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Letter from the Editors
Dear PlayNotes readers:

What is it about A Christmas Carol that endures from year to year and 
brings audiences back again and again? With Scrooge back on our 
stage, our challenge is to infuse a familiar story with new energy. Our 
production this year features an almost totally new cast, invigorating 
our version of this holiday classic. In a way, everyone involved in the 
production, including the audience, will start out fresh with each 
performance—that’s the magic of live theater. 

A Christmas Carol is a tradition at Portland Stage Company for the 
same reason Dickens’s novel was an instant success; it’s an entertaining, 
thought-provoking story that needs to be told. The enduring strength 
of the language and characters keep us coming back. And, frankly, it’s 
a lot of fun! As always, we strive to give this guide many of those same 
qualities. Whether you will be attending the show for the first time 
or are a long-time fan, we hope this holiday PlayNotes will help you 
understand and enjoy what you see on stage.  

On that note, the PlayNotes guide for A Christmas Carol is a little different 
from our usual PlayNotes in that it is an online-only guide. Presenting 
this guide exclusively online allows us to provide schools with a longer, 
richer, and more complete resource to use in the classroom. And be 
sure to check out our newest tradition, the PlayNotes Podcast for A 
Christmas Carol, available for download at our website. 

In creating this larger version of PlayNotes, we have revived many A 
Christmas Carol articles from past guides, and we would be remiss not 
to acknowledge the huge contributions of Portland Stage education 
managers and dramaturgy interns of years past who wrote, compiled, 
and edited the core information in this edition of PlayNotes. We’ve been 
haunted by their friendly spirits and we thank them! 

With all good wishes to you for a joyous and peaceful holiday season, 
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to store, getting stuck in traffic, bickering, and spending 
large amounts of money, it is easy to get frustrated 
rather than appreciate the opportunity to be together.

Contemporary versions show there is still much 
to be learned from stories of curmudgeons with 
surprisingly soft hearts. Scrooge lives on not only in 
English-speaking cultures, where his name has also 
become a word, but around the world, as the story is 
constantly being translated, adapted, and produced. 
In the original text, Scrooge reiterates exactly what A 
Christmas Carol teaches readers and audiences: “I will 
honour Christmas in my heart, and try to keep it all 
the year. I will live in the Past, the Present, and the 
Future. The Spirits of all Three shall strive within 
me. I will not shut out the lessons that they teach!”r

About the Play

Horse-drawn carriages do clack across the cobblestones 
past the waterfront here, but Portland is a couple of 
centuries and an ocean away from Charles Dickens’s 
London. The world he wrote in, about, and from 
was quite different from twenty first-century Maine, 
yet the true spirit of Christmas that emanates from 
A Christmas Carol still resonates around the world.

The novella, first published in December 1843, was one 
of Dickens’s few works to be distributed in a stand-alone 
fashion, not through serialization. He wrote it with 
the intention of commercial success, because he was 
running out of money. Christmas rituals now considered 
traditions were just emerging in English public life 
during the Victorian period. Taking advantage of this 
societal shift, the book was an instant hit. Having often 
held public readings of his previous works, Dickens took 
A Christmas Carol on tour. He performed it as a one-
man show, initially for charity. It was so popular that 
he continued to do readings of it for the rest of his life.

A Christmas Carol lives on past its author and era because 
its story of redemption transcends nineteenth-century 
English industrialism. In every era since Dickens’s 
lifetime, issues with wealth and greed have continued 
to harm societies around the world. Especially during 
the holiday season, benevolence and human connection 
sometimes fade in the frenzy of shopping and gift-giving. 
When families spend Christmas Eve driving from store 

Painting of Tiny Tim and Ebeneezer Scrooge by Fred Barnard.

Dutch artist’s depiction of Ebeneezer Scrooge.



EssEntials

7PlAynotes

Focus Questions
 1. What makes Dickens’s A Christmas Carol so popular? Why do people watch it and read  
 it every year, even though they know how it will end?

 2. Is A Christmas Carol a story for children or adults? What aspects of the tale make it  
 appeal to both audiences? Is the story of A Christmas Carol relevant to contemporary  
 American culture? If so, how do any of the issues that Dickens presents still affect us?

 3. What do you think Charles Dickens meant in the preface to A Christmas Carol ? What  
 is the “ghost of an idea” to which he refers?

 4. What role does the supernatural play in A Christmas Carol ? Why did Dickens choose  
 ghosts to facilitate Scrooge’s transformation?

  

 5. How does A Christmas Carol  reflect the economy and class structure of Victorian  
 England? As a writer, how did Dickens respond to these social and economic issues?

 6. What is our responsibility to people who have less than we do? Are we more conscious  
 of giving to the poor at Christmas than at other times of the year?

 7. Does A Christmas Carol  appeal to people who do not celebrate Christmas? Why or  
 why not?

 8. Why did Dickens call his story a “carol?”  What about the book is musical?  How is it  
 similar to or different from the Christmas carols you sing?

 9. Dickens describes many Victorian Christmas traditions in his story, but there are some  
 he does not include.  Why do you think he made these choices? 

 10. In A Christmas Carol , Scrooge has to learn from the past, present, and future.  Why  
 is it important to listen to all three?  How do the three complement each other in the  
 lessons they teach?
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“Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own 
life, or whether that station will be held by anybody 
else, these pages must show.” So wrote Charles Dickens 
at the beginning of his most autobiographical novel, 
David Copperf ield. Like David, Dickens’s early years 
were difficult and it was these early experiences with 
poverty and strife that inspired many of his beloved 
characters as he grew to become one of the most 
cherished and revered writers of the English language. 

Charles John Huffman Dickens 
was born on February 7, 1812, 
at a small house in Mile End 
Terrace, Portsmouth, Hampshire. 
His parents, John and Elizabeth, 
were members of the emerging 
middle class, and his father 
worked as a clerk in the Navy 
Pay Office. When John was 
transferred to Kent in 1817, the 
family went with him, relocating 
to a larger home where Charles 
spent five happy years attending 
school, putting on theatrical 
productions with his seven 
siblings, and reading voraciously. 

However, John Dickens, who was 
generally regarded as a generous, if 
lavish man, was not frugal with the family’s funds, and 
in 1822 the entire Dickens family, with the exception of 
Charles, went to live in the Marshalsea Debtors Prison 
in London. Meanwhile, twelve-year-old Charles went 
to work at a boot-blacking 
factory in Southwark to help 
pay off the family’s debts. It 
was a difficult time in Charles’s 
life and many of his characters 
including Oliver Twist, David 
Copperfield, and Pip from 
Great Expectations, were based 
on his experiences as one of 
the many lonely, laboring 
children who dotted London’s 
streets during Victorian times. 

Respite seemed to come when 
the family was released from 
prison a few months later, but, 
to Charles’s horror, his mother 
insisted that he continue 
working at the factory because 

she had grown accustomed to the extra income. Finally, 
at his father’s insistence, Charles was allowed to 
return to school to complete his education. In 1827, 
at the age of fifteen, Charles left school for good and 
took a position as a clerk in a law office. This proved 
a useful experience for him as it honed his writing 
skills and taught him shorthand, which he used to 
get a job as a court reporter. It was during this time 
that his first short story, “A Dinner at Poplar Walk,” 

appeared in Monthly Magazine.   

In 1934, Dickens became a 
reporter for the newspaper the 
Morning Chronicle, where he wrote 
under the pseudonym “Boz,” his 
father’s childhood nickname for 
him. This led him to title his 
first book, Sketches by Boz (1836), 
which was a collection of written 
sketches of Londoners. The year 
1836 proved to be a banner one 
for young Dickens, as the first 
installments of his serial novel, The 
Pickwick Papers, appeared a mere 
seven weeks later, which solidified 
him as a household name. In 
April of that year, Dickens 
married Catherine Hogarth, 
and left the Chronicle to become 

the editor of a magazine called Bentley’s Miscellany. 

In January 1837, Dickens embarked on the most 
commercially successful and prolific time in his life. 

His next two novels, Oliver 
Twist and Nicholas Nickleby 
were also published as serials, 
with a new chapter released 
every week. The Old Curiosity 
Shop, published between 1840 
and 1841, was the beginning 
of Dickens’s popularity in 
the United States. Each 
installment would arrive in 
New York by boat, and the 
distributors waiting on the 
docks would shout to the 
sailors “Does Little Nell live?” 
eager to discover the fate of 
the book’s young heroine. 
The serial format forced him 
to remain prolific, almost 
uninterrupted, for 35 years. 

