
The Painted Hall and the Dickens Museum 2023

The Exploring London events programme offered two opportunities to visit 
different parts of the city in late January and early February 2023: the Painted 
Hall of the Old Royal Naval College in Greenwich on 27 January, and the 
Dickens Museum in Bloomsbury on 8 February.

The Greenwich visit 
was prompted by the 
installation of Luke 
Jerram’s ‘Museum 
of the Moon’ in the 
splendid Painted Hall 
of the Old Royal Naval 
College. The artist’s 
previous installation of 
the earth, ‘Gaia’, had 
been seen most recently 
in Southwark Cathedral 
(also suggested to 
Explorers). This time, 
the impressive globe of the moon, constructed using NASA photographs, was 
suspended in the Painted Hall; contrasted against the splendid ceiling and wall 
paintings by Sir James Thornhill, it slowly revolved above an intrigued audience 
of visitors. ‘Gaia’ toured to several locations so presumably ‘Museum of the 
Moon’ will also do so – it’s worth checking for future venues.

Just over a week later, a group of Explorers went to 
the Dickens Museum at 48–49 Doughty Street, in 
Bloomsbury. Charles Dickens, his wife Catherine and 
their first child Charley 
moved to 48 Doughty Street 
in 1837 and lived there for 
almost three years. The 
Museum showcases some of 
its collection of over 100,000 
objects, and the purchase of 
49 Doughty Street in 2012 
has meant that there is plenty 
of room for an entrance and 
shop, education rooms and a 
research library – and a café 

too … in fact, as we visited on a sunny but very chilly 
February morning, the café was the first stop for 
several Explorers! Text and photos by Liz S

Even if one is not a Dickens fan (and I have to admit that I’m not), the Museum 
is still an interesting place to visit. Well displayed over five floors, it reflects 
the domestic layout that Dickens would have known – an early Victorian 
family home. While we often visit ‘stately homes’, a middle-class domestic 
interior is far less often presented to the public. Here, the basement included 
kitchen and washhouse (and wine cellar), and on the ground floor, the dining 
room at the front of the house was laid up for a formal meal. Dickens had his 
study on the first floor, and the couple shared a bedroom on the second floor 
while Catherine’s sister Mary Hogarth’s room was next to it. The nursery and 
servant’s room were on the top floor. Worth noting on this floor was a small 

display focussing on the Marshalsea debtors’ prison 
where Dickens’ father had spent time: an original grill 
from the prison frames the display.

One Explorer commented positively on the information 
provided through the free audio guide, others used the 
printed visitor guide to navigate the house and identify 
the rooms and their contents. Helpful volunteers were 
also on hand to answer 
questions in various 
rooms and point the way 
from one floor to another 
… between us, it seems as 
though group members 
visited all the rooms – 
and the garden as well. 

But trying to visit as a group and keep together is 
definitely not recommended for anyone planning 
future visits; luckily it was not part of our plan as 
Explorers are used to exploring independently!
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