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 The story of  
Dickens’s secret love

There are plenty of explanations for concealing an 
affair and we all know how the Victorians made a fetish 
of respectability, but Dickens went to extraordinary 
lengths to keep Ternan ‘off the record’ — almost as if 
he was trying to keep the relationship a secret from 
himself. When it began, in 1857, Dickens was an A-list 
celebrity with a reputation for wholesomeness. Today, 
we tend to see the Dickens brand as a high-octane 
mixture of the grotesque and the sentimental but his 
feel-good Christmas stories and impeccable family 
values had more appeal for his contemporaries.

Attempts at the stage
Dickens’s other secret — the humiliation he suffered in 
his childhood — was transformed into fiction in David 
Copperfield (1849–50) but though his novels include a 
score or more of fallen women and illegitimate children, 
nothing seems to reflect the experience he shared with 
Nelly Ternan. She was the youngest of three sisters, all 
actors like their mother and father, who died when 
the girls were still young.  Both Tomalin’s biography 
and Fiennes’s film emphasise the Victorians’ love of 

The new film The Invisible Woman stars Ralph 
Fiennes as Charles Dickens and Felicity Jones as 
his lover, the actress Nelly Ternan. Perhaps it was 

because of the muted soundtrack, but I kept thinking 
that a better title would be ‘The Inaudible Woman’.  It 
is the silence, the lack of words about Ternan, that is so 
mystifying.  The Victorians gorged on words, yet this is 
a story of the unspoken.

Respectability and concealment
The film is based on Claire Tomalin’s award-winning 
biography of the same name (1990, Penguin). Few biog-
raphers can have had less to go on. Only a handful 
of people had any inkling of the affair while it was 
happening and after Dickens’s death Ternan successfully 
kept the secret from her husband and children. The 
explosive potential of a secret is a theme that Dickens 
deployed in many of his novels and the affair was not 
the only aspect of his life that Dickens concealed. He 
only ever confided in his first biographer that at the age 
of 11 he had worked in a shoe-blacking factory when his 
father was imprisoned for debt.
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Cicely Palser Havely looks at how 
The Invisible Woman highlights some 
of the most intriguing contradictions 
in Victorian society
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Useful sites
Claire Tomalin describes her experience of turning 
her book into a film at www.tinyurl.com/phwbsed

If you would like to explore how Dickens turned 
his other great secret into fiction, the US site 
www.shmoop.com is a good starting point.

Activities
1 Read the articles ‘Dickens and sex’ and ‘Acting 

is bad for you’ in the forthcoming issue of The 
english Review (April 2014). Why might writers 
as unalike as Dickens and Austen both consider 
acting to be dangerous? Do we share any of 
those attitudes today?

2 How does Dickens treat ‘the explosive potential 
of a secret’ in any of his novels that you know?

3 What other writers of the period shared 
Dickens’s dramatic skills? Discover how their 
attempts to write for the stage succeeded — 
or bombed.
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theatre: though acting was considered to be shockingly 
unrespectable, the stage was irresistible.

Like just about every other notable poet and novelist 
throughout the nineteenth century, Dickens also wrote 
for the stage. He seemed to have all the necessary skills: 
a good ear for dialogue, an instinct for the dramatic 
moment, a love of melodrama and suspense, and barn-
storming talents as a performer, but today his play The 
Frozen Deep seems unreadable and un-performable. Its 
importance to this story is that it introduced Dickens 
to the Ternans.

Nelly was not a star, but her theatrical career is well 
documented. Actors leave a lot of traces — playbills, 
reviews, gossip and so on — and perhaps it is because 
they live so publicly that they are so prone to scandal. 
It was the ambition of many Victorian actresses to 
crown their careers with a respectable marriage, 
but while Ternan’s mother was proud of her family’s 
respectability in the theatre, one of the most bizarre 
features of her daughter’s life was that it in reality it 
became far more scandalous as she withdrew from 
the public gaze. Perhaps her roles as the celebrity’s 
ultra-discreet mistress and (after Dickens’s death) a 
schoolmaster’s wife were the greatest challenges of her 
career — just as her lover was acting out the character 
that his fame had made of him.

Unknowable characters?
Victorian women were suppressed (though readers of 
Victorian literature know that the truth is a bit more 
complicated). Few can have been as deliberately, 
thoroughly and perhaps even willingly silenced as Nelly 
Ternan. Fiennes’s film is careful to present her feelings as 
unknowable. There is no dramatic falling in love, or even 
much sign of any passionate attachment on her part.

On the other hand, it implies that certain episodes 
that Tomalin presents as rumour or conjecture actually 
happened. A painful episode in the film has Dickens 
forcing his estranged wife to deliver a bracelet to his 
new mistress, adding a touch of sadism to the portrait. 
More importantly, there is no evidence that Dickens 
and Ternan ever lived together in France, let alone had 
a baby there. We don’t and probably will never know 

the full ‘truth’ about their relationship.  It is tempting 
to try and fill in the gaps, and in interviews after the 
film’s release Tomalin herself seems to have become 
more convinced by the baby she had previously only 
guessed at. In the compressed conditions of a newspaper 
interview, guesswork sometimes slides into ‘fact’.

It is hard enough to know how to relate a writer’s 
history and character to his or her work when the 
biographical information is wholly reliable. But when 
the ‘facts’ are unavailable, we need to be prepared to 
cope with uncertainties. The film’s synopsis says that 
Dickens was ‘a man more emotionally coherent on the 
page or on stage, than in real life’ — but perhaps that’s 
not so uncommon.
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