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Chapter Three 

 

Nostalgia, Dilemma and Symmetry:  

Orality and Literacy in Public Readings 

 

 

Blow Domestic Hearth! I would like to go on all over the 

kingdom… acting anywhere. There’s nothing in the world equal to seeing the 

house rise at you, one sea of delightful faces, one hurrah of applause! 

Charles Dickens 

 

 

It was on 29 April 1858 in St. Martin’s Hall, London, that Charles 

Dickens began the career as a professional Reader
1
, performing his own novels, 

Christmas Books and stories on the platform. The Public Readings immediately 

received excellent box-office, sweeping Great Britain and America until 1870, 

the year of his death. Although many people took Dickens’s Readings for 

granted, the performances were far from simple recitation of the books. In fact, 

                                                
1 Dickens’s earliest known Readings of The Chimes were given privately to “small but 

illustrious audiences of friends” (Collins, 1975 xvii) in December 1844, which John Forster 

recognized “the germ of those readings to large audiences by which, as much as by his books, 

the world knew him in his later life” (363). He then read his novels at intervals to his 

acquaintances for many years, and the performances soon became “a great pleasure” and 

“unrelateable success” to him (424). His unpaid “charity readings” began later in 1853 in 

Birmingham, during which he considered seriously to turn professional. According to Philip 

Collins, 27 of the 472 public readings were charity ones (1975 xxv). After the success of his 

charity readings, he finally decided to turn professional. 
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it took formidable rehearsals to guarantee the successful rendition, and the 

sophisticated reorganization of the original stories was also a great challenge. 

Impersonating his own works onstage, not only should Dickens keep up with 

the expectation of the audience who, previously as readers, had already 

established their own interpretations of the novels, but he also had to 

intersperse new excitement and surprise in the Readings. The previous success 

of Dickens’s novels might have promised the popularity as they were turned 

into Readings, but the audience’s anticipation would somewhat predetermined 

the possibility of the adaptation. Therefore, it could be less restrictive for 

Dickens to design new stories specifically for the performance than to rival his 

own written works onstage. 

 

However, it is noteworthy that instead of writing any new story for the 

Readings, he always transformed the published works into the repertoires. 

Meanwhile, he continued composing novels for the magazines even during the 

busiest Reading seasons. Great Expectations, for instance, was completed in 

June 1861, and it was immediately adapted in that October for the Readings; 

Our Mutual Friend was initially serialized in November 1863, and The Mystery 

of Edwin Drood was then composed in October 1869. The novels came first, 

and then some of them were turned into Readings — the sequence had been 

invariably maintained and never disrupted. Besides, there is one more point 

worth mentioning: of the twenty-one items prepared as the Readings, only nine 

indeed came from the novels; however, “though he prepared more scripts from 

the Christmas writings than from the novels,” Philip Collins notices, “he gave 
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more performances from the novels” (1975 lxiv). 

 

Dickens’s persistence to remain his identity as a novelist, even after the 

Readings were proven exceedingly more profitable than the literary earnings of 

serialized novels
2
, aroused some questions. If it was really much harder, as 

Collins infers, and less profitable to write novels than to read them onstage, 

why did Dickens still insist on taking the difficult task? Since he was able to 

write new novels, he must have been able to save some time to design new 

scripts specifically for Readings. As he had written amateur plays before, it 

should not have troubled him too much to devise new stories that both better fit 

the stage and bore fewer burdens from his early works, either. However, he 

constantly, though not explicitly, emphasized the heredity between his novels 

and Readings. Why was the lineage so important that he would rather have 

welcomed the challenge and restriction and strictly followed the sequence from 

the published works to the oral performances? Finally, as the novels’ narratives, 

however strongly oral they could be, were after all not meant for performance, 

how did Dickens abbreviate and restructure the texts to accommodate to the 

performance on board? How did the Readings differ from their originals? More 

importantly, how did the written and the oral interact with each other to meet 

the general social preferences and to reach the equilibrium of the cultures high 

                                                
2 According to Collins, the total amount of Dickens’s net earnings of the Readings was 

£45,000, which, if divided by the twelve years of performances, averaged £3,750 per year. As 

the novelist’s annual literary earnings reached only £3,000, the Readings apparently became his 

main source of income. As the estate left by Dickens in 1870 was £93,000, the earnings from 

the Readings equaled almost half of the heritage. 
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and low? All these questions will be amply analyzed, if not sufficiently 

answered, in this chapter. 

 

The chapter will deal with the questions in three domains. First, it will 

scrutinize the nineteenth-century cultural paradox between the prevalence of 

literacy and the nostalgia for orality, which was very likely to influence 

Dickens’s wavering between a novelist of literati and a Reader of oral delivery. 

Second, Dickens’s endeavors to negotiate between the two polarities — the 

written and the oral — will be observed in his seemingly contradictory but 

marvelously sophisticated identity-overlapping onstage. Constantly shifting 

among various identities, he blurred the boundaries among an author, a Reader, 

and an actor on his heteroglossic platform and the analysis of his stage may 

help concretize the novelist’s strategies to cultivate the popular market under 

the moderate recognition of the cultural and academic elite. The other essential 

source to plot the contour of the cultural paradox is Dickens’s prompt copies, 

the privately printed Reading scripts scissors-and-pasted from the published 

novels. Because the prompt copies differed a lot from the originals in length 

and story structure, the comparison of the two, especially the novelist’s 

selection and abandonment of the passages, would help analyze the dynamics 

between the written and oral genres.  

 

Since Dickens’s Public Readings were live shows, the study of his 

performances should have included, besides the written records, the real-time 

renditions. Unfortunately, however, though some daguerreotypes of the 
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performance were taken during the Readings, Dickens’s voices were never 

preserved in any phonographic device, which were not invented until 1877, 

seven years after his Farewell Readings. The research of the performances, 

therefore, relies only upon the written records, including his prompt copies, 

epistles and the reports on the local newspapers. Although Dickens was 

reported to extemporize extensively, which might add variations to the 

performances, the analysis of the written records, especially those about 

Dickens’s own designs of the scripts and individual performances, could still 

provide crucial hints to answer the questions raised above.  

