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PUBLISHER’S NOTE


“It was not for profit, not for publicity, but as a domestic and paternal privilege that Charles Dickens took up the most lucrative pen in the literature of his day and dedicated it freely to the brief and earnest manuscript printed for the first time in this unusual little book,” wrote P. W. Wilson in The New York Times when The Life of Our Lord was first published in 1934. Charles Dickens embarked on this task of writing what he called a “children’s New Testament” for his own children in 1846, and he worked on it through 1849, at about the same time he was writing David Copperfield. His purpose was to teach his children about the life and history of Jesus Christ, championing the virtues of mercy and forgiveness.

When the manuscript came to light after Sir Henry Fielding’s death in 1933, it was hailed as one of the century’s greatest finds. When Simon & Schuster published the first American edition, critics warned that it could not compare to Dickens’s other work, but the reading public made it one of the year’s biggest bestsellers. The New York Times reported that The Life of Our Lord was syndicated in three hundred newspapers, and the editors of those papers noticed increased sales due to the Dickens feature. More than fifty years after his death, Charles Dickens was again the literary star au courant.

Though this book has been published in various editions during the past sixty-five years, The Life of Our Lord is still unseen on lists of Dickens’s work.



INTRODUCTION


By Gerald Charles Dickens

My great-great-grandfather wrote The Life of Our Lord for a very special reason—he wrote it for his family. He wanted his children to learn about the life and teachings of Jesus Christ in as plain and simple a way as possible, and he decided the best way to achieve that was to write it himself and give it to his family as a gift.

Charles Dickens was extremely protective of The Life of Our Lord. He was well aware that anything from his pen would be snapped up, published, distributed, and then become part of the Dickens legend; he was determined that this one work would receive no such treatment. When Charles Dickens said that The Life of Our Lord was purely for his family, he meant it. Georgina Hogarth, Charles’s sister-in-law, wrote this about his refusal to publish The Life of Our Lord:

I must now tell you about the beautiful little New Testament, which he wrote for his children. I am sorry to say it is never to be published . . . He would never have it printed, and I used to read it to the little boys in manuscript before they were old enough to read writing themselves . . . I asked Charles if he did not think it would be well to have it printed, at all events for private circulation, if he would not publish it. He said he would look over the manuscript and take a week or two to consider. At the end of the time he gave it back to me and said he had decided never to publish it, or even to have it privately printed. He said I might make a copy of it for Peggy (Mrs. Dickens) or any one of his children, but for no one else, and he also begged that we would never even hand the manuscript, or a copy of it, to anyone to take out of the house.

The Dickens family felt that in return for such a wonderful gift, they must honor their father’s wishes. The clan closed ranks and protected their secret with great zeal.

On Dickens’s death, in 1870, the manuscript passed, along with all of his private papers, to Georgina Hogarth and, from her, to my great-grandfather, Henry Fielding Dickens. His wife, Marie (or Mumsey, as she was known in the family), carefully hid it under her mattress and my father tells me that marks from her bedsprings are clearly visible!

At the time, Henry, a well-respected lawyer, was somewhat torn because he was a great protector of his father’s legacy—Charles’s wishes must be honored and there was no question of publishing The Life of Our Lord. However, Henry was also justly proud of his father’s works, and I believe that he wanted this short volume to be more widely read. He put his legal mind to the problem and came up with a solution. In his will, Henry wrote:

I give and bequeath to my wife the original manuscript of my father’s “Life of Our Lord” which was bequeathed to my aunt Georgina Hogarth in my father’s will, and given by her to me to hold, on the following trusts:

Being his son I have felt constrained to act upon my father’s expressed desire that it should not be published, but I do not think it right that I should bind my children by any such view, especially as I can find no specific injunction against such publication.

I therefore direct that my wife and children should consider this question quite unfettered by any view of mine, and if by majority they decide that the manuscript should not be published, I direct my wife to deposit it with the trustees of the British Museum upon the usual terms, but if they decide by a majority that it should be published, then I direct my wife to sell the same in trust, to divide the net proceeds of such sale among my wife and all my children in equal shares.

Upon Henry’s death in 1933, the family thought long and hard over the question of The Life of Our Lord and decided that the time was now right to publish it. Thus, in 1934, the last published work of Charles Dickens became available to a wider audience, one hundred years after his very first piece, “A Dinner at Poplar Walk,” the first of the Sketches by Boz, was published.

The Life of Our Lord tells us so much about Charles Dickens. It outlines his faith, which was simple and deeply held, but, for me, above all else it tells of his relationship with his family—my family. When I read the first line of The Life of Our Lord, “My Dear Children, I am very anxious that you should know something about the History of Jesus Christ,” I picture the scene in the Dickenses’ nursery vividly: Charley, age twelve; Mamie, eleven; Katie, ten; and Walter, eight; all listening intently as their father explains the miracles of Christ. I envision Francis, five; Alfred, four; and Sydney, two; playing happily as their father reads, changing the narrative now and then to keep their interest. “You never saw a locust, because they belong to that country near Jerusalem, which is a great way off. So do camels, but I think you have seen a camel. At all events, they are brought over here, sometimes; and if you would like to see one, I will show you one.”

And then, in the corner is a baby, not even a year old: Henry Fielding Dickens. My great-grandfather hearing, but not listening to, the voice of Dickens.

Now we have come full circle. I have three children: Georgia, eight; Jasmine, six; and Cameron, seven months. My children are almost of the same age as Walter, Francis, and Henry. My daughters are learning about Jesus Christ, and they are as fascinated by the miracles and parables as were their counterparts exactly one hundred and fifty years ago. It is time for me to read to them, “My Dear Children, I am very anxious that you should know something about the History of Jesus Christ . . . ” And I invite you to become part of this wonderful family. Read The Life of Our Lord not as a Dickens novel—that is the last thing my great-great-grandfather would have wanted. Read it as an honorary family member and draw from it the rich meaning that Charles Dickens intended when he first presented this gift to us.

Burwash, East Sussex, England

Summer 1999
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My Dear Children,

I am very anxious that you should know something about the History of Jesus Christ. For everybody ought to know about Him. No one ever lived who was so good, so kind, so gentle, and so sorry for all people who did wrong, or were in any way ill or miserable, as He was. And as He is now in Heaven, where we hope to go, and all to meet each other after we are dead, and there be happy always together, you never can think what a good place Heaven is, without knowing who He was and what He did.
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