A young Charles Dickens.

About Charles Dickens

Sculpture of Charles Dickens in London.
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However, following The Old Curiosity Shop, Dickens 
faced a rough patch in his career. Barnaby Rudge 
(1841) enjoyed little commercial success. His American 
Notes, published following his first journey to the 
United States and Canada, was very badly received 
in those markets, because it was highly critical of 
the United States. These same sentiments inspired 
portions of Martin Chuzzlewit, which solidified 
American momentary distaste. Dickens went on to 
tour the United States twice more, which led him 
to add a preface to all future copies of American 
Notes tempering some of the judgments the book 
contains. It suggests, “My readers have opportunities 
of judging for themselves whether the influences 
and tendencies which I distrusted in America, had, 
at that time, any existence but in my imagination.”

He managed to win back his audience in the United 
States with A Christmas Carol, which appeared in 
December 1844. He wrote the entire novella in a scant 
six weeks, and went on to publish it as a single volume 
in an effort to keep the price down. However, Dickens 

was extremely specific about the cover and illustrations, 
causing the publisher to have to reprint multiple times. 
Since Dickens had recently renegotiated his contract to 
receive a portion of the profits rather than a lump sum, 
Dickens made almost no money off the beloved book. 

Following a long tour of Europe with his family, 
Charles settled into an estate called Gad’s Hill, which 
he’d admired since childhood. There, he renewed his 
love of theater by collaborating on the script for The 
Frozen Deep with writer Wilkie Collins. A young 
actress named Ellen Ternan was in the cast, and she 
and Dickens began a passionate affair that would last 
the rest of his life. Charles ended up separating from 
Catherine, and going to live with Ellen, supporting 
Catherine and the ten children only financially. 

Dickens’s health began to fail in 1866, but he continued 
to write and give public readings against his doctor’s 
wishes. Finally, on June 9, 1870, at the age of 58, he died 
of a stroke, leaving his seventeenth and final novel, The 
Mystery of Edwin Drood,  unfinished. Dickens was buried 
in Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey. The processional 
lasted three days, and the day of his burial was one of 
national mourning for England. Dickens remains one 
of the most beloved writers in global literary history.  rFormal portrait of Charles Dickens.

Charles Dickens, his wife, and one of their daughters.
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Dickens’s novella A Christmas Carol was a hit from the 
start, with the six thousand copies sold by Christmas. 
The enduring popularity of 
A Christmas Carol is due in 
part to its immediate and 
continued adaptation for 
stage and screen. The first 
theatrical adaptation of 
Dickens’s novella opened 
in London at the Adelphi 
Theater in February 1844. 
The story’s fantastical 
imagery and sparkling 
dialogue made it perfectly 
suited to the stage, and by 
the end of that year, a total 
of eight theater companies 
had produced their own 
versions of A Christmas Carol.

Today, A Christmas Carol 
is in the public domain, 
meaning that it is not protected by copyright and 
can be adapted freely. dozens of regional theaters 
across the United States make A Christmas Carol 
a part of their communities’ annual  Christmas 
traditions. Adaptations 
are performed at theater 
companies of all sizes 
and locales, from 
Trinity Rep. Company 
in  Prov idence , Rhode 
Island, to the American 
Conservatory Theater in 
San Francisco, California. 
Many, like Portland Stage 
Company, create their 
own adaptations, but even 
theaters that share the 
same script focus on unique 
aspects of the story. Cast sizes 
range from one to thirty, and 
the style of each production 
varies depending on the 
character of the company.

Since so many theater 
companies produce A 
Christmas Carol annually, 
there is a push to make it 
new and exciting each time. 

Every adaptation is a little different, and adaptations 
take many different theatrical forms: straight plays, 

musicals, and plays with 
music, like Portland Stage’s 
version. In the tradition 
of Dickens’s readings of A 
Christmas Carol there have 
been many adaptations that 
turn the story into a one-man 
show.  A Christmas Carol is not 
only performed at community 
and regional theaters; it 
was seen on Broadway 
for four different limited 
engagements, between 1991 
and 2001. There have also 
been satirical adaptations 
o f  th i s  c l a s s i c  t a l e , 
including Mrs. Bob Cratchit’s 
Wild Christmas Binge by 
Christopher Durang, which 
tells what A Christmas Carol 

might be like if the Ghost’s magic was not so good 
and brought Scrooge to Bob Cratchit’s house while 
Mrs. Cratchit was still cooking, drinking, and planning 
to jump off a bridge. While A Christmas Carol may 

have begun as a novella, 
it has firmly established 
itself as a theatrical 
tradition, alive each year on 
countless stages with ghosts, 
memories, and a healthy 
dose of Christmas cheer.

Ever since the first 
productions occuring 170 
years ago, A Christmas 
Carol ’s popularity has 
only increased. With the 
advent of motion pictures, A 
Christmas Carol was one of 
the first novels to be adapted 
into a screenplay, with silent 
versions produced in both 
Britain and the United 
States. As film technology 
developed, so did numerous 
adaptations of Dickens’s tale. 
Over the last hundred years, 
actors including Reginald 
Owen (1938), Alastair Sim 

Production History

A first edition of A Christmas Carol.

A Christmas Carol, The Musical at the 
Walnut Street Theatre. Photo by Mark Gavin.
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(1951), Albert Finney (1970), George C. Scott (1984), 
Michael Caine (1992), Patrick Stewart (1999), and Jim 
Carrey (2009) have all portrayed Ebenezer Scrooge on 
film. A number of animated versions, such as Mickey’s 
Christmas Carol, and musical television specials have 
paid homage to A Christmas Carol as well, featuring 
familiar casts of characters such as the Muppets, the 
Jetsons, the Flintstones, and the Looney Tunes gang.

A number of films have also adapted the traditional 
Scrooge story to feature a specific star. For example, 
2000’s A Diva’s Christmas Carol stars Vanessa Williams 
and updates the classic Scrooge story to feature a 
greedy pop singer. Since Dickens first published the 
story in 1843, it has undergone many changes, but the 
spirit of the original novel remains, and it is because 
of that spirit and meaning that A Christmas Carol 
remains a vital part of the Christmas tradition.r

Novels:
The Pickwick Papers (1837)

Oliver Twist (1839)
Nicholas Nickleby (1839)

The Old Curiousity Shop (1841)
Barnaby Rudge (1841)

A Christmas Carol (1843)
Martin Chuzzlewit (1844)
Dombey and Son (1848)
David Copperfield (1849)

Bleak House (1853)
Hard Times (1854)
Little Dorrit (1857)

A Tale of  Two Cities (1859)
Great Expectations (1861)

The Mystery of  Edwin Drood 
(1870, Unfinished)

Essays and Travel Books:
Sketches by Boz (1836)

Sketches of  Young Gentlemen (1838)
Sketches of  Young Couples (1840)

American Notes (1842)
Pictures from Italy (1846)

The Lazy Tour of  Two Idle 
Apprentices (1857)

Reprinted Pieces (1858)
The Uncommercial Traveler (1861)

Our Mutual Friend (1864-65)

Short Stories:
The Chimes (1844)

The Cricket on the Hearth (1845)
The Battle of  Life (1846)

The Haunted Man and the Ghost’s 
Bargain (1848)

Christmas Stories (1850-1867)
To Be Read at Dusk (1852)

Hunted Down (1859)
George Silverman’s 
Experience (1867)

Holiday Romance (1868)

Dickens’s Work
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Dickens’s London
Charles Dickens wrote A Christmas Carol at a time 
when England was suffering from a depression so severe 
that the period was known as the “Hungry Forties.” 
Tens of thousands of people were unemployed and 
starving, which had a profound impact on society. The 
existence of such tremendous poverty was a problem 
that the Victorians never solved: England’s economic 
landscape was changing too rapidly for the Victorians 
to understand its causes, let alone address them.

Much of this changing economic landscape was caused 
by the Industrial Revolution, which began in England 
in the mid-eighteenth century. While the scientific 
advances of the age were a marvel, they created an 
entirely new economic system, and the transition came 
at a great cost to many individuals. England’s economic 
center moved from farming communities to factories 
in cities. The subsequent influx of people into urban 
environments led to a significant rise in unemployment, 
tremendous health risks, and vast class and wealth 
divisions. In 1800, the population of London was 
around one million, but by 1880, it had risen to 4.5 
million. The expansion of the railroad in the 1830s 
and the shift from farming communities to factory 
employment played a primary role in this accelerated 
expansion of the city. Thousands flocked to the already 
overcrowded capital seeking housing and work. 
Instead, they found skyrocketing unemployment rates 
and cramped tenement housing. The city of London 
became a city of laborers trying to eke out a small living, 
which usually forced all members of a family to work.

