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Reviews for
 Ready to Teach: A Christmas Carol



Teaching Dickens to a group of truculent teenagers can make a harried English teacher feel… well, ‘as solitary as an oyster’. Happily then, Ready to Teach: A Christmas Carol is like a well-timed gift. It offers a wealth of insights on Dickens’s most famous Christmas tale, some of which are surprising, some intriguing, and all useful for teaching the text with confidence. This really is the most comprehensive companion you could ever hope for. Every teacher should have this book on their very own Christmas list (I suspect you may want to grab it before then, too)!


Alex Quigley
Author of Closing the Writing Gap
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Amy and Stuart have done it again. Indiscriminately thorough, engaging and accessible: this beautiful blend of deeply enriching subject knowledge and research-informed pedagogy makes this A Christmas Carol compendium truly unique, as Stuart and Amy simultaneously explore the ‘Big Questions’ that arise from the text whilst analysing those micro-beats on a granular level. Their thought-provoking and insightful commentary of the novella ranges from overarching fundamental concepts to subtle, nuanced and striking details that will enrich the teaching of both beginners and the most experienced teachers of Dickens out there. This meticulous, close reading of the text, joined with Amy and Stuart’s exemplary, vocabulary-centred ‘Read, re-read and read again’ mantra, means that this book is the most powerful tool with which a teacher can be armed when planning and teaching A Christmas Carol. 


Independently of one another the subject knowledge commentary and the pedagogical approaches would be magnificent; intertwined, however, they become an essential and at times moving exploration of the human condition – a pertinent reminder of why the study of Dickens’s masterpiece is vital for our young people in the 21st century. A remarkable achievement; a must-own.


Oliver Blagden
English Consultant, Harris Federation
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Nothing can hold a candle to this book! This is once again a comprehensive exploration of one of the most popular GCSE texts, one which is often approached simplistically. Ready to Teach: A Christmas Carol reveals the depth and complexity of the ‘ghostly little book’ in a way which is accessible and stimulating. Nothing makes me happier than to have a copy, except a glow in the dark cuddly lobster.


Mary Hind-Portley
Assistant Subject Leader
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Putting it simply, Ready To Teach: A Christmas Carol is a masterpiece. The authors have left no stone unturned when it comes to the what, how and why of teaching this popular text. The structure is genius. Quotations are the essential tools in an English teacher’s toolbox and each Stave is broken down to focus on these, with an exploration of the significance behind Dickens’s words which would take teachers hours of work to elicit. Not only is this brilliant for boosting teachers’ subject knowledge but it is so clearly written that students could also use the book to help them develop criticality and those important conceptualised responses. With Big Questions, tangible resources, discussions of key concepts and motifs and detailed discussions on context, nothing has been missed. It should immediately be placed on all essential reading lists in ITE programmes nationwide. 


After fifteen years of teaching this text, I thought I knew my stuff. To that I now say, ‘humbug!’ After reading this outstanding book I felt like I had been on my own transformational journey, just like Scrooge. Rather than spirits, I was visited by two outstanding teachers, Stuart Pryke and Amy Staniforth, who reignited my passion about a text I had become jaded about. English departments up and down the country will be echoing Scrooge in feeling ‘light as a feather’ and ‘happy as a schoolboy’ when they get this book in their hands. Truly transformative.


Haili Hughes, Senior Lecturer at the University of Sunderland, Head of Education at IRIS Connect, author and consultant
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Your faithful literature servants are back with another offering of sheer brilliance. Their work has become the dependable guide through Macbeth and I have thoroughly enjoyed reading Ready to Teach: A Christmas Carol. Not only do Amy and Stuart provide us with insightful interpretations and a cornucopia of context, they also provide you with a plethora of resources to support you and your students. It is truly a pearl of any English teacher’s bookshelf when teaching A Christmas Carol.


Holly Wimbush
Head of English Literature and co-author of Succeeding as an English Teacher
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Ready to Teach: A Christmas Carol is a superbly well-researched text, packed full of support for both new and experienced practitioners alike. Written by practising teachers, it is one of those rare gems, a book full of knowledge, ideas and resources that not only have been tried and tested, but can instantly be used in the classroom, ensuring students are academically challenged. Excellent CPD for any English department, this book will inspire confidence and enthusiasm.


Becky Wood
Lead Practitioner and co-founder of Team English




[image: line image]




With Ready to Teach: A Christmas Carol, Pryke and Staniforth take their reader on a journey through a well-loved novella, uncovering and examining literary and contextual gems along the way. It will undoubtedly expand and enrich teaching of the text in classrooms, and enthuse and inspire the minds of those teaching it too. Perhaps not quite as life-changing as a visit from three spirits on Christmas Eve, but not far off.


Fe Brewer
Deputy Curriculum Leader and co-author of Succeeding as an English Teacher
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Stuart Pryke and Amy Staniforth have done it again with their new tour de force, Ready to Teach: A Christmas Carol. Based around the big questions and concepts we want pupils to grapple with in the study of literature, each section offers a wealth of subject knowledge to support teachers at all phases of their career, alongside the exploration of the pedagogy needed to bring this to life. Topics cover areas such as the role of Fred or attitudes to the poor, providing contextual and background information as well as detailed analysis of key elements of the text to ensure pupils will be given opportunities to understand what it is about this novella which has led to its popularity, both in Dickens’s own life and in the years since. The authors have broken this down into individual lesson ideas for each Stave, providing a useful structure for the reader to begin an in-depth exploration of the text. The accompanying resources will be a huge time saver for busy teachers and support them in making the best decisions for their pupils. The book is intellectually stimulating, academic and practical, deftly striking a balance between developing the required subject knowledge and the application needed to teach it well.


Just as with Ready to Teach: Macbeth I know this will be an absolute essential for those teaching this novella or exploring any of Dickens’s other works in their classrooms. Another brilliant book which, as the authors say, is written by teachers for teachers.


Zoe Enser
Specialist English Adviser for The Education People, ELE for Kent, Fellow for The Ambition Institute and author
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Stuart


To my nephew and godson Benjamin


who will soon know this story
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Amy


To Toby Dolton


I cannot wait to share this story with you!


With love from Aunty Amy x
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Foreword by Mary Myatt


‘Curiosity prompts people to explore new ideas and problems.’1 This insight from Daniel T. Willingham has led to the argument in some quarters that we should provide students with material that is likely to provoke their curiosity. This means being mindful of and taking care to avoid offering a ‘diminished diet’, removing barriers to accessing high quality materials and allowing our students the pleasure of finding the deep satisfaction of grasping difficult things and doing them well.


What hadn’t occurred to me until I read this book and its predecessor, Ready to Teach: Macbeth, was that the same principle applies to teachers. We want the curriculum to be full of intellectual delights for our pupils, but have we considered the extent to which we provide materials for teachers that are equally full of delights? If I come across a resource that provokes my curiosity and provides an additional lens through which to teach something to my class, then I’m going to be thinking and considering that material at a deeper level. I will be moving from the transactional ‘How can I pull together some resources to teach this?’ to a place of ‘I am so excited to have the chance to open this up for my class’. It shifts from the superficial to the deep and from the quick fix to deep professional engagement.


When we are offered carefully curated and interesting background material, our curiosity is provoked and we want to find out more, we want to make connections and we want to dig deeper and linger longer, just like our students. Too many of the materials available to support the teaching of demanding texts are ‘gobbetised’ and transactional, in other words, either fragments that never reveal the whole or quick resources to help us get through the next lesson. We have a choice: to regard the preparation and teaching of texts either as a canter through activities, in a mistaken belief that ‘Jackson Pollocking’ the curriculum will result in smashing learning for students, or as a really thoughtful and thought-provoking approach. And it is the latter which has been provided by Stuart Pryke and Amy Staniforth. 


There are several distinctive elements to this book. The first is its careful preparation of the hinterland:2 the commentary on each of the Staves is testament to Stuart and Amy’s scholarly approach to their work and yet it is provided with a lightness of touch. I have noticed that this is a characteristic of those who are truly in command of their brief – they succeed in conveying complex ideas in a way that is both accessible and faithful to the original material. In writing the background commentary in such a way, we have a connecting bridge that takes us to the heart of the matter. 


A second element of the book is its simplicity. There is a paradox here: it is a true gift to be able to distil complex ideas in a way that is not patronising, or which loses the original significance. Again, it is the mark of true professionals who are able to pull this off. Simplicity is also evident in the Big Questions. This is in sharp contrast to the pseudo-challenge of derivative exam questions where there is a race to get to the inference and analytical answers before a proper engagement with the substance of the text.


A third element of the book is the idea of fewer things in greater depth. There can be a tendency to try to teach everything. But if we focus on the material which is likely to make the most difference to students’ cognitive development, then we have some choices to make. Given that we can’t teach everything, what are those elements that are going to have the greatest traction? That are going to open up new ways of seeing the text? That are going to truly equip students with the intellectual tools they need to do well, not just in the examination but in life? And here we are given some great pointers and examples for how to work in this way. The resources accompanying each of the chapters show how this works. 


And if there was one absolute gem which made my heart sing, it was this: ‘Read, re-read and read again’. There can be a tendency to believe that the coverage of the curriculum content is more important than securing understanding. And yet, the plans are never more important than the students in front of us. As Amy and Stuart argue, ‘repetition really helps when a lack of understanding, or misunderstanding, of the vocabulary has the opportunity to hamper comprehension… a lesson spent reading is not a lesson wasted.’ 


It’s a tough gig to write a book that is both academic and accessible. And yet Stuart and Amy have pulled this off. It is a brilliant boon to the English teaching community.


Mary Myatt


Education adviser, writer and speaker


____________________________________


1.     Daniel T. Willingham, ‘Why Don’t Students Like School?’, American Educator (Spring 2009), pp. 4–13, https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/periodicals/WILLINGHAM%282%29.pdf, p. 7.



2.     Christine Counsell, ‘Senior Curriculum Leadership 1: The indirect manifestation of knowledge: (A) curriculum as narrative’ (2018), https://thedignityofthethingblog.wordpress.com/2018/04/07/senior-curriculum-leadership-1-the-indirect-manifestation-of-knowledge-a-curriculum-as-narrative/.





















Introduction


Christmas Eve. The unopened present. A time of anticipation for the forthcoming celebrations and festivities ahead. As the day draws to a close, the quietness of evening soothes the chaos and commotion of last-minute preparations. Perhaps adults are leisurely wrapping presents, maybe children are tucked up in bed, eager for the hours to pass quickly, lest they spend a night watching the hands of the clock, time tortuous in its slow passing. A family might gather round a fire, basking in its warm luminosity, one of them clutching a little book containing a delightful, ghostly tale. The page falls open. There is a pause. The party look at each other with excitable glances before one of them reads the first line:




‘Marley was dead: to begin with.’ 





And with that, they have launched into a work that has spanned generations. A work composed in just six weeks but one that reaches a hand through time, enchanting modern readers in the same way it gripped Victorian ones. A work that continues to be cherished around the world. 


Could Charles Dickens ever have considered the impact such a short tale would elicit in the years since A Christmas Carol’s inception? Born in February 1812, Dickens’s life was something akin to a true ‘rags to riches’ story:




[A] miserable childhood, soured by poverty and traumatised by work in a rat-infested blacking factory, [was] followed by dull periods as a shorthand writer in the courts and the House of Commons. Then, in 1836, while he [was] still in his early twenties, he [burst] onto the literary scene with The Pickwick Papers… by the time of Queen Victoria’s coronation in 1838, he [was] well on the way to becoming the most famous writer in the world.1





Dickens was a figure who championed the ‘ethical and political potential of literature’, using his works as ‘a springboard for debates about moral and social reform.’2 Through his writing he provides societal commentary, scrutinising civil ills, criticising depravity perpetuated by the privileged, and challenging indefensible economic abuses pervading communities both large and small. Dickens invites us to reflect on our own behaviour, to anatomise our internal selves in order to consider the qualities we bring to a broader society. In raising collective awareness of unwarrantable ideologies of the time, Dickens becomes a voice for the often voiceless.


A Christmas Carol


A Christmas Carol, first published in 1843, is one of Charles Dickens’s best-known works, a part of societal consciousness even amongst those who have not read it. The name ‘Scrooge’, for example, has made its way into our vernacular, used to describe someone grumpy, stingy, irascible. The novella itself was extremely popular upon publication, with Victorians even calling it ‘a new gospel.’3 It would be easy to assume such a popular story would have taken months, perhaps even years to make its way from its genesis to a first printing. Dickens, however, ‘turned in 30,000 words in six weeks’, desperate for a hit after extremely disappointing sales of Martin Chuzzlewit.4 This makes his story, rich in symbolism and metaphor, all the more impressive. Capturing the zeitgeist of the ‘increasing Christmas-hungry middle-class’, 6000 copies were purchased by Christmas Eve of that year.5 The book was a success with critics, who reacted warmly to the story, although irony surrounding its publication was noted: for a text which placed the needs of the poor at the forefront of people’s minds, its cost (the modern equivalent of £25) made it inaccessible to many.6


Why is it, then, that the Carol has endured? Scrooge’s journey aside, the text captures a perfect portrait of Christmas. Images of snowy streets, shops brimming with delectable delights through glowing windows, the singing of carols on street corners and family and togetherness all play into our own sensibilities of a model Christmas. The ‘Dickensian flourishes of Christmas Trees [and] elaborate wrapped gifts’ speak to all who celebrate it, even though at the time, the United Kingdom was not necessarily all about Christmas as Dickens’s novella would suggest.7


And maybe the Carol is still just as popular because the issues it raises continue to pervade society. That which is criticised by Dickens is mirrored in our own modern times. Themes of responsibility towards our fellow citizens, the need for societal change and embracing values of kindness and empathy are all lessons in need of teaching today. Like Dickens’s tale, ignorance is still widespread and prevailing. The Carol details the consequences of higher powers perpetuating such attitudes, yet all one needs to do is look around to truly see what happens when those in positions of responsibility look out for themselves. Trussell Trust UK, for example, sent out a record 2.5 million food bank parcels to those in crisis in the 2020/21 financial year, a 33% increase on the year before, with 980,000 of these going to children.8 This is just one charity. The numbers, of course, increase when one takes into account independent food banks. As the Trust states: ‘the main drivers of food bank use [include] problems with the benefits system (delays, inadequacy and reductions), challenging life experiences or ill-health [and] lack of informal or formal support.’9 Put simply, Dickens’s political diatribe, his blistering attack on 19th century inequality, echoes into the 21st century.


One cannot read the Carol without lamenting how the human condition is so easily corrupted. Dickens’s novella speaks to our humanity, yet it is also a damning indictment of us and the ways in which we have failed to change for the better.


Arguably, however, the Carol is also a tale of resurrection, a story of how one man recognises the need to change and so is reborn into someone who can shape the world into what Dickens fantasises it should look like. In A Christmas Carol, then, we have a GCSE text that can teach students how to recognise the wider role they play in the communities in which they live, a story which invites us to consider our humanity towards one another, and an invitation to work together for a brighter future.


Purpose of Ready to Teach


This book is intended to be a compendium of useful knowledge, resources and pedagogy to help you plan and teach well-sequenced lessons and impart the powerful subject knowledge needed for your students to be successful Dickensian scholars. Not only that, but we hope the resources here will also help your students to love A Christmas Carol and embrace the message of this much-loved holiday classic. In order to achieve this, our knowledge-rich approaches are specifically designed to reduce the cognitive load on our students so they can enjoy the rich language, fascinating plot and brilliant characters Dickens creates without being overwhelmed. Our activities are designed to help students learn, retain and retrieve the powerful knowledge they need to be successful.


How Ready to Teach works


Each chapter presents one or two Big Questions which can be used as the foundation of a lesson. Therefore, it is possible to teach with these resources in the sequence in which they are presented here or, otherwise, to ‘dip in’ and teach with those that are most pertinent to you, your setting and your class. For example, we present a variety of retrieval practice methods in this book, but you may find it easier to build a routine using just a small selection of these. It is about picking what works for you and the context in which you teach.


