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BOOK REVIEW

Lost Letters Found: The Charles Dickens 
Letters Project

The Charles Dickens Letters Project: www.dickensletters.com [accessed 11 May 2020].

In 2006, I watched a writer of fiction whose name I no longer recall give a guest research talk 
at a small British university. He spoke exuberantly of a Victorian ancestor who had reached 
out via post to several prominent literati. Suddenly, the speaker reached into the patch pocket 
of his blazer and carefully extracted a stiff Ziploc bag. Inside, secured to a piece of cardboard, 
was a letter to this ancestor. He claimed it was from Charles Dickens. My initial reaction was 
horror at the method of preservation and conveyance. Upon reflection, this turned to scep-
ticism. How could such a rare thing really be in that bag? His story, I assumed, must be a sur-
reptitious and sad fiction.

Today, I am no longer at all certain that it was. Charles Dickens received countless letters 
from fans. At the height of his celebrity, he claimed to get 30 or 40 per day.1 Remarkably, he 
often wrote back. Less surprisingly, his fans cherished his replies like relics. Many of these let-
ters from Dickens, combined with his correspondence with people he knew, now constitute 
one of the largest epistolary bodies in British literature. Dickens wrote over 14,000 letters, 
some evident only from cross-references in other letters, but a great many surviving today. 
Jenny Hartley, who edited for Oxford University Press (2012) a collection of 450 of Dickens’s 
letters, estimates that the known corpus addresses over 2,500 identified correspondents, over 
200 of whom remain unidentified.2

In 1965, Graham Storey, of Trinity Hall, Cambridge University began to publish Dickens’s 
letters in a magisterial collection, the Letters of Charles Dickens. An Oxford University project 
funded by the Pilgrim Trust, the edition has since come to be known as the ‘Pilgrim edi-
tion’. It was compiled with the editorial assistance of key Victorianists including Madelaine 
House and Katherine Tillotson, ran to 12 volumes, and was not completed until 2002.3 
However, newly located letters by Dickens continue to crop up, in libraries, private collec-
tions, cross-references in other sorts of archival material, and in the catalogues of the world’s 
major auction-houses. How is the Dickens scholar to keep up with the regular trickle that has 
followed the Pilgrim edition’s flood?

A substantial solution to this problem has been provided by a relatively new digital archive, 
the Charles Dickens Letters Project (CDLP). Published under the aegis of the journal The 

1 The Selected Letters of Charles Dickens, ed. by Jenny Hartley (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), viii.
2 Letters, ed. Hartley, viii.
3 The Letters of Charles Dickens, ed. by Graham Storey and others, 12 vols (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1965–2012).
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Dickensian and principally edited by Leon Litvack, the CDLP went live in 2017 and is being 
augmented regularly. It aims not to rival the Pilgrim edition, but to supplement it with a rigor-
ously verified, helpfully annotated, regularly updated stream of newly located letters from 
Dickens to various correspondents. At present, annotated transcriptions of approximately 
500 rediscovered letters may be accessed on the site. Whether consulted in tandem with the 
now-digitized Pilgrim edition or merely browsed, the CDLP is an accessible, navigable, reli-
able, and exciting resource.

The CDLP’s collection strategy is simple: locate, authenticate, transcribe, critically anno-
tate, and index letters written by Charles Dickens that have come to light since 2002 and are 
therefore not represented in the Pilgrim edition. To date, the CDLP has amassed annotated 
transcriptions of numerous recently discovered letters. Admittedly, the CDLP’s collection 
strategy mirrors the Pilgrim edition by treating Dickens as an epistolary author, not a his-
torical subject, by omitting letters written to him, even when they precipitate or respond to 
his letters. This means that the archive omits recent bombshells such as the correspondence, 
revealed by the scholar John Bowen in 2019, that verified that Dickens did, as long rumoured, 
attempt to have his estranged wife Catherine (née Hogarth), mother of his 10 children, insti-
tutionalized for insanity.4 However, CDLP policy makes the archive manageable and of great 
relevance to Dickens scholarship.

Meanwhile, the CDLP’s peer-review process is rigorous and reliable. Most editors are major 
contemporary Dickens scholars. Some, including Hartley, are contributors to the Pilgrim 
volumes. Furthermore, each entry clearly explains the provenance of the letter transcribed. 
A quick browse reveals a plethora of letters traceable to reputable auction-houses or research 
libraries or mentioned in correspondence by Dickens and his known associates. The inclusion 
of forgeries in archival collections is never completely avoidable, but it seems unlikely here.