Factory work was the single largest employer of 
unskilled laborers in Dickens’s London. The conditions 
within the walls of a typical nineteenth century factory 
were more like a prison than a workplace. They were 
dark, squalid, and extremely dangerous. It was not 

uncommon for laborers to be killed or seriously injured 
while on the job. Factory owners and managers showed 
little regard for the safety of their workers. If one laborer 
was severely injured or killed, there were many desperate 
to fill his or her place. Since the machinery did not need 
to rest, most factories were in operation 23 hours a 
day. This resulted in a much longer workday for those 
in charge of running the machines than our typical 
workday in modern times. Child laborers were not 
exempt from such terrible conditions. Many children 
in the early nineteenth century worked 16 hours a day 
for very low wages. Children were the only workers 
with hands small enough to operate and repair some 
of the more delicate machinery, and so they became 
integral to many industries. Chimney sweeps, coal and 
iron miners, and manufacturers producing items such 
as matchsticks and nails depended on children as a 
cost-effective solution to maintaining a labor force.

Not until well after the Industrial Revolution was 
under way did the British Parliament begin to 
enact legislation to protect factory workers. In 1834, 
Parliament recommended that children ages 11 to 18 
not be permitted to work more than 12 hours a day, 
children nine to eleven no more than eight hours, and 
those under the age of nine were not allowed to work 
at all. These laws also called for mandatory schooling of 
children and for workplace cleanliness. After continued 
worker dissatisfaction, Parliament further revised the 
labor laws in 1848 to limit both children and adults to 
ten-hour workdays. This legislation, however, proved 
difficult to enforce. There were too few inspectors 
to ensure complete compliance, and inspectors were 
easily bribed or manipulated to overlook offenses.

The rise of the factories coincided with the creation of 
a new form of land distribution called enclosures. This 

An artists rendering of a Victorian Era street. 
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temperature, making the city a total of four to five degrees 
hotter than the surrounding countryside. In Our Mutual 
Friend (1865), Dickens describes the atmosphere of 
London: “It was a foggy day in London, and the fog was 
heavy and dark. Animate London, with smarting eyes 
and irritated lungs, was blinking, wheezing, and choking; 
intimate London was a sooty spectre, divided in purpose 
between being visible and invisible, and so being wholly 
neither.” The smoke from the chimney created a thick 
haze that blocked our 75 percent of the sunlight and 
created an atmosphere ripe for respiratory ailments.

Poor health due to malnutrition and vitamin deficiencies 
was also a common occurrence in Victorian London. 
Shortages of fresh produce and meat inflated prices, 
meaning many lower-class workers could only afford 
a diet heavy in carbohydrates. People with a bit more 
money were able to supplement their diets with a 
few other sundries, but fresh produce and meat were 
virtually unavailable except for the wealthy. These 
widespread health problems resulted in birth defects, 
which scholars believe accounts for Tiny Tim’s ailment 
in A Christmas Carol. Overall, half of the children born 
in Victorian London died before their fifth birthday. 
Even fewer reached adulthood. In 1875, the infant 
death rate in England and Wales was 158 per 1,000—
nearly one in six. Some historians cite the lack of social 

system converted common land in the countryside to 
privately owned land. Landowners evicted tenants 
from their newly purchased property and fenced 
it in to graze sheep. Unable to sustain themselves 
in the country, English laborers flocked to the city, 
creating extreme overcrowding. Living conditions 
were particularly horrendous due to the almost total 
lack of sanitation. It was most grim for those in the 
poorer neighborhoods, which were often heavily 
polluted and rank with disease. Until the latter half of 
the 1800s, many Londoners collected their drinking 
water from the Thames River. This was often the same 
area into which open sewers discharged their refuse. 
It took several outbreaks of cholera and the Great 
Stink of 1858—when the stench from the Thames 
grew so bad that Parliament was forced to recess—
for the city to take action and provide an adequate 
sewage system, which was finally completed in 1875.

The massive influx of people into London also increased 
air pollution in the city. Those who could afford it used 
coal to light fires for cooking and heat, which raised the 
average temperature in the city by about two to three 
degrees. The invention of gaslights further increased the 

Smoke billows from a Victorian factory.

Victorian children often worked as chimney sweeps.

Charles Dickens came to the United States twice in his lifetime. Being Dickens, he was most fascinated by 
touring prisons, asylums, schools for deaf and blind children, factories, and mills. But his visits were truly 
for the purpose of gaining income, through public readings. During his second visit to the United States, he 
gave a reading in Portland on March 30, 1868. This occasion was especially memorable for him because of 
his departure. On the train, he met Kate Wiggin, a young girl who had been greatly disappointed to miss his 
reading, and he delighted in talking to for the duration of the long ride. The 12-year-old had enjoyed all of his 
books, but confided in him that she had skipped past reading some of the “lengthy dull parts.” She eventually 
became a novelist herself, publishing her first book in 1903. An on-and-off resident of Maine, Wiggin was 
also an educator, founding the first free kindergarten in the United States and working for the well-being of 
children in a time when few cared about them, noble work with roots in Dickens’ s concern for the social state.

Dickens in Maine
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welfare and resources for the poor as a significant factor 
in London’s alarmingly high rate of child mortality.

Many years before the Industrial Revolution, England 
established a set of Poor Laws in 1601. The “deserving 
poor,” those who could not find work or were infirm, 
were given either employment or clothes and food. 
However, the “undeserving poor,” able-bodied citizens 
who refused to work, were publically whipped until 
they took employment offered to them. For this reason, 
historians call the laws only relatively humane. Each 
parish was charged with the responsibility of dispensing 
aid, paid for by a property tax. In each individual 
parish, everyone knew everyone else, and they knew 
the circumstances of the people applying for relief. 
This lent itself well to this relatively generous system.

Despite the good intentions of the Poor Laws, 
economic depression drove the costs of relief up 75 
percent between 1812 and 1818. Landowners began 
to clamor for reductions in cost. Parliament responded 
with the New Poor Law of 1834, which forced parishes 
to band together to create workhouses. The law also 
required that individuals entering the workhouses 
surrender their personal possessions and forced them 
to wear standard-issue uniforms. Razors, tobacco, 
and alcohol were forbidden. Families were separated; 
men, women, and children were housed in different 
dormitories and many parents never saw their children 
again. The workhouse was little more than a prison, 
where workers were stripped of their civil liberties 
and their pride. In A Christmas Carol, the two charity 
workers tell Scrooge that many of the poor would 
rather die than enter a poorhouse. Such harsh measures 
characterized Victorian attitudes toward poverty. The 
middle and upper classes believed that poverty was a 
result of laziness or some personality defect, and they 
thought that the poor would rather do anything than 

work. They did not consider that with landlords creating 
enclosures and the subsequent massive migration to 
urban areas, there was little work to be had. Also, many 
of the jobs available to the lower classes did not pay 
a living wage. This is considered by some economists 
to be a form of population control: it was assumed 
that the less money a couple had, the fewer children 
they would have (or be able to raise to adulthood).

When Dickens was a small boy, his parents were 
imprisoned for debt, and the young Dickens was sent 
off to a blacking factory to aid in supporting his family. 
This grim experience inspired many of his later novels, 
which would highlight the plight of the poor and the 
ineffective labor laws. In Oliver Twist (1838), Dickens 
sarcastically depicts the condition of the poor under the 
Victorian Poor Laws: “So they established the rule that 
all poor people should have the alternative . . . of being 
starved by a gradual process in the house, or by a quick 
one out of it . . . They made a great many other wise 
and humane regulations . . . kindly undertook to divorce 
poor married people . . . instead of compelling a man to 
support his family, as they had theretofore done, took 
his family away from him, and made him a bachelor!”

