
A Christmas  
Carol (1843) 

Charles Dickens

Describe what you can see 
in the poster of the film 
A Christmas Carol by Robert 
Zemeckis and starring 
Jim Carrey. 
What does it reveal about  
the theme of the novel? 

1

BEFORE READING

A Christmas Carol (the complete title was A Christmas Carol, in Prose: Being 
a Ghost Story of Christmas) is a short novel that Charles Dickens wrote in a 
few weeks. It is divided into five parts called ‘staves’ (pentagrammi) because 
its structure is similar to that of a song. In fact, carols are religious songs 
popular at Christmas time. 

A Christmas Carol: the plot 
The central character of this story is the money lender Ebenezer Scrooge, 
a mean old man. On Christmas Eve he stays at home alone in his counting-
house. Fred, Scrooge’s nephew, visits him and invites him to his annual 
Christmas dinner. He refuses angrily. He doesn’t care about Christmas 
and he is going to spend it on his own like every year. But this year will be 
different. In fact, in the course of the night he will receive the visitation 
of Jacob Marley, the ghost of his dead partner, and after him of other 
spirits who show him his past, present and future. After this experience 
Mr Scrooge will transform himself into a good and generous man. 

Answer.

1 Who is the protagonist?

2 Who visits him during the 
night?

3 What kind of transformation 
does the protagonist undergo?

2

Patrick Stewart as Ebenezer Scrooge 
in the made-for-television film 

A Christmas Carol by David Hugh 
Jones (1999).
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An allegory
A Christmas Carol can be interpreted as an allegory, in which characters 
represent a certain idea or theme and through which Dickens wants 
to deliver his message to the reader. 
Mr Scrooge is at the beginning a negative character, who incarnates 
all those values opposite to the Christmas spirit: lack of sensitivity, 
selfishness and greed. He also represents the aristocracy of the time, 
with its arrogance and indifference to the poor. 
The first spirit, the Ghost of Christmas Past, represents memory; 
the Ghost of Christmas Present symbolises charity, empathy and 
the Christmas spirit. The last to appear is the Ghost of Christmas Yet 
to Come that symbolises the fear of death. 
With A Christmas Carol Dickens wants to demonstrate that all men, 
even the worst, can change. Mr Scrooge also learns that he must become 
part of the society so that he can be totally human.

Christmas? Humbug!
‘A merry Christmas, uncle! God save you!’ cried a cheerful voice. 
It was the voice of Scrooge’s nephew, who came upon him so 
quickly that this was the first intimation he had of his approach. 
‘Bah!’ said Scrooge, ‘Humbug1!’ 
He had so heated himself with rapid walking in the fog and frost, 
this nephew of Scrooge’s, that he was all in a glow2; his face was 
ruddy3 and handsome; his eyes sparkled, and his breath smoked 
again. 
‘Christmas a humbug, uncle’ said Scrooge’s nephew. ‘You don’t mean 
that, I am sure?’ 
‘I do,’ said Scrooge. ‘Merry Christmas! What right have you 
to be merry? What reason have you to be merry? You’re 
poor enough.’ 
‘Come, then,’ returned the nephew gaily. ‘What right have 
you to be dismal? What reason have you to be morose4? 
You’re rich enough.’ 
Scrooge having no better answer ready on the spur 
of the moment5, said, ‘Bah!’ again; and followed it 
up with ‘Humbug.’ 
‘Don’t be cross6, uncle!’ said the nephew. 
‘What else can I be,’ returned the uncle, ‘when I live 
in such a world of fools as this?’ 

1. Humbug: qui significa nonsense.
2. all in a glow: splendente.
3. ruddy: rubiconda.
4. morose: uggioso.
5. on the spur of the moment: al momento.
6. cross: di malumore.
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Answer.

