
‘…there has never been another English author who could write quite like Dickens.  
He had a way of telling a story as though he himself were enjoying every minute of it.  
And because he enjoyed it, so do we.’* 

 

                                                       
The Ladybird Life of Dickens: An Illustrated Adventure 

30 November 2016 - 16 April 2017 

 Classic 1965 Ladybird title expanded and explored at Charles Dickens Museum for Christmas 

exhibition 

 24 original illustrations by Thomas the Tank Engine artist, John Kenney, tell the story of 

Dickens’s life 

 48 Doughty Street dressed for Christmas as new exhibition opens  
 

20/10/16 -- The original gouache-on-board illustrations produced for one of the classic Ladybird books of 

the 1960s will be on display in a new exhibition at the Charles Dickens Museum. The Ladybird Life of 

Dickens: An Illustrated Adventure will take place at 48 Doughty Street, the London home where Dickens 

completed The Pickwick Papers and wrote Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby. 
 

The exhibition will present twenty-four 355 x 235mm illustrations by English artist John Kenney (1911-

1972), alongside the words of English author and playwright Lawrence du Garde Peach (1890-1974), 

which accompanied them in the 1965 Ladybird book, An Adventure from History: Charles Dickens. The 

Ladybird Life of Dickens: An Illustrated Adventure runs from 30 November 2016 until 16 April 2017. 

                    

An Adventure from History: Charles Dickens was one of 27 celebrated collaborations between the 

Ladybird ‘dream team’ of Kenney and Peach, which began in 1956. Letters between the pair 

revealed a genuine friendship and a will to do each other justice in the quality of the work they 

produced.  
 

The Dickens book traces the events of Dickens’s own life; Peach classifies Dickens as a storyteller 

who drew upon ‘the events of his life, and the characters whom he knew’ to people his books and 

create his stories. Of Dickens’s first trip to America, Peach writes, ‘Dickens did not like America, and 



the Americans did not like him because of the things he wrote about them. Fortunately, on his next 

visit, he liked them much better, and be became very popular.’  
 

Charles Dickens was Kenney’s twenty-fourth Ladybird book; in places, details such as wallpaper and 

fabrics give a certain ‘sixties’ feel to some of the scenes, yet all of his illustrations appear well 

researched, with nods to original artworks, contemporary photographs and real places. Altogether, 

the illustrations represent a classic Kenney approach; a bottle flung through the air towards actors 

on a stage, lively dancing, busy coach scenes and a train crash are all hallmarks of his vivid and 

animated style.  Kenney’s illustrations have been loaned to the Museum by the Ladybird Archive and 

the University of Reading Special Collections. 
 

As well as his work on the Ladybird books, Kenney was famous for equestrian paintings and as illustrator 

for the Thomas the Tank Engine books from 1957-62. He worked on Ladybird books from 1954-72, 

producing such well known titles as Tootles the Taxi and The Ambush and The Silver Arrow from the Robin 

Hood series.  
 

In 1915, publishers Wills and Hepworth began issuing 'pure and healthy literature' for children under 

the Ladybird name. By 1940, they were producing the familiar 56-page books, with 24 pages of text 

and 24 full-page illustrations, all selling for half a crown or 2.6’ Net. Later attempts to change this 

much-loved format by introducing photographs instead of drawn illustrations were met with public 

outcry.  
 

Adventures from History was the largest of the Ladybird series, with 49 titles produced between 1940 and 

1980. The series examined great historical figures, from rulers like Alexander the Great to explorers like 

Captain Cook, with each of the first 23 titles being Peach and Kenney collaborations. The books all had a 

brilliantly simplistic framework: they named a person then created a distilled statement about the 

significance of their story, around which the whole book was written and illustrated.   
 

Cindy Sughrue, Director of the Charles Dickens Museum, said, “The Ladybird book is responsible for 

bringing the work of Dickens into so many homes, so it is fitting that we are celebrating its quality and 

bringing it into Dickens’s own home. We hope that visitors will relish the chance to see the beautiful 

original artwork at close range and that they will be charmed by the Ladybird view of Dickens all over 

again.”   
 

As the exhibition opens, Dickens’s Bloomsbury townhouse will be dressed for a beautiful celebration of a 

Victorian Christmas; the historic rooms into which Dickens moved with his growing family in 1837 will be 

filled with the atmosphere of a 19th-century London Christmas.  
 

Christmas at the Charles Dickens Museum runs from 30 November 2016 until 8 January 2017. Among 

this year’s highlights are atmospheric candlelit evenings, late nights and tours of the House, captivating 

performances of A Christmas Carol and a whole day of celebration on Christmas Eve. 



The events are very popular, so please book early to avoid disappointment. Tickets will be available at 

www.dickensmuseum.com  
 

The Charles Dickens Museum holds the world’s most comprehensive collection of Dickens-related 

material. As visitors make their way through the house, they can spend time at the desk where he wrote 

Great Expectations; see the raised reading desk he designed and from which he gave countless public 

readings; and pore over original manuscripts of his great works, letters, personal items and photographs. 
 

When Charles Dickens moved into 48 Doughty Street, he was a little-known writer, still using his pen-

name, Boz. By the time he left, he was an international superstar, having written The Pickwick Papers, 

Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby. The rooms are still filled with the furniture he bought - most of the 

fireplaces, doors, locks, window shutters and fittings are still in place as they were when the family 

resided there.   

The Museum’s winter season programme is supported by the generous sponsorship of Hallett 

Independent, specialist insurance brokers to the fine art and heritage sectors. Adam Prideaux, Partner at 

Hallett, said, “The Charles Dickens Museum represents all that is good about independent museums, and 

we are delighted to lend our support to their exciting programme of exhibitions and events.” 
 

VISITOR INFORMATION & EVENT DETAILS 

The Ladybird Life of Dickens: An Illustrated Adventure 

Dates: 30 November 2016 – 16 April 2017 

Christmas at the Charles Dickens Museum  

Dates: 30 November 2016 - 8 January 2017 

Museum Opening hours: Seven days a week, 10am-5pm (last admission 4pm). Closed on Christmas Day 

& Boxing Day. 

Admission prices: Adults £9; Concessions £6; Children (6-16) £4; Under 6 free. 

Address: Charles Dickens Museum, 48 Doughty Street, London WC1N 2LX. 

More information: www.dickensmuseum.com 020 7405 2127  events@dickensmuseum.com 

-ends- 
*Lawrence du Garde Peach from An Adventure in History: Charles Dickens. 
 

The Charles Dickens Museum is grateful to Warne & Ladybird Archive of Penguin Random House UK for the loan of the 
artworks. 
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