 

The Reading tradition is continued and preserved in the audio-video 

devices in the twentieth century; performers such as Emlyn Williams, Paul 

Landis, Roy Doltrice, Philip Collins, and Simon Callow are famous for 

delivering Dickens’s novels. Besides, Gerald Charles Dickens, the novelist’s 

great-great grandson, also began the annual Readings at the University of 

Illinois at Springfield since 1996. Those renditions after Dickens may help the 

research, but they are kept for my future study because this chapter will focus 

mainly upon the novelist’s own artistic transformation in response to the 

Victorian cultural preferences instead of the techniques of the oral delivery that 

revives Dickens after his death.  

 

Most important of all, their recitations mostly conform to the original 

novels; they do not add too much interpretation in their own readings. It will 

thus inevitably fall into the mere comparison of the personal performing skills 
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instead of the analysis of the oral performances in the context of cultural milieu. 

Because the audio-video records mentioned above may not be relevant to my 

focus, they will not be included in this chapter.  

 

As Dickens stated in the Farewell Reading, “from these garish lights I 

vanish now for ever more” (1988 413), his genius rendition unprecedented in 

the history of English Literature thus faded in people’s memories. The tradition 

of novel recitation still continues, but it has never reached the zenith that 

Dickens had once achieved. His success in Public Readings was singular and 

representative. The oral performance steadily developed well into the early 

twentieth-century radio recitation; it, however, eventually dwindled as the film 

and television flourished. Dickens’s achievement may help delineate the 

trajectory of literary transition in the transgeneric network, and it can also 

show us the pendulum that swings between literacy and orality in the early age 

of print. He bridges the gap between the nineteenth-century literacy and the 

twentieth-century multimedia technologies with the skillfully devised oral 

renditions, without which the full picture of the transgeneric network will lack 

one crucial piece of the jigsaw. I will thus study his paradoxical identity shift in 

the literary arena, the nostalgia for orality, and the eventual equilibrium 

between the two in the final years in this chapter. 

 

 

 



 86

Public Nostalgia and Cultural Dilemma 

 

Dickens’s Readings began for several concurring reasons. First, after 

many years of compulsory novel serialization on his own magazines, he began 

to encounter some problems in fiction writing. His superhuman energy was 

somewhat impaired by age, and the genius creativity gradually declined as he 

was exhausted by his troublesome life. John Forster, the novelist’s confidant, 

notes that the mid-1850s was the most unhappy and difficult period in his 

writing career: “the old, unstinted, irrepressible flow of fancy had received 

temporary check,” and “his books had lost for the time the importance they 

formerly had over every other consideration in his life” (624). Though Dickens 

boasts in the 1857 Preface to Little Dorrit that he had attracted more readers 

than ever, Dickens’s confidence might have been impinged by the hostile 

reviews that severely attacked this novel. As the frustrations consecutively 

emerged, it also became a financial burden to purchase Gad’s Hill, which 

forced him to find some new methods to gather bigger money. Besides, for the 

despair of his marriage had driven him crazy, he tried every possible way to 

distract himself from the domestic failure: “I must do something,” he writes to 

Forster, “or I shall wear my heart away. I can see no better thing to do that is 

half so hopeful in itself, or half so well suited to my restless state” (646). At 

this critical moment, the success of his unpaid Readings seduced him to 

seriously consider taking the career to solve all the problems. 

 

Not only was it a goldmine for him to turn the unpaid Readings into the 
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professional performance, the show was also a consolation to his mind. While 

confessing in his epistolary that writing was an increasingly intolerable burden, 

he cordially enjoyed sharing and even manipulating the emotions of the 

audience. When he gave the private Readings of The Chimes in 1844, he told 

his wife: “if you had seen Macready last night — undisguisedly sobbing and 

crying on the sofa, as I read — you would have felt (as I did) what a thing it is 

to have power” (Ponting 112). He gaily indulged in his power over the 

audience, and the ecstasy (or sometimes the “vanity”) under the spotlight 

temporarily redeemed him from the depression. Though there were 

approximately 2,000-3,000 audiences in the auditorium, he always managed to 

establish an interactive and reciprocal friendship with them. While reading the 

Carol in Bradford, England, 28 December 1854, he made the most 

representative statement to a large number of 3,700 audiences: 

 

Allow me… before I commence, to express two wishes. The 

first is that you will have the kindness, by a great stretch of the 

imagination, to imagine this a small social party assembled to 

hear a tale told round the Christmas fire… and secondly, that if 

you feel disposed as we go along to give expression to any 

emotion, whether grave or gay, you will do so with perfect 

freedom from restraint, and without the least apprehension of 

disturbing me. (Fielding 169) 

 

The novelist on the board endeavored to create, as William Makepeace 

Thackeray describes, “something continual, confidential, something like 

personal affection” (Ferguson 743). His passion for the communion with the 
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audience proved that the performance was not only a means to earn great 

profits, but also a good opportunity to purge the soul of the audience in the 

group therapy of communal entertainment. The platform was the carnivalesque 

fireplace in the Bakhtinian sense, where the hierarchy of the author and the 

readers was canceled, and the sorrows of the lower-class miserable were 

suddenly released with tears and laughter. He was, as Paul Schlicke asserts, 

“Plato’s philosopher king… committed himself wholeheartedly to acting in the 

most immediate and constructive way within his power” (245).  

 

However, Dickens was so dedicated to the excitement of the Readings 

that it eventually exhausted him and the performance became extremely 

suicidal. The pulse-rate measured by his doctor after Sikes and Nancy during 

the final season of 1870 was as high as 124, and he would “often have to lie on 

a sofa, quite unable to speak a word, for an interval of ten minutes before 

gathering his strength and staggering back to the platform to read another item” 

(Collins, 1975 470). The ill effect upon him must have seriously deteriorated 

his health condition, and he passed away three months after the London 

Farewells. 

