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Although Dickens i s u n i v e r s a l l y acclaimedooo-great 

n o v e l i s t and h i s r epu t a t i on as a w r i t e r mainly r e s t s on 

h i s novels , Dickens a l so wrote a few plays sometimes 

i n d i v i d u a l l y sometimes in c o l l a b o r a t i o n with o the r w r i t e r s , 

and these plays have not received the a t t e n t i o n t h a t they 

de se rve . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note how Dickens ' s l i f e ­

long i n t e r e s t i n t h e a t r e led him to wr i t e these plays and 

how even tua l ly he switched over t o novels mainly t o reach 

a wider range of audience. Even then i t i s always p o s s i b l e 

t o t r ace a dramatic s t r a i n in h i s novels and i t i s i n 

t h i s contex t t ha t the p l ays , however i n s i g n i f i c a n t i n com­

par i son with the massive body of Dickens ' s nove l s , assume 

enormous s igni f icance as a t r i b u t a r y t o the nove l s . I t i s 

a l so poss ib le to d iscover in these plays some of the 

e s s e n t i a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of Dickens as an a r t i s t - h i s 

i n t e r e s t i n the r idd le of e x i s t e n c e , h i s abiding concern 

with the soc i a l ma la i se , h i s sympathy with the downtrodden 

and, above a l l , h i s remarkable sense of humour. 

Dickens was assoc ia ted with the t h e a t r e r i g h t from 

h i s chi ldhood. In t h i s connect ion Emlin Williams wr i t e s : 

In an age where t he r e was no bu t ton t o switch on Radio 
or Te lev i s ion , amateur t h e a t r i c a l s were p a r t of family 
l i f e and of the Dickens family l i f e as much as o n l y . . . 

1, Emlyn Williams, "Dickens and Theat re" i n Charles 
Dickens 1812-1870 : A centenary Volume. Ed. E.M.F. 
Tcxnlin (London : Weidenfield and Nicolson, 1969) . 
Su.b3G«=tueutL;/ eCtred as will£am.s, p . 178. 



And again : 

. . . on the s l i g h t e s t provocation Char l i e would l i f t 
on t o a t ab le to s ing duets with h i s s i s t e r Fanny, 
apparent ly acqui t ing himself with i n n a t ^ s e l f 

2 p o s s e s s i o n . . . 

When s ix years old he was taken t o see Richard I I I , a t 

e i g h t he was taken to see Grimaldi , the g r e a t clown could 

sure have been touched t o know t h a t he had enchanted a 

c h i l d so permanently t h a t one day t h a t c h i l d would ( in the 

f i r s t f lush of h i s own film) e d i t h i s memoirs. We a l s o 

l ea rn from Williams how i n 1821 when Dickens was j u s t a 

nine year old and the family was compelled to move t o 

London under very d i f f i c u l t c i rcumstances , James Lamert 

comforted the poor Dickens by making him a personal toy 

t h e a t r e . I t was t h i s toy t h e a t r e t h a t gave the poor 

homesick ch i ld a sense of s a t i s f a c t i o n by giv ing him an 

oppor tuni ty t o l i v e i n a world of make b e l i e f . The E d i t o r 

of the Vision Ed i t ion of Dickens 's Plays and Poems a l so 

t e l l s us t h a t "Dickens wrote h i s p lay , Misnar , The Su l tan 
.3 of India.when he was no more than t en years old . . . 

The play i s founded on one of the n a r r a t i v e s i n 

Tales of the Geni i , we are a l so t o l d t h a t "a bur lesque, 

O ' T h e l l o . ( P a r t of the Grea t Unpaid), was performed by 
A amateurs , inc luding h i s f a t h e r , John Dickens i n 1 8 3 3 . . . 

2 . I b i d . 
3. Charles^Dickens , Complete Plays and Selected Poems. 

(Vision' : Vision Press Limited, 1970) . ' ' 
- p. 1. 

4. Ibid. 



Dickens 's i n t e r e s t in t h e a t r e was a l so conspicuous i n the 

school t h e a t r i c a l s , where he was a popular f igure and a 

leading l i g h t . His performance i n M i l l e r and His Men pro­

duced a t schools was qu i t e s a t i s f a c t o r y and en joyab le . 

