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Dickens as a Public 
Reader

Dickens relished the opportunity for 
close, personal encounters with his 
fans. He performed to over 500,000 
people, and there was huge demand 
for tickets.The readings were 
described at the time as ‘a novelty in 
literature and in the annals of 
entertainment’.
Dickens had a lifelong fascination with acting, and often 
appeared in amateur theatricals, including a private 

performance for Queen Victoria. In 1853 he started to give 
readings from his own work for charity.

He began his professional readings in 1858, at a time 
when he longed for an escape from his faltering marriage, 

and what he called his ‘restlessness’. He also needed to 
finance the repairs and improvements to his recently 
purchased country mansion, Gad’s Hill Place

The reading tours benefited from improvements in 

transport and communication, allowing Dickens to travel 
extensively, and deliver up to seven performances a 
week. He once said, ‘There’s nothing in the world equal to 

seeing the house rise at you, one sea of delightful faces, 
one hurrah of applause!’ 

Dickens invested all his energies and well-honed dramatic 
techniques in his performances, using gestures, facial features, 
alterations in voice, and props to animate his readings for his 
enthralled audiences.

Anonymous painting of an early Dickens public reading, with a backdrop depicting
the storm scene from David Copperfield. . Photograph © Charles Dickens Museum

Dickens employed a professional photographer to produce 
images of himself posing as he would on stage. These were 

sold in their thousands, in shops and on street corners, in 
advance of his readings. Dickens holds a reading copy in one 

had, and his ivory paper knife (used as a prop) in the other. On
the table are a glass and jug of water, and a white handkerchief, 
also used as a prop.

Dickens posing as a public reader (1859) by George Herbert Watkins (b. 1828).
Photograph © Charles Dickens Museum

 

 

Charles Dickens at Gad’s Hill Place (1862) by Robert Hindry Mason (1824-85). 
Photograph © Charles Dickens Museum
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