Each chapter is divided into two key sections:




	
What? – What powerful subject knowledge do you need to know, and be able to teach, in order to answer the Big Question with your students? Through essays, annotated extracts and accompanying commentaries, we hope you will feel more empowered to teach key aspects of A Christmas Carol confidently and successfully. Students do not necessarily need to know all of the knowledge contained within these sections, yet knowing this as a teacher allows us to remain one step ahead, adding new dimensions to the discussions being had as a class by dropping in small pockets of knowledge as and when appropriate in order to challenge and extend thinking.


	
How? – What resources will you need to successfully convey your knowledge to students, helping them to develop their own key knowledge and skills? Fully resourced lessons will help you save time when planning, alongside exemplar completed resources as a model for classroom practitioners. This section also considers how knowledge is sequenced to become embedded in long-term memory, ensuring students are able to develop the necessary schema for success.





Finally, you will find the Why? section detailing why a selection of the teaching methods explored throughout the book are effective. How do they help students embed and retrieve the knowledge they need? This section will explore the pedagogy underpinning select activities, with clear explanations as to why these resources work.


You can use these sections discretely to enhance either your subject knowledge, your resourcing or your pedagogical knowledge, or use each chapter holistically to deliver lessons with power and impact.


The Big Questions


The purpose of Big Questions is to help students navigate the complexities of literature, making the abstract tangible. These help us as teachers to sequence our schemes of work, aiding students in building their subject knowledge carefully and clearly by prioritising what they need to know.


The questions themselves look simple and they are designed to be just that. If we preface each lesson with these, we have expressed our aims to students with clarity and precision. They allow us to teach the core ideas whilst diagnosing whether students have learnt these concepts. Students can either answer the question or they cannot, and how well they articulate their thoughts is an indication as to whether they have grasped the knowledge needed for success. This is not to say they cannot be challenged. Behind every simple question lies a wealth of knowledge waiting to be discovered and sub-questions can easily be used to stretch classes further.


Big Questions can also aid with retrieval practice. At various intervals throughout the scheme, students could be presented with every Big Question they have come across so far to see what they have retained. This also aids with future planning. For example, if a student struggles to answer the question ‘Why does Marley’s Ghost appear to Scrooge?’, we must ask ourselves whether there is any point moving forward with the scheme before they have grasped this key character’s purpose.


It might be that you want to treat the questions presented in each chapter as ‘key lesson’ questions, creating Big Questions that cover a series of lessons instead. These types of Big Questions tend to be more philosophical in nature. For instance, one could generate just five of these questions encompassing the study of each Stave in A Christmas Carol. These could be:




Stave One: Are humans conditioned to find change threatening?


Stave Two: To what extent does our past dictate who we are?


Stave Three: Can ignorance ever be justified?


Stave Four: Why does humanity struggle to comprehend its own mortality?


Stave Five: Is kindness ever selfless?





In this instance, the questions prefacing each chapter of this book can be used to build up to these deeper ideas, allowing students to apply the knowledge they have learnt to more worldly matters, the text a vehicle to explore such big ideas.


Read, re-read and read again


Each chapter also prioritises a strategy called ‘Read, re-read and read again’, included as part of a set of pre-reading activities. Whilst we are adept at teaching in detail those all-important words to help us explore character and language, we might not notice as well the myriad, dense and complex vocabulary Dickens uses, being as we are, expert readers. As Alex Quigley writes:




In the first few pages [of A Christmas Carol] alone you encounter the complexity: from professional titles (‘clergyman’, ‘clerk’, ‘chief mourner’, ‘sole executor’ and ‘residuary legatee’), to sophisticated vocabulary for a religious readership (‘unhallowed’, ‘solemnised’, ‘covetous old sinner’ and ‘veneration’) and finally, just plain hard, unfamiliar words (‘intimation’, ‘morose’, ‘impropriety’, ‘liberality’, ‘facetious’ and ‘misanthropic’).10





It is no wonder our students can find the text difficult to penetrate. To rectify this, it is all too easy to take a ‘here is the word, and here is its definition’11 approach. Giving vast lists of words and doing nothing with them can cause a sort of vocabulary fatigue, and so by ‘explicitly cultiva[ting] a sense of curiosity in the rich tapestry of words’ Dickens uses, we ‘can foster [students’] interest and build their reading stamina.’12


We must, as a matter of importance, model engagement with vocabulary, explicitly teaching students how to be curious about language. It is also vital for us to build students’ resilience with language. Whilst some are adept at picking up new terms easily, others can find it extremely challenging.


‘Read, re-read and read again’, then, has been included in this book as a suggested way of helping students navigate the complicated vocabulary they will encounter. In each lesson, students are presented with a series of words and student friendly definitions. These are accompanied by a selection of tasks, such as predicting what might happen based on the vocabulary they are learning or linking the terms to other areas of the text or even other texts themselves. We cannot explicitly teach each word. ‘Read, re-read and read again’ is a way of overcoming this barrier.


The reading process itself is explained in detail in the ‘How?’ section of Chapter 1.


Lessons and resources


Obviously, each lesson needs to be adapted for the context in which you teach. It may be pertinent to pick and choose which ideas, resources or knowledge you feel are necessary to teach and use. After all, the lessons detailed here might take longer than the allotted time you have. We do hope, however, that if you cannot use the resources here, they at least spark an idea for something you could do. The beauty of teaching, we think, is in the almost infinite possibilities available to us as teachers to inspire, motivate and help students succeed in all they do: we hope that if this book does not provide the answer, it at least provides a seed for transformational teaching in your own classroom.


What is also worth noting when it comes to approaching lessons is that not all students may necessarily be familiar with Christmas celebrations. It would be remiss of any teacher to ignore this. Some groundwork and resources might need to be added in order to support students for whom Christmas is not part of their cultural heritage.


Whilst many of the activities detailed in these chapters encourage students to approach the text analytically, we are also very aware that we are not teachers of an exam; we are teachers of English. It is all too easy to delve into deep analysis of the book, poem or play we are discussing and destroy any enjoyment one could elicit from the text. Sometimes, we can be too wrapped up in finding the effect of an adjective or simile to ask the simple questions:




What do you like about this moment?


What do you not like?


Has anything we have read today surprised you?


Did what you think would happen, happen?


What do you think will happen next and why?





Inviting students to voice their opinions regarding a text can be extremely powerful. These questions are not referred to in the ‘How?’ sections of each chapter, yet they should be dropped in periodically throughout your study of Dickens’s novella. They can help students articulate opinions and by opening up a discussion, students who do not like the text can be taught how to move beyond simple, limited responses such as ‘it’s boring’ to an opinion more justified. Hopefully, however, students will enjoy their study of the text and appreciate why it has become such a classic.


A note on vocabulary


At the end of each chapter, we have included ‘Key vocabulary’ one could teach to aid student understanding of core concepts in lessons. Whilst you will find some activities where vocabulary is explicitly taught in this book, these keywords have been added to teach at your leisure at any point in your lesson where you feel it would be appropriate.


A final note


We must be experts if we are to teach successfully. To learn successfully, knowledge must be foregrounded, and so our book is written to be deliberately knowledge rich. We must also understand how teaching and learning works, and our book aims to develop these three things in a concise and useful way.


We hope our book will give you the confidence, knowledge and skills to help your students excel with their study of A Christmas Carol, whilst, very importantly, cutting down on your workload in the classroom.


As an aside, we have written this book together; however, from this point forward you will see that we switch our pronoun choice to ‘I’ purely for your ease as the reader.


Stuart Pryke & Amy Staniforth


February 2022


Access to electronic copies of resources included in Ready to Teach: A Christmas Carol can be found at the back of this book.


____________________________________
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The plot of A Christmas Carol



Stave One


A Christmas Carol tells the story of Ebenezer Scrooge, a callous and selfish miser, who cares for nothing and no one. The novella begins by informing the reader that Jacob Marley, Scrooge’s business partner, is dead. Seven years after Marley’s death, on Christmas Eve, Scrooge and Bob Cratchit, his clerk, are working, when Fred, Scrooge’s nephew, enters the counting house. Wishing his uncle a ‘merry Christmas’ and inviting him to dinner the next day, Fred is rebuked by his uncle with a dismissive, ‘Bah! Humbug!’, believing Christmastime means nothing and is something that incurs extra expense. Fred sees Christmas as a charitable time but cannot convince his uncle to see otherwise.


As Fred leaves, two gentlemen appear, collecting money for charity to donate to the poor and needy. They, too, are dismissed by Scrooge, who believes the poor should go to the workhouses. The gentlemen are shocked by his brutal views, stating many would rather die than end up in such terrible conditions. In an attack shot through with vitriol, Scrooge says, ‘If they would rather die… they had better do it, and decrease the surplus population.’


Scrooge allows Bob Cratchit to take Christmas Day off, but asks him to arrive for work earlier the day after. Isolated and alone, Scrooge takes his ‘melancholy dinner in his usual melancholy tavern’ before going home. As he unlocks the door, he inexplicably sees the door knocker transform into the face of Jacob Marley. Although he does not know it yet, it is a proclamation of Marley’s intentions with Scrooge, intentions that will change Scrooge’s life. He attempts to dismiss what he has seen but he is shaken nevertheless.


As he sits by his fire to take his gruel, the bells in Scrooge’s house begin to ring, heralding the arrival of Jacob Marley’s ghostly form. Marley is wrapped in chains, attached to which are ledgers and money boxes, weighing him down. These are chains he ‘forged in life’ through his miserliness and ignorance. Marley is condemned to wander society in death instead of resting in peace; he must witness the suffering of the poor that he ignored when he was alive. Scrooge, it seems, is destined for the same fate. Marley tells Scrooge he has a chance to escape similar entrapment. He will be visited by three spirits who will teach him the errors of his ways. Scrooge is shaken but falls asleep as Marley’s Ghost leaves him.


Stave Two


Scrooge awakes in the middle of the night and the first of the spirits Marley warned him about appears. The Ghost of Christmas Past adopts a strange, fluctuating appearance, emitting a bright jet of light, symbolic of hope and redemption. It also holds a cap in its hand. Allegorical of memory, the Ghost takes Scrooge to visit some key moments from his past, events which have moulded him into the person he is today. First, Scrooge is taken to his school, where he sees himself as a boy, left alone over Christmas whilst his fellow students go home for the holidays. The memory is painful for Scrooge to witness, especially when he is reminded of his deceased sister, Fan, who arrives at his school during another lonely Christmas from his past to bring him home.


Next, Scrooge is taken to see the place where he was apprenticed. His employer, Fezziwig, is someone who treats his employees with care and respect, a far cry from how Scrooge treats Bob Cratchit. His establishment is filled with happiness and merriment as Scrooge looks upon the Christmas party he is hosting. This joy, however, is short-lived. In another moment from his past, Scrooge is forced to endure the moment his fiancée, Belle, leaves him. Ending their engagement, Belle is concerned about Scrooge’s obsession with money, believing she is no longer enough and that she has been displaced by ‘a golden [idol].’ Unable to stand such painful memories, Scrooge seizes the cap held by the Ghost of Christmas Past and attempts to press it down upon the Spirit to extinguish its light. He fails and light continues to stream from beneath the cap, suggesting there is goodness within Scrooge that cannot be put out.


Stave Three


The Ghost of Christmas Present, dressed in a green robe and wearing a scabbard but no sword, appears to Scrooge. Atop what resembles a throne, formed by an abundance of food, the Spirit instructs Scrooge to ‘know [him] better’. The Spirit holds a torch, this source of light once more signifying a path to, and hope for, Scrooge’s redemption.


The Spirit takes Scrooge to see society celebrating Christmas. Wandering the streets, Scrooge is immersed in merriment and jollity before they eventually arrive at Bob Cratchit’s household. Scrooge notes how the meal itself is meagre, considering the number of people sitting round the table. Nevertheless, they are extremely appreciative of what they have. Noticeable amongst the family is Tiny Tim, a disabled child who shares a deep bond with his father, Bob. His impending death ominously lingers over the family, yet they make the most of the time they have and exalt in each others’ presence. Scrooge is surprised to hear himself named ‘Founder of the Feast’ by his clerk; Mrs Cratchit’s protests at such a toast are stifled by Bob’s insistence that it is Christmas Day, a day to express thankfulness.


Next, Scrooge is transported to a series of remote locations, including a moor, a solitary lighthouse and a ship in the middle of a ‘black and heaving sea’. By visiting such places, Scrooge learns there is nowhere the Christmas spirit cannot reach, such is its enduring power. Scrooge and the Spirit finally visit Fred’s celebrations, where he finds them playing games, one of which makes fun of Scrooge at his expense.


The Ghost of Christmas Present physically begins to grow older. As Stave Three draws to a conclusion, the Spirit reveals two children from underneath his robe, physical manifestations of Ignorance and Want. They act as a warning to Scrooge and the rest of humankind that if humanity does not change its ways then society will be doomed. The Spirit disappears, leaving Scrooge to face the menacing Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come.


Stave Four


The Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come is the only spirit that does not carry its own source of light; it takes the form of a Phantom, completely covered from head to toe in a ‘deep black garment’. Remaining silent throughout the Stave and keeping its face hidden, it is a figure of fear. The Spirit takes Scrooge to witness a series of gatherings, each revolving around the death of an unidentified man.


Scrooge is taken to see how three people have stolen items from the unidentified man’s corpse in order to sell them. They clearly have no respect for him, having stolen the very clothes he was due to be buried in, and are not upset by his death. Scrooge is shocked to hear them speak so degradingly about another human being and although he does not know why he is being shown this (for he has not yet seen himself appear), he resolves there must be a lesson to be learned somewhere. Next, Scrooge is taken to see a young couple who are similarly happy to hear news of this man’s passing. Having borrowed money from him, they worry they cannot pay back what they owe, but his death means they are offered a reprieve.


Once again, Scrooge is disgusted by what he hears and begs to be shown some tenderness connected to a death. He is taken back to the Cratchit family’s household. What was once a place of joy and celebration is now a scene of devastation and mourning, for Tiny Tim has died. The Cratchits gather to remember and grieve him.


Leaving the family, Scrooge is taken to a graveyard where he learns he was the man whose death went entirely unmourned. In his future he will die a lonely death, but Scrooge comes to realise he can avoid such a fate and alter Tiny Tim’s life if he changes his ways and embraces the teachings of Christmas. He exclaims, ‘“I will honour Christmas in my heart.’” As if in answer, the Spirit collapses down into the form of Scrooge’s bedpost and Scrooge finds himself back home.


Stave Five


Scrooge is overjoyed to find the Spirits have visited him all in one night and that he has not missed Christmas Day. In a mirror image of Stave One, Scrooge encounters the charity gentlemen once more, donating a substantial sum to their cause. He also anonymously sends a turkey to Bob Cratchit and his family, and accepts Fred’s invitation to dinner after reintegrating with society by attending church and wandering the streets wishing others a ‘merry Christmas’.


The next day, Bob Cratchit is late to work. Pretending to be his old self, Scrooge admonishes Bob before telling him his salary will be increased. Scrooge wishes Bob a merry Christmas, promising to assist Bob’s family and to discuss his affairs. As the novella draws to a close, readers are informed Scrooge is better than his word; he changes his ways and becomes a second father to Tiny Tim, who does not die because of Scrooge’s intervention. Scrooge is a man who knows how to keep Christmas well and the story ends with Tiny Tim’s famous exclamation: ‘God Bless Us, Every One!’




















STAVE ONE
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CHAPTER 1


Stave One: An introduction to Scrooge


Who is Scrooge?


Navigation point: ‘Marley was dead: to begin with’ to ‘... and was brewing on a large scale.’




WHAT?


Preface


The version of the preface we read today in modern editions of the novella is not, in fact, the only preface penned by Dickens. A Christmas Carol was published alongside all of Dickens’s Christmas texts for the first time in one volume – the Chapman and Hall’s Cheap Edition – in 1852. In this preface, Dickens’s initial focus is on the mechanics of the edition: predominantly, that it is cheap and therefore accessible to the masses. This would undoubtedly have been important to Dickens. As a person who had experienced poverty, desperately wanted society to address the concerns of the poor, and wanted to spread the message of his novella as far as he could, the Chapman and Hall edition allowed for just this.