Dickens spent much of his life fighting Victorian 
attitudes toward the poor through his novels, which 
might have added to his popularity among the masses. 
After all, Dickens’s home was a beehive of activity. It 
was a place filled with people of all classes and kinds 
trying to survive in a city that had become wilder 
and more terrifying than any previous time. The 
people of Dickens’s time were people who sought to 
live, see their children grow, and die without sin or 
debt. To many, simply making it to another day was 
the greatest success that a person could achieve.r 

The famous expression captures Scrooge’s personality and his attitude toward 
Christmas so completely that it is never used today without some thought of 
Dickens’s A Christmas Carol. But the origin of the word “humbug” actually goes back 
much further than that. It came into vogue as a slang term used by schoolchildren 
in the mid-eighteenth century, beginning as a verb meaning “to trick or hoax,” and 
then transformed into a noun meaning “a counterfeit, forgery or sham.” Finally, it 
became an interjection conveying disgust or disbelief. The word soon caught on 
among the upper class, but its true origin appears to have been lost. Etymologists 
have theorized that it might be from the Irish “uim-bog,” meaning worthless 
copper, or from a distortion of “Hamburg,” a city renowned during the Napoleonic 
wars for producing counterfeit money. Either way, nothing quite conveys Scrooge’s 
mindset at the beginning of A Christmas Carol like those two words, “Bah, humbug!”

Bah, Humbug!

“Grumpy Cat” displays 
her holiday spirit.
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Public Readings
Already successful in his writing, in 1853, Charles 
Dickens created a condensed edition of A Christmas 
Carol to be performed at public readings for charity. 
Because the full text would have taken far too long to 
read aloud, Dickens edited it in order to maximize its 
dramatic effect. He also cut some passages of social 
criticism that he deemed inappropriate for an evening of 
entertainment. The final version ran for about 90 minutes, 

roughly equivalent to the duration of A Christmas Carol 
as performed here at Portland Stage. Both narrating 
and performing every character himself, Dickens was 
widely praised by contemporaries for his skill and 
humor as a performer. Although A Christmas Carol was 
the first of Dickens’s books that he read publically, it 
opened the door for future readings of Dickens’s works. 

The first readings were 
for charity, to which 
A Christmas Carol was 
naturally suited. However, 
once offers of payment 
started coming, Dickens 
was faced with a dilemma. 
He believed that to accept 
such an offer would be 
demeaning to himself 
and the story. However, 
he soon came to discover 
that most of the public 
already believed he 
was being paid for the 
charity readings, so he 
accepted his first payment 

Dickens giving a public reading.

The distribution of A Christmas Carol differs from that of Dickens’s 
other novels because the entire story was published as a single 
volume. Most of his novels, like the works of his contemporaries, were 
published in serial form in weekly or monthly installments, usually in 
magazines. This helped him to stay on a tight and rigorous schedule 
all his life. It also meant that the public was sorely disappointed 
when he died only halfway through his last work, The Mystery of 
Edwin Drood, and the ending he intended to write was lost forever.

Serial Publications

The original cover for Bleak House.

A poster advertising a Dickens 
reading in 1869.

in 1858. By the mid-1860s he was maintaining an 
ambitious schedule and making far more money from 
his public appearances than off sales of his works. 

Although many audience members were absolutely 
entranced by Dickens’s mesmerizing performance, 
when fellow author Mark Twain saw a reading of Oliver 
Twist, he remarked that Dickens was “a little Englishy” 
for his taste. Three months before Dickens’s death, his 
friend and doctor, Francis Carr Beard, ordered him to 
stop performing, fearing that the astounding pace he 
had been maintaining was taking its toll. In his medical 
notes, Beard wrote that Dickens’s heart rate quickened a 
great deal during each performance. In his final readings, 
Dickens added the emotional murder of Nancy by Bill 
Sykes from Oliver Twist to his lineup, which the public 
believed had exhausted him to the point of death. 
Although there is no modern medical corroboration 
for this, it is clear that Dickens gave everything he 
had to those dramatic readings, until the end.r  
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The central belief that defined Spiritualism was that the 
dead were able to return to Earth and commune with 
the living. Tragic, young death was perpetual in this 
early era of industrial manufacturing, so it makes sense 
that those who lost a family member would embrace 
the séance as a method of communicating with those 
who had died. The drawing-room séance became an 
accepted social event in which a family would hire a 
“spiritualist,” or an expert in communing with the 
dead. Often these were out-of-work magicians who 
would travel from town to town, offering their services 
to grieving mothers or widows. They used the same 
illusions they would in a magic act to convince the family 
that their loved one 
had returned to speak 
to them. Often these 
tricks would involve 
odd sounds, perhaps 
knocking or a bell 
ringing, “spirit writing,” 
or writing while under 
a trance, and frequently 
an item of furniture               
would move, seemingly 
of its own volition. 

Of course, the 
popularity of such 
events inspired a 
ravenous love of similar 

Though often remembered for its high necklines and rigid 
morals, Victorian England was also host to a growing 
fascination with the paranormal, a movement that was 
especially obvious in the literature of the era. Authors 
like Wilkie Collins, H.G. Wells, and Mary Elizabeth 
Braddon dominated this form, and provided tales that 
didn’t just entertain, but also offered moral instruction 
to their readers. The popularity of this fad was deeply 
rooted in the realities of life in Victorian England.

Beginning in the late eighteenth century, the Industrial 
Revolution drastically changed what day-to-day life 
looked like for the average Brit. Traditional English 
pastoral life gave way to cramped and unsafe urban 
centers as the working classes flooded the cities seeking 
employment. This group became a new, literate middle-
class who preferred a more accessible art form than 
poetry. As a result, new literary forms like novels and 
periodicals that published short stories came into vogue, 
both of which provided ideal platforms for the generic, 
repetitive, and cheap-to-produce ghost story. This 
meshed remarkably well with the growing obsession 
with spiritualism that existed in Europe at this time. 

The rise of the spiritualist movement can be attributed 
to many factors. One theory is that the increasingly 
common use of gas lighting, which emitted toxic carbon 
monoxide, might provoke hallucinations. This could 
explain the common reports of supernatural experiences 
from this period. Similarly, hypnosis, which had been 
invented by Franz Mesmer some years earlier, was coming 
into vogue, and ever-growing numbers of people were 
seeking their own supernatural experiences. Reports of 
spirits sending messages through knocking on walls were 
common, which led to early iterations of what would 
become the Ouija Board. Spiritualism was becoming 
popular and accepted as a form of entertainment.

Franz Mesmers, one of the leaders 
of the Spiritualist movement.

A modern-day Ouija Board.

An artist’s rendering of a Victorian-Era seance.

Spiritualists and Ghosts
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accounts in literature.It was this very phenomenon that 
Dickens was exploiting when he chose to introduce 
ghosts into his new Christmas stories. While A Christmas 
Carol was his first and most popular, Dickens actually 
wrote a total of five Christmas books. He published 
one each year from 1843 to 1846, and a collection of 
short stories written between 1852 and 1866.  These 
books grew gradually darker, including more spiritualist 
themes like goblins, guardian angels, and even a phantom 
twin. However, as in A Christmas Carol, each included a 
moment of redemption for the characters and a moral 
lesson at the end. It was this element of the spiritualist 
movement that made it compatible with Christian 
doctrine. The ghosts and demons were not considered 
works of the devil, but rather agents of God sent to 
reform the sinful men on the Earth. Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein was another example of an author using the 
threatening presence of the supernatural to address the 
morality of the period. Frankenstein condemns “playing 
God” as an inevitable disaster, even as the scientific 
capabilities of that era were rising astronomically. 

Ghosts and other supernatural creatures who walk 
the line between fact and fiction have always been 
literary favorites, especially for the Victorians. 
Spiritualism and ghosts were tools for readers and 
authors to navigate a rapidly changing reality in 
the wake of the Industrial Revolution. We have the 
Victorians to thank not only for tales providing 

Tiny Tim, the son of Bob Cratchit, suffers from an unnamed ailment 
in A Christmas Carol. This ailment causes growth failure and muscle 
weakness, crippling his legs and forcing him to use a crutch. Because 
Charles Dickens never specified what illness afflicted Tiny Tim, 
actors, historians, and doctors have long theorized about it based on 
the symptoms described in the story. Since Tiny Tim lives thanks 
to Scrooge’s financial assistance, his disease was evidently treatable 
with proper medical attention. Physician Donald Lewis, in a 1992 
edition of American Journal of Diseases of Children, guessed that 
Tiny Tim had distal renal tubular acidosis (RTA). RTA is a kidney 
disease that, due to the failure of the kidneys to maintain an acid 
equilibrium in the blood, causes a chemical imbalance resulting in 
small stature, malformed limbs, and muscle weakness. Although 
RTA was not a medically recognized illness during Dickens’s time, 
treatments were available to neutralize the acids and reverse the 
effects. While Lewis recognized that other diagnoses could fit, such 
as tuberculosis, rickets, or basic malnutrition, he believed that a 
treatable kidney disorder best fit “the hopeful spirit of the story.”

