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Though he was a famous, flamboyant public figure, Dickens was reserved – and
even secretive – about some parts of his life. He had experienced hardship in
childhood, particularly during his time at Warren’s Blacking Warehouse, where he
felt humiliated by his perception of doing a job (pasting labels on bottles of boot
blacking) that he thought was beneath him. This experience had long-lasting effects,
and inspired him in the 1840s to write a fragment of autobiography, which was published
ed after his death
by his friend John Forster, in The Life of Charles Dickens. Poignant phrases from this documentt are
transcribed verbatim into David Copperfield (1849-50).
Dickens was a keen observer of all around him, and those who were nearest to him sometimes served as prototypes for his
characters. For example, one of his greatest comic characters, Wilkins Micawber, was inspired by Dickens’s own father, who had
chronic debt problems. The relationship between the two children at the centre of Dombey and Son (1846-8) was inspired by the
close relationship Dickens enjoyed with his sister Fanny (1810-48). His sister-in-law Mary Hogarth (1819-37), to whom Dickens was
also close, fed into his conception of Little Nell in The Old Curiosity Shop (1840-1). Dickens’s mistress Ellen Ternan (1839-1914)
may have served as the inspiration for Lucie Manette in A Tale of Two Cities (1859) and for Estella in Great Expectations (1860-1).
None of these real-life originals equates precisely to any character: Dickens was not an autobiographical writer, but rather an
imaginative one, who relied on a host of fictional techniques (including exaggeration and comedy) to conceive of his wonderful
characters. It is clear that he was also a sensitive individual: the fact that he felt love, passion, loneliness, abandonment,
jealousy, and a host of other emotions makes us appreciate him as a writer who speaks to us with great fervour, and thus appeals
to our sensibilities.
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