However, this preface also gives a suggestion to a modern reader of the crystalised clarity of Dickens’s purpose. He mediates, in these words, the relationship between text and reader. In it, he explains that ‘[he] never attempted great elaboration of character... [His] purpose was, in a whimsical kind of masque, which the good-humour of the season justified, to awaken some loving and forbearing thoughts, never out of season in a Christian land.’1 This is almost amusing: the characterisation of Scrooge and the symbolism of the Ghosts he is visited by are arguably amongst the most recognisable, richly described and prevalent literary characters in the Western canon, yet here he argues that he was not attempting some ‘great elaboration’ of character.


However, it also emphasises that Dickens’s key intention lay in the ‘awaken[ing of] some loving and forebearing thoughts.’ This is a more explicit reference to the ‘Ghost of an idea’ we see in the preface which has accompanied editions since 1843, and perhaps suggests Dickens’s realisation that his story, intended to deliver a ‘sledgehammer blow’,2 had also become beloved. Here he lays clear his true intention: he is promoting the values of empathy and charity, through his book, to all who read it. 


The preface we read today also suggests that planting the ‘Ghost of an idea’ in his reader, even as early as this point in the novella, was preferable to preaching to them. Just as he does for Scrooge, maybe Dickens realised that the best way to invoke change was by allowing his audience to discover the moral of his tale for themselves. For Scrooge, there are literal Ghosts that guide him on his path to redemption, parallel to the ‘Ghost of an idea’ with which the reader is left.


In this respect, Dickens takes on a role almost like the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come. His role is not to tell the reader directly what they must do, but instead shows the reader a range of evidence which will help them to draw their own conclusion about how they can change the fortune of others. Scrooge and Dickens’s readers alike travel together on a moral journey, the novella acting as an allegory for the pursuit of kindness and charity, and the importance of community.


That Dickens describes his work as a ‘whimsical kind of masque’3 in the 1852 preface is also interesting. Masques were, traditionally, performances in the 16th and 17th centuries usually featuring acting and dance. The masques of the Stuart period were ‘always allegorical, featuring gods and goddesses from mythology and British history’4 which ‘portray[ed] the idealistic world of peace and harmony under divine kingship.’5 Even beyond the Stuart era, masques portrayed subjects ‘mythological, allegorical, or symbolic and [were] designed to be complimentary to the noble or royal host of the social gathering.’6 A Christmas Carol is deeply symbolic, its characters and events written as an allegory for the fate of society in Dickens’s real London. However, it is difficult to reconcile Dickens’s description of his novella as a ‘masque’ if a masque was designed to be complimentary to its subject. The focus of A Christmas Carol is firmly on Scrooge and his initially flawed, bitter and miserly character. Dickens is not generous in his description of Scrooge and in turn is not generous in his description of the countless men he hoped to address and influence. Arguably, the novella’s ending does go some way to redeem these people, if they would only change, but it is still not really complimentary to them.


Dickens’s reference to his work as ‘whimsical’ is also reflected in the 1843 preface – it is a ‘ghostly little book’, not intended to ‘put [his] readers out of humour with themselves.’ It is, in a way, almost apologetic: Dickens does not apparently wish to upset his reader, but instead to plant the seed of an idea through an entertaining tale. Whether or not he achieves this is a subject of great debate: whilst The Muppet Christmas Carol jokingly has Gonzo (as Dickens) declare that the events that are still to come are so terrifying that he will ‘meet [us] at the finale’,7 it is doubtless that there are elements of the novella, such as Scrooge being confronted by his own corpse, that are designed to play on the minds of the readers. The reader is almost lured in by this offhand preface, not knowing what may lie ahead, and what aspects of Scrooge’s arc will play on their minds. But perhaps this is the point? Perhaps this is precisely what Dickens intended – for his reader to read without feeling they would be scared, or lectured, but instead find their own meaning and make their own changes based on what they have read.


Stave analysis


‘MARLEY WAS DEAD: TO BEGIN WITH.’


The opening line of the novella must surely be amongst the most famous in the canon of English literature. The fate of Marley hangs heavy on Scrooge, and it is through the lens of Marley that he is able to examine his own likely end. Marley is the image of what Scrooge will become without action: their outcomes, without intervention, are one and the same. Even though the reader is not presented with Marley’s Ghost until much later in the Stave, his mention here in the opening line of the novella signposts to the reader how the two men, at this point, are irrevocably linked. Not only this, but the opening paragraph emphasises to the reader Scrooge’s fundamental loneliness – where they had been ‘Scrooge and Marley’ he is now just Scrooge, divorced from the one person who understood him most and understood his ambitions and drive intrinsically.


People and characters alike are complex. Dickens is suggesting one can feel like one knows a character, whilst simultaneously knowing very little about them at all. Dickens’s description of Scrooge at the start of the novella often seems to encourage readers to arrive at a very specific reading of the man: he is a miser who abhors others and is abhorred in return, who takes frugality to the point of cruelty; a man who refuses to support anyone around him. Dickens explores the cruelty and sadness of Scrooge’s childhood, and the reader softens. He encourages his readers not to take anything for granted and to explore the motivations of others with curiosity if we are to understand them, their stories and their journeys.


Finally, this opening line is also quite a shock: whilst the preface has set us up for the ‘Ghost of an idea’ in a metaphorical sense, a reader can be forgiven for thinking that they would not be confronted with the matter of death in so stark a manner so early in the novella.


‘OLD MARLEY WAS AS DEAD AS A DOOR-NAIL.’


This idiom has its foundations as early as the mid 14th century, with the first printed example in the 1350 translation of the French poem ‘Guilliame de Palerne’: ‘For but ich haue bote of mi bale I am ded as dorenayl.’8 There is no definitive reason as to why ‘door-nail’ might have been chosen above, for example, ‘coffin-nail’. In the context of Victorian England it is probable Dickens knew the phrase most from Shakespeare’s Henry VI, Part 2, in which the rebel, Jack Cade, tells Alexander Iden that ‘if I do not leave you all as dead as a doornail, I pray God I may never eat grass more.’9 Even Dickens’s narrator questions why the idiom leans so heavily on the concept of a ‘door-nail’ as opposed to a ‘coffin-nail’ (which is the ‘deadest piece of ironmongery’). By the same token, Dickens’s narrator does not wish to ‘disturb’ the history of the phrase; he does not wish to interrogate it with any particular ferocity. This is interesting to ponder, though appears to be disregarded by Dickens in a letter he wrote to a reader in which he observed:




My meaning… [is] I don’t know what there is particularly dead about a door-nail, [in] that I don’t know what a door-nail is more dead… than anything else that never had a life.10





However, there is something almost sarcastic and scathing about Dickens’s words here when he swats aside much of the complexity of the idiom in the line: ‘the wisdom of our ancestors is in the simile.’ This phrase is taken from Edmund Burke’s ‘Speech on Conciliation with the American Colonies’ in 1775. He spoke of ‘a profound reverence for the wisdom of our ancestors’ when appealing for peace over the Civil War in order to protect industry and wealth. Many radical 19th century reformers such as Dickens felt contempt towards this phrase and idea.11 They were critical of Burke’s opinion that people should listen to, and obey, the words of their predecessors and not challenge the status quo. The social reformers of the 19th century who wished to overthrow the laws railed against any suggestion that they should pay heed to ‘the wisdom of their ancestors’. Dickens’s ire towards this phrase was so strong he had a range of dummy book spines made up for display on his bookshelves at Gads Hill, including a series entitled The Wisdom of Our Ancestors which comprised titles including Ignorance, Superstition and Disease.12


The doornail in question in both Dickens’s and Shakespeare’s work likely refers to the manufacture of doors. Doors were made using wooden boards and long, hand-forged nails. The nail would be driven through the vertical panels and horizontal stretcher boards so that it would be very difficult to rend the two apart. To cement the connection, the end of the nail would be hammered down, flat against the door. A nail bent in this way was said to be ‘dead’, as it could not be used again – thus the idiom ‘as dead as a doornail’.13


However, there is another apparent origin for this well-used phrase taken from the same process of manufacturing doors. In this instance, the long nails used would have needed to have been ‘hit on the head’ with a hammer rather more times than an average nail. As a result, by the time the head of the nail was flush with the surface of the wood, it was flattened and, had it been alive, would most certainly now be dead.14


Regardless of its etymological root, a person who is ‘as dead as a doornail’ in this sense is resolutely deceased: they can serve no purpose and cannot be, in any way, ‘reused’. There is a subtle irony here from Dickens, then, who, in just a few short pages, uses Marley as a catalyst for the start of Scrooge’s redemption arc. Marley is ‘reused’ and indeed is fundamental to the plot of the novella through his interjection with his former business partner. Without his explanation of Scrooge’s likely end, the protagonist is perhaps even less likely to listen to, or appreciate, the lessons of the Ghosts. It is suggestive of the fact that, in Dickens’s eyes, no one is past the point of redemption or reuse: whilst Scrooge may seem as though he is cut from the same cloth as Marley, he is still salvageable.


Dickens also draws a comparison between the certainty of the death of Marley and the ‘wonderful’ outcome of the novella. The reader must understand Marley’s state to be as similarly transformed by the story as Scrooge will be. Scrooge is fully aware Marley is dead at the novella’s opening, and the shock of seeing him as a ghost is the inciting incident. The reader, too, must buy into Dickens’s story if they are to be similarly transformed. The frame of reference Dickens uses here is particularly illuminating, reminding us that as an audience we must be ‘perfectly convinced that Hamlet’s Father died before the play began’ in order to understand the character development of Hamlet himself. Similarly, whilst the death of Hamlet’s father is integral to the development of Hamlet’s character, so too is the death of Marley to Scrooge’s development. Marley’s imminent return as a ghost, just as Shakespeare wrote with Old Hamlet, will fundamentally change Scrooge’s life.


If one turns to Hamlet and Shakespeare’s evocative verse, we see Marcellus reflecting on Christmas folklore in relation to the appearance of ghosts:




MARCELLUS


It faded on the crowing of the cock.


Some say that ever ’gainst that season comes


Wherein our Saviour’s birth is celebrated,


The bird of dawning singeth all night long:


And then, they say, no spirit dares stir abroad;


The nights are wholesome; then no planets strike,


No fairy takes, nor witch hath power to charm,


So hallow’d and so gracious is the time.15





Shakespeare calls to mind a legend in which, at Christmas, a cockerel crows all night to ward off the visiting of ghosts. No such bird is apparent in A Christmas Carol, so the Christmas legend Dickens evokes here foreshadows the appearance of Marley’s Ghost.


Dickens’s narrator also comments on Hamlet’s character, describing his ‘weak mind’. Hamlet is ‘astonished’ by the sight of his father’s ghost, and it is interesting that Dickens describes him as weak-minded when his protagonist is about to face some ghosts of his own. Indeed, in the original manuscript Dickens went into considerably more detail regarding Hamlet’s character: ‘... although you perhaps think that Hamlet’s intellects were strong, I doubt it… He would be a most impracticable fellow to deal with.’16 Whilst these comments were later removed prior to publication, there is a sense Dickens holds more sympathy for the ghost of Old Hamlet than his son: ‘Hamlet’s self-absorption causes great difficulties for others and is not primarily the product of difficulties that others force upon him.’17 To that end, it seems apparent that Dickens’s sympathy lies with Marley more than it lies with Scrooge. Scrooge’s issues have been caused by his own self-absorption: he has not looked beyond his immediate vicinity for the greater good he could play in society and, as a result, he in turn causes additional issues. Marley is paying the penance for his actions: Scrooge is yet to pay his.


‘SCROOGE AND MARLEY’


In his repetition of ‘sole’ early in the Stave (‘Scrooge was his sole executor…’), Dickens conveys the self-imposed solitude Scrooge and Marley experienced as business partners. Not only this, but it also emphasises the acute loneliness Scrooge experienced following Marley’s death: he has been the only beneficiary of Marley’s estate, but has no one to share it with.


The reader is given a sense that Scrooge is very cold: on the day of Marley’s funeral, he ‘was an excellent man of business… and solemnised it with an undoubted bargain.’ This return to work is echoed later on when Scrooge is reluctant to allow Bob Cratchit a day off with pay, and when he witnesses his younger self lose Belle because of his obsession with money. His business and profit appear to come above all else, even the opportunity to mourn his friend. There is also the sense that Scrooge does not know what else to do with his time. He is desperately isolated and knows nothing other than work. Despite losing his only friend, he does not know how to mourn. He does not appear to possess the emotional range or ability to allow himself time to feel his feelings. Indeed, it is also the case that this word, ‘sole’, also reveals a great deal about Jacob Marley. If Scrooge is his ‘sole executor, his sole administrator…’, this suggests no one else wished to associate with Marley, or even to pay their respects at his funeral. Scrooge and Marley seem to be cut from the same, isolated cloth.


However, their relationship must have been a close one. Their working relationship was so co-dependent, even after seven years, that ‘Scrooge never painted out Marley’s name… he answered to both... It was all the same to him.’ Initially, a reader unfamiliar with Scrooge may be forgiven for thinking he has been incapable of handling the bereavement, and thus is paralysed to do anything about the shop name. It could also be argued, in ‘answer[ing]’ to Marley’s name, he continues to keep his partner alive in the memories of both himself and others. The lack of action taken over the shop name could also demonstrate an emotional parsimony: Scrooge is not willing or able to expend emotion on Marley, just as he is extremely financially frugal. If we look at this as a deliberate act, there is a real callousness to Scrooge’s actions: providing the business continues to be profitable, it makes no difference to Scrooge what he is called. Not only this, but in not painting out Marley’s name, Scrooge saves money on paint and labour. This is the first sign that Scrooge puts profit in front of everything else in his life, even his own identity. For him, the preservation of his business name is significantly more important than his own individual identity. Certainly the reader understands when the charity gentlemen arrive that he is not particularly well known as an individual, only as part of his partnership with Jacob Marley. Providing business continues to happen, everything else falls by the wayside for Scrooge.


Often it appears Scrooge does understand the power of names throughout the novella, he just – seemingly deliberately – neglects to see the importance of his own name unless it is likely to earn, or save, him money. Dickens often has Scrooge address characters multiple times: ‘“Why, it’s old Fezziwig! Bless his heart; it’s Fezziwig alive again!”’ or ‘“Dick Wilkins, to be sure!… He was very much attached to me, was Dick. Poor Dick!”’. In doing so, Dickens demonstrates Scrooge not only cares for these characters but also that he recognises the importance of individual identity for others, before himself.


It is not actually until the culmination of his communion with the Ghosts that we see Scrooge finally care about his own name, when he sees his own grave and headstone. The revelation that the grave is his, and Scrooge’s recognition of his future condition, is what helps the narrative catalyst take place, ready for his transformation.


‘HE WAS A TIGHT-FISTED HAND AT THE GRINDSTONE’


Dickens’s use of metaphor here really conveys the strength of Scrooge’s frugality and miserly behaviour. It is the very first description of Scrooge as an individual the reader encounters: until this point, it has centred on Scrooge in relation to Marley. Here, the reader sees for certain that Scrooge’s behaviour is always like this: it is not particular to his partnership with Marley, nor does it seem to be a grief-fuelled reaction.


The metaphor comes from a similar family of imagery – a reader might, for example, call to mind the image of keeping one’s nose to the grindstone. A grindstone is either a ‘rotating solid stone wheel used for sharpening [or] shaping’18 or ‘a millstone’.19 It is clear Dickens intends for Scrooge to be portrayed as a man who works hard and forces others to do the same – others like Bob Cratchit. This is combined, however, with the term ‘tight-fisted’. Scrooge is not only working relentlessly but he is doing so whilst simultaneously being desperately miserly and unwilling to spend money, even on those in his employ.


