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Only one caveat (and it might not be that so much as a longing): We are 
introduced to Charles Dickens and His Publishers, as  “a penultimate draft 
of fifteen chapters,” and “a huge parcel of materials” when Patten submitted 
it to OUP  for consideration. But, I mean, have you read the book? It is 
a magnificent collection of facts and insights straight from the hands and 
mind of a young man, a recent PhD, whose dissertation wasn’t even the 
basis for this study.

Still unanswered is how this new scholar managed to produce such a 
detailed, knowledgeable and ultimately fascinating study of Dickens’s often 
difficult relations with his publishers. Does Patten know how he did it? 
How did he pull all of this information together to produce such a detailed, 
intriguing account? Can we see him sitting at his desk, typewriter before 
him (there were no computers in the 1970s), books and articles (something 
like 322 are listed in his bibliography in the first edition) perhaps scattered 
about the desk and on the floor, pulling together one chapter after another, 
seeking details about Dickens’s concerns about publishing first Sketches by 
Boz (with John Macrone), then Pickwick Papers (with Chapman & Hall), 
then his dispute with Richard Bentley (over Oliver Twist and Barnaby 
Rudge) and while working with Chapman & Hall on Nicholas Nickleby, 
ultimately settling down with Chapman & Hall through Martin Chuzzlewit 
and American Notes. Then he broke with Chapman & Hall and turned to 
Bradbury & Evans and then returned to Chapman & Hall following his 
dispute with Bradbury & Evans over Household Words and his separation 
from Catherine – well, one can see the difficulties, complexities, and 
problems that young Patten faced, as he worked to equate Dickens’s talent 
and temperament with his relationships with his publishers while he tried 
to make a living out of the business of writing novels.

Patten clearly understands Dickens, but we would like to know more 
about Patten himself. There is another mind at work here besides Dickens’s 
that we would like to know more about.
        Duane DeVries

baaaaaac

The Charles Dickens Letters Project. Edited by Leon Litvack and Emily 
Bell, Dickens Fellowship, 2016–20, dickensletters.com.

Charles Dickens destroyed the bulk of his letters in one tragic 
September 1860 event, known as the Bonfire at Gad’s Hill Place. 
Aided by his reluctant children, Dickens burned baskets of private 

papers spanning a twenty-year period, perhaps exercising editorial control 
over his life through this drastic measure, which was repeated in another 
conflagration a few years later. Most of these were likely authored not by 



455DICKENS QUARTERLY

Vol. 37, No. 4, December  2020

Dickens himself, but by family members, literary writers, public figures, 
fans, and perhaps even his secret mistress. His recipients, however, retained, 
preserved, and treasured Dickens’s communications, many of which came 
to light after his death in 1870. To the delight of Victorians mourning 
their celebrated author, between 1880–93, Dickens’s sister-in-law Georgina 
Hogarth and eldest daughter Mamie published three editions of his surviving 
correspondence, The Letters of Charles Dickens from 1833 to 1870. Over the 
decades, several collections of Dickens’s letters have followed, adding to 
knowledge of Dickens’s various public and personal activities. For Dickens 
scholars, the definitive edition of his correspondence is The Letters of Charles 
Dickens (1965–2002), edited by Madeline House, Graham Storey, et. al., 
the “Pilgrim Edition.” Reviewers deemed the twelve volumes published 
by the Clarendon Press “scrupulous and informative” (Sunday Telegraph), 
“meticulously researched” (Sunday Times), “a superlative work on a grand 
scale” (Yearbook of English Studies) and “accurately edited, annotated to the 
full” (Times Literary Supplement). 

Since publication of the last of these volumes in 2002, previously 
undocumented letters by Dickens have appeared with steady regularity, on 
average between thirty to forty per annum. Initially, The Dickensian, journal 
of the Dickens Fellowship, published the majority of these new letters 
between 2002–13 in nineteen printed supplements to the Pilgrim Edition. 
Editors were Angus Easson, Margaret Brown, Joan Dicks, Paul Schlicke, 
Ben Winyard, and Leon Litvack. Since 2013, Litvack continues to publish 
these letters through the journal, while also categorizing and uploading 
Dickens’s new letters in his capacity as current principal editor of The Charles 
Dickens Letters Project, a site sponsored by the Dickens Fellowship. Joining 
him in his endeavor are editor Emily Bell and consultant editor Michael 
Slater. As of April 2020, there are approximately 450 letters on the site, with 
another 150 in the process of being edited for upload. An recent addition is 
twenty-four edited letters addressed to Christian Bernhard Tauchnitz, the 
official German publisher of Charles Dickens’s works and the Tauchnitz 
Collection of British and American Authors, a series begun in 1842 which 
released new titles for over one hundred years. Eventually, having achieved 
the milestone of 1,000 or so discovered letters, this online collection will 
form the thirteenth printed volume of the Pilgrim Edition. 