 

Since Dickens was so fascinated by the Readings, his persistence to 

write novels and run the magazine business became even more suspicious. He, 

of course, had to write the novel serialization in order to support his own 

magazines, All the Year Round and Household Words; it was also 

understandable that writing provided him a steady extra income besides the 
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earnings from the oral performances. However, since the profits from the 

novels was not in proportion to the efforts he made (the Readings would have 

been much more profitable if they had been substituted for the serialization), 

the main reason for him to keep writing seemed, besides the concern of literary 

profits, to maintain his status as a cultural and literary elite.  

 

His efforts to keep his fame as a celebrity of literati instead of a popular 

actor could be traced right back to his early twenties. In 1832, Dickens applied 

to Covent Garden for an audition. He, nevertheless, broke the appointment for 

the excuse of illness and, having succeeded in his newspaper reporting 

afterwards, did not apply anymore. The true reason for the absence was 

unknown, but the abrupt pause implied some conflicts in his mind. The passion 

to perform onstage was repressed from then on, and was implicitly reshaped 

into the novel narratives. Not until the professional Readings became possible 

in his final decade did the impulse revive again. 

 

The long desire and repression of the oral impulse actually correlated to 

the Victorian public nostalgia for the oral performance and the cultural paradox 

to defend the superiority of literacy. As the writing and typographic 

technologies fully fledged and the reading public developed during the 

eighteenth and nineteenth century, literacy became increasingly dominant in 

the society. Thomas Carlyle was one of the most significant advocates of 

literacy in the Victorian period: although he also gave speeches, what he tried 

to propagate, paradoxically, was the importance of writings.  
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In his lecture, On Heroes, Hero Worship and the Heroic in History, 

Carlyle elevated the role of an author to a prophet that could transcend the 

spatiotemporal limitations:  

 

Once invent Printing, you metamorphosed all Universities, or 

superseded them! The teacher needed not now to gather men 

personally round him, that he might speak to them what he 

knew: print it in a Book, and all learners far and wide, for a 

trifle, had it each at his own fireside, much more effectually to 

learn it. (161-62)  

 

To him, a writer in the book was much more influential than a lecturer on the 

pulpit. Through writings, a writer could envision, enlighten, and guide the 

widest range of the reading public that a lecturer would never imagine to reach. 

The oral conveyance might be more instinctive and interactive than the written 

words, but the former was strictly confined by time and space. Because the 

knowledge and information could be safely preserved in the written words, 

manuscript or print-press as they might be, it became the keynote of the 

modern civilization during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The cultural 

mainstream after the industrial revolution, as Ian Watt observed, had thus 

gradually swerved from orality to literacy, which was also one of the main 

reasons that nourished the popularity of novel — an innovative genre that 

could be mass-produced, widely circulated and privately owned. 

 

Although literacy had become the foundation of civil education and 
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information circulation, orality remained the most prevailing means of popular 

culture — the theater and speech were examples of the oral residues that 

provided friendly and painless entertainment to the public who were thirsty for 

interesting stories and inattentive relaxation. Literacy was highly esteemed by 

the social elite, whereas orality was fondly appreciated by all walks of life, 

especially the working class. Besides, writings are the codification of the verbal 

messages — all the words are written in order to be read, silently or aloud. 

Because reading is a process of de-codification and revitalization, writing is 

intrinsically oral in the beginning.  

 

“From the antiquity well through the eighteenth century,” Walter Ong 

asserts, “many literary texts, even when composed in writing, were commonly 

for public recitation, originally by the author himself” (1991 157). Even until 

today, the oral conveyance on the radio remains an important medium, 

initiating the twentieth-century craze for the “secondary orality,” the oral form 

aided by the audio-video and digital technologies. As the oral-aural medium 

had dominated the cultural acquisition for centuries before the development of 

writing and printing, the “tenaciousness of orality,” as Ong calls it, was always 

prevalent. The cultural tendency in the Victorian Age, therefore, swung like a 

pendulum between orality and literacy. On the one hand, the scholars such as 

Carlyle emphasized the importance of writings; on the other, people kept 

listening to the Readings or going to the theater as the popular entertainment. 

 

The struggle between the two cultural polarities had aroused 
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controversial opinions. On the one hand, when the cultural defenders 

propagated the significance of literacy, the Victorian novelists also tried hard to 

highlight their identity as a writer instead of a storyteller. “Nineteenth-century 

novelists self-consciously intone,” Ong observes, “‘dear reader’ over and over 

again to remind themselves that they are not telling a story but writing one” 

(1991 103). The development of magazines and newspapers as the channels of 

cultural propagation and novel serialization had secured the writing genres in 

the market of popular literature, and literacy became more and more important 

in the cultural domain. The concept of “literature,” which is derived from the 

Latin root litera, the written alphabets, aptly implies its close kindred to the 

written form — the art of literacy instead of orality thus becomes the basic 

foundation of our profession as “literati.” 

 

Nevertheless, for the oral residue had been preserved in all periods of 

time, the theater, Penny Readings and lectures were still popular in the public 

domain of the Victorian period. The preeminence of orality had aroused many 

scholarly reservations. Carlyle criticized Dickens and Thackeray, authors who 

practiced the oral performance extensively because they were “exhibiting 

themselves to a lot of inquisitive people who were too lazy to read what they 

paid their shillings to listen to.” John Ruskin also lamented with worries: 

“Everybody wants to hear — nobody to read — nobody to think; to be excited 

an hour — and, if possible, amused.” Their concerns illustrated the 

nineteenth-century public nostalgia for the oral performance and the elitist 

anxiety to maintain their career as the academic literati. The public desired to 
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“listen rather than to read, to be entertained rather than to think,” but the 

academia attacked them for their laziness and passiveness (Brunson 651). One 

century later, even Emlyn Williams, regardless of his success in reading 

Dickens’s works, states great reservations about the novelist’s devotion to the 

oral performance: “Dickens the actor did not do full justice to Dickens the 

author, in the material he chose to perform” (192). Despite his fascination with 

the Readings, Collins also believes that there was much vanity and vulgarity in 

Dickens’s decision to be a Reader, and he concludes that the novelist could not 

securely escape from the accusation of “a betrayal of his duty to the more 

enduring art of the written word” (1974 182). 