There is arguably a link here to Dickens’s – and other social reformers’ – anger towards workhouses. One particular type of ‘work’ people were forced to do in such establishments was to walk on a device called a treadmill. This treadmill could be used to turn a grindstone which in turn could mill corn (although the treadmill was sometimes used to pump water, or even was sometimes used without true purpose, just as a form of punishment). There is something more significant in Dickens’s use of this metaphor. Scrooge refuses to contribute to relief for the poor. He believes strongly the poor should go to prison or to workhouses. In holding these views and withholding his charity, Scrooge is literally a ‘hand at the grindstone’ – he is, by extension of his inaction, forcing others to work the grindstone; punishing them because of their circumstance.20




[image: The popular penal treadmill, also known as an “everlasting staircase” with steps set into two cast iron wheels and a long wooden cylinder with metal framing. A group of people is standing on the steps of these steps and the cylinder is moving by their weight.]




‘SCROOGE’


Scrooge’s name has become synonymous in modern society with the word ‘miser’. A person who does not like to spend money, closely guards the money they have or is not particularly charitable with their money can be referred to as a ‘Scrooge’, and there is a common understanding in modern parlance of what this means.


However, as early as 1844 the term ‘Scrooge’ was first used as an adjective in Thomas Hood’s Magazine and Comic Miscellany, wondering ‘whether we have not grown Scroogey.’21 In this context, Hood does not just mean a person who has a miserly approach to life. Instead, he wonders if people’s ‘heads have not become more inaccessible, our hearts more impregnable, our ears and eyes more dull and blind, to sounds and sights of human misery.’22 In this phrase, Hood appears to capture so much of what it means to be ‘Scroogey’ in the context of the novella. At its opening, Dickens presents Scrooge as someone who is resoundedly inaccessible both in terms of his approachability and with regards to his mind being almost impregnable to alternative thought or challenging ideas. He is ‘as hard and sharp as flint’ and ‘as solitary as an oyster’; he truly is the living embodiment of his name. Scrooge has also resolutely and seemingly deliberately removed himself from considering the ‘human misery’ his ‘fellow passengers to the grave’ suffer, and thus is truly ‘Scroogey’.


The term ‘Scrouge’, from which Dickens appears to have taken some influence, is a colloquial word meaning to ‘crush, squeeze or crowd’,23 and Dickens here reflects this in his description of Scrooge as a ‘squeezing, wrenching, grasping, clutching’ man. ‘Scrouge’ in itself has its history in the obsolete ‘scruze’ (a blend of screw and bruise) and ‘gouge’,24 and so Dickens’s Scrooge is cut through with a sense of tight-fisted and unpleasant behaviour. There is also something not only unpleasant but also dangerous about a man whose name conjures up a definition such as this. It is no wonder he is avoided by all on the street. It is suggestive of the fact that Scrooge ‘gouges’ money from others and leaves them damaged and ‘bruised’ as a result – perhaps not physically, but financially and emotionally.


Of course, to foreground the name ‘Scrooge’ does not make his forename, ‘Ebenezer’, any less significant or worthy of examination.


Dickens’s relationship with religion was more complex than one might assume, but the biblical roots of the name ‘Ebenezer’ cannot be coincidental. ‘Ebenezer’ is mentioned three times in the Bible and, each time, refers to ‘a stone of help’ in the Book of Samuel. The name is a portmanteau taken from two Hebrew words: ‘Eben’ meaning stone, and ‘ezer’ meaning helper.25 In the Book of Samuel, the people of Israel have gone through a long period of sadness and trouble. Led by a new priest and judge, Samuel, the Bible teaches that the people of Israel found new political security and, as a result, reconfirmed their dedication to God. To mark this moment, Samuel places a large stone at the place of restoration as a monument to God. To the people of Israel, according to biblical teachings, the stone represented repentance, mercy and healing. The stone symbolises a new beginning and a reversal of the passage of history.26 There is also a sense through this story that there is another ‘divine victory’ to come in the transformation of Scrooge. This is an image literalised by Dickens in Stave Four, when Scrooge is confronted with his name engraved upon a gravestone: the literal moment of Scrooge’s restoration and reformation. Arguably, Dickens’s selection of the name ‘Ebenezer’ foreshadows another victory of the divine.27


If ‘Scrooge’ holds connotations of miserly behaviour, ‘Ebenezer’ suggests the idea of a reversal of sorts; a reversal of fates. From the novella’s opening, Scrooge’s capacity for change has always been there – it is built fundamentally into his name, just as his status as being ‘as solitary as an oyster’ belies not only his hard exterior but the fact there may be a small pearl of hope inside, forged under pressure and against all odds.


This redemptive aspect to Scrooge’s name is reflected in Dickens’s apparent inspiration for the character. It is thought that Dickens adapted him in part from Gabriel Grub who features in The Pickwick Papers in ‘The Story of the Goblins Who Stole a Sexton’.28 This story is often thought of as the natural predecessor to Dickens’s Carol because it too ‘is a Christmas story which follows the reformation of a misanthropic curmudgeon through the agency of psychic visions administered by preternatural agents, resulting in a transformative comprehension of human suffering, beauty, and love.’29 Its protagonist, Grub, is described as ‘an ill-conditioned, cross-grained, surly fellow – a morose and lonely man, who consorted with nobody but himself.’30 Grub is a sexton (a person who looks after a church or churchyard, often ringing the bell and digging graves)31 and misanthrope, who is challenged by a goblin king and shown scenes from life that show Grub happiness, beauty and good cheer. Grub is transformed upon leaving the Goblin king’s cave, and spends his following days happily. The transformation from miserly sexton to a happy man could have been inspired by an actual carol: ‘Old Christmas Returned, or Hospitality Revived’. The final verse of the hymn seems most pertinent to Dickens’s work and his literary transformation of Scrooge:




Then let all curmudgeons, who dote on their wealth,


And value their treasure much more than their health,


Go hang themselves up, if they will be so kind,


Old Christmas with them but small welcome shall find:


They will not afford to themselves, without grief,


Plum-pudding, goose, capon, minced pies, and roast beef.32





The carol is described as ‘being a Looking-glass for rich Misers, wherein they may see… how much they are to blame for their penurious house-keeping.’33 As Michael Hearn writes, ‘Scrooge does just that and more when he reforms.’34


‘SQUEEZING, WRENCHING, GRASPING, SCRAPING…’


Dickens’s physical description of Scrooge stands metaphorically for the character’s personality and tells us a great deal about how Dickens desires the reader to understand his misanthropic anti-hero. His asyndetic list of verbs suggests that even this list could be incomplete: these words are emphatic in Scrooge’s capability for cruelty, but the asyndeton implies there is more still to come. Similarly, the lack of connectives here puts each of these verbs on a level playing field: all are equal; none are included as an afterthought. Dickens presents Scrooge as a man capable of viciousness and violence.


Not only this, but ‘there is a sense of physical manipulation in several of the words… which are terms indicating a lack of sensitivity.’35 Just as Scrooge had potentially reacted in a callous way by placing profit above emotion, here he lacks sensitivity in his physical approach to life. ‘Scrooge imposes his will on the world around him, forcing it to produce the results he desires.’36 This is not a world in which Scrooge exists; it is a world which Scrooge believes he can manipulate and shape for his own gains. This emphasises the difficulty the Ghosts will have: he is not open to change, not open to suggestion and not open to allowing others to show him the way.


These words can be broadly separated into two categories. Firstly, the words ‘grasping’ and ‘covetous’ are broad synonyms for one another. Both give a sense of avarice and greed: in Scrooge’s case, the wealth of others that he desires for his own. The fact Dickens uses two similar words in his asyndetic list emphasises to the reader the level of greed exhibited by this character. He is not only ‘grasping’ but also ‘covetous’: he is ruthless and relentless in his greed.


The second group of words – ‘squeezing’, ‘wrenching’, ‘grasping’, ‘scraping’ and ‘clutching’ – are, interestingly, all actions which can be performed by hands. Whether this is pressing together (‘squeezing’), pulling or twisting suddenly or violently (‘wrenching’), dragging or pulling using fingertips (‘scraping’) or holding tight to something (‘grasping’, ‘clutching’), they are all words to describe Scrooge’s attitude towards money. There is something almost parasitic about this image. Scrooge is a destructive force, figuratively rending people apart in order to enhance his wealth.


Dickens appears to correlate all of these characteristics with sin, describing Scrooge as an ‘old sinner’. This may call to mind for the reader any number of biblical allusions focused on the sin of greed. One example, from the First Book of Timothy, says: ‘For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through with many sorrows.’37 This is arguably true of Scrooge, whose singular purpose is to covet wealth for himself to the detriment of all else. Dickens demonstrates the perils, sin and consequences of avarice.


‘HARD AND SHARP AS FLINT’


The idea of being ‘hard’ and ‘sharp’ is something one can easily associate with the character of Scrooge. There is more to be said, however, for his comparison to ‘flint’. Whilst flint can be damaging, traditionally knapped into arrowheads millennia hence, there remains great skill and craftsmanship needed, as the material is easily chipped, breaking into sharp-edged pieces.38 Does this suggest Scrooge, too, is more easily broken than his appearance belies? In the Stone Age, flint was monumentally valuable, with evidence that people would travel many miles to buy flint or trade with it. This sense of value echoes in Scrooge’s desire for money, but also suggests that despite his self-imposed isolation there is something in him that society may yet find appealing and important.


Dickens mentions that, despite being as ‘hard and sharp as flint’, flint has never, through the use of a steel, ‘struck out generous fire’. The use of ‘generous’ not only conveys a sense that Scrooge is not generous but also, if a purpose of flint is to generate fire and in this case it has not done so, that he has not fulfilled his purpose in life. There is more to come; he has more to offer: there is a chance he will grow in generosity. The phrase is also suggestive of the fact that he still has capacity to fulfil his potential. Perhaps the Ghosts represent the ‘steel’ which will finally light Scrooge’s fire. This imagery around heat and fire cannot be coincidental, given that Dickens shortly launches into a description of Scrooge laden with imagery around frost, ice and cold weather. At his core, Scrooge has the capacity to thaw. Without this, Scrooge may never have had the capacity for change, after all.


‘AS SOLITARY AS AN OYSTER’


The words ‘secret’ and ‘self-contained’ feel almost superfluous: these characteristics are implied already through the connotations of an ‘oyster’, and so Dickens is really emphasising to the reader the extent to which Scrooge is separate, having exiled himself from his fellow men.


Oysters are also capable of producing pearls. They are precious, and the image implies that Scrooge contains something valuable and worthy. Pearls are created when an irritant makes its way inside an oyster shell. In order to protect itself, the oyster creates a sac around the irritant, coating this steadily over time with nacre, producing the beautiful lustre that covers pearls. The growth of a pearl takes some time – generally at least three years, but often as many as seven39 – and so this suggests Scrooge will take time to be ready to change. The fact that a pearl can take seven years to finish forming seems deeply significant in relation to the fact that Marley died seven years before the novella’s opening. It is interesting to play with the idea that Dickens knew this about pearls, and perhaps included it for this reason. Conceivably it was Marley’s death that triggered the first flicker of redemption in Scrooge; the moment it was subconsciously realised Scrooge had something precious inside: the capacity for change.


It is this simile, then, that acts as a ‘master-trope’40 for the story: ‘one that casts new light not only on Scrooge but on imagery and meaning in the Carol as a whole.’41 He holds something precious, he is capable of change, and even though Dickens does his best to hide this from the reader, a glimmer of redemption is already there. 


‘THE COLD WITHIN HIM FROZE HIS OLD FEATURES’


Despite the suggestion there is something within Scrooge capable of ‘fire’, Dickens goes to great lengths to describe the coldness which pervades both Scrooge’s character and appearance at the novella’s opening. Within the space of a little over a paragraph, Dickens collects together a lexical field of the cold including words and phrases such as: ‘cold’, ‘froze’, ‘nipped’, ‘blue’, ‘frosty rime’, ‘low temperature’, ‘iced’ and ‘thaw’. There is a sense of hyperbole here. ‘Frosty rime’ in particular seems redundant, given that ‘rime’ is, itself, another term for frost.42 Even more so, his coldness is perennial: he ‘iced his office in the dog-days’. ‘Dog-days’ describes the hottest days of the year in July and August, through reference to which Dickens suggests the unstoppably cold character of Scrooge.


To the Greeks and Romans, these ‘dog days’ often brought with them ‘fever, or even catastrophe’.43 This is not true for Scrooge, so Dickens might be suggesting that in acting the way he does, Scrooge treads always in the middle ground. He unquestionably focuses his time and energy on the generation of wealth. Do other emotions detract from his core purpose? His ‘cold’ and ‘frosty’ attitude means that other things – and, importantly, other people – do not get in the way of his pursuit of money. This consistent attitude is reflected in the next paragraph of the novella, where Dickens writes the hail, sleet and snow ‘often “came down” handsomely, and Scrooge never did.’ He is consistent and persistent, with a singular raison d’être.


‘EVEN THE BLIND MEN’S DOGS APPEARED TO KNOW HIM’


If it is the case that Scrooge’s personality is carefully crafted and honed, and we believe as readers that he has done this either to focus on making money or otherwise to protect himself from further emotional harm, it has been done compellingly enough that even animals can sense he is a malcontent. The dogs seem to declare ‘no eye at all is better than an evil eye’, conjuring up classical imagery ‘associated with witchcraft and sorcery… and other evils caused by malevolent human beings.’44 That Scrooge is observed as being malevolent crystallises a reader’s first impression that they are presented with a cold-hearted, unredeemable miser. He ‘edge[s] his way along the crowded paths of life’, and he feels this has been successful for him.


‘ONCE UPON A TIME – OF ALL THE GOOD DAYS IN THE YEAR’


Once Dickens has introduced his reader to Scrooge it feels as if he begins the storytelling truly with his use of the phrase ‘once upon a time’. This phrase has been particularly prevalent in oral storytelling traditions since 1595.45 So many stories in the Western canon which begin with ‘once upon a time’ inevitably end with ‘and they all lived happily ever after’, and there is certainly a sense at this early point in A Christmas Carol that things will end positively for Scrooge. He has already been described as an ‘oyster’ – capable of containing something very precious – and thus has the burgeoning potential for happiness. Feasibly, Dickens is suggesting that even those who seem the most irredeemable have the capacity for change. If his story is a moral one, intended to teach his readers how they ought to act, hinting that Scrooge’s outcome will be a positive one at the outset plants a seed of change in the reader, too.


As Scrooge’s story begins, we are told that it is ‘cold, bleak, biting weather’. Having explored Scrooge’s own ‘cold temperature’ the setting reflects this, even down to the almost violent imagery he chooses: the weather is ‘biting’. As is usual in the winter in England, the skies being quite dark at 3.00 p.m. is not altogether unusual. However, Dickens comments specifically that ‘it had not been light all day’. This, coupled with the fact that the houses opposite look like ‘mere phantoms’ and nature is ‘brewing on a large scale’ foreshadows the events ahead, and it is with this that Dickens can introduce some characters against whom the reader can measure Scrooge.


Dickens’s inspiration for A Christmas Carol


In his essay ‘The Death of the Author’, Roland Barthes argues ‘the explanation of a work is always sought in the man or woman who produced it, as if it were always… the voice of a single person, the author “confiding” in us.’46 He goes on to argue that ‘the removal of the Author [from our analysis]… utterly transforms the modern text… to give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text.’47 This argument for looking at the author and text as two unrelated concepts is interesting: it is in knowing the text as a stand-alone entity that the reader is able to make meaning with it.


However, with regards to A Christmas Carol we not only have extant documents, drafts and letters from Dickens laying out, clearly, his intentions as a writer, but we also seemingly have the author inserting himself directly into the narrative, pulling the reader out of the story with his reflections on Hamlet, jokes about a ‘bad young Act of Parliament’ and interjections about ‘Saint Dunstan’. A Christmas Carol can undoubtedly exist and be read happily without further knowledge of the writer and his unwavering beliefs, but it is also arguably true that to truly read the novella, and to understand the powerful message it conveys, one must also look to Dickens and his true intent.


After the Dickens family moved from Chatham to London in 1823, Charles Dickens found himself living in ‘an ever increasing poverty at home.’48 Within a year his father was in debtors’ prison, and a young Dickens turned his attention from school and towards trying to support his family by sticking the labels on bottles of blacking for ten hours a day at just 12 years old.49 These were hard, long days, at odds with the rather more genteel experience of life in Chatham and it is easy to imagine the influence this may have had on the adult Dickens. The difficulties of his childhood replicate themselves in much of his work.


