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The Reading 
Copies

SIZE A1 - 594X841MM

The reading texts were chosen with great care, generally from 
amongst readers’ favourites. The most popular ones were A 
Christmas Carol, the Trial from Pickwick Papers, Nicholas 
Nickleby, Mrs Gamp (from Martin Chuzzlewit), The Story of Little
Dombey, Dr. Marigold, Mr. Bob Sawyer’s Party, and Sikes and 
Nancy (the murder from Oliver Twist).

While Dickens’s Christmas writings provided relatively ready-made 
readings, those from longer works had to be cut and re-shaped into
self-contained performances. He concentrated on broad comedy 
and on pathos, as well as on characters who spoke in extended 
monologues.

In his own privately printed reading copies (or prompt copies) 
Dickens amended the text, wrote in stage directions (such as ‘Tone 
to Mystery’, ‘Cheerful’, or ‘slapping the desk’). Sometimes he would 
even include a small illustration of a hand with a pointing finger. 
Dickens always carried his prompt copies onto the stage, even after 
he got to know the texts by heart.

Many of the reading texts were made available for sale by his 
publishers, either as single works with the familiar paper wrappers 
in which his novels were sold, or in specially collected editions.

Dickens took great care in constructing 
special reading texts for the stage. He 
amended the original works of fiction, 
to produce fresh, powerfully dramatic 
pieces.

Dickens’s prompt copy of Little Dombey. 

Dickens’s The Story of Little Dombey, which centred on the life and 
death of the young Paul, was one of his readers’ favourites. It was 
read in Belfast in 1858, and lasted two hours. In the copy Dickens 
took on stage, text meant for deletion is painted out in a wash of 
red ink. Dickens also added a handwritten passage designed to 
heighten pathos at the close of the chapter.

Dickens’s prompt copy of Sikes and Nancy. 

The short reading ‘Mr. Chops, the Dwarf’ was based on a Christmas story 
entitled ‘Going into Society’, which Dickens wrote for Household Words in 
1858. He prepared the reading text in 1861, but only performed it in 1868, as 
part of a combined programme, together with A Christmas Carol, David 
Copperfield, or Nicholas Nickleby. Dickens’s handwritten additions, and 
underlinings for dramatic emphasis, are clearly visible.

Dickens’s prompt copy of Mr. Chops, the Dwarf.

Dickens first performed Sikes and Nancy (from Oliver Twist) in London on 
5 January 1869, just before he came to Ireland for the last time. While he 
did give this physically demanding reading in Dublin, he did not do so in 
Belfast. In Dickens’s own text many key phrases, such as ‘It was a ghastly 
figure to look upon’, are underlined, and Dickens’s handwritten stage 
directions include ‘Action’, ‘Mystery’, and ‘Terror to the End’.
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