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Dickens – in 1842, 1858 and 1867 (in the third image he is giving a public reading, a 

very popular form of entertainment at the time)  

 

Dickens’ London 
 

 

 
 

It has been said of Dickens that his works ‘do not just use London as a backdrop 
but are about the city and its character’ and that ‘of all Dickens' characters none 
played as important a role in his work as that of London itself'. He saw it as a 



‘Magic Lantern’ which fired his imagination: 'a day in London sets me up and 
starts me' he wrote, whereas outside the capital he found the toil of writing more 
a labour than a pleasure.  
 
London in his day was dark, dirty, foggy, crime-ridden, smelly, the streets were 
full of horses, carts, manure – and people from all walks of life, the well-dressed 
ladies and gentlemen, the clerks, flower sellers, urchins, pick-pockets, servants, 
drunks, down-and-outs … There were shops, churches, warehouses, fine public 
buildings, rickety old slums, elegant squares, stations and coaching inns. From 
these coaching inns on the outskirts of the city to the lower reaches of the 
Thames, all aspects of the capital are described in his novels. Sadly little of the old 
London remains, partly thanks to bombing and partly to redevelopment but here 
and there are reminders of the great man and his work.  
 
 

    
 
Old Curiosity Shop (pictured below) – very old and supposedly an inspiration for 
the fictional shop but possibly not … 
is that were open for such customers; the hard, dry, frosty rime with which the air 
was charged (the wind had already beaten it into every crevice), and which lashed 
my face like a steel whip.  The Holly Tree 
 
 