        What Ails Tiny Tim?

Artist’s depiction of Bob Critchit 
and his son, Tiny Tim.

fright and fun, but also for literary masterpieces like 
A Christmas Carol, still relevant in modern times.r

An advertisement for Daniel Home’s spiritualist act, 1868. 
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Celebrations of Christmas Past
new songs, like “Good King 
Wenceslas” abounded. In the 
1820s, door-to-door caroling 
became popular. Groups 
caroled to raise money for 
charities and were often given 
mince pies and hot drinks by 
the families they sang for.

The exchange of presents 
was not nearly as popular a 
custom as caroling during 
the Victorian period and 
certainly nowhere near 
as prevalent as it is today. 
Before the Industrial 

Revolution, toys were all handmade, and therefore too 
expensive for all but the wealthy. However, with the 
advent of factories, toys began to be mass-produced 
and thus grew more accessible for the middle-class. 
Poor children, whose families could not afford toys, 
were likely to get an orange or apple in their stockings. 
Among all classes, handmade gifts remained the most 
common. Family members often spent months making 
presents for one another, which ranged from fans and 
other personal ornaments to jams and candies. One of 
Dickens’s daughters wrote very fondly of their family’s 
gift-giving tradition: “In our childish days my father 
used to take us, every twenty-fourth day of December, 

to a toy shop in Holburn, where 
we were allowed to select our 
Christmas presents, and also any 
that we wished to give our little 
companions. Although I believe we 
were often an hour or more in the 
shop before our several tastes were 
satisfied, he never showed the least 
impatience, was always interested, 
and as desirous as we that we should 
choose exactly what we liked best.”

The Victorian era is also responsible 
for the institution of the Christmas 
tree in England. The practice dates 
back to the ancient Germanic 
tribes, who brought evergreens 
into their homes to remind them 
of the coming spring during the 
difficult winter months. Christians 
slowly absorbed the tradition in 

A painting depicting the English royal family 
and their first Christmas tree.

Christmas may seem like it 
has always been the biggest 
holiday in the Western 
world, but it was not always 
so. At the height of British 
leader Oliver Cromwell’s 
power (from 1653 until his 
death in 1658), Scrooge’s 
wish that “every idiot who 
goes about with Merry 
Christmas on his lips 
should be boiled in his own 
pudding and buried with a 
stake of holly through his 
heart” was almost realized. 
Because of the holiday’s 
connection to the Catholic Church, the new Protestant 
government outlawed Christmas celebrations 
altogether until the restoration of the monarchy in 
1660. Afterwards, it took 200 years before Victorian 
nostalgia would fully revive the holiday’s traditions. 
Aided by Queen Victoria and writers like Dickens, the 
mid-nineteenth century saw historical practices such as 
caroling and gift giving come back into vogue, while 
new traditions, like decorating Christmas trees and 
sending Christmas cards, became common practice.

Caroling began during the Middle Ages, featured 
at all major celebrations. The etymology of the word 
“carol” is contested. Some believe 
that it comes from the Greek word 
choraules, combining the two words 
choros and aulein, meaning chorus 
(singing) and reed instrument 
respectively. Others believe it 
is from the old French carole, 
meaning singing. The Catholic 
Church adopted this tradition in 
the thirteenth century, focusing it 
around the celebration of Christmas. 
The tradition of caroling continued 
to spread throughout Europe until 
England’s conservative parliament 
outlawed it in 1647. When caroling 
finally regained its place in holiday 
celebrations during the Victorian 
era, it changed to fit the times. 
The popularity of parlor music 
encouraged the adaptation of old 
songs to modern instruments, and 

An illustration of a typical Victorian Christmas celebration.
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Germany, and the English King George III’s German 
wife, Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, introduced 
Christmas trees to the British royal family when the 
Princess Victoria was 13 years old in 1832. The future 
queen described the new tradition in her diary: “After 
dinner . . . we went into the drawing-room near the 
dining-room. . . . There were two large round tables 
on which were placed two trees hung with lights and 
sugar ornaments, all the presents being placed round 
the trees.” After Victoria’s coronation, her husband, 
Prince Albert of Germany, brought the tradition to 
greater popularity by giving Christmas trees to English 
schools and army barracks. Woodcut prints of the royal 
family around their tree were published in magazines 
all over England and America, spreading the popularity 
and status of the Christmas tree in the Western world.

In the same vein as the Christmas tree decoration, 
Christmas crackers began making their way to the 
holiday table, adding both aesthetic value and fun to 
the celebration. Originally, Christmas crackers were 
without their “crack”—they were popularized as candied 
almonds with love tokens wrapped in paper. But then, 
one day, a fire in the factory combined with a chemical 
to produce a large crack. From that mistake, the cracker 
was born—a long twisted paper package with a prize 
inside that created a loud bang when pulled apart. 
Christmas crackers began their popularity in the early 
to mid-nineteenth century and had solidified their place 
at the Christmas dinner table by the end of the century. 
Like so many other Victorian Christmas traditions, 
Christmas crackers remain just as popular today. 

Like the Christmas tree, the Christmas card is a 
symbol that seems to have been around forever. 
However, Christmas cards only came into popular use 
in 1843, when inventor Sir Henry Cole commissioned 
John Calcott Horsley to design the first commercial 
Christmas card. Three years earlier, Cole had helped 

establish a uniform penny post throughout Great 
Britain. A batch of one thousand Christmas cards could 
be both printed and mailed for one shilling. Rather than 
religious or winter-themed imagery, early Christmas 
cards tended to depict children, animals, fairies, or 
floral designs to remind people of the coming spring. 
Queen Victoria sent out the first official Christmas 
card for the royal family in the 1840s, a tradition 
that still continues in many governments today. The 
United States followed suit in 1953, when President 
Eisenhower issued the first official White House card.

Along with these traditions, a Victorian Christmas also 
called for families to attend church, to feast on hearty 
meals, and to spend time with one another and close 
friends. Since their resurrection, these holiday practices 
have become pillars of Christmas celebrations, ensuring 
that despite Scrooge and Oliver Cromwell’s wishes, the 
holiday will not retreat into obscurity anytime soon.r

Modern Christmas crackers.

A Christmas card from 1800.
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What’s It Worth?
Scrooge & Marley’s Counting House

Scrooge’s profession, actuarial accounting, is the 
statistical calculation of life expectancies for the 
purpose of determining insurance rates. Actuaries were 
originally officials in charge of recording decisions, or 
“acts,” of church courts. Today, most actuaries work 
for corporations, the government, or consulting firms 
predominantly in the insurance industry. They assess the 
probability of potential risks and attempt to minimize 
the cost of those risks. They also calculate and produce 
probability tables, design insurance policies, create 
pension plans, and determine company insurance policies.

Historically, the actuarial profession began with 
mathematical theories of interest and probability 
as they relate to life insurance. With the growth of 
mercantilism during the seventeenth century, the 
demand for the calculation of risk increased. This 
desire soon became a reality after the completion of the 
probability theory in 1657 by Dutch mathematician 
Christian Huygens, and the “life tables” of mortality 
rates created in 1662 by London draper John Graunt.

Improved record-keeping in the late seventeenth century 
led to a new system, perfected by the mathematician and 
astronomer Edmond Halley in 1697. He constructed 
life tables for each individual age, rather than for age 
groups. This allowed actuaries to provide life insurance 
to groups on a more individualized basis. Using 
these new mathematical methods, James Dodson, a 
London mathematician, calculated the first insurance 
“premiums” in 1762 for the Equitable. The Equitable 
was the first life insurance company to use premium 
rates designed for long-term life insurance policies.

Calculating Currency 

Calculating the relative value of money over time poses 
many problems. The value depends on the money’s 
purchasing power (which changes over time). Increased 
availability of a product makes it cheaper, just as 
decreased availability makes a product more expensive. 
For example, if bread costs $2, having weekly wages 
of $100 should leave the worker with enough money 
to feed himself and his family. However, if bread costs 
rise to $10, it is now a much higher percentage of those 
same worker’s wages. Because of constant fluctuations, 
the true value of currency is difficult to track over time.