His preoccupation with the societal disregard of the poor pervaded not only his work but his life, too. Dickens engaged readily with fundraisers, became an outspoken critic of the government and campaigned and lobbied for the rights of the poor. In 1843, Dickens was invited to a fundraising dinner for the Charterhouse Square infirmary. This infirmary cared for elderly men living in poverty, but Dickens was floored by the irony of the event: it was filled with rich men who had made their fortunes in the City.50 He later wrote to a friend, the dramatist Douglas Jerrold, that he saw the men as ‘sleek, slobbering, bow-paunched, overfed, apoplectic, snorting cattle.’51 Whilst this description does not appear to echo Dickens’s later description of Scrooge, it does seem reminiscent of his repulsive description of the men whom Scrooge had known, discussing the arrangements for his funeral. By this point in the novella Scrooge is well on his way to having changed and so it is all the more stark that one of the men is described as ‘a great fat man with a monstrous chin’, whilst another has ‘a pendulous excrescence on the end of his nose’.


Later in 1843, Dickens read the Parliamentary Commission on the Employment of Women and Children, and this lit the metaphorical touch paper for his desire to do something powerful to raise the profile of the issues facing the poor. The statistics in this paper are truly shocking. Despite a decline in the number of young children employed in collieries, the report details that in Derbyshire 725 under 13s were employed, and in Yorkshire ‘it [was] not uncommon… for infants of five years old to be employed in the pits.’52 This is such a difficult and upsetting concept to consider, before one even acknowledges the child testimony included in the report. The words of nine-year-old Philip Phillips are just one example of countless others of the appalling conditions these children faced:




‘Began work when seven years old. Has often fallen asleep when tired. Runs home and gets bread and cheese. Was burnt by the fire-damp nine months since, and laid by five months, expected to die. When the accident took place, some men were in the mine; one had got into the old work. The men were first burned. I was carried home by a man; the fire hurt me very badly; it took the skin from my face. Have returned to work three months. Father is a carpenter. Mother has eight children, three out at work.’ [Face quite disfigured.]53





Dickens described himself as being ‘perfectly stricken down’54 by what he had read. He felt the desire to have an impact and spread the word about the horrific conditions these women and children were working in, and decided initially to write a pamphlet entitled ‘An Appeal to the People of England, on Behalf of the Poor Man’s Child’. He thought that, with his name attached, this could have an impact.55


However, he soon came to realise it would be more powerful to engage directly with people’s emotions, and thus felt ‘the heaviest blow in [his] power’ he could make on behalf of those detailed in the report would be through publishing a novel. This would be the ‘sledge-hammer force’56 he felt was necessary. It would, he believed, ‘have “twenty thousand times the force” of a government pamphlet.’57


In the October of that year, Dickens was invited to give a speech in support of the Manchester Athenaeum. When looking at the text of the speech it is clear to see that this was precisely the kind of institution Dickens supported and wanted to see more of. The Athenaeum was set up to provide education to the working men and women of Manchester, and his speech lays great importance on the value of education. Dickens describes the building as a: ‘splendid temple sacred to the education and improvement of a large class of those who, in their various useful stations, assist in the production of our wealth’.58


His words also poured bitter scorn on the rich, whom he described as having been ‘born and bred for no other purpose than to pass into currency counterfeit and mischievous scraps of wisdom’59 and who had described ‘a little learning as a dangerous thing.’60 In the speech, Dickens questioned the knowledge and understanding of the rich, offering to:




[carry] them into certain gaols and nightly refuges [he] kn[e]w of, where [his] own heart die[d] within [him], when [he] [saw] thousands of immortal creatures condemned, without alternative or choice, to tread, not what our great poet calls the ‘primrose path’ to the everlasting bonfire, but one of jaded flints and stones, laid down by brutal ignorance, and held together, like the solid rocks, by years of this most wicked axiom.61





Their views were anathema to him, and Dickens was passionate about righting their misconceptions and their damaging actions.


It was during this trip that Dickens was confronted not only with the life of the poor but also the difficulties many people who lived with disabilities faced at this time. Dickens’s nephew, Harry, lived in Manchester with his mother (Dickens’s sister) Fanny, and taught Dickens a valuable lesson about the intense difficulties that faced the family as a result. It is easy to see why Dickens included the plight of Tiny Tim: not only was Dickens affected by what he had read in the Parliamentary report, but he could see for himself in his young nephew how difficult life truly could be.62


It is easy to see why Dickens included an intrusive narrator. Whilst we cannot know for certain whether the voice is that of Dickens himself, the intrusive voice certainly has commonality with some of Dickens’s own points of view. The fact the narrator tells the reader directly that it ‘is standing in the spirit at [our] elbow’ does suggest it may be Dickens himself, who we know had such strong and unassailable views about what society needed to do immediately to protect the rights and lives of the poor.


There is a conversational tone to these asides, putting the reader and narrator into a trusting, almost confessional partnership: he is sharing his own thoughts with the reader and we are therefore guided by that voice. Dickens’s use of a metafictional narrator helps him convey his message to the widest number of people, with greater impact than a pamphlet or essay. Yet in self-consciously calling attention to itself as a work of fiction, the reader is removed from the plot; our disbelief is suspended momentarily, and in doing so we trust what we are being told and thus are more likely to internalise the message Dickens is trying to convey. 


Narrative structure


The overall narrative structure of A Christmas Carol is important to consider. There are many allegorical aspects to the novella, to the extent one could argue that, at its core, it is an example of a fairy story sharing many features with the genre. Before one even examines the specific literary features of fairy stories, it is pertinent to consider that fairy stories, myths and legends were originally passed through the oral tradition.63 19th century fiction, and particularly Dickens’s work, often plays with the differences between the oral and written storytelling traditions. In these stories, there is ‘a partially concealed… tension between speaking – presented as truer, more spontaneous, more natural – and the arts of reading and writing.’64 Written stories were often considered as being ‘artificial and lacking in sincerity’.65 Arguably, this is a clear rationale for Dickens’s inclusion of narrative asides and fourth wall breaks. Whilst these moments add texture, Dickens also uses them to ‘imply a greater authenticity… the narrator’s speaking presence supposedly confirms the story.’66 When one considers Dickens’s purpose in his novella, this authentic voice could be a reliable and convincing influence on his readers. Dickens himself often read aloud from his books, and his Christmas stories were particularly popular. He read widely both for charity and, for the first time in 1858, on a ticketed tour,67 and so the oral tradition on which his writing was based was borne out in his performance. He could both literally and figuratively have the ear of his reader and capture their imaginations as fairy stories, myths and legends had for centuries.


Not only this, but ‘there was certainly a strong association in Dickens’s mind between fairy-tales and Christmas, both of which he connected with the idea of conversion.’68 The link between A Christmas Carol and fairy story lore is also borne out in the monomyth theory, also known as the Hero’s journey. It suggests that mythological stories – often including those from folklore and thus fairy stories – have specific features in common which mark them out as being of this genre. Countless stories can be mapped against this theory. The monomyth theory, described most famously by Joseph Campbell in The Hero with a Thousand Faces, states that from countless stories a reader will always read ‘the one, shape-shifting yet marvellously constant story.’69 A Christmas Carol falls fairly seamlessly into this same structure.




[image: Stages of the Hero’s Journey; starting from the call to adventure to revelation and return via known and unknown routes.]




If we take these stages on the Hero’s Journey in turn, we can soon70 plot A Christmas Carol against these traditional fairy tale beats.


CALL TO ADVENTURE


For Scrooge, this begins earlier in the novella than he realises. Dickens’s inclusion of details around Marley’s funeral and the anniversary of his death, alongside the ‘locomotive hearse going on before him in the gloom’, prime readers for the journey Scrooge will shortly embark upon.


SUPERNATURAL AID


When Scrooge is initially visited by the ghost of Jacob Marley, he is reluctant to listen or to believe in what he sees. Often, stories which follow the monomyth include a character refusing the call to adventure. However, in order to embark on his adventure Scrooge must pay attention to the supernatural aid: Marley takes the role of the guardian of the threshold in the monomyth model. It is Marley who sets up the purpose of Scrooge’s forthcoming journey and the mechanics by which this will take place. Linking further to Dickens’s belief about the close links between Christmas and conversion, he uses Scrooge’s imagination and belief to help catalyse his redemption: ‘being converted to a new way of life was intimately bound up with the transformative powers of the imagination.’71 He must believe in what he sees in order to be transformed.


THRESHOLD


As Scrooge allows the Ghost of Christmas Past to lay its hand on his heart, he literally crosses the threshold into a realm of fantasy, moving from the real world into an imaginative one. When one examines the shape of fairy stories, they almost always include the hero undergoing a process of crossing an often-physical threshold in order to begin their literal – and metaphorical – journey. In taking this step through the wall and away, Scrooge is arguably truly starting the process by which he will be transformed. Whilst Dickens has presented Scrooge as having the potential for change and the potential for good, it is only in his physical journey that he can be equipped with the skills and knowledge needed to allow him to redeem himself.


CHALLENGES AND TEMPTATIONS


Through the actions of the three spirits acting as mentors and helpers, Scrooge is continually challenged to reflect on the decisions he has made and the impact they have had. The Ghost of Christmas Past shows Scrooge the origins of his current form – Scrooge must challenge difficult memories from his childhood and early adulthood. The Ghost of Christmas Present shows Scrooge the impact of his decisions now; he is encouraged to challenge the actions he has performed, but he is also tempted by what he sees, for example when Scrooge joins in with the Christmas games at Fred’s house. The Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come challenges Scrooge to atone for what he has done by showing him the outcome of his actions on others.


REVELATION, TRANSFORMATION AND ATONEMENT


Dickens presents Scrooge’s revelation at the moment at which he sees his own gravestone. This is the narrative abyss, as described in the Hero’s Journey, and it is only in seeing his own literal death that he is able to be metaphorically reborn. In that moment Scrooge finally and openly atones for his actions and pledges to make the changes necessary to suit his redeemed character.


RETURN


It is on Scrooge’s return from the magical realm with his supernatural guides that the reader sees the actions he takes having changed and having been transformed. It is the final short Stave which Dickens uses to achieve what is arguably Scrooge’s fairy tale ending.


However, Dickens does something even more interesting. Throughout A Christmas Carol, he melds the supernatural elements with gritty and at times horrific realism.




An explanation for this juxtaposition could be that Dickens attempts to mirror the content of the story in its form and style. Scrooge, a personification of utilitarian ideas, rejects everything that is done because of irrational emotions instead of logic. Changing him from a miserable capitalist to a sympathetic human being can only be done by irrational and magic elements. Consequently, the elements of a realistic world are continuously confronted with fairy tale motifs.72










SCROOGE AT A GLANCE


RESOURCE 1.1
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HOW?



Pre-reading activities


BIG QUESTION


Big Questions are immensely powerful things. By focusing the lesson around answering one key enquiry question, students are able to see the goal they are reaching for from the outset of the lesson. Big Questions can be extended or scaffolded with prompts and sub-questions, but the outcome is the same: all students in a classroom can capture their knowledge around a particular aspect of the novella.


These Big Questions should be planned for, and ‘need to be tight, focused, rooted in real scholarship, visible across a sequence of lessons [and] constantly referred to.’73 These kinds of questions ‘may not have a unique, correct answer, but any answer that is the result of a collective construction of knowledge will have fulfilled its purpose.’74 Students should be able to respond to a Big Question with an element of personal response, in the case of English Literature, rooted in the text they are studying. Some Big Questions may also be able to be pitched again and again. This lesson’s Big Question is one which could theoretically be asked in each and every lesson.


Who is Scrooge?


I usually use the Big Question as the title for the lesson, as it focuses students’ attention on this core knowledge necessary for success.


THE PREFACE


Dickens’s preface begins to paint a picture of his purpose when writing it. Whilst the context in which Dickens was writing is best revealed gradually, at the most apt moment, the insight given by the preface often whets the appetite for students.


When it comes to discussion, prompt questions are often a good way to spark conversation amongst students coming to the text for the first time. You could use questions like those presented in Resource 1.2 to support this task.


RESOURCE 1.2
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READ, RE-READ AND READ AGAIN


It is the language of Dickens where this lesson’s pre-reading activities truly begin. In the first two paragraphs of the novella, you might select and pre-teach the following words before reading in full:
















	clergyman


	A person with a religious duty, especially in Christianity







	’Change


	Short for ‘Exchange’ – the Royal Exchange, a place for trading money and stocks (a type of investment linked to business ownership)







	ironmongery


	Something made of metal







	unhallowed


	Not blessed; not regarded as holy or sacred










It is really important to bring the definition of these words to a pupil friendly point: it would be counter-productive if the definitions are also difficult to understand. Definitions could be adapted to suit your specific students.


Presenting students with the words and their definitions should not, however, be the be-all and end-all. A quick activity before reading commences can help start cementing the meaning of these words in students’ minds.


Asking students to draw a small icon to represent the meaning of each word can help them better recall it; transforming the term into an image easy for them to recall is what is key, here. It is possible (though perhaps improbable) that in a class you may see 30 different drawings from 30 different students, but if their meaning is clear to the students themselves, this is what matters most.


Alternatively, or additionally depending on the number and complexity of the selected vocabulary, you could ask students to use the words in a sentence which is unrelated to the novella to expand their frame of reference – after all, they may encounter these words in other contexts. Students could also consider the list they have in front of them and predict the ‘big ideas’ Dickens will explore in the extract they will be reading. Whilst their inferences may be incorrect, the aim of this strategy is not to focus on a right answer but to start laying the foundations for their understanding of Dickens’s plot, characters and themes.


Furthermore, words chosen to be pre-taught can be looked at from an angle of interleaving. Where appropriate, teachers could ask students if they can connect these words to any other text they have studied across Key Stage 3 and 4. For example, if Macbeth was taught before A Christmas Carol in an English curriculum, the word ‘unhallowed’ could be used to generate a discussion of the ‘unhallowed’ actions committed in Shakespeare’s play to cement students’ understanding of the word and generate stronger inferences of its presence in A Christmas Carol as a result.


Here, then, we can see how ‘read, re-read and read again’ can form a solid bridge between pre-reading activities and the reading of the text.


Reading the text


READ, RE-READ AND READ AGAIN (CONTINUED)


At this point, reading can commence, with special attention paid to the words which have been introduced to the class. For example, the reading process might look something like this:




Teacher: ‘Marley was dead: to begin with. There is no doubt whatever about that. The register of his burial was signed by the clergyman...’ Ooh, there’s that word, ‘clergyman’. Who can remind me what ‘clergyman’ means?


Stuart: A clergyman is a person with a religious duty, especially in Christianity.


Teacher: Brilliant, thank you. So let’s read that again, but this time we’ll replace the word with its definition. ‘The register of his burial was signed by the person with a religious duty’. And Amy, what other jobs could be considered part of the clergy?


Amy: How about a priest or a vicar?


Teacher: Great. Okay, so let’s read that again now we’re certain what it means: ‘The register of his burial was signed by the clergyman...’





By foregrounding these words we can deliberately model what it is to be intellectually curious about vocabulary. Notice, too, how you can build students’ broader knowledge of it beyond the confines of the novella by teasing out examples from the wider world. Both of these techniques can help students to understand more of what they read, and thus engage more deeply with Dickens’s craft.


In doing this, we are able to read, re-read (substituting the definition for the word) and read again, cementing students’ understanding. Of course, this level of detail would not be possible for every single word and may not always be appropriate or useful in your context, particularly with regards to flow. However, repetition really helps when a lack of understanding, or misunderstanding, of the vocabulary has the opportunity to hamper comprehension. As we wrote in Ready to Teach: Macbeth, ‘a lesson spent reading is not a lesson wasted’,75 and the same is absolutely true here.


COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS


When reading it is important to use questions to elicit active engagement with the text and to check for understanding. Therefore, the following questions might be useful either during or after reading, and could be used to prompt discussion or even summary writing. The questions you might like to use could therefore include:




	Why is Marley described as being as ‘dead as a door-nail’?