When Dickens l e f t school a t f i f t e e n and s t a r t e d work­

ing i n London as an of f ice boy, he was always haunted by 

the world of Theatre which beaconed him and he ld out a 

promise of r e l i e f and s a t i s f a c t i o n . We have i t on record 

t h a t even during these years Dickens would of ten run away 

t o t h e a t r e t o spend a n igh t t he re i n order t o fo rge t h i s 

immediate surrounding and be t r anspo r t ed i n t o t he world 

of imaginat ion away from the world of b ru te r e a l i t y . The 

n igh t t h e a t r e provided him an escape from the d u l l rou t ine 

ex i s t ence and "the thorns of l i f e , " 

I t would not be f a i r t o dismiss Dickens ' s love of 

t h r e a t r e as a passing t a s t e of an adolscent who i s dazed 

by the glamours of the i l l u s i v e world of the s t a g e . 

In f a c t , Dickens had a l ready by the time plunged i n t o 

ac t ing and we learn t h a t on the n ights t h a t he would not 

go t o the t h e a t r e he would spend h i s time i n memorizing 

h i s dia logue and p r a c t i s i n g h i s p a r t for the s t a g e . Scxne-

times he would p rac t i s e even seven hours a day with a 

r e l i g i o u s devot ion to the a r t of p r a c t i c e . I t i s c l e a r 

t h a t Dickens ' s frequent v i s i t to the t h e a t r e , 



to the pantomimes at the Rochster theatre during 

the formative period of his life cast an abiding influence 

on his character, shift it in a particular manner and 

profoundly affected his creative talents. It should also 

be borne in mind, in this connection, that there were 

certain personal factors as well that drove Dickens towards 

the theatre. Dickens was not a happy child. He did not 

receive adequate love. He famished for love, some kind of 

emotional bond that would sustain him and give him a 

meaning of his existence. Theatre, or the world of make 

belief that the theatre offered, acted both as a safety 

valve and solace. It made him forget his sorrow as he 

became engrossed in the theatre. It may not be wrong to say 

that unhappy childhood, personal problems and domestic 

misery were largely instrumental in driving Dickens towards 

the gloriously beautiful, though unreal, world of theatre, 

and sharpen his theatrical sensibility which was already 

latent in his character. 

But unfortunately the condition of the theatre at 

Dickens's time was far from satisfactory. The size of the 

theatre was so large that it was not possible for the 

actors to display the subtle nuances of gesture or modula­

tions, The dramatis personae ot the plays were as stereo­

typed as those of medieavel mystery plays. The hero pure; 

the farmer simple, slow and endearing; the law year 

unscrupulous and so on. The existing condition of the 



t hea t r e was no b e t t e r . From Dickens 's novels , a r t i c l e s , 

l e t t e r s , e t c . we can form a rough idea of the t a s t e and 

nature of the t yp i ca l t hea t r e -go ing audience, and a l s o 

of the type of a c t o r s , p ro fess iona l s and amateur t h a t 

f i l l e d the play houses. Dickens write;? : 

We were motley assemblage of people . . . bes ides 

prowlers and i d l e r s , we were mechanics. Clock 

l aboure r s , coas t e r mongers, pe t ty tradesmen, small 

c l e r k s , m i l l i n e r s , s tay-makers , shoe -b inde r s , shop-

workers, poor-workers in a hundred high ways and by­

ways. Many of us - on the whole, the major i ty - were 

not a l l clean and not a l l choice i n our l i v e s or 
5 

conversa t ions . 

And what about the ac tors ? Dickens wr i t e s i n Sketches by 

Boz : 

Did any of our readers ever no t i ce the c l a s s of 

people who hang about the s tage - doors of our minor 

. t h e a t r e s i n the day time ? You w i l l r a r e l y pass one 

of these ent rances without seeing a group of th ree 

or four men conversing on the pavements, wi th an 

indesc r ibab le publ ic house - p a r l o u r , swagger and a 

5 . Charles Dickens, "A Cheap Theat re" i n The Dickens 
Thea t r i ca l Reader Ed, Edgar and Eleanor Johnson, 
(London : Victor Gollance t t d . , 1964), p . 323. 



