John Smith

Charles Dickens’ “A Christmas Carol” is often seen as a story for children. How effective is Stave one as an opening to such a book?

Charles Dickens wrote “A Christmas Carol” in 1843. It is often seen as a story for children, but it can also be seen as having deeper layers of meaning and a profound message for adults. With this Christmas story, Dickens shows us how even self-serving, insensitive people like Ebenezer Scrooge can be converted into charitable, caring and socially conscious members of society. The book is still relevant today as it promotes moral ideals associated with Christmas – generosity, kindness and love for your community. “A Christmas Carol” is often seen as a children’s story. In this essay, I will be exploring whether Stave one can also be seen as aimed at adults through exploring its historical context, structure and language and the character of Scrooge.

Firstly, I will examine the historical context of “A Christmas Carol”. Dickens spent the first nine years of his life living happily in Kent. However, his father had lots of debts and moved to London, where he was put into debtors’ prison. Charles had to work with other child labourers putting labels on bottles in a blacking warehouse for three months. Charles was very unhappy and never forgot this time. Dickens wrote “A Christmas Carol” in 1843 with the intention of drawing readers’ attention to the problems of England’s poor. At the time, thousands of people did not have enough food to eat but the rich didn’t help them. The workhouses and prisons in London at the time were the worst in Europe. Dickens wanted to teach his readers to care about those less well off than themselves, such as Bob Cratchit’s family. He wanted the rich to give money to the poor rather than ignore them. I think these messages are aimed at both adults and children because they are easy to understand for children but also important and thought provoking for adults.

Charles Dickens used particular language and structure in “A Christmas Carol”, including direct address, humour and long descriptions, which could be seen as aimed at children or adults. The book is written in Staves, not chapters, which is a joke. A Christmas carol is a song, and so he divided his book into staves, in reference to the musical notation staff. This is a joke that only adults would understand, not children. Dickens uses direct address throughout the Stave, including “Scrooge knew he was dead? Of course he did. How could it be otherwise?” on page nine. The effect of directly addressing the reader is to make them feel drawn into the story. This would be more appealing to children rather than adults, especially when the story is read out loud to them. Dickens is famous for using humour in his writing, and includes many examples in Stave one. For instance, Scrooge is such a miser he notes that his long-time business associate Marley’s funeral is a “bargain”(page 10). This joke is subtle and may be aimed more at adults than children. Dickens, especially with his portrayal of Scrooge that takes up all of page eleven, often uses long descriptions. Included in this description are many adjectives and similes, such as “Hard and sharp as flint……solitary as an oyster.” The effect of this is to create a mental image of the character in the readers’ mind. This may be primarily aimed at children to stimulate their imaginations. I think the language shows that Dickens aimed “A Christmas Carol” at both adults and children at different points, showing that he may have had both in mind.

The main character in “A Christmas Carol” is Ebenezer Scrooge. He is described as a “squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous old sinner!” on page eleven. Did Dickens create him as a main character for children or adults? Scrooge’s attitude to Christmas is to declare that everyone who celebrates it should be “boiled with his own pudding, and buried with a stake of holly through his heart!” (page fourteen). He sees having money as the only reason to feel happy when he says to his nephew “What reason have you to be merry? You’re poor enough.” (page thirteen). Scrooge’s attitude to other people is particularly harsh, claiming that the poor dying would be positive, as it would “decrease the surplus population.” (page nineteen). Adults would respond to Scrooge as a rather one-dimensional villain in the first Stave, seeing him as slightly over the top. Children, on the other hand, love and enjoy villains in their stories, and would want to see what happens to this bad man. Scrooge is a suitable main character for children because he changes and learns from his mistakes, becoming a better person. Therefore, I think that Scrooge is a character aimed mainly at children because they love villains.

In conclusion, I think “A Christmas Carol” was written mostly for children but is also very appealing to adults. The messages of compassion and giving can be understood and taken on board by both adults and children. Some of the language of the book is sophisticated and aimed at adults, but includes child-friendly descriptions. In Stave one Scrooge is aimed more at children than adults as a rather simple villain, but later in the book becomes a more rounded character, which would be appreciated by adults. The story of “A Christmas Carol” has captured the world’s imagination and become part of public consciousness. Its appeal is for both adults and children.
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