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Dickens Timeline 

 
 

While his father was in
debtor’s prison, the young 
Dickens was sent to work at
a blacking warehouse, where
he pasted labels onto bottles 
of boot polish. He later wrote 
of this experience ‘No words 
can express the secret agony 
of my soul as I. . . felt my early 
hopes of growing up to be 
learned and distinguished man, 
crushed in my breast’. 

Dickens married Catherine
Hogarth (1815-79), and their
early years together were 
happy. They had ten children, 
but she found childbirth 
di�cult, and su�ered from 
post-natal complaints. Dickens 
felt unsettled and dissatisified; 
his voatility grew, and the 
couple seperated in 1858.
Catherine Dickens, 1846-7, 
by Daniel Maclise (1806-70).

Dickens developed a strong 
attraction to a young actress,
Ellen Ternan (1839-1914), with
whom he had peformed in a 
play. Dickens dispelled rumours 
of an extramarital relationship 
by forcing his wife’s family to 
sign a retraction, and managed 
to keep Ellen out of the public 
eye in the course of their 
twelve-year relationship.
Anonymous portrait of Ellen Ternan.
Photograph © Charles Dickens Museum

Dickens’s death at his country mansion, Gad’s Hill 
Place, came as a great blow to his admirers worldwide. 
The public reading had clearly taken a toll on him, and 
may have contributed to his early demise; yet he 
persisted  with them, placing great importance on this 
relationship with his appreciative public. He had been 
working on his last novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, 
up to the day before he died.  
‘The Empty Chair’ (1870), by Luke Fildes (1843-1927). Photograph © Charles Dickens Museum
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1812  Born 7 February, in Portsmouth 

1821  Starts School 

1824  Works at Warren’s Blacking 
Warehouse. Father imprisoned for 
debt 

1827 S olicitor’s clerk 

1829 Court Reporter 

1831-2 Parliamentary Reporter 

1834 Journalist & Sketch writer. Adopts 
the pseudonym ‘Boz’ 

1836 Marries Catherine Hogarth 

1837 Completes first novel, Pickwick 
Papers 

1839 Completes Oliver Twist 

1843 A Christmas Carol 

1850 Completes David Copperfield 

1853 Completes Bleak House. Gives first 
readings for charity 

1854 Hard Times 

1857 Meets & falls in love with actress 
Ellen Ternan 

1858 Separates from his wife. Begins 
professional reading career. 
Performs in Belfast 27 & 28 August 

1861 Completes Great Expectations  

1865  Completes Our Mutual Friend 

1867 Performs in Belfast 20 March 

1869 Performs in Belfast 8 & 15 January 
1870 Interview with Queen Victoria. 

Completes six of twelve instalments 
of Edwin Drood. Dies 9 June of a 
stroke. Buried in Poets’ Corner, 
Westminster Abbey. 