kind of conscious a i r , pecu l i a r to people of 

t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n . They always seem t o t h ink they 

are e x h i b i t i n g ; the lamps are ever before them, 

The Theatre Act of 1843 l e g a l i z e d the bourgeois demand for 

en te r t a inmen t . The rap id i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n and the growth 

of the bourgeois c l a s s as a s t rong growing force compelled 

the t hea t r e to c a t e r t o the demands of the audience . What 

was t h e i r demand ? This demand c h i e f l y was melodrama or 

drama enacted on a s i m p l i s t i c l e v e l . G.M. Trevelyan, the 

g r e a t s o c i a l h i s t o r i a n , q u o t e s an American a u d i t o r who 

remarked a f t e r v i s i t i n g the London t h e a t r e : 

E n t h u s i a s t i c applauses were bestowed by the 

g a l l e r i e s t h i s evening on t h i s sent iment , t h a t 

i f a poor man had an honest h e a r t t he r e l i ved 

not one i n England who had e i t h e r the p r e ­

sumption or the power t o oppress him. In t h i s 

i nc iden t may be seen the ac t i ve j ea lousy of 

l i b e r t y which e x i s t s even i n t he lowest orders 
7 

of England. 

6. Charles Dickens, Sketches by Boz in Works of Charles 
Dickens, Vol. I (London : Gresham Publishing Co. Ltd., 
n.d, r~p. 81. 

7. G.T.i'revelyan̂  English Social History : A Survey of 
Six centuries from Chaucer to uueen Victoria (London: 
Longman Green and Co. Ltd., 1944), p, 468. 



This r e f l e c t s the soc ia l s i t u a t i o n . An applause i n a 

t h e a t r e i s an applause by the mass, and the mass demanded 

exclus ive en te r ta inment . I t would not poss ib ly be wrong 

to say t h a t no o ther e ra has been so s t rong ly dominated 

by the demands of the masses. If the plays t h a t Dickens 

wrote are e s s e n t i a l l y melodramas or bu r l e sques , i t only 

shows Dickens 's sense of z e i t a e i s t , the s p i r i t of the 

t ime, and by temperament a l so Dickens was always i n 

sympathy with the suffer ing m u l t i t u d e s , the down-trodden 

and the e x p l o i t e d . 

However, Dickens's love of the t h e a t r e was not con­

fined to wi tness ing the performances of simple mimicry 

as a p a s t t i m e . At once s tage of l i f e , he took t h e a t r e 

s e r i o u s l y and s t a r t e d a c t i n g . His t a l e n t p a r t i c u l a r l y i n 

ac t ing comic ro l e s has been r e f e r r e d t o by h i s c lose 

acqua in tances . George Lear r e c a l l s t h a t Dickens ' s 

i m i t a t i o n s of the speech,ways, and manners of the char — 

woman a t E l l i s and Blackmore's were t rue t o l i f e . 

Dickens had t o l d Lear t h a t he had taken p a r t i n amateur 

t h e a t r i c a l s and h i s f a the r knew many of the wellknown 

a c t o r s . Lear makes a p a r t i c u l a r mention of Mac Ready and 

John P r i t t Har ley . Another source of h i s acquaintance 

with the t h e a t r e p e r s o n a l i t i e s was h i s s i s t e r Fanny who 

a f t e r four years of study a t the Royal Academy of Music 

had begun t o hang around the t h e a t r e s . I t i s on record 
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t h a t i n 182 7 and 182 8 she sang for the b e n e f i t of the 

t h e a t r i c a l crowd. In 1833 we find Dickens as the moving 

s p i r i t behind two evenings of amateur t h e a t r i c a l s with 

h i s family and a few f r i e n d s . The f i r s t t h a t took place 

on 2 7th Apri l cons is ted of performances of John Howard 

Payne's opera : C l a r i , The Maid of Milan, P.P.O. 