	What was the relationship between Scrooge and Marley?


	What did Scrooge do on the afternoon of Marley’s funeral?


	In what way does Dickens link Marley’s death to the plot of Hamlet?


	What remained above the shop door after Marley’s death?


	What do people sometimes call Scrooge, and what does he think about it?


	What does Scrooge look like?


	What impact does the weather have on Scrooge?


	How is Scrooge treated by others in the street?


	How do guide dogs react to Scrooge?


	Why does Scrooge like this?


	What is the weather like? What kind of atmosphere does this create?





Reading activities


Once students have a clear understanding of the basics of what happens in this section of the text, your attention can turn to looking in closer detail at the description of Scrooge.


DECLUTTERED DESCRIPTION


As I have already touched upon, the language of Dickens can sometimes feel a little impenetrable for students. By using a mechanism such as decluttered description, we are able to pare down the vocabulary to help students make clear and precise inferences about the text. Chris Curtis writes about this decluttered description approach in How to Teach English. It ‘allows students to analyse the text more effectively by focusing on the words in finer detail.’76 This close focus on individual words is exceptionally powerful: ‘English is never about the number of observations but the quality of the response.’77


For the description of Scrooge, select the most important words and list them so they are clearly laid out for individual consideration. A selection of vocabulary could include the suggestions in Resource 1.3. Ask students to use these words to form an initial, overarching impression of Scrooge.


They can also use this list for some close, word-level analysis away from the rest of the text, thus experiencing a lower cognitive load as a result. Dickens’s language choices here reveal a huge amount about Scrooge. Encourage students to annotate the decluttered description, thinking about the impact of authorial choices. This not only allows students to develop their analytical understanding of the text but also encourages them to think carefully about the author and his intentions: it is, from this early point in their study of the Carol, foregrounding the idea of it as a deliberate construct which will be so important in their ongoing study of literature.


RESOURCE 1.3




[image: Diagram of Resource 1.3]




WORDS, WORDS, WORDS


This analysis can then be taken a step further. Students could use the same words as were selected for the decluttered description activity. Equally, allowing them to select their own words from the wider text can be just as powerful in helping them to independently practise selecting judicious quotations. They can then use these interesting selections to make multiple, powerful considerations about the writer’s intent.


Another point of exploration here would be in examining in more detail Dickens’s asyndetic list – and therefore to also explore with them the purpose and impact of asyndeton which conveys the sense of almost limitless possibility.


For each word selected, students should arrive at three reasons as to why they think Dickens has made these language choices. In doing this, students are able to ‘tease out meaning.’78 This idea is also from Curtis, and he explains his thought process behind such a task, stating ‘the great thing about looking at things like this is that it declutters the thought process and places emphasis on the understandable.’79 An example of how this might look can be seen in Resource 1.4.


RESOURCE 1.4
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TEACHING TIER 2 VOCABULARY


Teaching students powerful vocabulary is exceptionally rewarding because it empowers them to speak and write eloquently about the texts they encounter. Students could absolutely describe Scrooge as greedy, and they would not be in any way wrong. However, in explicitly teaching them a word such as ‘parsimonious’, students have at their fingertips a powerful word which describes Scrooge incredibly well and also speaks to the excessive frugality he exhibits.


By using a model like the one in Resource 1.5, students are able to not only explore the word but also actively engage with it, helping their understanding of it both in the context of the novella and in a far broader sense. I am a firm believer that we do a disservice to our students if we solely teach them to pass an exam. We have a unique opportunity as teachers to help students understand and express themselves in the wider world, and in ‘thinking hard’80 about vocabulary we help our students to do this. Not only this, but in our teaching the etymology and root of the word students may be able to recognise these building blocks of vocabulary elsewhere.


RESOURCE 1.581
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Answering the Big Question


To complete the lesson, students should answer the Big Question. To do this, they should draw upon the reading and activities completed. A focus on the overarching first impressions students have of Scrooge is important, but they should also be asked to write in detail about the individual words they have examined either through the decluttered description task or the ‘words, words, words’ task. Additionally, students could link some of these words to their work on parsimony.


A brief writing frame or sentence stems, like those which follow, could help students with gathering their thoughts and ideas.




	In his initial description, Dickens presents Scrooge as… .


	The word ‘...’ makes me think/ feel/ imagine… . It could also suggest… . Alternatively, Dickens’s use of this word could imply… .


	To make us feel …, Dickens shows us… .


	I think Dickens is trying to present Scrooge as... .





Suggested ‘Extra Challenge’ activities




	‘At its core, A Christmas Carol is a fairy story.’ Discuss. (N.B. This activity requires further understanding of the novella.)


	‘Parsimony is only problematic when it goes unchecked and unchallenged.’ Discuss.


	‘There is nothing redemptive about Dickens’s portrayal of Scrooge so far.’ To what extent do you agree?





Key vocabulary


parsimony, asyndeton
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CHAPTER 2


Stave One: Scrooge’s nephew


Who is Fred?


Navigation point: ‘The door of Scrooge’s counting-house…’ to ‘I’ll retire to Bedlam.’




WHAT?


Stave analysis


‘A DISMAL LITTLE CELL BEYOND’


It is at this point readers see Scrooge interact with others for the first time. He is a distrusting figure, one who keeps the door to his counting-house open so he can observe his clerk, the as yet unnamed Bob Cratchit. The fact that Scrooge distances himself from Bob offers readers an early indication as to the roles both men play.


A counting-house is a ‘room or building set aside for bookkeeping, correspondence and business transactions’, a term dating as far back as the mid 15th century.1 It is pertinent, then, that Scrooge should be found here, his fear of poverty and subsequent parsimony dictating he must be in control of everything. Cratchit is relegated to a ‘dismal little cell’, shunned and cast aside by a man who values pecuniary matters over the welfare of others. This space has clearly had little money spent on it, for it serves the purpose it was built for, its dismality a further extension of Scrooge’s misery.


It is this misery which confines Bob to the ‘cell’ he works in. ‘Cell’ derives from the early 12th century, meaning ‘small monastery’ and later a ‘small room for a monk or a nun in a monastic establishment’. If we read the word in this sense, we understand how isolated Bob Cratchit’s working space is. Indeed, ‘cell’ roots itself in the Latin ‘cella’, meaning a ‘small room’ or ‘store room’. This also links to the Latin ‘celare’ meaning ‘to hide’ or ‘conceal’.2 Even though Scrooge wants to keep an eye on Cratchit, this room, in a way, allows him to remain ignorant to Bob’s plight. He is hidden away ‘beyond’, where Scrooge does not have to deal with him.


The meaning of ‘cell’ as a ‘prison room’ did not emerge until the 18th century,3 and with this latter meaning in mind, readers can appreciate how Scrooge keeps Bob imprisoned, not just in a physical sense necessarily, but in a symbolic sense too. Bob is held captive by his poverty, condemned to suffer a repetitive cyclical nature of existence because his wages are not enough to aid him in breaking free of this cycle. Michael Hearn makes a striking comparison between Cratchit and the ‘good-natured middle-aged men’4 Dickens discusses in Sketches by Boz, an early work detailing the lives of Londoners in a series of tales that expose the realities of city life and the societal injustices they suffer:




[Their] salaries have by no means increased in the same proportion as their families [and they] plod steadily along, apparently with no object in view but the counting-house; knowing by sight almost everybody they meet or overtake, for they have seen them every morning (Sunday excepted) during the last twenty years, but speaking to no one.5





Dickens himself said of Boz that the stories ‘comprise my first attempts at authorship. I am conscious of their often being extremely crude and ill-considered, and bearing obvious marks of haste and inexperience.’6 If Hearn is right to draw these comparisons, we can see how Dickens has constructed Cratchit to put a face to those who ‘plod steadily along’.7 It is all Bob can do to provide for his large family.


Hearn notes how clerks like Cratchit ‘were little more than scriveners who made multiple copies of documents, so their jobs were precarious.’8 In Victorian Britain, ‘a junior clerk in a City firm might have earned less than £100 a year’ as opposed to a ‘chairman of the Board’ who could have been paid up to £1000.9 Both, however, would have been ‘members of the “great middle class”.’10 Clerks would work with ‘letters and figures’,11 but were not lower class members, a label often attributed to Bob Cratchit. As we come to find out later, Cratchit has a large family whom he struggles to support, but this does not make him lower class. Indeed, ‘a skilled engineering workman might earn more than a clerk, but he worked with his hands [meaning] he was irredeemably a member of the lower classes.’12 Liza Picard explains:




The boom in trade and the new sophistication of banking methods meant that every business and factory needed a small army of clerks. Every invoice, every letter, every ledger entry had to be accurately, quickly and legibly written by hand. It was estimated that the 44,000 clerks, accountants and bankers who had dispatched business in 1851 had swollen to 119,000 twenty years later.13





This could explain why Bob’s job is somewhat ‘precarious’.14 Granted, A Christmas Carol was written in 1843, before the dates Picard refers to, but an upward trend in the number of clerks shows Bob Cratchit is not irreplaceable. There is nothing unique about him, a fact Scrooge is aware of and uses to his advantage.


The precariousness of his role may explain why Bob remains quiet over his small fire that ‘looked like one coal.’ He is silenced by Scrooge and accepts his treatment lest he be cast out on the street and forced to fend for himself. The role of light (however small) as a motif throughout the novella suggests it is an indication of hope and redemption. Here, the ‘one coal’, which would be unable to sustain fire, would surely imply Bob has no hope of breaking out of his cyclical nature of existence. Scrooge’s miserly outlook and his inability to see the basic value in human life means Bob will always be treated the same. This is a fact no intervention, whether it be from Fred or the charity gentlemen, can seemingly change. Alternatively, the fact that this paltry light is placed next to Bob may give some readers an indication as to the chances of Scrooge’s change and redemption: could the fire, belonging to Bob, be suggestive of the role Bob will play in this development?


It is certainly a question worth considering, yet at this point, Scrooge is not concerned with Cratchit or others like him. His life is ‘devoted to ledgers, cash boxes, and bills of sale’; in his character, Dickens has ‘personified the rising tide of materialism in the nineteenth century that has now reached flood stage in our affluent twentieth century society.’15 He turns to ‘ruthless greed’ to ‘attain monetary wealth’ but also to ‘preying on his poor, underpaid clerk.’16


In an attempt to fend off the encroaching cold, Cratchit puts on his ‘white comforter, and [tries] to warm himself at the candle’, but it is no use. Our sympathy, of course, is elicited further by the fact that we know how vicious and penetrating the cold is. As Dickens describes earlier, the fog ‘[pours] in at every chink and keyhole’. If fog is symbolic of Scrooge’s ignorance (its translucency mirroring the fact that Scrooge knows of the poor, but is not fully aware of his responsibility towards them), it would imply this ignorance invades the counting-house and cell too. It would be easy for Scrooge to ignore and forget societal issues once his door is closed, but even when those issues are placed in his own vicinity, he actively chooses to dismiss them. Bob’s feeble efforts to warm himself only remind the reader that the actions of people like Scrooge have a strong, lasting effect on others.


‘A MERRY CHRISTMAS, UNCLE! GOD SAVE YOU!’


Even Fred’s excitable entrance cannot penetrate the icy atmosphere freezing Scrooge’s establishment. The ‘cheerful voice’ which cries out in honour of the Christmas season has little effect on Scrooge and readers will come to learn he is certainly not the first character to address his uncle with warmth and familial love. Fred’s mother, Fan, seen as a young girl in Stave Two, does the same when she visits Scrooge as a schoolboy, rendering his self-imposed isolation and misery all the more mysterious. These are people who seek to remove him from his solitude, people who love him, yet he turns into a man who neglects his relations and lashes out at anyone who threatens to come too close.


This reluctance to recognise those around him is reflected in the fact that Fred is never referred to by his actual name in this Stave, just like Bob Cratchit, who is only referred to as a ‘clerk’. This is clear evidence of how other people remain on the periphery of Scrooge’s emotional sphere; names are too personal, too sociable. Fred is known simply as ‘Scrooge’s nephew’, a sign of the distance that has grown between them, a distance Fred himself would seek to bridge. They may be related by blood, but they share no qualities and have nothing in common. Could this also be seen as a sign of status? Scrooge may think of himself as better than Fred. He refers to all who utter the words ‘Merry Christmas’ as an ‘idiot’ and so, by extension, thinks very little of his relation. It is patronising; in Scrooge’s eyes, Fred emanates a youthful naïvety and Scrooge punishes him for refusing to see sense. What Scrooge does not realise, of course, is that Fred is an ideal. He is the figure Scrooge should hope to be and the figure he will be by the end of the novella. Scrooge is looking at his future self through Fred.


Fred cries, ‘“A merry Christmas, uncle! God save you!”’, to which Scrooge can only reply ‘“Bah!… Humbug!”’ This now infamous utterance has become synonymous with someone who is unwilling to engage in the Christmas spirit, a phrase remaining in 21st century consciousness regardless of public knowledge of the novella. Its origins, according to Susie Dent, are ‘frustratingly elusive’.17 Dent references Student or, the Oxford and Cambridge Monthly Miscellany in her study of humbug’s etymological roots. Published in 1750, it states:




I will venture to affirm that this Humbug is neither an English word, nor a derivative from any other language. It is indeed a black-guard sound, made use of by most people of distinction! It is a fine, make-weight in conversation, and some great men deceive themselves so egregiously as to think they mean something by it.18





In this case, Scrooge uses ‘humbug’ as a way of actively banishing anything that does not conform to his unrelenting and pitiless principles. Fred’s wish of a ‘“merry Christmas”’ and ‘“God save you!”’ is not worthy of consideration, a ridiculous and fanciful remark bestowed upon a thankless recipient.


This consolidates what we can derive from the etymology of ‘humbug’. Dating back to 1751, ‘humbug’ was student slang for a ‘trick, jest, hoax [or some sort of] deception’, whilst appearing as a verb at the same time meaning to ‘deceive by false pretext’.19 A meaning from 1825 lists ‘humbug’ as meaning ‘spirit of deception or imposition’ and ‘hollowness’ or ‘sham’.20 This is an exciting definition to consider when we read it with Scrooge’s character in mind. He ‘humbugs’ everything he does not want to hear out of his existence, believing those who speak to him of things he cannot agree with are out to deceive him. Warmth, love and joy are rendered as nothing but trickery and a distraction from the things that really matter.


‘HE HAD SO HEATED HIMSELF WITH RAPID WALKING…’


Fred’s joviality is evident from the moment he steps into Scrooge’s establishment; although we hear this echoed in his first words, his physical self also reveals his effervescence. He has ‘heated himself with rapid walking’ and Dickens describes how he is ‘all in a glow’. Fred embodies vitality, and with the warmth he seemingly exudes readers know he is placed opposite Scrooge by Dickens as a foil, thus exposing the extent to which greed and hostility fester within his uncle. The fact that Fred’s ‘breath smoked again’ would imply that not even his kindly presence can dispel the unforgiving and merciless cold that is corrupting Scrooge’s mind.


Dickens discusses how Fred’s eyes ‘sparkled’, a far cry from the ‘red’ eyes that make Scrooge’s glare so spiteful. There are 26 references to eyes in A Christmas Carol; the reference to Fred’s at this point are only the second time eyes are described by Dickens and are by far the most positive reference. Fred’s gaze seeks to break the unwelcoming and supercilious attitude that dominates Scrooge. The next reference to eyes is when Dickens describes those of the ‘ragged men and boys’ who wink before a brazier’s blaze ‘in rapture’. Eyes here are associated with sadness; the fire that offers warmth and life entrances them as they come to terms with the fact that they will never escape their destitute circumstances. The eyes of Marley’s Ghost are later described as ‘death-cold’ and ‘glazed’, whilst Scrooge’s are referred to as ‘ferret’-like, perhaps an indication of how beady and piercing they are, and an allusion to his weaselly demeanour. What should be noted, however, is that the Ghost of Christmas Present’s eyes are also described as ‘sparkling’. The fact that Fred and Christmas incarnate share such a characteristic gives an indication of just how jovial Fred is supposed to be.


