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Author’s biography


 

Charles Dickens was an English novelist born in Lamport, a district of Portsmouth, in 1812. Son of a modest navy treasurer and the second of eight children, Dickens lived a very hard childhood. The need for money made him leave school and work, at the age of twelve, as a hand sticking labels in a polish factory while his father was imprisoned for debt. The misery and the humiliating memory of those times obsessed him his whole life, giving him an endless theme to use in his future work, just as his being permanently in touch with the poorest areas of London has supplied his most poignant depictions.

In 1857, Dickens worked as a clerk. He learned shorthand writing, and became a court-reporter for the Parliament in 1831. At that same period, he fell in love with Maria Beadnell who was the daughter of a bank manager, but she rejected him because of his lack of money. Deeply saddened, Dickens tried to improve his situation. He became a journalist and later a columnist, and published his first book, Sketches by Boz, in 1835. In 1836, he married Catherine Hogarth but they were never happy. In 1857, he wrote to Collins: “This domestic unhappiness remains so strong upon me that I can’t write.”

The success of his Sketches triggered the order of a second book: The Pickwick Papers, published in 1837. From then on, his works followed one another, reflecting the traumas of his childhood. In Oliver Twist, subtitled The Parish Boy’s Progress (1837-1838), he denounced the workhouses which enslaved the poor since the 1834 law. In Nicholas Nickleby (1838-1839), he criticized the industry of the soup-sellers in Yorkshire schools. In The Old Curiosity Shop (1840-1841), he blamed the social perversion of the capitalistic system of the time. Dickens’ works have been very positively welcomed and made him one of the best-known novelists in the world. 

In January 1840, he traveled to the United States but that journey proved a bitter disappointment. The author had hoped to find democracy there, but he only managed to find a cupid, awfully conformist and slave driver society. When he went back, he published his thoughts in American Notes for General Circulation (1842) and in Martin Chuzzlewit (1843-1844). Depression was creeping in but it did not hinder his literary production. He published A Christmas Carol in 1843, The Chimes and The Cricket on the Hearth in 1845 while he was traveling to Italy and visiting Paris. In 1846, he founded a newspaper: The Daily News; and then wrote Dombey and Son, published in 1848.

Dickens remained obsessed by his childhood, but the vivid and painful memories stopped him from writing his autobiography. He would rather disguise the overwhelming reality of his past in David Copperfield (1848-1849). The theme of the miserable childhood was far from drying out: he wrote Bleak House (1852), Hard Times (1854) and Little Dorrit (1857-1858). In 1858, Dickens left his wife for the young actress Ellen Ternan. This new love, hardly reciprocal, affected him enormously and inspired him two novels expressing disenchantment: Great Expectations (1861) and  Our Mutual Friend (1864-1865). He left The Mystery of Edwin Drood unfinished when he died of exhaustion in Glad’s Hill Place, in 1870. The structure of his novels is quite disturbing, they proceed by successive expansions, in the plot as well as in regard to the characters who appear more and more numerous. Charles Dickens managed to move a whole generation, to make people laugh and cry by creating a world where life is abounding.

 


Presentation of the novel

 

Oliver Twist, written by Charles Dickens, was first published as a monthly serial in Bentley’s Miscellany from February 1837 to March 1839; it was the magazine for which the author had just been appointed editor-in-chief. For the first time in an English novel, the child is at the foreground, allowing Dickens to give a new vision of what life is in London’s slums during the Victorian era. He does not hesitate to criticize the English society – in the middle of the industrial revolution at the time – by destroying the false image of the delinquents’ world given by other novelists; Dickens thus shows a dark representation of crime and criminals. 
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