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    CHARLES DICKENS




    ENGLISH NOVELIST AND SOCIAL CRITIC




    

      	Born in Portsmouth in 1812.




      	Died in Higham in 1870.




      	

        Notable works:



        

          	
Oliver Twist (1837), novel




          	
Great Expectations (1860), novel




          	
A Tale of Two Cities (1859), novel


        


      


    




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


  




  

    A CHRISTMAS CAROL




    DICKENS’ FESTIVE MORAL LESSON




    

      	
Genre: novella




      	
Reference edition: Dickens, C. (2003) A Christmas Carol and Other Christmas Writings. London: Penguin.




      	
1st edition: 1843




      	
Themes: poverty, social injustice, miserliness vs generosity, redemption, Christmas spirit, family, social responsibility


    




    A novella divided into five chapters (or ‘staves’, as Dickens termed them), A Christmas Carol tells the story of Ebenezer Scrooge, an elderly money-lender and miser who despises Christmas and the generosity of spirit that accompanies it. He is ultimately transformed and redeemed when he is visited on Christmas Eve, first by the tortured ghost of his former business partner Jacob Marley and then by three spirits: the Ghosts of Christmas Past, Present and Future.




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