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Alan Dilnot (Monash University), “Dickens and Australia,” followed by areading of
“Sikes and Nancy.”

In his three earliest novels, Pickwick Papers, Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby, Dickens
comes close to beginning an Australian story for certain of his characters, but in each case he
chooses not to continue the account. In David Copperfield “Australia’ has become a more complex
notion, and several characters find their lives developing significantly in Australia. Yet their views
of themselvesin Australia are till seen in terms of their experiencesin Britain. Great Expectations
shows a reversion by Dickens to a position close to that held in the early novels. Thus, whilein his
non-fiction Dickens frequently encouraged readers to recommence the stories of their lives in
Australia, in his fiction such stories are never unfolded, and Australia is seen in not much more
detail than the China of Little Dorrit and the Cape of Our Mutual Friend. It is certainly far from
matching the America of Martin Chuzzewit, and this indicates how much was lost to literature
when Dickens turned down the offer of Messrs Spiers and Pond to bring him on a reading tour of
Australia.
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