1 Line 4: ‘Bah! Humbug!’ 
What do these exclamations 
suggest? 

2 Line 5: What are the weather 
conditions outside?

4

Patrick Stewart as Ebenezer Scrooge 
in the made-for-television film  

A Christmas Carol by David Hugh Jones (1999).

Explain what the various 
characters of the story 
represent. 

1 Mr Scrooge:  
  

2 The Ghost of Christmas Past: 
  

3 The Ghost of Christmas 
Present:  
  

4 The Ghost of Christmas Yet to 
Come:  
   

3
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UNDERSTANDING THE TEXT

Choose the correct alternative.

1 Mr Scrooge looks like a      old man.
A  sad

B  quiet

C  angry 

2 Underline in the text all the words that refer to Mr Scrooge’s nephew. Do they convey the idea 
of a      young man?
A  happy

B  sad

C  angry 

Answer the following questions.

1 Where is Mr Scrooge? 

2 How does his nephew welcome him?

3 What reason does Mr Scrooge give for his dislike of Christmas?

ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION

Can you think of any other reasons why Mr Scrooge hates Christmas?

According to Mr Scrooge the nephew should be sad because he has no money. What does this suggest 
about Mr Scrooge’s scale of values? 

How would you define Dickens’s language in this passage? Choose from the following.  
(More than one alternative is possible.)

 conversational

 refined

 poetic

 informal

 formal 

Read the end of the tale and translate the underlined sentence into Italian. What does this suggest about 
the nephew’s character?

‘Why bless my soul!’ cried Fred, ‘who’s that?’ 
‘It’s I. Your uncle Scrooge. I have come to dinner. Will you let me in, Fred?’ 
Let him in! It is a mercy he didn’t shake his arm off. He was at home in five minutes. Nothing 
could be heartier. 

DISCUSSION  Discuss the following in class.

1 At the end of the tale Mr Scrooge transforms himself into another man in a very short time. Do you think that 
this is possible? Can a man have a flash of inspiration and change so suddenly? 

2 A Christmas Carol has been very successful. What do you think are the reasons for its success?

1
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3

4

5

6
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Read this passage by the famous critic G.K. Chesterton and then answer the questions.

G.K. CHESTERTON ON DICKENS:
A man reading the Dickens novel wished that it might never end. […] In short, the Dickens novel 
was popular not because it was an unreal world, but because it was a real world; a world in 
which the soul could live. The modern shocker at its very best is an interlude in life. But in the 
days when Dickens’s work was coming out in serial, people talked as if real life were itself the 
interlude between one issue of ‘Pickwick’ and another.

 (Source: G.K. Chesterton, Charles Dickens: A Critical Study, 2005)

What is the effect of Dickens’s novels being published in instalments? 

DISCUSSION  People perceive fiction as real life. This effect occurs still today with TV series. Why does 
this happen? Has it ever occurred to you? 
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Complete using the words below.

enjoy • refuses • makes • considers • wishes • appears • asks 

In this passage we meet Mr Scrooge and his nephew. He 1         him a Merry Christmas 
but Mr Scrooge replies angrily. He 2         everything connected with Christmas 
celebration as ‘Humbug!’ He cannot accept the generosity that is offered him. Mr Scrooge  
3         here as a man angry with the world that he 4         as world of fools. 
In the final passage Mr Scrooge is completely different. With humility he 5         his 
nephew to let him in and he will 6         the Christmas dinner with family and friends. 
The simple language 7         the story an entertaining and enjoyable read although it is 
originally presented as a ghost story. 
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Answer the following questions. 

1 How can you define the characters in Dickens’s novels?

2 How were Dickens’s novels published?

3 What does Charles Dickens criticise in Oliver Twist?

4 A Christmas Carol can be interpreted as an allegory. According to this what do Mr Scrooge and the spirits 
that appear to him symbolise? 

Answer true or false.

1 Dickens was a very prolific writer.  T  F

2 One of his novel’s main themes is the exploitation of children.  T  F

3 His style can be defined as new and revolutionary. T  F
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