Cal laghan ' s The Married Bachelor and R. Br ins l ey Peake 's 

Amateur^and Actros. We l e a r n from the p l a y - b i l l t ha t 

Dickens had not only w r i t t e n prologue fo r the evening 

bu t a l so worked as a s t age manager r e spons ib l e for 

d i r e c t i n g the plays, g e t t i n g the ac tors to r e h e a r s a l s . , 

pleading with them t o complete the scenery t h a t they were 

assigned t o cons t ruc t , r e n t i n g costumes, and such mat ters 

He a l so acted in a l l the t h r ee p l a y s . I t was with great 

pass ion t h a t Dickens performed the t a sk t h a t he had s e t 

upon himself . In the second half of the same year 

Dickens produced t h e a t r i c a l en t e r t a inmen t . The 0 * The11o. 

In summer hol iday a l s o Dickens would gene ra l l y 

a s s i s t the r e h e a r s a l . D ickens ' s . l ove of the t h e a t r e was 

such a passion that on h i s honey moon i n 1836 he amused 

h i s b r ide and himself by wr i t i ng a fa rce *Ehe Stranqe 

Gentleman. In September 1836 h i s one a c t f a r c e , 

The Strange Gentleman scored a s u c c e s s . In December 

The v i l l a g e Coquettes was produced. The th i rd and 

probably the best of Dickens ' s plays t o be performed at 



St. James theatre was Is She His Wife ? or Something 

Singitlar, It is comic burletta and happens to be the last 

ptiblically performed and published dramatic work of which 

Dickens was the sole author. The Lamplighter» a farce again, 

was written in 1838, Mr Nightingale's Diary was written by 

Dickens in collaboration with Mark Lemon for the guild of 

literature and was first performed at Devonshire hoxise in 

May 1851, The best and most important of the plays No Thorough-

fare written in collaboration with Wilike Collins, the great 

author of The Women in White, had its maiden show at the 

Adlephi theatre, London in December 1867, 

Dickens's first tour to America occurred in 1842, and 

at that time he, says Williams, all on a sudden 'bvirst into 

dramatic forms'. While at Montreal* Dickens had, Williams 

further adds, a chance to set in three plays such as A Rose-

lind for an Oliver, A Good Night's Rest and Deaf and Past, He 

would never waste his time in bad companies, says Williams, 

according to whom, "he turned to acting as another writer 

might have sought relaxation in fishing or gambling", 

8, Williams, p, 100. 
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It has already been mentioned that Dickens's passion 

for the theatre found expression as much in his writing plays 

as in his acting. It is interesting to note that in 1845 he 

appeared in The Elder Brother by Beaumont and Fletcher and in 

Ben Jonson's Every Man in his Htamour in which he played the 

role of Bobadil. In 1848 he appeared as Justice Shallow in 

The Merry Wives of Windsor. In 1855 he took part in Wilike 

Collins's The Lighthouse. And in 1857 in a private production 

at Tavistock House he played again a most important part in 

Collins's The Frozen Deep. This is the last recorded appear­

ance of Dickens as play actor. 

Dickens's active interest in the theatre may be seen 

as a manifestation of his natural love for the dramatic. Inga-

Stina Ewbank has rightly remarked : 

Just as he was both literally and metaphorically 

a great stage manager in life, so he manipulates 

the reader's sympathies with theatrical flair in 

his novels .... Dickens's ... style draws attention 

to itself by its blatant theatricality, over state­

ments, chanted repetitions, reiterated, catch phrases 



11 

and imagery/ a d ramat ica l ly unexpected metaphors 
9 

i n which people and th ings merge g ro t e sque ly . 

And again : 

His success stems from an absorbing i n t e r e s t i n 

the problems of the middle and lower c l a s s e s . Out 

of an awareness of a man's suf fe r ing sprang h i s 

vehement a t t acks on the s o c i a l e v i l s of h i s 

days . 

Robert Gar r i s a lso says the samething in a d i f f e r e n t way 

Anyone who opens one of Dickens ' s novels , then , i s 

prepared to en te r a ' t h e a t r e ' and to co-opera te with 

the ' t h e a t r i c a l mode' . . . 

