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    Charles Dickens was born in Portsmouth in 1812, the second of eight children, and spent his early childhood moving back and forth between London and Kent. He was a bookish child with a great deal of academic promise, but when his father was sent to the infamous Marshalsea debtor’s prison in 1824, Dickens was forced to leave school and take up a position in a blacking (shoe polish) factory, a situation which fostered in him a life-long passion for the rights of the working classes and of working-class children in particular. Despite his lack of formal education, he secured work as a legal clerk and later as a political journalist. His journalistic pieces were collected and published in 1836 under the title Sketches By Boz (Boz being his nom de plume and family nickname), and his first serialised novel The Pickwick Papers (1836-1837) followed shortly afterwards. The Pickwick Papers was a critical and popular hit and signalled the beginning of a period of immense productivity and literary success. Over the coming years Dickens (while also maintaining editorships and journalistic positions) would pen numerous novels in quick succession, including Oliver Twist (1837-1839), Nicholas Nickleby (1838-1839), The Old Curiosity Shop (1840-1841) and Barnaby Rudge (1841). His novels, despite their clear socio-political agenda, were met with almost universal praise, transforming him into an international literary celebrity, popular both with the upper classes (he counted Queen Victoria [English monarch, 1819-1901] among his fans) and the illiterate working classes (who would attend monthly public readings of his work). Enjoyed in equal measure for his humour and larger than life characters as well as for his blistering social commentaries, Dickens’ reputation as a literary colossus and writer addressing and embodying the concerns of the period was well-established even during his lifetime and, indeed, persists today, with the term ‘Dickensian’ having become synonymous with any and all things mid-Victorian.
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    A novella divided into five chapters (or ‘staves’, as Dickens termed them), AChristmas Carol tells the story of Ebenezer Scrooge, an elderly money-lender and miser who despises Christmas and the generosity of spirit that accompanies it. He is ultimately transformed and redeemed when he is visited on Christmas Eve, first by the tortured ghost of his former business partner Jacob Marley and then by three spirits: the Ghosts of Christmas Past, Present and Future.


    Optimistic, festive and heart-warming, AChristmas Carol was written at a time when Victorian society was starting to re-examine both itself and its Christmas traditions (attributing new meaning and social significance to them accordingly), and is an argument for a new, more generous and embracive social outlook (which Dickens would go on to term his ‘Carol Philosophy’) as much as it is a critique of existing social injustice. Phenomenally popular with critics and the general public alike, AChristmas Carol was published on 17December 1843 and had sold over 5000 copies by Christmas Eve. It has not been out of print since.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    MARLEY’S GHOST


    Ebenezer Scrooge is the sole owner of his money-lending business following the death of his business partner Jacob Marley seven years earlier. We are introduced to him in his counting-house on a bleak Christmas Eve. He expresses his intense dislike for Christmas (and mercantile world-view) by rejecting his nephew’s invitation to Christmas dinner with the reminder that Christmas is a time “for paying bills without money; [and …] finding yourself a year older, but not an hour richer” (p.36). He also turns away two men seeking charitable donations (telling them that there are workhouses and prisons for the poor, and that if they cannot use them then they ought to die in order to “reduce the surplus population”, p.39) and slams the door in the face of a young carol singer. He grudgingly allows his clerk, Bob Cratchit, to take Christmas Day off, but tells him to “be here all the earlier the next morning” (p.41).


    That night, on returning to his lodgings, Scrooge witnesses his door knocker transform into the face of his former business partner Jacob Marley. He brushes it off as a trick of the mind but is startled when a disused bell which still hangs in his rooms begins to ring of its own accord. The ringing is followed by the sound of chains dragging across the floor and Marley’s ghost bursts from the cellar, shackled by “cash-boxes, keys, padlocks, ledgers, deeds and heavy purses wrought in steel” (p.44). Terrified. Scrooge attempts to deny the ghost’s existence, but is disturbed by its “death-cold eyes” (ibid.) as well as the infernal implications of the way its hair, skirts and tassels move as if “agitated by the hot vapour from an oven” (p.47). Marley’s ghost explains that it is condemned to walk the earth experiencing the “incessant torture of remorse” (p.48) and bound in the chains it “forged in life” from its own greed and selfishness (p.47). Marley warns that the same fate awaits Scrooge (and that his chain is even longer) but that he has procured his old friend “a chance and hope of escaping [his] fate” (p.50). Scrooge is overjoyed until the ghost explains that in order to win his redemption Scrooge will be haunted by three further ghosts, who will appear to him that night. Marley then “floats out upon the bleak, dark night” to join a cloud of similarly tortured “phantoms” (p.52), many of whom Scrooge recognises from life. Scrooge tries to brush off the events with a trademark “humbug!” but cannot get past the first syllable.


    THE FIRST OF THE THREE SPIRITS


    As Marley’s ghost predicted, the first spirit visits Scrooge as the clock strikes one. It announces itself as “The Ghost of Christmas Past” (p.55), and leads Scrooge through the wall of his bedroom and out onto a country lane which he recognises from his childhood. The spirit explains that the world they now inhabit is “but [a] shadow […] of the things that have been” (p.57), that they cannot be observed and that the figures they will be observing have no consciousness. Scrooge leads them by memory to his old school and they watch a young Scrooge, who is staying there alone over the Christmas break with only books and his own imagination for company. Scrooge weeps for his lonely childhood and explains to the spirit that there was “a boy singing AChristmas Carol at [his] door last night [and he] should like to have given him something” (p.59).


    The spirit declares that they will see “another Christmas” (ibid.) and they watch as young Scrooge, and the classroom he sits in, age a few years. Young Scrooge’s little sister Fan enters and announces to her brother that he is to come home for Christmas this year as their father is “so much kinder than he used to be” (p.60).