 

If the interrogation remains severe even in our time, Dickens must have 

faced much more hostile censure as he gave the Readings. There had been a 

time when the great orators were worshiped as heroes and the authors despised 

as capricious milquetoasts. Plato, for instance, had Socrates say in the 

Phaedrus and the Seventh Letter against writing, degrading it as the inhuman, 

artificial, unresponsive and passive memory-destroyer (274-77). However, in 

the nineteenth century, orality had become the synonym of the illiterate, 

uncivilized, premature and even immoral subculture that sought nothing but 

simple pleasure instead of any profounder thought. Dickens might have 

indulged quite a lot in oral performance, but he was still quite worried that the 

Readings might have been an “infra dig” that impaired his fame as a cultural 

celebrity (Forster 424). Therefore, he was always cautious toward the career as 

a Reader, trying to sustain his integrity of the literati while exercising the oral 
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talents in a comparatively moderate way. He carefully chose the occasion of the 

Readings, and camouflaged the show under the cover of the literary recitation, 

which thus drew larger audiences including those who were already 

enthusiastic about the Victorian theater and those who openly denounced the 

theater as the immoral and corruptive cultural degeneration. “[R]eadings had a 

distinct advantage… over drama,” Schlicke observes, “because respectable 

people, whose consciences would never permit them to enter a theater, went 

quite happily to a lecture-hall in which a highly theatrical reading was being 

given” (244). Because most people attending Dickens’s Readings had already 

perused his serializations on the magazines (Dolby 36), his performances, 

though still under reservations, could enjoy a special recognition from 

audiences both high and low. The orality sugarcoated with the literary heredity 

became Dickens’s effective strategy to bypass the cultural censorship, and the 

symmetry of the two had paved a way for the future development of the 

popular culture. 

 

 

Symmetry on the Heteroglossic Stage 

 

Dickens’s Public Readings made the written novels alive onstage, 

re-creating and animating the characters and their dialogues on the platform. 

His performances were a relatively new idea in the nineteenth century, and they 

timely met the need of the public nostalgia for orality. “Dickens’s platform 

career seems indeed to have coincided with the peak of the vogue for public 
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readings,” Collins observes, “both in such establishments and in the 

commercial West End venues” (1975 l). Nevertheless, it also represented the 

Victorian conflict between literacy and orality mentioned above that Dickens 

did not adapt the novels into theater but turned them into Readings, trying very 

carefully to reach the symmetry on the stage of Bakhtinian heteroglossia. On 

the one hand, he inherited many oral traditions of the verbal performances
3
; on 

the other, all of his repertoires had a clear origin from the published texts. He 

had been a successful novelist ever since his early twenties; in the last twelve 

years of his life, however, he transformed himself into a devoted Reader. The 

Readings were conversational in style and abundant in dramatic elements, but 

they were delivered as recitations. He was noted for the infatuation in 

performing arts, but he scarcely stated direct connection between the Readings 

and drama — he even chose to recite in the auditorium instead of the theater. 

The staging of the Readings was deliberately simple — he neither wore 

costumes nor used props. Moreover, he always brought a book onstage 

however versed he was in the scripts; nonetheless, though he needed spectacles 

in daily life, he never wore them during the Readings, which implied that the 

book was more a symbolic means to highlight his identity as both an author 

and a Reader than a necessary reminder of the lines.  

                                                
3 Collins pointed out Dickens inherited three important oral traditions in the nineteenth century 

England: (1) the versatile monopolylogue, which was initiated by Charles Matthews, one of 

Dickens’s most admired actors; (2) the “penny reading” that verbally performed selections of 

Shakespeare’s and other authors’ works; (3) the lectures and readings given by authors about 

their own works (1975 li). Moreover, all these traditions could be traced back to the minstrels 

singing epics in the Grecian era and the oral delivery in the Medieval, which as a whole would 

form a grand picture of oral tradition in the European culture. 
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His role on the platform is a delicate deployment of the threefold 

identity: an author, a Reader and a multifold actor as well. In her paper about 

the three nuances in the Readings, Susan L. Ferguson indicates:  

 

Dickens’s readings, while theatrical, enacted a drama in which 

the author took on the role of a reader. In this role, he performed 

a scene in which the characters took central stage, thereby 

creating a bond with the audience as one among a fellowship of 

readers with a mutual affection for the characters. (730)  

 

The Readings were explicitly theatrical, but the relationship among the 

playwright, the actor and the audience was intentionally blurred. In the theater, 

the actors are the key intermediary between the playwright and the audience — 

only through the actors can the playwright convey his concept, and can the 

audience receive the message of the plays. “In fact, the audience-playwright 

transaction can only occur as a transaction between the audience and the actor,” 