In A Tale of Two C i t i e s a domestic drama i s enacted i n 

the backdrop of one of the g r e a t e s t dramas of human 

c i v i l i z a t i o n : French Revolu t ion . Apart from the power­

ful use of d i f f e r e n t kind of c o n f l i c t - i n t e r n a l and 

ex t e rna l - Dickens a l so uses the dramatic device of the 

dia logues form. For pages t o g e t h e r , for example we have 

dialogues ins t ead of a n a r r a t i v e by the omniscient 

n a r r a t o r . I t i s highly dramatic novel . Even i n a 

novel l i k e Dombey and Son he draws our a t t e n t i o n mainly 

9. I n g a - s t i n a , Ewbank, Encyclopaedia Americana, I n t e r n a ­
t i o n a l Edi t ion , 1988 p . 80, 

10. I n g a - s t i n a , Ewbank, Encyclopaedia Americana, 
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Ed i t ion , 1988, p . tiz . "" 

1 1 . Robert G a r r i s , The Dickens Theatre : A Reassessment of 
the Novels (Oxford : Oxford UP, 1965) p . 40. 
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to the f a t h e r ' s suf fer ing and the slow change forced 

on him by experience, Dickens ca tches human journey so 

v iv id ly t h a t the reader accepts a t the end of the p o r t ­

r a y a l of Dombey's p r ide , not as t h e a t r i c a l manipulat ion 

but as the object ive r e v e l a t i o n of g r e a t a r t , Dickens 's 

na tu ra l love for the dramat ic i s a l so revealed i n h i s 

d e s c r i p t i o n s . Here, fo r example, i s the e x t e r n a l view of 

Lady Deadlock in Bleak House ; 

Both before and a f t e r saying i t she remains absorbed, 

but a t length moves, and t u r n s , unshaken i n her 

n a t u r a l and acquired presence, towards the door, 

Mr Tulkinghorn opens the doors e x a c t l y as he would 

have done yes te rday . Or as he would have done ten 

years ago, and make/j h i s old - fashioned bow as 

she passes ou t . I t i s not an ord inary look t h a t 

he rece ives from the handsome face as i t goes i n t o 

the darkness , and i t i s not an ord inary movement, 

though a very s l i g h t one, t h a t acknowledges h i s 

cou r t s ey . But, as he r e f l e c t s when he. la l e f t above the 

woman has been p u t t i n g no common c o n s t r a i n t upon 

h e r s e l f . 

He would know i t a l l the b e t t e r , i f he saw the 

woman pacing her own roomswith her h a i r widely thrown 

from her flung-back f a c e , her hand c lasped behind her 

head, her f igure twis ted as i f by p a i n . He would th ink so 



^i 

a l l the more, i f he saw the woman thus hurr ing up and 

down for hours , without f a t i g u e , without i n t e r m i s s i o n , 
12 followed by the f a i t h f u l s t e p upon the Ghost ' s walk. 

Here Dickens i s doing exac t l y what Shakespeare had 

done i n the scene between Hamlet and Polonius . He i s 

s e t t i n g up a tens ion between behaviour and inne r f e e l i n g . 

A close sc ru t iny of any novel of Dickens in fac t would 

give enough evidence of Dickens ' s p r e d i l e c t i o n fo r drama, 

While i t i s t rue t h a t Dickens was i n h i s element when he 

wrote the novels which gave him enormous scope of mora­

l i z i n g or in t ruding i n t o the novels as an omniscient 

n a r r a t o r . Dickens's plays are a l so of s i g n i f i c a n c e . I t 

i s t rue t h a t Dickens was not a p o t e n t i a l Shakespeare , 

He did not have the ' nega t ive c a p a b i l i t y ' of Shakespeare 

bu t the plays t h a t he has produced deserve c r i t i c a l 

a t t e n t i o n . The reason why Dickens wrote mainly melo­

drama must be sought as much i n Dickens 's love fo r t he 

teeming mul t i tude , the common man. As the h i s t o r i c a l l y 

unique c h a r a c t e r of the V i c t o r i a n audience composed of 

people who wanted nothing but en te r ta inment with t h e 

es tab l i shment of the ra i lways people from the country 

s ide began t o throng the t h e a t r e h a l l s . I t i s t o t h e i r 

demand t h a t Dickens, ever a sympathetic hvimanist, con­

descended and wrote plays which are e i t h e r broad f a r c e , o r 

melodrama or musicals b u t i n v a r i a b l y are of lower o rde r , 

12. Char les , Dickens* Bleak House, N.P. i Wordsworth 
Edi t ion Limited, 1993, p . 479. 