 In Dickens’s time, the Pound Sterling (£) or “quid,” was 
the central monetary unit in England. One pound in 
the Victorian era would be worth approximately $100 
American dollars today. In the nineteenth century, the 
pound was divided into 20 shillings or “bob,” and each 
shilling was further divided into 12 pennies or “pence.” 
When purchasing an item, the price would be listed as 
pounds/shillings/pence (£/s/d). If a product was listed 
as £3/4s/6d, it meant that the cost was three pounds, 
four shillings, and six pence. At the end of the play, 
after awakening from his night of visitations, Scrooge 
promises a child half a crown, or two and a half shillings, 
to fetch a butcher and turkey. Two and a half shillings was 
equivalent to an entire day’s wages for a city laborer, which 
explains the boy’s excitement. However, today that same 
amount from 1843 would only be worth about $5.75.r

Coins from the British empire, circa 1800.

Costs and Wages
Since converting monetary value from the 
nineteenth century to today is a rather inexact 
process, a better way to think about the value 
of money for Victorians is to compare wages 
and expenses, in pounds/shillings/pence 
(£/s/d). These examples are from 1836 to 1845.

Wages per week

Woolen Cloth Weavers, 14-17s
Coal Miners, 16-18s

Agricultural Laborers, 10-12s
General Laborers, 15-18s

 
Average prices of goods in England

Beef (per pound), 6s/2d–7s/2d
Butter (per pound), 10d-11d

Eggs (20-24), 1s
Rent of Working Man (per week), 8d–9d 
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Portland Stage is excited to bring back A Christmas 
Carol this season after producing The Snow Queen for 
a second time last year. Christmastime all over the 
country heralds numerous productions of this family 
classic. Since its publication in 1843,  A Christmas 
Carol has been re-created in countless variations in a 
wide assortment of media. In fact, Charles Dickens 
made continuous alterations to a self-annotated text 
that he used for public readings, eventually creating 
his own 90-minute abridged edition of the novel 
for performance. In keeping with this tradition, 
Portland Stage Company has produced its own 
version of Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, developed 
by Artistic and Executive Director Anita Stewart.

Stewart has adapted, 
directed, and designed A 
Christmas Carol since its 
first production at Portland 
Stage in 1996. “When I 
first got here, the Board of 
Trustees let me know that 
this was something that they 
really, really, really wanted to 
have happen at the theater. . 
. . After our first year adding 
it into our six-show season, 
we realized we had nipped 
the surface of something 
really good that should be 
expanded upon,” said Stewart. Stewart collaborated 
with Christopher Akerlind, lighting designer and 
former Portland Stage Company Artistic Director, 
and Dawn McAndrews, the education manager at the 
time. According to Stewart, the three “primarily drew 
from the original full text,” and though they looked 
at Dickens’s annotated public reading edition as well, 
they were most interested “in the full thing—starting 
with the whole text and slowly editing out sections.” 

The form of the production was primarily shaped 
by the prose itself, but also by the adaptors’ own 
inventiveness. Hoping to limit the number of actors 
in each production, Stewart found that “condensing 
the ghosts into one person made sense. Since Marley 
was a male counterpart to Scrooge, we decided that the 
Ghosts should be one woman throughout, so that there 
would be a foil to the men.” Upon the realization that 
the time commitment for community actors would be 
too great, Stewart opted to cast two separate ensemble 

groups to alternate performances. She also found that 
the transitory nature of the story restricted the set 
design—while traveling with the three Ghosts, Scrooge 
is taken to at least eight unique physical locations. The 
production therefore uses minimal amounts of scenery, 
relying primarily upon props, lighting, costumes, 
and dialogue to communicate time and location. 

Although the set and characters for Portland Stage’s A 
Christmas Carol have remained essentially the same over 
time, the text is refined each year the play is performed. 
“If you looked at the text we were working with the first 
year and compared it to what it is now, it is drastically 
different. Yet it is the same story,” Stewart said. “As 

we’ve gone on, we’ve gotten 
a little more detailed about 
some of the scenes that we 
include that originally were 
great ideas that we couldn’t 
implement and so we’ve 
been able to add those in.” 

The cast and crew reevaluate 
the script each time, and 
choose to add or exclude 
segments. Stewart explained: 
“On the first day of rehearsal 
we ask if there is anything 
anyone feels we’ve left out. 
There will be people who 

say, ‘Yes, I really want to say this.’  So the show really 
changes with the actors.” And this year especially, the 
show will transform as many new people join the cast. 
This will be, according to Stewart, “an exciting thing, 
to have that kind of energy coming into it because 
they’re approaching it from a different perspective.” She 
believes that with new people performing, the show will 
feel completely different, even to those who have seen it 
many times. Ron Botting, who recently directed Souvenir, 
will perform the role of Scrooge for the first time. 

Stewart emphasizes the sense of tradition and the 
community that has become an invaluable part of A 
Christmas Carol at Portland Stage Company: “I think 
you can see the tradition here with the kids. The little 
kids coming into the cast see what the big kids are 
doing and as they grow, they start to fill those roles. 
You watch how the kids gradually transform from not 
being aware of who they are, or what they are, and they 
find a place within the company. That’s tradition.”r 

Our Christmas Carol

Daniel Noel* and Tom Ford* in A Christmas Carol 
at Portland Stage Company, 2012.
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Santa Claus 

Santa Claus originated from the real Saint Nicholas 
of Myra, a fourth-century bishop whose reputation 
for kindness and generosity led to legends that he 
performed miracles for the poor and unhappy. Nicholas 
was said to have spread his wealth by throwing bags of 
gold coins down the chimneys of poor families’ homes, 
where they landed in socks left to dry over the fireplace. 

In the Middle Ages, Saint Nicholas became a popular 
patron saint. His patronage extended to charitable 
fraternities and guilds, children, sailors, unmarried 
girls, merchants, and pawnbrokers, and the entire 
countries of Russia and Greece, with thousands of 
European churches dedicated to him, beginning in the 
sixth century and continuing through the present-day. 

In the seventeenth century, colonists from the 
Netherlands took Sinterklaas (Saint Nicholas for 
Dutch-speaking peoples) to New Amsterdam, which is 
now New York City. The English-speaking majority in 
the United States adapted Sinterklass into Santa Claus, 
meshing the Dutch’s lore with a Nordic folktale of a 
magician who punished naughty children and rewarded 
good children with presents. Santa Claus’s red and 
white suit echoes the colors of Roman Catholic bishops’ 
robes, referencing the faith of the real Saint Nicholas.

In Victorian England, the popular figure of Father 
Christmas combined the Saint Nicholas legend with 
the Spirit of Christmas. A blend of Christian and 
pagan ideals, the Spirit of Christmas was celebrated 

Origins of Christmas Traditions

A Victorian image of Santa Claus.

A Victorian-style Christmas tree.

as the founder of feasts and spreader of goodwill. It 
is also the likely inspiration for Charles Dickens’s 
Ghost of Christmas Present in A Christmas Carol.

The present-day Western version of Santa Claus, 
with a sleigh and entourage of reindeer, came from 
Christmas literature, visual art, and print advertising. 
For instance, Clement Clarke Moore’s 1823 poem, 
“The Night before Christmas,” originally published 
as “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” was extremely popular, 
and its description of Santa Claus’s wardrobe choices 
and means of transportation is the primary inspiration 
for modern imaginations. Then, between 1863 and 
1886, Harper’s Weekly ran a series of Christmastime 
engravings by political cartoonist Thomas Nast, images 
that introduced the concepts of Santa’s workshop, 
letters from children, and the “naughty-or-nice” list. 
Coca-Cola’s advertising campaign from 1931 to 1964 
featured paintings by Haddon Sundblom, which 
established Santa as a plump, grandfatherly figure.

Christmas Tree 

According to legend, the fir tree’s association with 
Christianity began in Germany almost a thousand 
years ago with Saint Boniface, who is credited with 
much of Germany’s conversion to Christianity. The 
saint was said to have come across a group of pagans 
worshipping an oak tree, and to have angrily cut the 
tree down. Seeing a young fir tree growing among the 
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Christmas feasts in Europe and North America often 
feature turkey as the main dish. However, turkey only 
became part of European Christmas celebrations after 
1650, when turkeys were first brought back from the 
Americas. Prior to that, goose, ham, or even peacock 
were eaten. In Charles Dickens’s time, goose was 
more commonly found on the tables of the wealthy, 
while the poor ate the cheaper and meatier turkey.

