Charles Dickens: A Chronology

1812

1812-24

1824

1824-27

1827-30

1830-34

1833-36

1836-37

183741

Birth, February 7, in Portsmouth, the first son and
second of eight children of John and Elizabeth Barrow
Dickens.

His father, a clerk in the Navy pay office, is sometimes
stationed in London but usually in the twin towns of
Chatham and Rochester on the south coast of Kent.
Charles becomes an avid reader, especially of
eighteenth-century novels.

John Dickens is imprisoned in the Marshalsea, a
debtor’s prison. Charles, no longer attending school,
becomes an ill-paid manual laborer in a London
blacking warehouse, where he works for a few months.
Resumes schooling after his father’s release from
prison. Leaves school at age fifteen and awarded prize
for Latin.

Employed as clerk in law offices.

Becomes an expert shorthand-reporter of debates in
Parliament, an institution that he likens to a panto-
mime “strong in clowns.” Rounds out his education
by reading in the library of the British Museum. Falls
in love with Maria Beadnell, a banker’s daughter. Her
parents regard him as unsuitable. The relationship is
broken off after four years.

Becomes a newspaper reporter for the Morning
Chronicle and travels extensively outside of London.
Begins publishing short articles and stories that are
collected into a volume, Sketches by Boz (1836).
Marries Catherine Hogarth; first child born (first of
ten); publishes his first novel, The Pickwick Papers, in
twenty monthly installments. Its triumphant success
enables him to give up newspaper reporting.
Publishes in Bentley’s Miscellany installments of Oli-
ver Twist. Loses his much-beloved sister-in-law, Mary
Hogarth, who dies at age seventeen. Writes three more
novels: Nicholas Nickleby, The Old Curiosity Shop,
and Barnaby Rudge.
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1842

1843
1844-49

1850

1851-57

1858-61

1861-68

1869-70
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Tours America for five months. Loses his original high
hopes for democracy. Disillusionment with United
States evident in his American Notes and in his novel
Martin Chuzzlewit.

A Christmas Carol.

Pays long visits to Italy, Switzerland, and France with
his large family. Helps found Daily News. Publishes
only one novel, Dombey and Son, but also four more
Christmas books.

Founds his popular weekly magazine, Household
Words, featuring installments of novels, and also arti-
cles dealing with social issues. Publishes a novel,
David Copperfield, told in first person.

Publishes the first three of his so-called “Dark Period
Novels”: Bleak House (1853), Hard Times (1854), and
Little Dorrit (1857). Takes increasing pleasure in
directing and acting in amateur play productions.
Buys Gad’s Hill Place, a beautiful house near Roch-
ester. Separates from his wife and establishes a rela-
tionship with a young actress. His sister-in-law,
Georgina Hogarth, stays with him and the children.
Begins paid performances of readings from his own
works. Publishes, in weekly form, A Tale of Two Cities
(1859) and Great Expectations (1861).

Continues public reading tours in England and, for
five months in 1867-68, in the northeastern states of
America. The American readings are stunningly suc-
cessful and profitable. In 1865 appears his last com-
pleted novel, Our Mutual Friend.

Continues his public readings, despite failing health,
until March 1870. In April begins publishing The
Mystery of Edwin Drood, of which he finishes six of
twelve projected parts. After working on that novel he
is overwhelmed by a stroke and dies the following day,
on June 9, at Gad’s Hill. He is later buried in Poets’
Corner in Westminster Abbey.
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