
 

 

‘Hard Times’ by Charles Dickens 

 

This is the opening of the novel, where the reader is introduced to one of the central 

characters, the stern school inspector, Thomas Gradgrind. His name is an indication of his 

tough, unemotional character. He works in Coketown, a fictitious place based on real 

Northern industrial centres which were growing rapidly in Victorian times. His attitude to 

education is that it should only serve to prepare young people for a life in Coketown’s many 

factories. 

 

‘Now, what I want is, Facts.  Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts.  Facts 

alone are wanted in life.  Plant nothing else, and root out everything else.  You can 
only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts: nothing else will ever be of 
any service to them.  This is the principle on which I bring up my own children, and 
this is the principle on which I bring up these children.  Stick to Facts, sir!’ 
 
The scene was a plain, bare, monotonous vault of a school-room, and the 
speaker’s square forefinger emphasised his observations by underscoring every 
sentence with a line on the schoolmaster’s sleeve.  The emphasis was helped by 
the speaker’s square wall of a forehead, which had his eyebrows for its base, while 
his eyes found commodious cellarage in two dark caves, overshadowed by the 
wall.  The emphasis was helped by the speaker’s mouth, which was wide, thin, and 
hard set.  The emphasis was helped by the speaker’s voice, which was inflexible, 
dry, and dictatorial.  The emphasis was helped by the speaker’s hair, which bristled 
on the skirts of his bald head, a plantation of firs to keep the wind from its shining 
surface, all covered with knobs, like the crust of a plum pie, as if the head had 
scarcely warehouse-room for the hard facts stored inside.  The speaker’s obstinate 
carriage, square coat, square legs, square shoulders,—nay, his very neckcloth, 
trained to take him by the throat with an unaccommodating grasp, like a stubborn 
fact, as it was,—all helped the emphasis 
 
‘In this life, we want nothing but Facts, sir; nothing but Facts!’ 
 
The speaker, and the schoolmaster, and the third grown person present, all backed 
a little, and swept with their eyes the inclined plane of little vessels then and there 
arranged in order, ready to have imperial gallons of facts poured into them until 
they were full to the brim. 
 
1. Find words from the second paragraph which are similar in meaning to these 
    definitions: 
   a) dull, tedious, repetitive 
   b) a large room, often underground  
   c) remarks, comments on a subject 
   d) stress, highlight 
   e) authoritarian, undemocratic 
   f) stubborn, unbending, inflexible 
   g) the way a person stands or moves 
   h) unhelpful,  not fitting in with others.                                
 



 

 

2. What word is repeated several times in the first paragraph? What is the effect of  
    this repetition?                                                                                
 
 3. What is Thomas Gradgrind’s attitude to the children? Support your answer with 
   evidence in the form of short quotations.                                         
 
4. How does Dickens use language to create a vivid impression of Gradgrind?  
 
5. What is effect is created by calling the children, ‘little vessels…arranged…ready 
   to have…gallons of facts poured into them’?                                                    
 
 
 
Challenge task: Write: 
Create your own description of a fictional teacher who is totally different in attitude 
and appearance to Thomas Gradgrind.  