Notably, while the digital version of the Pilgrim edition is paywalled, the CDLP is open ac-
cess. It might seem unusual for an open-access resource to exist primarily as a supplement to 
a proprietary one, but it also functions as an overture and a provocation. Students and general 
readers who discover the epistolary Dickens via the CDLP might search out library copies of 
the Pilgrim edition, and the CDLP’s choice to provide open access arguably demands the pro-
vision of such access to the Pilgrim edition. What a dream that would be!

Read without any familiarity with the Pilgrim edition, the CDLP is still an exciting space 
to visit. There are a variety of ways to enter. A  drop-down menu invites visitors to search 
Dickens’s letters by time period – organized into eras of both biographical and broader pol-
itical significance; addressee, keyword, or theme. The list of addressees is browsable, making 
the archive accessible to people who know little about Dickens’s life. Somewhat oddly, the 
browsing list is ordered alphabetically by first name or title, not last name, but, on the other 
hand, this allows for the reasonably ordered inclusion of all addressees whose last names are 
not known.

The list of themes, evidently growing with the archive, ranges from topical issues to 
Dickensian titles to major contemporaneous figures such as Queen Victoria and Prince 
Albert. This metadata will be useful to researchers and recreational readers alike. There is 
room for its expansion, an endeavour I realize will require a good deal more creation of meta-
data and item tagging, but a few significantly represented categories, such as ‘women’, would 
be helpful. That would be a good tag for Dickens’s reply to the writer Elizabeth Hussey Gould. 

4 John Bowen, ‘Madness and the Dickens Marriage: A New Source’, The Dickensian, 115 (2019), 5–20.
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In this 1853 letter Dickens accuses Gould of believing ‘that men are all oppressors and women 
all oppressed’, a view that he declares he utterly rejects. ‘The knowledge that I have been able 
to acquire of the world teaches me nothing of the sort’, Dickens informs Gould.5 However, 
the archive at present is incredibly useful. Quickly loading, searchable transcriptions are ac-
companied by detailed annotations that draw upon an extensive, extensible prosopography.

The CDLP sheds light on angles of Dickens and his world that are both central and not im-
mediately apparent from other sources. Undergraduate students might be fascinated to find 
out that the author of Oliver Twist wrote a detailed, animated letter of recommendation for a 
woman applying to work as a matron in an orphanage.6 The applicant seems a far better can-
didate than Mrs Mann. In 1861, seven months into the American Civil War, a diplomatic inci-
dent involving a boatload of Confederate emissaries detained by Union forces leads Dickens 
to worry that Britain may enter the war – on the side of the Confederacy. ‘Will there be war 
with America?’ Dickens asks:

I answer Yes. I fear the North to be utterly mad and War to be unavoidable. I do not 
doubt that England could shell the City of New York off the face of the earth in two 
days.7

Frustratingly, he expresses no disapproval of this course of action.
The CDLP contains many other examples of evocative archival gold, especially for class-

room teaching. For example, in an 1842 letter to the Irish-born merchant Jacob Harvey, whom 
he met in America, Dickens tantalizingly offers to explain ‘how I write characters’ and, in the 
multiple paragraphs that follow, elaborates in terms that invite scrutiny and debate.8 ‘I always 
seek in drawing characters, for a mixture of Good and Evil’, this artist’s statement begins, ‘as 
the Almighty has created Human character after that fashion’.9 In one of the latest-dated let-
ters in the collection, Dickens warns his solicitor Frédéric Ouvry that in selecting publishers 
for The Mystery of Edwin Drood, ‘secrecy is important’. As far as I can tell, none of the CDLP’s 
Drood-themed letters reveal any new clues to the enduring mysteries of Dickens’s final, unfin-
ished project, but maybe future contributions to the site will. One can certainly hope.

Rebecca Nesvet
University of Wisconsin-Green Bay, E-mail, nesvetr@uwgb.edu

10.1093/jvcult/vcaa035

5 Charles Dickens to Elizabeth Hussey Gould, 13 March 1853, The Charles Dickens Letters Project, <https://
dickensletters.com/letters/elizabeth-hussey-gould-13-mar-1852> [accessed 11 May 2020].

6 Charles Dickens to the Governors, Foundling Hospital, 9 July 1852, The Charles Dickens Letters Project, <https://
dickensletters.com/letters/governors-foundling-hospital-9-jul-1852> [accessed 11 May 2020].

7 Charles Dickens to Georgiana Hogarth, 1 December 1861, The Charles Dickens Letters Project, <https://dickensletters.
com/letters/georgina-hogarth-1-dec-1861> [accessed 11 May 2020].

8 Charles Dickens to Jacob Harvey, 1 September 1842, The Charles Dickens Letters Project, <https://dickensletters.
com/letters/jacob-harvey-1-sep-1842> [accessed 11 May 2020].

9 Dickens to Harvey, 1 September 1842.
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