David Cole thus explicates, “on the other hand, and the actor and the 

playwright, on the other” (198). On his platform, however, the intermediary 

was combined with the story-creator. The contact between the author and the 

audience thus became direct and unmediated, in which condition the ubiquitous 

presence of the authorial narratives was incarnated into the solo-performer — 

he was the creator and the created, the performer and the performed at the same 

time. 
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The Readings were unique because the novelist monopolized the 

identities of the playwright and the actors by Reading all the roles onstage at 

the same time. The audience had already known he was the author, most of 

them had read the novels in advance, and they flocked to the auditorium only to 

see him recite his own novels. The previous gap between the playwright and 

the novel readers was cancelled when the audience entered the auditorium, and 

the relationship between the novelist and the reader was unprecedentedly 

friendly and intimate. “No one thinks first of Mr. Dickens as a writer,” Charles 

Eliot Norton writes, “He is at once, through his books, a friend” (Collins, 1975 

liii). The companion built between the author and the audience reinforced the 

impression of his performances as the oral sharing of the collective emotion, 

and people went to the auditorium not only to listen to the Readings but also to 

share the fondness of a friendly meeting. He thus became “a new cult of 

literary personality which made the public eager to see as well as to read their 

favorite authors” (lii). As his appearance became the main attraction, the living 

author standing in front of the audience began to bring great fortune. In a long 

review about the novelty of the Readings in The Times, 2 January 1854, the 

critic thus wrote:  

 

It is an unprecedented thing now-a-days to hear authors reading 

their own works in public. The simple fashion of the bardic time 

is past, and the fastidiousness of modern ideas finds or fancies 

something egotistical in such displays... There is probably no 

author in this country, except Mr. Dickens, who would have 

ventured to do so. 
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People admired not only his literary creativity but also the powerful 

mastery of the speech and the charismatic animation of the characters. Dickens 

in a sense revitalized the oral tradition, and reestablished the primitive oral 

community that had been gradually alienated and separated by the development 

of the individualism and private ownership of the texts encouraged by the 

literate culture. George Dolby recalls that Dickens always insisted “a mixed 

audience was absolutely necessary” (456). Such “mixed audience” also 

included the working class because he always reserved some one-shilling seats 

for the poor, while “the top price was generally four shillings until 1863, five 

shillings thereafter, but seven shillings for the Farewells” (Collins, 1975 

xxviii-xxiv). Besides, he preferred evening to matinee Readings, having “a 

great antipathy to daylight reading” (Letters 9:49), which was not only because 

of the more efficient control of the lighting as Malcolm Andrews explains 

(2004 222) but also because of “a more heterogeneous audience” (Brunson 658) 

the time might have attracted. The heteroglossic stage was thus composed of 

both the heterogeneous audience and the multi-vocal characters between whom 

the novelist/performer tried to mediate and correlate. 

 

The Readings were performed in a special style known as 

“monopolylogue,” introduced by Charles Matthews, a popular actor Dickens 

admired in his youth. Similar to Matthews, Dickens also performed as a soloist, 

playing simultaneously up to twenty roles by himself, including both the male 

and female characters. Without the rapid change of costumes and any help of 

the props that Matthews adopted in his performances, he simply utilized the 
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ventriloquism, gestures and facial expressions to enact the characters. Although 

the Readings sounded somewhat dull and monotonous, he was so skillful in the 

imitation of the voices and demeanors of the characters that he successfully 

grasped the audience’s attention and won their cordial applause — it was even 

rumored that he used mesmerism to charm his audience. “His powers of vocal 

and facial expression are very great,” as a critic evaluated the Farewell tour in 

Scotsman, 1868, “There has been nothing so perfect, in their way, as these 

readings ever offered to an English audience” (Schlicke 238). It might be 

possible for other actors to surpass Dickens’s impersonation of one single role; 

however, as Kate Field evaluates, “no other living can embody the twelve 

characters of this reading [David Copperfield] with the individuality given 

them by Dickens, unaided, too, as he is, by theatrical illusion” (49). The voices 

were differentiated, but they unitarily originated from one single speaker — 

Dickens. The contrasting tension illuminated the polyphonic characters 

embodied onstage, and the unity of such multiplicity appalled the audience in 

every way. 

 

Though richly theatrical, the unique format of monopolylogue enabled 

Dickens to reach the symmetry of the threefold identity. First, he managed to 

accentuate his role as an author not only with his fame as an accomplished 

novelist but also with the authority to concretely dominate every character on 

the platform. Besides manipulating the narratives, the intangible authority in 

the novels was then crystallized with the enactment of the characters in front of 

the audience — their voices were his own, and only through his tongue could 
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the characters articulate themselves. Instead of adopting a crew of actors, he 

consolidated the multiple voices of various characters by himself. The voices 

of each character could be clearly recognized from one another, 

heteroglossically conversing and expressing their opinions and feelings; 

whereas, these voices were still strung together, serving under one individuality. 

The Readings, therefore, were a process to reclaim the novelist’s authority from 

the process of manipulation and enactment on stage. 

 

On the other hand, though Dickens never abandoned to be an author, his 

authorial identity, paradoxically, was attenuated or metamorphosed with the 

appearance as a Reader. The book he brought onstage might have been the 

symbolic scepter of the author, but his choice to take a paper-knife instead of a 

pen, the former of which strongly referred to the identity of a Reader whereas 

the latter implied the author, was pregnant with connotation. He endeavored to 

establish the authority on the platform, which was quite successful, but he also 

imperceptibly dissolved himself into the characters as the rendition was 

performed, making them the foreground and hiding himself in the background. 

In Charles Kent’s eyewitness description, similar observation was made: 

 

We knew that he alone was there all the time before us, reading, 

or, to speak more accurately, re-creating for us, one and all — 

while his lips were articulating the familiar words his hand had 

written so many years previously — the most renowned of the 

imaginary creatures peopling his books. Watching him, 

hearkening to him, while he stood there unmistakably before his 

audience, on the raised platform, in the glare of the gas-burners 
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shining down upon him from behind the pendant screen 

immediately above his head, his individuality, so to express it, 

altogether disappeared, and we saw before us instead, just as the 

case might happen to be, Mr. Pickwick, or Mrs. Gamp, or Dr. 

Marigold, or little Paul Dombey, or Mr. Squeers, or Sam Weller, 

or Mr. Peggotty, or some other of those immortal personages. 