Fred’s description takes on more significance when one turns to Charles Kent, who observes that:




‘anyone who ever had the happiness of grasping Charles Dickens’s hand in friendship [recognised] that his description of Scrooge’s Nephew was, quite unconsciously but most accurately, in every word of it, a literal description of himself, just as he looked upon any day in the blithest of all seasons, after a brisk walk in the wintry streets or on the snowy high road.’21





If Dickens has, albeit ‘unconsciously’, placed himself in the novella in the role of Fred, one might assume Fred is Dickens’s mouthpiece. The situation certainly mirrors what Dickens is trying to do with his story. Fred’s purpose, like his mother Fan before him, is to attempt to remove Scrooge from his self-imposed isolation and, in a sense, to get Scrooge to recognise that Christmas is a time of responsibility towards others, just as Dickens’s purpose is to invite us to recognise ours. 


‘EVERY IDIOT WHO GOES ABOUT WITH ‘MERRY CHRISTMAS’ ON HIS LIPS…’


Scrooge greets his nephew, asking spitefully, ‘“Merry Christmas! What right have you to be merry? … You’re poor enough.”’ Scrooge alludes to the fact that money is the only thing worth treasuring; a lack of it should surely equal a disconsolate existence. Fred, however, recognises the irony of Scrooge’s remark, quipping ‘“What right have you to be dismal? … You’re rich enough.”’ With this, Dickens establishes two opposing ideologies; Scrooge, throughout the novella, will wrestle with both. Here, however, he is narrow-minded, sure in his ways and unable to empathise with those around him.


This idea is explored further by Craig Buckwald. Drawing upon Scrooge’s interrogation of Fred (‘“What’s Christmas time to you but a time for paying bills without money...?”’), he argues, ‘Scrooge betrays in these lines a problem of comprehension, an inability to see beyond the containment of his own perspective and understand his nephew’s opposing values.’22 This is a trait that has manifested over many years; Scrooge cannot see, let alone understand, why Belle decides to ‘release’ him from their engagement in Stave Two, citing his youthful naïvety as the reason for his altered disposition, when in reality he is opposed to marriage because of its financial implications.


The most intriguing element of Buckwald’s argument is:




The fact that Scrooge concerns himself with his nephew’s fortunes at all reveals that more than self-concern is at work here: he attempts to purge Fred of his Christmas spirit precisely because it makes no sense to him that Fred should keep it. In other words, Scrooge’s anti-Christmas speech is, oddly enough, his least selfish moment in the first stave, for it is an attempt to disabuse Fred of unprofitable behaviour for Fred’s own good.23





Scrooge attempts to expel Christmas cheer from his nephew by explaining what he believes the consequences should be for ‘“every idiot who goes about with ‘merry Christmas’ on his lips”’. That consequence, it turns out, ripples with violence and is hyperbolic. The fact that Scrooge says a believer of Christmas ‘“should be boiled with his own pudding, and buried with a stake of holly through his heart”’ shows that he is actually ‘a person in the possession of profound emotions.’24 His rage begins to increase, highlighting the idea that ‘anger can often present as a defence against deeper feelings.’25 Therefore, he is not emotionless; instead, his emotions have twisted him into the wretched person he is, a figure of loathing and disgust. Scrooge associates emotions with weakness. After all, almost everyone in the story who shows positive emotion has left him. Fan dies and Belle ends their engagement, leaving Scrooge to wallow in his isolation.


Here, we are presented with a collision of ideals. Fred speaks of Christmas with utmost joy while Scrooge’s comments border on the macabre, his gothic allusions both incongruous and radically inappropriate for the festive season. In Britain, being buried with a stake through one’s heart was once the consequence for committing the archaic felo de se, meaning ‘a crime against the self, or self murder’26 and is certainly an act Dickens himself was familiar with. The death of Daniel Quilp in The Old Curiosity Shop is ruled as death by suicide, and as a result he is ‘buried with a stake through his heart in the centre of four lonely roads.’27 Would it be too radical, then, to link the idea of a ‘crime against the self’ to Scrooge’s words? If we entertain the idea that the ‘stake of holly’ does allude to felo de se, it might imply that Scrooge sees those who celebrate Christmas as ‘criminals’ in the same way as those who died by suicide in the 19th century. He recognises no difference between their ‘crimes’. Of course, the idea of death by suicide here is being analysed through a contemporary lens. Scrooge sees celebrating Christmas as a crime against oneself because the season causes people to spend money rather than save it, resisting the frugality in which he lives his own life. The fact that Scrooge sees the celebration of Christmas as a sin is, in itself, ironic, seeing as it is a celebration of the birth of Christ.


This, however, just proves Scrooge’s lack of empathy and his short-sightedness. His entire world order is systematically disrupted by the Christmas season and his anger is his defence. A stranger interpretation of the symbolic significance of the ‘stake of holly’ comes from the fact that Scrooge would see those who celebrate Christmas as properly dead, so they cannot return to spread their good cheer; a stake would see those who would seek to return trapped in their deadness. It evokes vampiric imagery. Maybe he suffers paranoia about the dead’s ability to rise, yet another example of irony considering he will meet Marley’s Ghost by the end of the Stave.


Either way, this vampiric image conjured by Scrooge’s diatribe implies he sees those ‘who would waste good money on celebrating Christmas no better than… a bloodsucking vampire.’28 Scrooge needs money to live. Christmas takes money away forcibly as a vampire would forcibly remove blood from an unwilling victim.


‘KEEP CHRISTMAS IN YOUR OWN WAY, AND LET ME KEEP IT IN MINE’


It is pertinent to consider where Scrooge’s emotional outburst has come from, not in terms of the world of the story, but in reality. Scrooge’s anger contains ‘a touch of sharp personal relevance… given Dickens’s predicament as he anticipated the impending Christmastime.’29 Dickens needed a hit after the ‘relative failure’30 of his most recent work, Martin Chuzzlewit and a clause in Dickens’s contract allowed the publisher, in the event of poor sales, ‘to deduct £50 from the agreed salary of £200 per month.’31 Declan Kiely argues that ‘perhaps Scrooge lives and breathes so authentically on the page because Dickens was able to pour into him, exaggerating and magnifying for stronger effect, some measure of the anger, misanthropy, and obsessive concern for money that oppressed his soul as he began to write the story.’32


Fred, however, counters Scrooge’s misanthropic behaviour with a gentle persistence during the conversation that follows. He ‘plead[s]’ with Scrooge to listen to him, using their familial ties by calling him ‘Uncle’ in an attempt to form some sort of emotional connection. Scrooge, however, dismisses him ‘sternly’, calling him ‘nephew’ in an attempt to shut down the conversation and emphasise what he perceives to be his seniority as the elder in the relationship. He is not willing to engage with Fred and says ‘“keep Christmas in your own way, and let me keep it in mine.”’ Fred’s response of ‘“Keep it!… But you don’t keep it”’ illustrates how he endeavours to hold Scrooge to account. What must be noted is that Fred is seemingly guilty of the same thing one would criticise Scrooge for. It is obvious Scrooge cannot empathise with his nephew or appreciate his perspective, yet Fred is the same; he chooses to ignore Scrooge’s protestations and launches into an impassioned speech to convince his uncle that ‘“good” and “profit” are not necessarily the same thing.’33


‘MEN AND WOMEN… OPEN THEIR SHUT-UP HEARTS FREELY’


Fred’s verbalisation of Christmas is significant because it allows readers an insight into his modus operandi. He fully acknowledges there is no financial gain he can make from the season but focuses instead on the Christian ideals that seem to be rediscovered by the populace at this festive time of year, saying:




‘There are many things from which I might have derived good, by which I have not profited, I dare say… Christmas among the rest. But I am sure I have always thought of Christmas time, when it has come round – apart from the veneration due to its sacred name and origin, if anything belonging to it can be apart from that – as a good time: a kind, forgiving, charitable, pleasant time.’





Notice how Fred seems to dismiss the religious aspects of Christmas. He briefly references its origins, but:




the religious essence of Christmas appears as a parenthesis or secondary thought and in mechanical formulations (‘veneration’, ‘sacred name and origin’). It is the demands of a shared mortality (not immortality) and the answering code of sympathy – derived from the Christian ethos – that are espoused and made vitally present to the reader.34





Could it be argued Dickens relegates the origins of Christmas to a ‘secondary thought’ because he believes it is not the Christ child who can aid those in need, but fellow humans instead? After all, he will go on to argue that it is society that will be able to make direct and immediate interventions, not necessarily religion. It seems as if Dickens is telling his readers that we should all learn from the ‘Christian ethos’ brought about from Christ’s birth but, most importantly, it is our responsibility to translate this ethos into action. Fred clearly understands every human life has value, regardless of status, something Scrooge fails to recognise. He does not see the humanity behind the appearance of poverty and extinguishes any ‘Christian ethos’ that may have had a chance of germinating within him.


This, however, does not stop Fred, who continues by describing Christmas as ‘“the only time...in the long calendar of the year, when men and women seem by one consent to open their shut-up hearts freely”’. One would be forgiven for thinking Fred’s observations of Christmas are wholly optimistic. After all, he is describing the restorative qualities of the season, a time when deep societal divisions are healed and differences forgotten. Fred’s message states, ‘[i]t is Christmas all the time for the annual event is the only ritual expression of ever-present spiritual possibility.’35 However, a subtle pessimism ripples through Fred’s words. If Christmas truly is the only time Fred knows of where ‘“shut-up hearts”’ are opened and everyone sees themselves as ‘“fellow-passengers to the grave”’, then it shows how apathetic society has become and how seasonal cheer is nothing more than a temporary façade of goodwill. As Newey states, this ‘show of fellow feeling is an exception that proves the rule of customary rift and bleak indifference.’36


By this point, Dickens has presented the philosophies of both Scrooge and Fred, but these philosophies might not be as circumscribed as they may first appear. By summarising Christmas as a ‘time for finding [oneself] a year older, and not an hour richer; a time for balancing [one’s] books’, Scrooge ‘adopts Christmas as his very paradigm for structuring and measuring time.’37 The season defines the commencement and completion of a year of his life and by acknowledging this, ‘he thus centralizes that which he purports to dismiss.’38 Fred, however, does the opposite. In seeing Christmas as ‘“the only time [he] know[s] of, in the long calendar of the year”’ when men and women recognise and acknowledge each other as human beings rather than ‘“creatures”’, he is saying the year becomes ‘a standard temporal spectrum on which Christmas… is a lone point preceded by and followed by other points.’39 As a result, Fred may not be the image of the ideal readers believe him to be, for he ‘marginalises what he purports to centralize, in a manner complementary to that in which Scrooge centralizes what he presumably means to marginalise.’40 Fred and Scrooge, then, cannot be dismissed as wholly good or wholly bad; they are nuanced in ways that would seek to challenge our customary interpretations of them. Fred may act as a foil to Scrooge’s illiberal views on Christmas and his parsimony, yet their dichotomy is not as neat as we think. For example, ‘[Fred]... mention[s] Scrooge’s wealth as a reason why one ought not be “dismal” and “morose”; he is thus perhaps not so unmaterialistic as he pretends.’41


Fred ends his speech by saying Christmas ‘“has done [him] good and will do [him] good”’, after which Bob Cratchit ‘involuntarily applaud[s]’, indicating to the reader that, out of the two, it is Fred’s philosophy which should be championed. Fred’s words cause Bob to have such a reaction; he realises his ‘impropriety’ and quickly stokes his fire, ‘extinguish[ing] the last frail spark forever.’ If light is symbolic of redemption or hope in the novella, this action indicates that while he agrees with Fred’s words, he knows Scrooge will never adhere to a ‘Christian ethos’42 and thus resigns himself to his fate.


Scrooge immediately oppresses Cratchit’s display of support for Fred’s words, threatening to make him unemployed if he makes ‘“another sound”’, an example of how Scrooge actively seeks to silence those who would challenge him. In turning back to his nephew and saying, ‘“You’re quite a powerful speaker, sir”’ and ‘“I wonder you don’t go into Parliament”’, we are offered a glimpse into Scrooge’s ‘twisted sense of humour’, evidence, perhaps, of the fact he can achieve ‘eventual redemption.’43 He shows ‘unctuous sarcasm’ and although his ‘flippancy… jar[s] the reader… his jokes… are there nonetheless.’44


Scrooge sardonically praises Fred’s ability to speak but not act. The fact that he alludes to Fred being worthy of a politician here warrants further investigation. ‘Continuing debate over social issues’ dominated Parliament, and ‘the press made the plight of the poor an especially topical issue in 1843’,45 the year of A Christmas Carol’s publication. Dickens strongly felt Parliament neglected its duty and responsibility to help the poor, a sentiment echoed in this small moment here. Scrooge’s view of Parliament is different from that of the author. Arguably, Scrooge is suggesting Fred would feel at home in Parliament because of his support for his ‘“fellow-passengers to the grave”’, and also because Parliament is ineffective at acting and leveraging change. Scrooge remains unmoved by Fred’s oration, just as he believes parliamentarians may also be. Both he and Fred argue over the point of Christmas without managing to sway the other; as a result, Fred’s words are rendered useless. Scrooge’s establishment is no place for this pointless bickering and so Scrooge ‘relegates’ Fred to Parliament where he can quarrel with others who actually care.


Fred, ignoring this, continues to invite Scrooge to dinner. Dickens has Fred gently persist to demonstrate just how many chances Scrooge is given to accept his family back into his life. It is a chance Scrooge continues to quash: ‘he would see him in that extremity first’, meaning Scrooge will see Fred ‘damned or in Hell first.’46


‘WHY DID YOU GET MARRIED?’


There is another reason for Scrooge’s resentful treatment of Fred. Scrooge, as we will come to find out later, is a keen supporter of decreasing the ‘“surplus population”’; he condemns the poor to the workhouses and, by extension, death. By doing so, he is ‘[articulating] a callous Malthusianism’,47 something Fred falls foul of himself.


Malthusianism is the idea that ‘there is an intrinsic divergence between population growth and the subsistence needed to sustain it.’48 In simple terms, Malthus stated an increase in food production and resources could and should have led to an improved quality of life. However, Malthus observed that such an improvement would always be temporary, for more food and resources led to population growth. Inevitably, more mouths to feed results not in an abundance of goods but a shortage instead, for food production could not sustain the level of need. As such, Malthus believed a surplus population resulted in poverty and destitution. Scrooge’s words perhaps reflect those of Malthus. He believes if the surplus is eradicated, others will be allowed to thrive. Herein lies his issues with his nephew.


In Scrooge’s eyes, Fred directly challenges solutions offered by Malthus to offset the surplus population. Malthus discusses how ‘human reproduction is a consequence of deliberate human action. A sensible person perceiving, as Malthus did, that an irresponsible increase in family size could lead to low incomes and misery all round, hears the calls to be more moderate in conduct.’49


Paul Davis argues that ‘well schooled in Malthusian mathematics, Scrooge automatically links food and sex. When Fred invites him to Christmas dinner, he responds in an apparent non-sequitur by asking Fred why he got married.’50 For Scrooge, the question is a genuine one, for ‘food and fertility are the key factors in his Malthusian equation.’51 Fred’s marriage allows him to enter into a sexual union with his wife that could result in children, children he will not be able to fully financially support and as such will not be able to feed. Fred, then, in a sense, is a figure who will contribute to the surplus population Scrooge so badly despises.52 It must be made clear, however, that Scrooge is indirectly being accusatory here. There is no indication at this point that Fred has, or is indeed expecting, children. Maybe it is Fred’s loving demeanour that tells Scrooge his nephew will be guilty of such a ‘crime’ soon.


