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Adapting Christmas Carol – Author’s Note




When Charles Dickens published his ‘little Christmas book’ in 1843, it took just six weeks for the ﬁrst adaptation to reach the stage. It played in London for more than forty nights before transferring to New York. In the year of publication alone, there were nine separate theatrical adaptations, including the ﬁrst-ever musical version. Dickens himself was famous for his own public readings of the story, giving over 127 such recitals in England and America. And the process of retelling has continued for 176 years. From stage to screen, cartoon to musical, from the RSC to the Muppets, there are nearly thirty published adaptations of A Christmas Carol, and dozens more are written every Christmas. There was even a mime version by Marcel Marceau in 1973.




So why another? Well, whilst the tale has been retold for puppets and toys, and Scrooge performed by men young and old, the central role has remained resolutely masculine. What happens when we re-examine this classic fairy tale from a woman’s perspective, and reimagine the complex central character? And why?




The book is, at heart, a story about injustice. Dickens was horriﬁed by the desperate destitution, especially in children, that he witnessed on his many legendary walks through industrial London. He initially drafted a political pamphlet in reply to an 1843 parliamentary report on working-class child poverty. But the Carol made his point more plangently.




Yet he was also no saint. It is perhaps telling that Catherine, his long-suffering wife (who was also a writer), titled her sole publication What Shall We Have for Dinner? She endured twelve pregnancies, bearing him ten children. These took their toll on her body, about which Dickens was privately offensive, and on her mind. Catherine was afﬂicted by what appears to have been severe post-natal depression, and Dickens responded by ﬁrst taking up with a young actress, Ellen Ternan, then trying to persuade a doctor that his wife was insane, and should be put away in an asylum so he could continue his philandering unhindered.




Charles Dickens’s daughter Katey said that her father never understood women, and some of his excessively  sentimentalised young female characters, like Little Nell in the Old Curiosity Shop, or the long parade of unattractive or damaged older women, such as Miss Havisham in Great Expectations, do not offer a very compelling counterargument to this analysis. But he was also a product of his age, a time of unstinting male power that frequently marginalised the voices of the poor, the indebted, the weak, the vulnerable – and women of all classes.




Christmas Carol is set in an intensely patriarchal society. The most powerful member of it, Queen Victoria, may have been a woman, but she also thought her own sex ‘poor and feeble’, and called for suffragists to be whipped. Her female subjects were expected to put ‘home and hearth’ before all else (often including any education and professional advancement). When she married, the rights of a woman were legally given to her husband. He took control of her property, earnings and money. If he wished to spend her money on his business or his  debts,  he did not require her consent. In exchange for this, she took his name. And until the 1857 Matrimonial Causes Act, divorce allowing remarriage was only possible by the passage of a private act through the Houses of Parliament.




Early nineteenth-century daughters, like the Fan Scrooge that Dickens imagines, were meant to get in line behind their brothers, like Ebenezer. In Dickens’s version, Fan dies early, leaving Ebenezer distraught.




But what if it had been the other way around? What if Fan Scrooge had tried to make her way in a man’s world of power and proﬁt? What would have happened to Fan then?


Dickens wrote this enduring and uplifting story to try to heal the divisions of his own age. He yearned to create ‘a better common understanding among those whose interests are identical and who depend upon each other’. He wanted, in other words, to bring all people together, at a precious time of year, united in a love of the common good. And so do we. Merry Christmas, and God bless us, every one.


Piers Torday
November 2019
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IGNORANCE, a child of the streets
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NON-HUMANS


FROU-FROU, a lapdog


POLL, a toy parrot
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ALEXA






This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.




ACT ONE


Scene One


London, 1838. There is a bell that hangs above us all. In heavy fog, it tolls the funeral march.


A Dickensian cat of books and paper and ink, MEAGRE, our narrator, appears out of the gloom. We see a boy, IGNORANCE and his sister, WANT, digging a hole for a coffin.


MEAGRE. Good evening, friends... I have long wished to have the great pleasure of meeting you face to face, this Christmas time. Are we sitting comfortably?




The CHILDREN notice him.


IGNORANCE. Sister, did that cat just say something?


WANT. I don’t want to say yes, but... yes, I think it did.


IGNORANCE (to MEAGRE). Who are you?


WANT. Charles Dickens? The author?


MEAGRE. Er... yes?


IGNORANCE. Look, I may not be able to read, but I’m pretty sure Charles Dickens wasn’t a flaming cat!


MEAGRE. Aha! But maybe I was his cat!


WANT. So what if you were? You don’t get every stray mutt standing up on stage saying here, you lot, guess what? I was Shakespeare’s dog, now watch my Hamlet.


MEAGRE. I’m not here for him. I’m here for you.


IGNORANCE. For us? Why?


MEAGRE. To help you tell your story.


WANT. I want to know your name first.


MEAGRE. I told you, I’m Charles -


WANT. Your real name, cat.


MEAGRE. Very well... I’m called Meagre.


IGNORANCE. Do you know who we are? Cos I ’aven’t a clue, mate.


MEAGRE. You’ll find that out later.


WANT. I’ve wanted to know that for so long... Well, go on then.


MEAGRE. Thank you... Marley was dead! To begin with!


WANT. Jacob Marley? I wonder who he was.


IGNORANCE. Never ’eard of ’im.


They keep digging and then hammer a lid on to the coffin.


WANT. He is definitely dead, right?


MEAGRE. How could it have been otherwise? There is no doubt that Jacob Marley was dead.


IGNORANCE. As a doornail!


They lower the coffin into the ground, as an intoning PRIEST emerges out of the gloom, followed by a veiled woman in black, MRS FAN MARLEY (née SCROOGE).


PRIEST. I am the resurrection and the life, sayeth the Lord.


The CHILDREN are impatient to get on.


(Flicking through prayer book.) For as much as it hath pleased Almighty God, et cetera et cetera. to take out of this world the soul of our deceased brother Jacob Marley ‒


The CHILDREN are really impatient. The PRIEST takes a swig from a hip flask.


And so on till	ashes to ashes, dust to dust... (Breaks off, holding out a handful of soil.) Is there no one here who will mourn this man? Who will cast this earth? Anyone?


MRS MARLEY. For God’s sake. I’ll do it!


She steps out of the fog, with her umbrella.


PRIEST. And you are -


MRS MARLEY. His wife, for too many years. His sole executor, his sole beneficiary and - obviously, his only mourner. Now give me that. (Takes the soil.) Is it extra? No? Very well then. (Cursorily scatters it) Is it over?


PRIEST. Have you nothing else to say?


MRS MARLEY. Humbug!


PRIEST. Mrs Marley! It’s Christmas Eve!


MRS MARLEY. Humbug to Christmas Eve. Humbug to your robes and your false pieties, sir. Humbug to all weak men, and most of all, humbug to him! Jacob Marley! That scoundrel there took my liberty, my money and my property - such benefits which I paid for with the loss of my name. Before I became ‘Mrs Marley’, I had the name my father gave me, by which I shall once more live, and thrive as all women were born to do.
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