Desserts and sweets are essential. Many countries 
have special confections associated with Christmas. In 
Victorian times, Christmas in the British Isles included 
plum pudding, alight with brandy and adorned with 
a sprig of holly. Even the poorest families, like the 
Cratchits, would partake in the custom, substituting 
raisins for the more expensive plums. Traditionally, a 
penny would be baked inside the dessert, and whoever 
found it would have good luck for the coming year. 
The tradition of prizes hidden in Christmas desserts 
is practiced across Europe, often for Twelfth Night 
or Epiphany. In Denmark, rice pudding is served 
with a lucky almond inside at Christmastime.

The variety of traditional Christmas foods around the 
world is based in not only culture and religion but also 
agriculture. Dinner consists of whatever fare is most 
readily available during the cold winter months, alongside 
more elaborate, special dishes for the holiday. Danish 
families celebrate the good fortune of the previous 
year’s pig farming by feasting on pork and pig-shaped 
marzipan candies, a symbol of good luck. In México, 
Christmas dinner features tamales, pozole soup, and a 
special salad. Regardless of specific cuisines, the spirit of 
sharing is at the heart of Christmas feasts everywhere. As 
the Cratchit family shows, even the most meager tables 
can offer an abundance of love and holiday cheer. r

roots of the old oak, Boniface declared it a new symbol 
of Christianity, saying, “This humble tree’s wood is used 
to build your homes: let Christ be at the centre of your 
households. Its leaves remain evergreen in the darkest 
days: let Christ be your constant light. Its boughs reach 
out to embrace and its top points to heaven: let Christ be 
your Comfort and Guide.” And so began the worldwide 
tradition of decorating evergreen trees for Christmas.

Protestant reformer Martin Luther is credited as the 
first person to put candles on a Christmas tree in the 
sixteenth century. In Victorian times, people used 
ribbon to hang candies and cakes on their trees. In 1880, 
Woolworths started to sell manufactured Christmas 
tree ornaments, which became popular quickly. In the 
same year, Thomas Edison strung together the first 
Christmas lights, which he hung around the exterior 
of his laboratory for the Christmas season. However, 
prohibitive costs, technical difficulty, and general distrust 
of electricity meant these would not become common 
until several decades later. However, President Grover 
Cleveland ordered electrical Christmas lights for his 
family’s tree in 1895 and President Calvin Coolidge lit 
the first outdoor tree at the White House in 1923, both 
contributing to the eventual widespread acceptance.

Christmas Dinner 

The tradition of large, extravagant Christmas feasts 
began in the Middle Ages, when feudal lords hosted 
enormous banquets in their manors for their serfs and 
hired soldiers. These gatherings often featured gifts 
of poultry and grain from the serfs to the lords as 
payment for their use of the land. In A Christmas Carol, 
the Ghost of Christmas Present has a lavish spread of 
Christmas foods representing a traditional holiday feast. 
Though these dishes vary between cultures, certain 
holiday favorites can be found on all sorts of tables.

An illustration of Christmas dinner by Robert Seymour, circa 1830.
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Fiction for Social Justice
At the end of Marley’s first visit in A Christmas Carol, 
Scrooge’s chamber is filled with ghosts—many of them 
businessmen he had known—dragging chains behind 
them and bemoaning the plight of the poor. This 
scene exemplifies Dickens’s concern for 
social justice, prevalent in much of his 
work. A Christmas Carol is as much a 
call for the rich to help the poor as it is 
a tale about Christmas. In fact, Dickens 
suggests that the two go hand in hand.

Dickens wrote about both the causes 
and the effects of poverty in many of his 
major works. His early novel Oliver Twist 
(1838) examines the deplorable living 
conditions of London’s street children. 
Dickens’s later novel Little Dorrit 
(published serially between 1855 and 
1887) is set in the prison where Dickens’s 
own father was imprisoned for debt, and 
satirizes the shortcomings of debtors’ 
prisons and the Victorian government. A 
Tale of Two Cities (1859) describes the 
plight of the French peasants prior to 
the French Revolution, drawing parallels 
to the lives of the poor in Victorian London. David 
Copperfield (published serially between 1849 and 1850) 
paints a picture of injustice in Dickens’s own time by 
contrasting the life of those in poverty with life among 
the wealthy. Often remembered 
for his classically Victorian 
sentimentality and famous wit, 
scathing social commentary 
is nonetheless present even in 
Dickens’s most heartwarming tales.

Following in Dickens’s footsteps, 
many authors devoted their literary 
work to exposing systematic 
societal problems. A particularly 
famous example is American 
author Upton Sinclair’s iconic 
1906 novel, The Jungle. His novel 
describes the plight of a Lithuanian 
immigrant family who works in 
Chicago’s Union Stock Yards 
and highlights the corruption 
of the meatpacking industry. 
The Jungle sold over 150,000 
copies and within a few years, it 

was translated into 17 languages. President Theodore 
Roosevelt was reportedly so disgusted after reading it 
that he arranged a meeting with Sinclair and ordered an 
investigation into the meatpacking industry. Spurred by 

the uproar that followed the publication 
of The Jungle, Congress passed the Pure 
Food and Drugs Act of 1906, creating 
the Food and Drug Administration, 
and the Meat Inspection Act of 1906. 
Despite these legislative changes, 
Sinclair considered his victory a hollow 
one. He had hoped to rouse indignation 
over the mistreatment of laborers, but 
instead captivated audiences with his 
gory description of the less-than-sanitary 
meatpacking practices. He said, “I aimed 
at the public’s heart, and by accident I 
hit it in the stomach.” Despite Sinclair’s 
dissatisfaction at the self-interested 
reaction of the public, his book incited 
sweeping reforms on a national scale.

The novels of American author John 
Steinbeck also took aim at the plight 
of America’s working poor. Steinbeck’s 

1939 novel The Grapes of Wrath, the last of his 
“Dustbowl Trilogy,” focused on the Joads, a family of 
farmers forced to leave their Oklahoma home for work 
in California. When the family arrives, however, they 

find overwhelming competition 
for very few jobs, degrading work 
conditions, and animosity from 
locals and police. Forced into a 
migrant lifestyle, they become 
caught in a battle between union 
workers and landowners in search 
of strikebreakers to hire. The book 
won the Pulitzer Prize in 1940 and 
sold almost half a million copies 
in the first year it was published. 
California farm owners were 
enraged, and accused Steinbeck of 
harboring Communist sympathies 
and exaggerating the conditions 
in the migrant camps. However, 
Eleanor Roosevelt, who spent 
most of her time as First Lady 
campaigning for the rights of 
the poor, came to Steinbeck’s 
defense. The controversy that The American author John Steinbeck.

First edition of The Jungle, 1906.
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Grapes of Wrath caused led to congressional hearings on 
migrant worker conditions and changes to labor laws.

These laws do little to protect today’s migrant workers, 
comprised largely of immigrants from México and Latin 
America. Contemporary American author, T.C. Boyle, 
followed Steinbeck’s example with his 1995 novel The 
Tortilla Curtain, the title of which echoes Steinbeck’s  
Tortilla Flat. Boyle’s novel chronicles the lives of two 
families: the wealthy American Mossbachers, and the 
impoverished and undocumented Mexican Rincones, 
who camp in the canyon below the Mossbachers’ gated 
housing development. The two families become involved 
with each other when Delaney Mossbacher accidentally 
hits Candido Rincón with his car. The Tortilla Curtain 
begins with an epigraph from The Grapes of Wrath: 
“They ain’t human. A human being wouldn’t live like 
they do. A human being couldn’t stand it to be so dirty 
and miserable.” The farmer’s excuse for his mistreatment 
of “Okie” migrant workers resonates uncomfortably 
in our own time. Boyle said that Steinbeck’s effort 
inspired him to “imagine a new reality in a world that 
hasn’t changed as much as it would like to believe.”

Yet as the successes of Dickens, Sinclair, and Steinbeck 
illustrate, fiction does have the potential to spark 
tremendous social change. In addition to writing 
heartwarming stories, Dickens was also a critic, satirist, 
and powerful advocate for social reform. Like the ghosts 
of A Christmas Carol, Dickens’s literature brought the 
miserable conditions endured by the poor of Victorian 
London into the homes of the wealthy to remind them 
of their responsibility to their fellow human beings.r

A contemporary cover of The Tortilla Curtain.

Local Ways to Give: 

Toys for Tots
Drop off new, unwrapped toys at any 
local Toys “R” Us or Babies “R” Us 

during the holiday season.