Fred’s love and warmth challenge everything Scrooge believes. Scrooge’s question, ‘“Why did you get married?”’, may appear odd to readers, but it is not a question that catches Fred off guard. He immediately responds to Scrooge’s question with ‘“Because I fell in love”’, which Scrooge believes is ‘the only one thing… more ridiculous than a merry Christmas.’ Love, for Scrooge, is not a fundamental necessity; he does not appreciate its value in aiding one to navigate such a harsh and cruel world. For Fred, love serves almost a medicinal purpose; its curative properties allow him to recognise and appreciate the good that exists in society, even if it is sometimes hard to find. Scrooge has, as years have passed, come to the impression that ‘to wed for love [is] sentimental nonsense’.53


Arguably, Scrooge’s question, ‘“Why did you get married?”’, evidences a rare moment where ‘some human sentiment slips out’54 of the shell Scrooge has constructed around himself. This is not, then, an interrogation with Malthusian mathematics in mind but is actually:




a response whose radical inappropriateness to the conversational context betrays a passionate involvement with this subject pressing out from some imprisoning depth within him. His dismissive repetition of Fred’s answer – ‘“Because you fell in love!”’ – marks Scrooge’s remastery of what is within, and a return to the characteristic humbug rhetoric… [and] his customary presence.55





If this is the case, Fred’s presence is a continual reminder of Scrooge’s lost life. Memories of his relationship with Belle linger within him and still cause him distress. Scrooge is a man at war with himself. During this brief intercession of sentimentality, he is clearly trying to understand not just why someone would marry for love but how they ever could, when poverty is an ever-looming threat. It is, however, only a brief moment of ‘weakness’ and his ‘passionate involvement’56 with the subjects of marriage, love and family are shut away as quickly as they revealed themselves.


‘I AM SORRY, WITH ALL MY HEART, TO FIND YOU SO RESOLUTE’


In an attempt to conclude their conversation, Scrooge wishes Fred a ‘“Good afternoon”’. Fred’s response of ‘“I want nothing from you; I ask nothing of you; why cannot we be friends?”’ is not entirely true. He cannot see it, yet he asks everything of Scrooge. To be friends would require Scrooge to change his entire psyche, something he simply cannot do, so accustomed is he to his self-imposed isolation.


Worth mentioning is one moment of Fred’s parting words where he says he is ‘“sorry, with all [his] heart, to find [Scrooge] so resolute.”’ To be ‘resolute’ is to be determined and unwavering, implying Fred believes Scrooge remains unchanged purely because he does not want to change, not because he is incapable of doing so. However, Fred’s words are disregarded and in a somewhat hyperbolic exit, he makes a show of leaving, persevering with his uncle to the very end, a fact which causes Scrooge to say ‘“Good afternoon”’ five times before Fred finally relents and disappears.


‘I’LL RETIRE TO BEDLAM’


Once more, Scrooge exhibits his lack of empathy and understanding of others, referring to Bob and observing, ‘“my clerk, with fifteen shillings a week, and a wife and family, talking about a merry Christmas. I’ll retire to Bedlam.”’ The word ‘Bedlam’ is a truncated form of the word ‘Bethlehem’, and refers to the infamous asylum in London.


Asylums ‘originated in France in the seventeenth century, under the influence of Louis XIV, who, during the 1660s, locked up anyone likely to oppose him’.57 The building of asylums soon spread across Europe. They ‘symbolised progress, and the “therapeutic optimism” with which 18th century scientists believed they could “cure” the mad’, yet were also ‘instruments of social control, prisons disguised as hospitals, where the poor and incurable could be swept out of sight.’58 It is the latter purpose of these asylums that makes Scrooge’s ‘joke’ so significant, for he associates himself with a place where the helpless are condemned to terrible conditions, just like he will do in moments when speaking of the workhouses.


This reference to ‘Bedlam’ mirrors Scrooge’s own confusion as to why Bob, of all people, can wish someone a merry Christmas when he only earns 15 shillings a week. This was not a dreadful wage, but not handsome enough to comfortably support a family as big as Bob’s. However, the fact that Bob returns Fred’s wish of a merry Christmas tells us he, like Scrooge’s nephew, understands Christmas has little to do with money and can make one rich in other ways.


An introduction to utilitarianism


Utility, as described by the philosopher Jeremy Bentham is:




that property in any object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, advantage, pleasure, good, or happiness… [or] to prevent the happening of mischief, pain, evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is considered.59





It is through this definition that we understand utilitarianism, a complex theory but one that allows us to better consider the doctrine by which Scrooge lives his life. Put simply, utilitarianism is an ethical theory that seeks to answer what seems to be a straightforward question: ‘What ought a person do?’ Utilitarians believe the answer to that question lies in the consequence of an action:




Utilitarianism holds that the most ethical choice is the one that will produce the greatest good for the greatest number. It is the only moral framework that can be used to justify military force or war. It is also the most common approach to moral reasoning used in business because of the way in which it accounts for costs and benefits.


However, because we cannot predict the future, it’s difficult to know with certainty whether the consequences of our actions will be good or bad. This is one of the limitations of utilitarianism.60





There are, inevitably, variations on utilitarianism.61 However, if we consider the idea that utilitarians ‘reject moral codes or systems that consist of commands or taboos… based on customs, traditions, or orders given by leaders or supernatural beings’,62 we can quite clearly see an element of Scrooge’s character here. He, like other utilitarians, ‘think[s] that what makes a morality to be true or justifiable is its positive contribution to [humans].’63 Scrooge rejects the ‘customs, traditions, or orders given by leaders’64 and makes his own rules; Christmas, he believes, does not positively contribute to humanity and because it is not ‘justifiable’, he rejects it, just as he rejects orders from Marley’s Ghost later on in Stave One.


Scrooge is a character who highlights the flaws of utilitarianism; it claims to preach one thing but can look like another in practice. In sharing his ruthless and merciless ideas as to what should happen to the poor, Scrooge speaks of eradicating the ‘surplus population’, condemning the destitute to prisons and the workhouses. They have no use to him, no utility, and so he would banish them to these frightful establishments. Scrooge might take the view that utilitarianism ‘requires… one [to] commit unjust actions in certain situations.’65 Is it right that ‘if the happiness of the many is increased enough, it can justify making one (or a few) miserable in service of the rest’?66


The complexity of utilitarianism is borne out in the complexity of Scrooge’s character. Where we see Scrooge determined that his decisions are right – such as his decision to pay into the workhouses and thus his determination that the poor must go there – our broader understanding of the limitations of utilitarianism helps to shape our understanding of the complexities of Scrooge. He commits to the principles of utilitarianism, believing his actions are justified, and that the decisions he makes are for the greater good. Dickens, however, pours scorn on the concept of utilitarianism.


Dickens believed those who promoted the ideas of utilitarianism ultimately ‘trampled upon the rights and feelings of the individual’.67 It had bred avarice into society, and Scrooge is the epitome of what Dickens believed to be wrong with Bentham’s ideology: ‘Money and Power are the languages of the minority of wealthy people; they use money to reach power, and abuse power to make more money, and all this is done for the sake of their well-being, and everything is fair play if money is the ultimate purpose.’68


If we were to judge Scrooge by his actions alone, it could be argued strongly that even though he is a ‘hard nosed man of business’ he is still ‘a man of principle… a moral man, if all we mean by that is that he does not violate common moral principles.’69 We do not see Scrooge lie in the story, he does not cheat and he does not defraud anyone, but lives ‘according to… hard nosed principles and expects no less from others.’70 In this respect, Scrooge appears to abide by the rules of utilitarianism despite Dickens’s comments on what he perceived to be a flawed economic system. We will see Scrooge abandon these principles once he is redeemed.


Charles Dickens, religion and its influences on the Carol


A Christmas Carol’s role as a religious or secular text has been the subject of much debate, with many turning to Charles Dickens’s own beliefs in an attempt to find an answer to one of the novella’s more enigmatic mysteries. Dennis Walder argues ‘Dickens was not a religious novelist; nor were any of his novels primarily religious in intention or effect’,71 but this is not to say that Dickens’s religious influences and inspirations have not woven themselves into his text. There are arguably many allusions to the Bible in the Carol, relating to Christian values of morality and virtue, for example. Whilst this book does not seek to provide a firm answer to the religious versus secular debate, it is only right to scrutinise Dickens and his faith to see how it has shaped A Christmas Carol.


A pertinent place to start would be George Orwell’s essay on Dickens. He writes that Dickens ‘cannot properly be described as a religious man. He “believed”, undoubtedly, but religion in the devotional sense does not seem to have entered much into his thoughts.’72 This lack of devotion is evident in Dickens’s own writing, where he revealed in various letters that he was losing patience with the Anglican Church, in which he was raised. He was clearly of the mind that:




the established church had become totally out of touch with its people and oblivious to its mission. The church’s preoccupation with its own ecclesial minutiae in the face of what he saw as dire social conditions – conditions the church should be addressing and actively attempting to alleviate – raised Dickens’ ire to extreme levels.73





Writing to Cornelius Felton (an American scholar) in 1843, the same year A Christmas Carol was published, he said he was ‘disgusted with [the] Established Church, and its Puseyisms, and daily outrages on common sense and humanity.’74 He goes on to say, ‘I have carried into effect an old idea of mine, and joined the Unitarians, who would do something for human improvement, if they could; and who practise Charity and Toleration.’75


Unitarianism is a theological movement rooted in Christianity, named for the fact that Unitarians believe God is one entity as opposed to one facet of the Holy Trinity: the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Already, one could rule out the misconception that Scrooge’s three ghostly visitors are allegorical of this Holy Trinity with some certainty, although that is not to say that Dickens may not have been inspired by numerous Christian denominations. Unitarian Christians believe Jesus was a man inspired by God’s moral teachings and not a figure of divinity.


Unitarians ‘believe in rationalism, social action, and the inherent goodness of humans.’76 Fred’s speech notably excludes the religious core at the heart of Christmas, focusing instead on men’s and women’s ability to open their ‘“shut-up”’ selves in favour of generosity of spirit. This ‘humanistic’ religion and acts of goodwill, combined with the idea that salvation is not a divine act, suggest all people are capable of change; God does not choose those worthy of salvation, and Scrooge, at the beginning of the novella, is not a lost cause. Inherent goodness resides within him, a goodness drawn out by the Spirits over the course of the story.


At the end of his redemptive arc, we see Scrooge attend church, although this is not to say he has turned to the divine as a result of his reclamation. Instead, Scrooge’s presence in this holy place is significant in the sense that it shows he is not only willing to step into his community but his community is ready to accept him.77 Church is a place where Scrooge can see and hear the Tiny Tims of Victorian London, ‘“and it might be pleasant to... remember upon Christmas Day, who made lame beggars walk and blind men see.”’


Would Scrooge’s redemption be less convincing if he did not go to church in Stave Five? Probably not. Dickens’s belief that ‘the life of faith did not depend on the Church and its religious exercise’78 is embodied in Fred’s words at the very beginning, although there are moments in the text that arguably root themselves in the Bible. Dickens, through Fred, evidences that a life of faith ‘depended upon individual Christians to do unto others, as they would be done by; to love God with all their heart, soul, mind and strength; to love, forgive and serve.’79 These actions, of course, are all things that are practical away from the Church; love and forgiveness are qualities Scrooge learns and his servitude is directed to his society as opposed to something spiritual. Fred’s observation that Christmas is a ‘kind, forgiving, charitable, pleasant time’ proves he embodies these values, and yet there is no mention he is devout. Instead, he takes responsibility upon himself to intrinsically adopt this way of life that resembles Dickens’s unitarian beliefs so much, seeing that Christmas ‘“has done [him] good, and will do [him] good.”’ Fred’s love of Christmas, it seems, is reminiscent of Dickens himself, for ‘Dickens deliberately set out to make the holiday mean to others what he insisted it meant to him, a time set apart from the rest of the year. ‘“My father,”’ his son Charley said, ‘“was always at his best at Christmas.”’80
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‘Endeavoured’ means
to try to do something.
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about Dickens's thoughts
about his own work?

Why do you think Dickens has included this message
at the beginning of his book? What does he want his
readers to do once they have finished the novella?
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lexical field Dickens uses
in the preface? What do
these words suggest?

Preface

I have endeavoured in this Ghostly little book, to
raise the Ghost of an Idea, which shall not put my
readers out of humour with themselves, with each
other, with the season, or with me. May it haunt their
houses pleasantly, and no one wish fo lay it.

Their faithful Friend and Servant,

C.D:

December, 1843.

In referring to himself as a ‘faithful Friend and
Servant, what is Dickens suggesting?

What does the fact

he calls his novella a
‘Ghostly’ book suggest
about it2 Make two
separate inferences.

What does Dickens
mean when he writes

that he hopes his story
will ‘haunt [his readers’]
houses pleasantly’2
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perhaps because he is not
willing to help others. Also
shows that he could have
something precious buried
deep within — much like an
oyster has the capacity to
produce a pearl.

Repetition of cold imagery
(including the phrase
“frosty rime’ in which

one word is technically
redundant) demonstrates
the cold and calculating
nature of Scrooge.
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wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching,
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.. | flint, from which no steel had ever struck out
" ‘generous fire; secret, and self-contained,

and solitary as an oyster. The cold within
him froze his old features, nipped his
pointed nose, shrivelled his cheek, stiffened
his gait; made his eyes red, his thin lips
blue; and spoke out shrewdly in his grating
voice. A frosty rime was on his head, and
on hjsgyebrows, and his wiry chin. He

.carried his own low temperature always

about with him; he iced his office in the

. Simile — demonstrates

how damaging and harsh
Scrooge can be but also
shows how precious
Scrooge could be. Not

yet caught ‘fire’ — there is
still an inherent potential in
Scrooge for emitting warmth
in a figurative sense.

‘Dog days’ — the hottest
days of the year. If Scrooge
is unaffected by these,

and equally unaffected by
Christmas, it demonstrates

. how steady Scrooge is with

his approach to life and
emotions. His singular raison
d'atre is in the production
and accumulation of wealth.
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Key Vocabulary Check

Revise the key vocabulary by completing the tasks.

Parsimony: Extreme unwillingness to spend money; being very frugal with money and resources.

TASK ONE: READ IT TASK TWO: TRANSFORM IT

Read about the etymology (where a word Transform the noun ‘parsimony’ into an
originates from) of ‘parsimony’ image to help you remember it.
Highlight the key words or phrases.

From the early 15th century word ‘parcimony’
meaning ‘economy, thrift, frugality, sparingness
in the use of expenditure of means’ and the Latin
‘parsimonia’:
Pars-: To spare, save, refrain from, use moderately
-monia: action, state or condition
Since the mid 16th century, ‘excessive or unnecessary
economy, stinginess.’

TASK THREE: DEBATE IT

‘At what point does saving money and being careful become an example of parsimony?’
Answer in full sentences.

TASK FOUR: USE IT TASK FIVE: LINK IT

Can you use the following words in a Explain in full sentences how the noun
sentence? ‘parsimony’ links to A Christmas Carol.
parsimony, parsimonious Discuss Scrooge in your answer.
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Consider the decluttered description below and discuss the following question:

Who is Scrooge and what is he like? Be prepared to share your ideas.

tight-fisted Covetous” means a person is greedy or exhibite excessive
clutching avarice. Dickenc is cuggesting Serooge has a decire for

COVGFOUS wealth, and especially with thic word ic cuggecting he hag
old sinner an inordinate desire to have for himself what belongs to
hard and sharp othere.

secret and self-contained
solitary as an oyster
pointed nose

old features

............ Red’ carriee connotations of anger and hatred,
eyesred e demonctrating Serooge’s attitvde fowards others. IF
thin lips blue ****"" Comgone’s eyec are red, it might imply they are very tired
grating voice - perhaps an indicator of how hard Scrosge hac been
frosty working.

Annotate your own copy of the decluttered description using our class discussion to help you.
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‘Oh! But he was a tight-fisted hand at the grindstone, Scrooge! a squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping,

clutching, covetous, old sinner!’

squeezing

1.

Suggests he has, or wants, tight
control.

There ic an implied sense of force or
pain in Serooge’c actions.

A ‘equeeze’ic alco evocative of putting
a cqueeze’ on something, meaning that
Serooge might have a lot of influence

over others.

wrenching

covetous

1.

Conveys a sense of yearning; Serooge
really wants comething that ic not
already his.

To ‘covet’ic a negative thing in the
Bible, which might cuggest Serovge
does not act lpariﬁve/%

Suggests that once he hae comething
he won't let it go.

sinner
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