Inclusion of a Dickens timeline and a biographical sketch of Dickens by 
Michael Slater on the Charles Dickens Letters Project website ensures that those 
unfamiliar with major events in the author’s life and his publications can 
acquire a swift but solid grounding. At the bottom of the home screen, users 
can view a list of the twenty most recently uploaded letters. Conveniently 
located on the left of the home page is the advanced search feature, which 
allows for text searching (word or phrase) across the collection. Letters are 
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grouped by nearly one hundred themes, mostly specific titles of works and 
names of topics discussed (e.g. Bleak House, charity, Germany). Scholars 
of A Christmas Carol (1843) can simply select that theme to instantly 
access letters mentioning it by phrase or subject even if no text is entered 
into the search box. Four demarcated periods are available for searching: 
1837–1840, 1841–1850, 1851–1860 and 1861–1870. Selecting any 
one of these options yields a list of all letters available within this period, 
though these are not listed chronologically in relation to each other; if 
written to the same recipient, multiple letters are listed adjacently, but in 
no particular order. This is perhaps a feature to consider altering in future as 
more letters are added to the site or it undergoes additional improvements. 
Undated letters can be viewed under the “Browse Letters” tab at the top. 
Hundreds of recipients can be selected under “Correspondent,” ranging 
from Dickens’s family members, publishers and affiliates to tradesmen and 
admirers; selecting a single name such as “Wilkie Collins” without any 
parameters in order to view all letters to this recipient is an excellent way 
to supplement existing knowledge of a particular Dickens relationship. All 
parameters can be engaged at once in a search; for instance, selecting “baby,” 
“family,” “1851–1860,” and “Elizabeth Gaskell” results in Dickens’s letter 
to her of 18 March 1852 announcing the birth of his child Edward Bulwer 
Lytton Dickens. As with most databases, while engaging more parameters 
can helpfully narrow the focus of a deliberate search, doing so also reduces 
the likelihood of obtaining extensive, potentially informative results in an 
archive of this size.

Judicious use of editorial interventions elucidates the general meaning of 
each letter without presuming to interpret its precise contents. Selecting a 
curious theme, “Religious Opinions of the Late Chauncy Hare Townshend,” 
yields one result, titled “To Frederic Chapman, 7 January 1869,” from the 
period 1861–70 as stated below the header. Additional themes (publishing, 
gifts, Christmas) are located above the letter, with information regarding its 
source and the presumed date of addition: “Text from facsimile in Swann 
Auction Galleries online catalogue, March 2015.” Below is Dickens’s letter, in 
which the author explains to Chapman that the will of Townshend “obliges 
me to produce a Volume of his ‘religious opinions,’” requests a quote, and 
expresses gratitude for books gifted at Christmas, citing one “on mines and 
miners” as particularly engrossing. Numbered superscripts appear at the ends 
of certain sentences, corresponding with footnotes located below Dickens’s 
letter-text. In this instance, these notes (1) describe Chapman’s role at 
Chapman & Hall, including his recent chief proprietorship, (2) summarize 
Dickens’s 27-year friendship with poet and antiquarian Townshend, 
dedicatee of Great Expectations (1861), (3) suggest the possible identity of 
the mining book, Underground Life: or Mines and Miners by Louis Simonin 
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(Chapman & Hall, 1869), and (4) describe the current physical state of this 
letter, now digitally transcribed. As in the Pilgrim Edition, scans of each 
letter are not provided.

Instead of newly uncovered Dickens letters remaining in obscurity until 
there are sufficient to justify the publication of a printed volume, this 
database allows them to inform users now. Simultaneously, the digital public 
can enjoy the same quality of editorial commentary and apparatus appearing 
in the twelve volumes of the Pilgrim Edition. Visitors are encouraged to 
submit queries or reports to the editorial team through the “Contact us” 
form, which thus functions as a digital resource for the project editors. To 
attract users, The Charles Dickens Letters Project maintains both a Facebook 
and an Instagram account and can be followed @DickensLetters on Twitter. 
Regularly publishing facts about Dickens’s life and excerpts from the letters, 
these channels also feature polls calculated to improve the site experience. As 
an extremely accessible and even collaborative work-in-progress, The Charles 
Dickens Letters Project constitutes a valuable digital resource for studying 
Dickens and the times in which he lived.

Loyola University Chicago         Lydia Craig
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