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The Kit and 
The Team

SIZE A1 - 594X841MM

The final, optimum structure of 
Dickens’s reading desk consisted 
of a flat surface decorated in red 
velvet with a gold fringe, a lowered 
shelf which held a carafe of water 
and a glass, and a raised box, to 
support his left arm as he held 
the book. The frame which 
extended to the floor was thin and
elegant, thus allowing his audience 
the best view of his entire body, 
which he used to add force and 
animation to the characters he 
was portraying.

Dickens designed a transportable stage rig, consisting of
a reading desk, carpeting, screens, and framing gas lights;
these were all designed so that audiences could see and hear
him better. His body language was crucial to his assuming 
di�erent roles, and he needed to be illuminated so that 
viewers could appreciate his facial expressions and gestures.

The reading desk evolved over time, from a solid pulpit through 
to an elegant, minimalist structure, which o�ered an unobstructed
view. Dickens (generally dressed in formal evening wear) was lit
by gas jets, positioned both above him, and at either side at 
head-height. Art critic John Ruskin described Dickens as 
‘speaking in a circle of stage fire’. American novelist Mark Twain
though thay Dickens’s set looked like a ‘gallows-frame adorned
with upholsteries’.

The team with whom Dickens travelled consisted of a manager, a 
gasman, a valet, a clerk, and an odd-job man, whose duties included 
publicity and bill-posting. Dickens had a set routine on performance 
days: he visited the venue, tried the acoustics, and occasionally 
rearranged the seating. He supervised the erection of the stage, and 
often rehearsed, before returning to his hotel to relax.

Dickens travelled with equipment specially 
designed to enhance his dramatic readings, 
and with a sta� who took care of everthing.

Dickens at His Reading Desk (1858), by Robert Hannah (1812-1909).  

In the early days of Dickens’s readings he stood at a tall, baize-covered 
pulpit, which obscured his body, and did not allow him to make full use
of his acting skills. His reading desk later evolved into something more 
elegant and revealing.

Colourised reproduction of ‘Charles Dickens as He Appears When Reading’ by 
C.A. Barry (1830-92), Harper’s Weekly, 7 December 1867. 

Dickens was most exacting about the set-up of his stage, which one
newspaper called ‘an artistically arranged apparatus for framing 
himself’. In this way, Dickens wrote to a friend, ‘the figure is now 
completely isolated, and the lightest action becomes more important’. 
The reading desk was manufactured to his own design. He also set up 
a screen behind him to project his voice, and gas jets with tin reflectors. 
The colour scheme evolved over time, from green and brown, through 
to a vivid red and maroon.

‘The Reading Desk’, in Pen Photographs of Charles 
Dickens’s Readings, by Kate Field (Boston: James 
Osgood & Co., 1871). 

Anonymous cartoon sketch of Dickens and 
George Dolby in America (1868). 

Dickens had three managers in the 
course of his professional reading 
career. George Dolby (d. 1900) 
accompanied his ‘Chief’ (as he 
called his employer) on his tours 
through Britain, Ireland, and the 
United States from 1866 to 1870. To
 Dickens he was a ‘tender’ and 
trusted friend, and, as he told his 
daughter, ‘as watchful as a doctor’.  
Here the pair share a joke about 
how much money the famous 
writer has made from his American 
reading tour.
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