(32) 

 

The frequent shifting of the identities onstage made his platform heteroglossic 

in the wildest sense — like the Bakhtinian carnival, where the authority was 

gaily saluted and immediately displaced and the authority was reinforced and 

soon discarded, the characters vigorously conversed, interrogated and rivaled 

one another to get the upper hand on stage. 

 

Besides the unique, heteroglossic deployment of the performance, 

Dickens’s special sets on the platform also served some symbolic meanings. He 

paid more serious attention than other speakers on the stage sets, designing the 

desk himself, setting up the back screen and hangers to act as a sounding board 

and to “throw the figure of the reader into higher relief” (Andrews, 2004 219), 

and delicately arranging the overhead gaslights. The careful disposition of the 

lighting and other sets showed his abundant experience and knowledge in the 

performing art, but they were designed not only to ensure the effects of 

Reading but also to emphasize the performance as more the recitation from 

books than the pure theatric show. Reading aloud by one of the family 

members to the others, as earlier mentioned in the dissertation, was prevalent in 

the Victorian middle-class family — Dickens sometimes read to his daughters 
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in the garden of Gad’s Hill, which is similar to the scenario portrayed in Berthe 

Morisot’s La Lecture (Figure 3-1). In his Readings, Dickens seemed to try 

bringing the domestic communion into the public sphere: “the evolution of his 

‘set’,” Andrews believes, “reflects the attempts to strike a balance between 

what was traditionally a relatively private, domestic occasion (reading a story 

to a group of friends and family) and a public performance before audiences of 

around two thousand” (2004 211). 

 

 

Figure 3-1. Dickens and daughters (left); Morisot’s La Lecture (right). 

 

Dickens’s endeavors to bring the private to the public corresponded to 

his efforts to reach the equilibrium of literacy and orality, the former of which 

was mostly conducted in the individual, alienated space, while the latter usually 

took place in the public domain. The special design of the sets on his platform 

thus became the key symbols that correlated to the symmetry of the two. The 
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most important device to mediate between the private and the public was the 

Reading desk. In his charity Readings, Dickens used to adopt the pulpit lectern, 

which was quite commonly seen in the ordinary speeches. The lectern 

enhanced the impression of his performance as more a speech than a dramatic 

show, but he did not like its lanky outlook (Figure 3-2). In the first provincial 

Tour in August 1858, therefore, he started to use the small Reading desk, which 

became the standard set in the subsequent performances that most people are 

now familiar with in most depictions of the Readings. The desk, on which 

“stood a reading lamp, a glass of water, and a paper bag of raisins” (Letters 4: 

318n), was designed by himself while performing A Christmas Carol in Genoa 

in 1845; it was then revised several times until its final version preserved at the 

Dickens House Museum: 3 feet high, 2 feet wide, 20 inches deep, and the 

horizontal flat top covered with dark velvet cloth, stretched tight, here and 

there glued and tickled (Andrews, 2004 214). He devised the desk with great 

care, and his drawing and written instructions for the design are now preserved 

in the Museum. There was a little shelf on the right, holding a pitcher and a 

tumbler or sometimes the handkerchiefs and gloves were laid on the left; 

besides, there was a small hole near the Reader’s left-hand corner, which was 

the slot into which the raised book-rest block could be fixed (217). 
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Figure 3-2. The earlier pulpit lectern. 

 

Dickens’s special concern about the desk told us a lot. First, after many 

years of practice, he would have accumulated enough confidence in his 

Readings after 1858 that he, as Andrews analyzes, was “prepared to show more 

of himself — including his trembling legs” (2004 217). Since the small desk 

would not hide the speaker as much as the pulpit, it took greater courage and 

self-assurance to perform. The use of the small desk thus implied a zenith of 

his confidence in the Reading career. Secondly, he felt much freer both 

physically and mentally in the “friendly meeting” with the audience. Although 

still refusing to have audience sitting behind or encroaching either side (he 

never accepted this during the career), he could at least have stood 

unmediatedly before them. He was then able to use not only the facial 

expression but also the gestures and demeanors to perform the characters. In a 
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large auditorium of 2,000-3,000 audiences, the body language would have 

helped people see the performance much better than the barely recognizable 

facial expressions lit with the shadowy gaslight. Most important of all, the desk 

was a symbolic bridge among identities of the author, Reader and actor — it on 

the one hand marked as a proscenium between the actor and the audience, and 

meanwhile implied the contact gateway between the author and the readers. 

The performing skills might have made Dickens a versatile actor, but the desk 

behind which he stood constantly reminded the audience of his identity as an 

author. As he took the books, his image of the performer would immediately 

superimposed with that of an author composing the novels at his writing desk, 

and the link among the three identities was exactly what he endeavored to 

establish in the Readings (Figure 3-3). 

 

 

Figure 3-3. Dickens’s writing desk and Reading desk were superimposed on the platform. 
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Dickens’s symmetry among the identities of an actor, author and Reader 

had made him a Bakhtinian “grotesque body” that transcended the generic 

boundary of novel and theatrical recitation, and reached the equilibrium 

between literary and orality. As Mikhail Bakhtin describes in his Rebelais and 

His World, the grotesque body is unbounded, in transformation and materially 

linked to its past and future: “the inner movement of being itself was expressed 

in the passing of one form into another, in the ever incompleted character of 

being” (32). Dickens, similarly, oscillated between the literate and oral genres, 

and the shift of the two had never come to an end even until now as the novels 

are adapted into movies and TV programs. The novels continued to be adapted 

and reinterpreted, and the ever-changing form of the Dickensian contents 

commenced ever since the author turned his own texts into Readings. The trail 

of the transgeneric transformation could be observed in his revision and 

restructuring of the written stories in the prompt copies.  

