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The Legacy 
for Ulster
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The people who had seen Dickens perform in 
Belfast were party to something unique. No 
other performer of the time loved his readers 
as much, or pushed himself so hard.

At the core of Dickens’s motivations as a public reader was his 
intimate relationship with his audience. When he observed of his 
Belfast audience that they ‘made no attempt whatever’ to hide their 
tears, it moved him deeply. When he said of them that ‘they made 
me laugh so’ that it was ‘just one roar with me and them’, he 
genuinely felt that he was among friends.

Dickens’s popularity in Ulster has never waned from the day he 
departed these shores. After his final Belfast reading the Northern 
Whig observed: ‘And so ended the last reading that Mr Charles 
Dickens will ever give in Ireland. We have had the honour of 
obtaining his last words, and we are certain that all who saw the 
great English novelist make his final bow will remember it all their 
lives with pleasure, and will have equal pleasure in telling to the 
next generation, that they were present when “Boz” took his leave 
of Ireland’.

The Dickens bicentenary a�ords us an opportunity to examine and 
enjoy his work, and reminds us that he was not just a global 
phenomenon, but one with important and lasting connections to 
this place and its people.

On the occasion of his last ever reading, on 15 March 1870, when 
he read the A Christmas Carol and the Trial from Pickwick (as he had 
done in Belfast) Dickens gave a speech, which concluded ‘From these
garish lights I vanish now forevermore, with a heartfelt, grateful, 
respectful, and a�ectionate farewell’. The same words were inscribed 
on his funeral card less than three months later.

‘His Last Reading’, by ‘Kyd’ (Joseph Clayton Clarke, 1856-1937). 

Anonymous cartoon depicting an animated member of Dickens’s audience. 

Wherever Dickens went in Ireland, he was touched by the personal a�ection 
people had for him. After every performance in Belfast ladies begged his 
valet for the flower from his buttonhole. They recognised him from his 
publicity photographs, and would greet him in the street. Dickens records 
the words of one Irish admirer whom he met: One admirer said, ‘Do me the 
honour to shake hands, Misther Dickens and God bless you sir; not ounly for 
the light you’ve been to me this night, but for the light you’ve been in mee 
house sir (and God love your face!) this many a year!’ 
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