
Hard Times. 

Josiah Bounderby is much given to boasting about being a self-made man, even though he is 

a member of the family which owns Bounderby’s Bank and Bounderby’s Mills in Lancashire, 

and is the employer of many of the central characters appearing in the novel “Hard Times – 

for these times” by Charles Dickens, and more commonly known just as “Hard Times”. One 

of Charles Dickens's reasons for writing “Hard Times” was that sales of his weekly 

periodical “Household Words” were low and he hoped the novel's publication in instalments 

would boost circulation, which proved to be so. The first instalment appeared in “Household 

Words” on the 1st April, 1854 and continued in twenty weekly instalments until the 12th 

August, 1854.  The name of the weekly periodical is taken from a line in William 

Shakespeare's “King Henry V” being "Familiar in his mouth as household words." “Hard 

Times” is the only novel by Charles Dickens not set in London, and the fictional town of 

Coketown may be based on Preston in Lancashire in the 1850’s.    

 

“Hard Times” by Sir Hubert von Herkomer, 1885. 

There is a theme running through all of the works of Charles Dickens from “The Pickwick 

Papers” which first appeared in April, 1836 to the Mystery of Edwin Drood, his last 

unfinished novel appearing for the first time in April, 1870, the vast majority in serial form   

arising from his childhood experiences of both middleclass comfort, and the poverty 

experienced by those overtaken by disaster. His novels paint a contrast between the extremes 

of luxury and poverty, between education and ignorance and between genuine kindness and 

base snobbery.  The same title name, that is, “Hard Times” was used by Sir Hubert von 



Herkomer for his painting of 1885 depicting an unemployed day labourer and his family 

travelling in search of work, whilst his painting from 1878 “A Scene in the Westminster 

Union” could also illustrate another of the novels of Mr. Dickens. It is, I believe, noteworthy 

that conditions in the workhouse in Westminster as illustrated show a vast improvement for 

the inmates since the times described in the first few chapters of “Oliver Twist” of the 

1830’s.  

 

A Scene in the Westminster Union by Sir Hubert von Herkomer, 1878. 

Illustrated below is the first copy of “Hard Times – for these times” as is appeared in 

“Household Words” on 1st April, 1854. 

 

 



 

It is perhaps poignant that having decided to mark the anniversary of Charles Dickens’s novel 

from 1854 it is most unfortunate for our time that the title is more than likely to coincide with 

a very severe economic bear market the like of which most of us have not experienced for 

quite some time, and the younger generation not at all.  Without Government intervention as 

promised by the Chancellor of the Exchequer it seems very probable that we could be in a 

similar plight to that portrayed in the novel described and pictures illustrated above, as it is 

not just the stock markets that will be affected but every aspect of our lives. However we all 

live in an age of Government intervention, if not to eliminate hardship totally, at least to 

reduce the worst of any very serious downside.  Quite unlike the mid Nineteenth Century 

when, although without the threat and reality of global warming, there was the ever present 

threat of fatal deseases and revolution as occurred in Austria, France and Germany in 1848.     

 