 

 

Prompt Copies: Transformation of the Grotesque 

 

The prompt copies were the textual buffer where Dickens unleashed his 

mind and animated the characters. They were noteworthy because, unlike the 

ancient epic bards who memorized the performances in the formulary, 

mnemonic patterns unaided by any written record, Dickens’s impersonation 

based upon the well-organized texts, and his performances could thus be 

sophisticatedly calculated on paper before they were put on the platform. Many 
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people presumed that the Readings were nothing but the direct recitation from 

books without too many schemes — even Dickens himself alleged to do so, 

and Mark Twain was also convinced by the seemingly natural and spontaneous 

rendition. Although Dickens extemporized extensively onstage, varying the 

solo-shows each evening, the prompt copies were still the backbone of the 

stories, helping the author freely “go dodging about in the wildest manner to 

pick up lost pieces” while keeping the general integrity of the storyline 

coherent and well-knit. The process of devising the Public Readings, 

revitalizing the verbal portrayal into animated diorama, was actually a 

complicated series of structuring and deconstruction, cohesion and 

fragmentation, textualization and intertextualization — it emphasized the 

textual openness and multivocality in the transformation of Dickens’s 

grotesque narratives, absorbing the power of the oral and literate genres to 

reach the equilibrium of the two. 

 

The prompt copies appeared later in his Reading career; in the earlier 

days, the preparation of the Christmas Books and stories, which were shorter in 

plot and less complex in structure, was directly done on the ordinary printed 

copies of the novels. The adaptation, principally the abridgement, was 

relatively simple: instead of making any large-scale reorganization, he only had 

to abbreviate the plots into proper length that fitted into the repertoire, writing 

occasional summaries or bridge-passages, and rephrasing some lines for the 

sake of simplicity, euphony or enhancing the jokes. “Where a lengthy deletion 

was made,” Collins observes, “Dickens often stuck the unwanted passages 
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together with wafers or stamp-edging; in one case he laced them together with 

tape” (1975 xxx). Sometimes he also deleted the paragraphs with the red wash. 

After the first two Readings from the novels, Little Dombey and Mrs. Gamp, 

however, he gradually found it impractical to recite the much-abridged extracts 

from the original copies; besides, the typeface was too small and the page too 

crowded to be used for performance. Therefore, all the Readings were privately 

printed in an easily legible type with the proper arrangement of the 

scissors-and-pasted extracts from the novels — these were the so-called 

prompted copies (Figure 3-4). 

 

 

Figure 3-4. The opening of Sikes and Nancy prompt-copy (The New York 

Public Library, Berg Collection of English and American Literature). 

 

The deconstruction and restructuring of the stories and novels into the 
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prompt copies reminded us of many twentieth-century literary hypotheses. As 

Jacques Derrida conceives of text as constituted by the discrete reading units, 

Dickens dissected his own novels into segments of plots. He pulverized the 

original texts, reshuffling the plot units, and re-cohered them into the 

continuous but highly flexible narratives. The David Copperfield Reading 

consisted of six chapters, which were stitched from many fragments of various 

chapters in the original novel. Chapter I in the Reading, for instance, was 

composed of the extracts of Copperfield’s childhood memories of the Peggotty 

family from chapter 3 in the original, his taking Steerforth to the Peggotty’s 

and the encounter of Little Emily from chapter 21, Steerforth’s dissipated 

scheme upon her from chapter 22, and Copperfield’s final meeting with 

Steerforth from chapter 29. Chapter III in the Reading jumped among chapters 

28, 26, 27, 16, and 36, while chapter V combined chapters 33, 37, 41, 43, 44 

and 48 in the original. Although many episodes and subordinate characters 

were omitted, the selection and rearrangement of the pot were generally skillful. 

Dickens had made plenty of condensation and reorganization that the David 

Copperfield prompt copy consisted about 26,5000 words, which appeared 

much more concise than the corresponding parts that ranged 35,500 words in 

the original. One datum was also quite telling in the deletion: among the 120 

original pages taken into the Reading, only 9 of them were left un-amended 

(Collins, 1975 214). 

 

Similarly, The Christmas Carol prompt copy was also largely abridged 

and modified. As Dickens gave Carol for the first time in 1853, it took three 
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hours; by May 1858, however, the performance was shortened to the standard 

two-hour length. Later in the end of 1858, it was “abbreviated by a further 

thirty minutes or so, to accommodate The Trial inside a two-hour programme.” 

The beginnings and endings of each Stave were considerably deleted, and the 

fourth and fifth were converged into one single stave. Besides the deletion of 

Scrooge’s schooldays in Stave II, the episode about his fiancée was also 

extensively abbreviated. The minute portrayals of the Christmas Day in the 

London streets and among the miners and mariners in Stave III were cut, and 

the merry scene in his nephew’s home was much abridged. In Stave IV, the 

deathbeds of Scrooge and of Tiny Tim were mostly omitted, and the gentleman 

collecting for charity in Stave V was also excised (Collins, 1975 2-3). 

 

The development of the prompt copies, which had plotted the trace of 

revision and deletion, could be categorized into several patterns. First, because 

Dickens had impersonated all the characters onstage, the written indications of 

who are speaking and the description of their facial expression, gestures, 

demeanors and movements in the original were generally deleted or replaced 

by the stage instructions or marginalia that were not supposed to be seen by the 

audience. Second, when a passage was extracted from the novel, there would 

be a lot of irrelevant places, characters and events, and these would of course 

be omitted. Third, for the conciseness and clarity, some minor characters might 

be eliminated and others might be conflated (Collins, 1975 xxxiii). Martha 

Endell, for example, disappeared in the Copperfield Reading, and Mr. Peggotty 

took over her lines and actions while necessary; besides, Betsey Trotwood was 
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not present to applaud Mr. Peggotty’s long narrative. 

