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Introduction

When we think of Victorian literature, the towering figure of Charles Dickens often comes to mind. Yet, beyond his 

famous novels, Dickens also crafted a series of short, witty pieces that appeared in periodicals under the 

pseudonym “Boz.” These sketches, collectively known as Sketches by Boz, offer a unique window into Dickens’s

early literary voice and the social milieu of 1830s London. This article dives deep into the first chapter of the

collection, exploring its themes, characters, and stylistic choices, while also situating it within the broader context of

Dickens’s career and Victorian society.

Who Was Charles Dickens?

Born in 1812 in Portsmouth, England, Charles Dickens grew up in a working �class environment that would later 

shape his narrative concerns. His early years were marked by financial hardship and a brief stint in a factory, 

experiences that informed his empathy for the underprivileged. Dickens began writing as a child, contributing to 

local newspapers, and by 1836 he had published the first volume of Sketches by Boz. This early work laid the 

groundwork for his later, more expansive novels such as Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, and A Tale of Two Cities .

What Are “Sketches by Boz”?

The term “Boz” was Dickens’s self �chosen pseudonym, derived from his childhood nickname. The sketches are 

short, often anecdotal pieces that blend humor, satire, and social commentary. They were originally published in 

Household Wordsand other periodicals between 1836 and 1838. Unlike Dickens’s longer novels, the sketches are

concise yet packed with vivid detail, making them ideal for quick consumption while still offering depth of insight.

Key Characteristics

•  Observational Detail: Dickens paints scenes with precise, sensory language.

•  Humor and Irony: The sketches often employ a light tone to critique social norms.

•  Social Critique: Dickens highlights class disparities, urban poverty, and the absurdities of the legal system.

•  Character Sketches: Even in a few paragraphs, Dickens creates memorable, archetypal figures.

Chapter 1: An Overview

The first chapter, titled “The Old Man’s Tale,” sets the tone for the entire collection. It introduces a narrator—a

somewhat cynical observer of London life—who recounts an encounter with an elderly gentleman named Mr. T.

The narrative is framed as a conversation, allowing Dickens to play with dialogue and narrative voice

simultaneously.

Plot Summary

1.  The narrator meets Mr. T in a cramped boarding house.

2.  Mr. T shares a story about his youthful adventures and the hardships he endured.

3.  The narrator reflects on how Mr. T’s experiences mirror the broader social injustices of the time.

4.  The chapter concludes with a moral lesson about resilience and the importance of remembering one’s past.



Analysis of Themes

Class and Social Mobility

One of the most prominent themes in the first chapter is the rigid class structure of Victorian society. Mr. T’s humble

background and his later success—or lack thereof—highlight the limited opportunities available to the working

class. Dickens uses Mr. T’s narrative to illustrate how social mobility is often an illusion, especially for those born

into poverty.

Memory and Identity

The chapter underscores the power of memory as a tool for self �definition. Mr. T’s recollections serve as a means to

reclaim his identity in a society that constantly seeks to reduce him to a single label. Dickens suggests that

personal history can be a form of resistance against oppressive social norms.

Urban Alienation

The setting—a cramped boarding house in London—serves as a microcosm of the city’s overcrowding and

anonymity. Dickens captures the sense of alienation felt by many residents, who are surrounded by strangers yet

remain isolated by class and circumstance.

Character Examination

Mr. T – The Everyman

Mr. T embodies the “everyman” archetype. He is not a hero in the traditional sense but rather a representative of

the working class. His story is relatable, and his resilience offers a counterpoint to the often bleak portrayal of the

poor in contemporary literature.

The Narrator – The Observant Chronicler

The narrator serves as both a witness and a commentator. He provides a lens through which the reader can

interpret Mr. T’s story. His cynical tone adds a layer of irony, prompting readers to question societal norms.

Supporting Characters – The Boarders

The other boarders, though mentioned only briefly, add depth to the setting. They are portrayed as a diverse mix of

backgrounds, reinforcing the idea that London was a melting pot of cultures and classes.

Stylistic Devices

First �Person Narrative

The use of first �person perspective allows Dickens to create intimacy between the narrator and the reader. It also

gives the narrator the freedom to interject personal opinions and observations.

Dialogue as a Narrative Tool

Dialogue is employed to move the plot forward and to reveal character traits quickly. Dickens’s witty exchanges

make the text lively and engaging.

Satirical Tone

Through subtle sarcasm, Dickens critiques the hypocrisy of the upper classes and the indifference of the middle

class toward the poor. This satirical approach aligns with his broader literary mission to expose social injustices.

Comparisons with Later Works



While “The Old Man’s Tale” is brief, it foreshadows themes that would dominate Dickens’s later novels. For 

instance, the exploration of memory and identity echoes in David Copperfield, where the protagonist’s past shapes 

his future. The critique of class disparities is also evident in Hard Times, where Dickens exposes the mechanistic

nature of industrial society.

Stylistic Evolution

In the sketches, Dickens experiments with concise storytelling, focusing on vivid details and strong character

impressions. In later works, he expands these techniques into longer narratives, developing complex plots and

multi �layered characters.

Why Chapter 1 Matters

•  Historical Insight: It offers a snapshot of 1830s London life.

•  Literary Significance: It marks the beginning of Dickens’s public literary career.

•  Social Commentary: It provides a critique of the social systems that still resonate today.

How to Read “Sketches by Boz” in Context

To fully appreciate the first chapter, readers should consider the following:

•  Historical Background: Understand the social and economic conditions of early Victorian England.

•  Literary Trends: Familiarize yourself with contemporary writers like William Makepeace Thackeray and Harriet 

Beecher Stowe.

•  Authorial Intent: Recognize Dickens’s goal of social reform through literature.

Conclusion

The first chapter of Sketches by Bozserves as a microcosm of Charles Dickens’s literary ambitions. Through a

concise narrative, he introduces themes of class, memory, and urban alienation that would later dominate his

novels. By blending humor, satire, and social critique, Dickens invites readers to question the status quo and

consider the humanity of those living on society’s margins. Whether you are a seasoned literary scholar or a casual

reader, Chapter 1 offers a rich, engaging entry point into Dickens’s early work and the broader Victorian literary

landscape.
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