    The spirit transports them both forward in time to a Christmas party thrown by Scrooge’s former employer Mr Fezziwig, a jovial, exuberant boss who delights in hosting extravagant Christmas balls for his employees. Scrooge, moved by how happy and grateful the attendees of the ball are, remarks to the spirit that he should like to speak to his clerk Bob Cratchit. The ballroom dissolves and they view another vision together. Scrooge watches himself, now “a man in the prime of life” with a face “beginning to wear the signs of care and avarice” (p.65). A young woman, Belle, with whom he was once romantically involved, explains to him that his love for her is being replaced by his love of money and that she can no longer be with him. Scrooge begs the spirit to take him home, but it shows him one last scene. They watch Belle, years later, with a large and boisterous family including a beautiful young daughter. Her husband returns with Christmas gifts for all, and sits, in calm domestic bliss with his wife and daughter by the fireplace, remarking to Belle that he “saw an old friend of hers […] Mr Scrooge” that afternoon, and that he was “quite alone in the world.” (p.68). Scrooge demands that the spirit take him home, and attempts to extinguish its crown of light with its own extinguisher cap. He succeeds, and finding himself in his room again, falls asleep, exhausted.


    THE SECOND OF THE THREE SPIRITS


    Scrooge wakes again at the (second) stroke of one but is surprised to find no spirit at his bedside. At length he follows a beam of light to an adjoining room and meets the Ghost of Christmas Present, a jovial giant, clothed in green velvet and enthroned on a pile of seasonal food. The two of them visit a joyous Christmas market and watch local people preparing for, and celebrating Christmas Day. They visit the home of Scrooge’s clerk, Bob Cratchit, and we are introduced to his poor but happy family including his youngest son Tiny Tim, who is severely crippled. Scrooge asks the spirit if Tiny Tim will live and it replies that it “see[s] a vacant seat” at the table the following year “if these shadows remain unaltered by the Future” (p.82). Scrooge is upset by the news and overcome with guilt when the spirit reminds him of his earlier comments on how death would “reduce the surplus population” (ibid.). The Cratchits drink a bitter toast to Scrooge’s health, and he realises that he is “the ogre of the family” and the man directly responsible for their poverty (p.83).


    Scrooge and the spirit visit the Christmas gatherings of a miner family and of a group of lighthouse workers, both of whom, though poor, have an abundance of Christmas spirit. They also view Scrooge’s nephew’s Christmas Day. Full of laughter and good cheer, Scrooge’s nephew and his wife discuss Scrooge, and while most of the party find him either laughable, hateful, or both, his nephew admits to feeling “sorry for him” and explains that the only real victim of Scrooge’s behaviour is Scrooge himself (p.87).


    Scrooge and the spirit stay for the entire evening, watching the Christmas party which Scrooge could have been part of had he accepted his nephew’s invitation. Scrooge joins in with the parlour games in spite of both himself and the fact that his answers cannot be heard by anyone other than the spirit. Eventually they leave the party and the Ghost of Christmas Present reveals two emaciated children who have been hidden beneath his cloak throughout. He explains to Scrooge that they are Ignorance and Want and that he should beware them both. Scrooge asks whether there is “no refuge or resource” (p.94) that could help the children, and the spirit repeats back to him his earlier comments on the poorhouses mockingly before vanishing. Scrooge looks about for him and sees instead “a solemn Phantom” floating like mist towards him (ibid.).


    THE LAST OF THE SPIRITS


    The Phantom approaches Scrooge, and when it stands “tall and stately beside him” he is filled with “uncertain horror” (p.95). He asks if it is “The Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come” and it does not answer but points “onward with its hand” (ibid.).


    Scrooge follows the Phantom into the future and to the City of London, where he listens as a group of businessmen discuss the death of an unnamed man. They observe that the funeral is likely to be “very cheap” (p.97) and poorly attended but agree to go on the condition that there is free lunch. Scrooge looks to the spirit for an explanation and it shows him two important, powerful men whom Scrooge has always admired. They acknowledge the death of the same man briefly, stating that “Old Scratch [the devil] has got his own at last” before moving on to discuss the weather instead (ibid.). Confused as to why he is witnessing such trivial conversations, Scrooge looks about for his future self in the crowds before being led by the spirit into a poor and disreputable area. They witness an exchange at a pawn shop where a laundress, maid and undertaker’s assistant attempt to sell a dead man’s stolen belongings. They admit that their behaviour is mercenary but agree that “every person has a right to take care of themselves. [As] he always did” (p.99).


    Scrooge realises that there is a parallel between “this unhappy man” (p.102) and himself, and is appalled when the spirit shows him the man’s body, laid out on his ransacked deathbed, completely alone. He asks the spirit if there is a single person who “feels emotion caused by this man’s death” (p.103) and is transported to the house of a young couple who owed the dead man money and are now freed from their debt. When Scrooge specifies that he meant “tenderness connected with a death” (p.104) rather than delight, the spirit takes him to the Cratchits’ house once more.


    The Cratchits do not discuss the death of the unnamed man, but are collectively mourning the now deceased Tiny Tim who is greatly missed. They resolve to honour his memory by being more patient and loving towards each other than ever. Scrooge senses that the vision is almost over and asks the spirit who the dead man is. The spirit leads him to a churchyard and directs him with an “inexorable finger” to his own grave (p.107). Scrooge drops to the floor and repents, promising “to honour Christmas in [his] heart, and […] keep it all the year” if it will “sponge away the writing on [the] stone” (p.110). As he grasps imploringly at


    THE END OF IT
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