 

Most important of all, there were two types of unique deletion that 

highlighted Dickens’s endeavors to reach the equilibrium and thus was worthy 

of our special attention. On the one hand, the appearance of the narrator (or 

author) was generally omitted, or, as Ferguson terms it, “depersonalized” in the 

Readings (737). In the original of A Christmas Carol, the narrator was intimate 

with the readers. While the nineteenth-century novelists usually addressed to 

“dear readers” to emphasize their identity as an author instead of a storyteller, 

Dickens re-created the ambience of oral story-telling, where the narrator and 

readers seemed close at hand: “as close to it as I am now to you, and I am 

standing in the spirit at your elbow” (42). The intimacy in the printed version 

novels, however, was displaced in the Readings, in which the author became 

the background and the characters, through the mouth of the speaker, 

heteroglossically spoke themselves. Dickens systematically removed all of the 

thirty seven instances from the published version of Carol in which the narrator 

referred to himself with the personal pronouns “I,” “me,” and “my;” he 

furthermore deleted the direct address to the readers, taking away “you” that 

were ordinarily seen in the original. Since, as David Ponting analyzes, “the 

novels are frequently written in the first person and the present tense, and are 

constructed so that the various characters express themselves more in 

monologue than dialogue” (118), which he inferred to be one of the essential 

reasons that Dickens’s novels were ready to be adapted into Readings, the 

excision of the first and second person pronouns proved the author’s special 
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concerns about the depersonalization of the narrator and the emphasis upon the 

characters’ direct contact with the audience. Dickens’s revision echoed 

Bakhtin’s idea of polyphony and multivocality, which “is constructed not as the 

whole of a single consciousness, absorbing other consciousnesses as objects 

into itself, but as a whole formed by the interaction of several consciousnesses, 

none of which entirely becomes an object for the other” (1984 18). The 

repression of the narrator and the articulation of the characters’ voices in the 

Readings dethroned the univocal voice of the author, and, as illustrated in 

Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics, the combined “plurality of independent and 

unmerged voices and consciousnesses, a genuine polyphony of fully valid 

voices” (6) was thus animated on the platform. 

 

The other noteworthy deletion in the Readings was Dickens’s 

intentional effacement of the social criticism. Contrary to his elaboration of the 

jokes and laughter onstage, he was more cautious to deal with the tears and 

sarcasm, especially those which might have aroused antipathy and 

contradictory opinions. Therefore, the only episode in Carol conveying 

pungent social criticism (the vision of the terrible waifs, Ignorant and Want in 

the end of Stave III) was completely removed. Carefully filtering off the social 

criticism, the Readings tried to “impress rather than to challenge his auditors; 

they were entertainment in another register, not art as exploration” (Schlicke 

229-30). The excitement conveyed and the laughter elicited reflected the 

nineteenth-century general preferences for the relaxed, inattentive public 

activities — the rapid urbanization and population explosion together with the 
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rise of factory system that regulated the rural life into the highly-pressured 

working labor had exhausted the proletariat so much that their thirst for the 

entertainment became an overwhelmingly urgent need. The emphasis of 

laughter on Dickens’s platform echoed Bakhtin’s analysis of the carnival in 

Notes of 1970-71:  

 

Seriousness burdens us with hopeless situations, but laughter 

lifts us above them and delivers us from them. Laughter does 

not encumber man, it liberates him… Everything that is truly 

great must include an element of laughter. Otherwise it becomes 

threatening, terrible or pompous; in any case, it is limited. 

Laughter lifts the barrier and clears the path. (1986 134-35) 

 

More than the power of degradation and revolution, laughter was the hope to 

liberate and to console — the profoundly exploited and alienated labor in the 

industrial-capitalist society could then be spiritually redeemed and appeased. 

 

The Age of Tragedy that inspired pity and fear and elevated the soul to 

the spiritual catharsis had then given way to the works of laughter after the 

development of the industrial-capitalist society — Dickens’s Readings 

provided the audience with the mixture of jokes and sentiment, and the 

function of entertainment is more and more emphasized as the capitalist market 

further makes our world into the ever-shrinking “global village” and the rapid 

deterritorialization of the boundaries brings forth more confrontations among 

people and more pressure in life nowadays. If writing, as John Glavin 

hypothesizes, was traumatic to Dickens, the Readings then became “a 
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culturally prior and therefore — to the childish mind — a more authentic 

oral-narrative more of cognition-representation” (1999 21). It was the 

restoration of the lost and the end of all the sorrows; the childhood humiliation 

reflected and projected in his novels was then turned into the liberating 

excitement that aroused the audience’s applause, and the friendly gathering in 

the auditorium listening to him became the group-therapeutic mass that cured 

the mind exploited by the industrial-capitalist torment. The carnivalesque 

Readings on the heteroglossic stage freed both the performer and the audience 

from “all that is humdrum” (Bakhtin, 1968 34); the laughter, heartily or 

sarcastically as it might be, became one of the most significant attributes of the 

Victorian and our contemporary literature. The literary taste of our generation 

begins to turn from the tragic tears to the Dionysian mirth, and Dickens’s 

public readings were right at the onset of this transformation. 

 

 

Conclusion: Recollection of the Most Natural Communication 

 

The success of Dickens’s Public Readings did not only result from his 

outstanding talents in performance but also from his sharp perception of the 

general social preference for the oral entertainment of refined artistry. Although 

magazine and novel reading became a vogue in the nineteenth century, the 

contents of those published materials, more often than not, were recited aloud 

by either one family member to the others at the fireplace or by one speaker to 

the public. “Still yarning for the old orality,” Walter Ong observes, “the 
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nineteenth century developed ‘elocution’ contests which tried to repristinate 

printed texts, using careful artistry to memorize the test verbatim and recite 

them so that they would sound like extempore oral productions” (1991 115). 

Besides, the Victorian “Penny Readings” also recited the published books and 

classic works, animating the verbal portrayal in front of the audience. For 

instance, Edward W. Cox, the author of the most influential book on elocution, 

The Arts of Reading, Writing and Speaking (1863), believes that elocution 

should help people who could not read at all or “who read so imperfectly that 

reading [is] a laborious task (Sivier 224). The Penny Readings helped the 

audience acquire the classic works, and they sometimes might also have 

provided “entertainments of a superior class — nothing more” (224).  


