
A Tale of Two Desks

‘I have often thought, that I should certainly
have been as successful on the boards
as I have been between them’

(Dickens, Letter to Forster, Dec 1844-Jan 1845)
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Trial titles for David Copperfield

Number Plan for the opening 3 chapters of David Copperfield



Dickens’s Working Plan
for Little Dorrit No. 1

‘People to meet and part as travellers do, and the future
connexion between them in the story, not to be now shewn
to the reader but to be worked out as in life. Try this
uncertainty and this not-putting of them together, as a new
means of interest. Indicate and carry through this intention.’

Rapport with Public



Final Monthly Number of Nicholas Nickleby  (October 1839)

‘The author of  a periodical 
performance… commits to his 
readers the feelings of  the day, in 
the language which those feelings 
have prompted. As he has 
delivered himself  with the 
freedom of  intimacy and the 
cordiality of  friendship, he will 
naturally look for the indulgence 
which those relations may claim; 
and when he bids his readers 
adieu, will hope, as well as feel, 
the regrets of  an acquaintance, 
and the tenderness of  a friend.’

Henry Mackenzie, The Lounger 1785-7

Rapport with Public



Charles Dickens, Preface to Nicholas Nickleby and Frontispiece

Rapport with Public



‘I wish you would regard my Christmas Books, and Dombeys, and so forth,
as letters to you…’                                         (Dickens Letter 27 November 1846)

‘I really think so often of my friends in writing my books, and have the happiness
of knowing they think so much of reading them, that I have a sort of stupid sense
as if they served for letters’.                          (Dickens Letter 20 December 1852) 

Rapport with Public



Pickwick Papers (1836), Part I, p.2

‘The Late Charles Dickens’:
Obituary, Illustrated London News,
18 June 1870

Rapport with Public



Dickens’s eldest son Charley:
“He lived, I am sure, two lives, one with us 
and one with his fictitious people, and I am
equally certain that the children of his brain
were much more real to him at times than we were”
(Charles Dickens Jr, ‘Reminiscences of My Father’, Windsor Magazine 1934)

Immersion in Characters



Immersion in Characters ‘Dickens once declared to me that every word said by his characters 
was distinctly heard by him’ (G.H.Lewes,  Fortnightly Review, Feb 1872, xvii,)

R.W.Buss, Dickens’ Dream
‘’When …I sit down to my book, some beneficent power shows it all to me, and tempts me to be 
interested, and I don’t invent it – really do not – but see it, and write it down.’ 

(Letter to Forster, ?October 1841)



Luke Fildes, 'Jasper's Sacrifices': Illustration to The Mystery of Edwin Drood (1870)

Immersion in Characters

‘He had the power of projecting himself into shapes and suggestions of his fancy
which is one of the marvels of the creatiuve imagination, and what he desired
to express he became’             (John Forster, The Life of Charles Dickens)



Dickens as Wardour in 
The Frozen Deep (1857)

Dickens as Capt Bobadil, 
in Ben Jonson's Everyman in 
his Humour (1845)

“As to the Play itself; when it is made as good as my care can make it, I derive a strange feeling 
out of it, like writing a book in company.  A satisfaction of a most singular kind, which has no exact 
parallel in my life.” (Dickens, Letter 9/1/1857)

Augustus Egg, Dickens acting
in the play Used Up

Immersion in Characters



The Readings were to be, according to Dickens:
‘…a means of strengthening those relations –I may almost say of personal friendship –
which it is my great privilege and pride, as it is my great responsibility, to hold with a 
multitude of persons who will never hear my voice nor see my face. Thus it is that I
come, quite naturally, to be here among you at this time; and thus it is that I proceed
to read this little book, quite as composedly as I might proceed to write it,
or to publish it it in any other way.’  (Speech before 1st Reading for his own profit: St Martin’s Hall, 29 April 1858)



Robert Hanna, Two Portraits of Dickens Reading (?1858)

‘When I first entered on this interpretation
of myself…I was sustained by the hope
that I could drop into some hearts,
some new expression of the meaning
of my books, that would touch them 
in a new way.’

(Letter, 17 April 1867)



Dickens's design for his Reading Desk (?1858)                      Dickens giving his last Reading: Illustrated  London News 19 March 1870.

" X The parts marked thus to be of a greyish green not too dark.
The fringe to match. There should be fringe round the little [?rest] for the book." 



The Set for Dickens's Readings (vertical batten for gas lighting on left). 
Top right: Cartoon image of Dickens reading (Tinsley’s Magazine, vol.4, Feb – July 1869)



Dickens's Prompt-copy of A Christmas Carol



Mrs. Gamp

Mrs. Gamp, as drawn by Phiz for
Martin Chuzzlewit

Dickens’s Prompt-copy for the Reading
‘Mrs. Gamp’



Dickens as Fagin
in ‘Sikes and Nancy’

Fagin, as drawn by  George 
Cruikshank, in Oliver Twist

Dickens’s prompt-copy for the Reading
‘Sikes and Nancy’

Sikes and Nancy



Dr Beard’s Notes on Dickens’s Pulse Rates

Dickens’s normal pulse rate c.72; after 
reading ’Sikes and Nancy’ that rose to 120

Dickens reading ‘Sikes and Nancy’, 
in St . James’s Hall, London





“At length he [Ham] neared the wreck. He was so near, that with
one more of his vigorous strokes he would be clinging to it, -- when,
a high green vast hillside of water, moving on shoreward, from
beyond the ship, he seemed to leap up into it with a mighty bound –
and the ship was gone!”   (Dickens’s Reading of David Copperfield)





“Ladies and gentleman, in but two short 
weeks from this time I hope that you may 
enter, in your own homes, on a new series of 
readings, at which my assistance will be 
indispensable; but from these garish lights I 
vanish now for evermore, with a heartfelt, 
grateful, respectful, and affectionate 
farewell.”     (Dickens’s Farewell Speech, 15 March 1870)



“With such feelings and such hopes…
the Author of these pages, now lays 
them before his readers in a completed 
form, flattering himself…that on the 
first of next month they may miss his 
company at the accustomed time as 
something which used to be expected 
with pleasure”

(Preface to Nicholas Nickleby)

“Ladies and gentleman, in but two short 
weeks from this time I hope that you 
may enter, in your own homes, on a 
new series of readings, at which my 
assistance will be indispensable; but 
from these garish lights I vanish now for 
evermore, with a heartfelt, grateful, 
respectful, and affectionate farewell.”  
(Dickens’s Farewell Speech, 15 March 1870)


