nelly Ternan came to light in 1934, he could no longer be considered a model of Victorian values, and so his reputation as a good man who championed the poor lost some of its power. In more recent times, Dickens’ novels have been criticized for their flat depictions of female characters. But, despite the ever-developing portrait of who Charles Dickens was and how we should regard the work he left behind, the importance and influence of his legacy remain apparent in the vast body of scholarly work dedicated to him, along with the film-makers, writers, and other artists who have been inspired by his stories.