The Salvation Army
297 Cumberland Ave.

(207) 774-6304
Donate time being a bell ringer or 

serving meals for the homeless.

The Bruce Roberts 
Toy Fund

Accepts cash donations with which 
to buy gifts for needy kids. The Fund 
is also looking for volunteers, from 
Thanksgiving through Christmas.

(207) 791-6672
http://brucerobertstoyfund.org/

Catholic Charities
Seeking donations and 

volunteers, all year round.
www.ccmain.org
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Tales of Reformation
Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol tells the story of 
a man who undergoes a miraculous transformation. 
Ebenezer Scrooge is a stingy and often downright cruel 
figure until he is confronted with the consequences 
of his sins though several supernatural visitations. 
Witnessing the misery his selfishness has inflicted on 
those less fortunate and simultaneously realizing his 
own capacity for good, he admits the error of his ways. 
The end of the novella finds him fully reformed, joyfully 
showering others with generosities long withheld. 

Scrooge’s spiritual journey is one often found in 
Western literature. Characters who come to recognize 
their flaws and change themselves for the better 
have long been a popular theme, perhaps because of 
their roots in mythology and religious texts. Mary 
Magdalene provides one of the Western culture’s most 
famous examples. Though never classified as such in 
the Bible and sometimes conflated with other female 
figures from the New Testament, Mary Magdalene is 
most often referred to as a prostitute who repented her 
sins and renounced her profession after becoming one 
of Christ’s most beloved disciples. She then was present 
at the crucifixion and was the first to discover the empty 
tomb after Christ’s resurrection. The legend of her 
reformation suggests an eternally forgiving God, for 
whom genuine repentance can outweigh a lifetime of sin. 

In Western fairy tales, spiritual transformation is often 
accompanied by magical physical transformation. One 

such example is Pinocchio, originally written by Italian 
author Carlo Collodi and published serially between 
1881 and 1883, though Walt Disney’s 1940 animated 
film of the same name is probably the most well-known 
version today. When Collodi’s Pinocchio comes to life, 
the little marionette is not merely naïve, but rebellious, 
lazy, selfish, and a chronic liar—a nightmarish portrait 
of childish unpleasantness. It is not until he learns to 
think of others besides himself and to be a good child 
that he can be fully transformed into a human boy. 
Of course, like the Christmas spirits, Pinocchio had a 
supernatural visitor to help him through this transition.

Sometimes, however, literary characters successfully 
transform themselves without divine intervention 
or the aid of supernatural forces. Though sparked by 
an outside event, these transformations are of a more 
internal nature. For example, in Shakespeare’s King 
Lear (1608), the aging title character decides to divide 
his land between his three daughters based on their 
professed love for him. While his two oldest daughters 
are willing to gush about their never-ending devotion, 
his youngest, Cordelia, refuses. Blinded by pride and 
egotism, Lear disowns her and unwittingly leaves 
himself in the hands of his vicious, power-hungry older 
daughters. It takes her cruel mistreatment and a complete 
descent into madness for Lear to realize the mistake 
he made in rejecting Cordelia. The play concludes 
tragically, but not before Lear recognizes his flaws. 

The Blue Fairy helps Pinocchio through his reformation.

Sir Patrick Stewart as Ebenezer Scrooge, 1999.
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Romantic interests provide 
another common vehicle 
for the reformation of 
literary characters. Jane 
Austen’s Pride and Prejudice 
(1813) introduces both 
the characters of Elizabeth 
Bennet and Mr. Darcy 
as constrained by their 
own pride. Mr. Darcy is 
completely tied up with 
ideas of society and class, 
and cannot overcome them 
even in mundane situations. 
He struggles to accept his 
love for Elizabeth, a woman 
of a slightly lower social 
class than his. Meanwhile, 
the object of his affection 
is so caught up in her 
intellectual self-image that 
it obscures her true feelings. 
Only when both characters 
overcome these personality 
flaws can they accept 
their love for each other 
and become truly happy.

Often considered the stuff of 
legend and fantasy, real-life spiritual reformations are 
sometimes met with skepticism. However, several well-
documented cases have risen to prominence, including 
that of American security consultant Frank Abagnale, Jr. 
From the age of 16, between 1964 and 1969, Abagnale 
was an accomplished con 
artist, cashing $2.5 million 
in fraudulent checks and 
successfully passing himself 
off as an airline pilot, a 
college professor, and a 
pediatrician. He was arrested 
at age 21, spent five years in 
prison, and was then released 
on the condition that he 
would use his extensive 
skills to teach federal law 
enforcement agencies about 
fraud. Abagnale has now 
worked for the FBI for over 
30 years, and has become 
one of the United States’ 
most respected authorities 
on preventing fraud. His 
ghostwritten autobiography, Catch Me If You Can, 
was the basis for the 2002 film of the same name. 

Malcolm X, born Malcolm 
Little, is considered one 
of Islam’s most crucial 
leaders in the United States 
as well as a strong figure 
in the Black community 
of the twentieth century. 
Like Abagnale, Malcolm 
X spent his teenage years 
engaging in illegal activity 
that would eventually land 
him in jail for eight years. 
Prison introduced him to 
Islam. Though assasinated in 
1965, he is known in history 
as as an influential Muslin 
minister and a fervent 
advocate of human rights. 

More recently, successful 
rapper and entrepreneur, 
Jay-Z, started life as Shawn 
Carter, a drug dealer. His 
involvement with the drug 
scene resulted in several 
close encounters with death. 
However, his passion for 
music, especially rap, would 
eventually grow from a 

hobby into successful career. After deciding to stop 
dealing drugs, Shawn Carter became Jay-Z, one of the 
most successful and wealthiest rappers in the United 
States. He owns his own record label and manages 
many other popular artists. He and his wife, Beyoncé 

Knowles, are raising 
their child, Blue Ivy.

Though not all characters 
transform as miraculously 
as Pinocchio or as life 
alteringly as Frank 
Abagnale, Jr., personal 
growth is a central theme 
in many great stories. Few, 
however, are as dramatic 
and joyful as the famous 
reformation of Scrooge 
that turns him from a 
hard-hearted miser into 
the very embodiment of 
Christmas spirit. Of all 
the tales of reformation, 
it is little wonder 

that A Christmas Carol remains one of the 
best known and most loved in the world.r 

Keira Knightley and Matthew MacFadyen 
in the film Pride and Prejudice, 2005.

Leonardo DiCaprio as Frank Abagnale Jr. masquerading as an 
airplane pilot in the film Catch Me If You Can, 2002.
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Dickens’s original illustrator
Though illustrations today are primarily reserved for 
children’s stories, they were common features in adult 
novels during the Victorian era. At the time, most 
books were published in installments in monthly 
magazines, where caricatures and illustrations were 
a helpful tool for reminding readers of the previous 
issue’s chapter. These serial publications generally 

took about 20 installments to publish an entire novel. 
Illustrated novels began to gain popularity in the early 
nineteenth century, peaked mid-century, and began to 
fall out of favor again in the late 1800s. Dickens himself 
seems to have mixed feelings about illustrated novels, 
depending upon his collaborator and how in tune the 
artist was with his idea of the characters. Published 
in 1843 as a complete novella, the first edition of A 
Christmas Carol included eight etchings and hand-
colored illustrations by English caricaturist John Leech.

John Leech was born in London on August 29, 1817. 
When Leech was three years old, celebrated sculptor 
and draughtsman John Flaxman paid a visit to the 
family’s home. Upon seeing the child’s drawings, 
Flaxman declared him a unique and talented artist in 
the making. When Leech began to study medicine in 
his late teens, he received so much praise for his detailed 
anatomical drawings that he was eventually persuaded 
to pursue a career solely in art. After several newspapers 
and magazines published his sketches, Leech became 
the head illustrator for the satirical magazine Punch in 
1841. Many of Leech’s illustrations in Punch aligned 
with the social causes Dickens puts forth in A Christmas 
Carol—scathing critiques of poor laws and workhouses.

Although Leech is most famous for his cartoons in 
Punch, his early career included illustrations for a 
number of serial novels, as well as the full publication 
of A Christmas Carol. Leech first met Dickens in 
1836 when he applied unsuccessfully for the position 
of illustrator for Dickens’s book The Pickwick Papers. 
Though Dickens reportedly enjoyed Leech’s drawings, 
his publishers had previously selected another artist 
for the position. Nonetheless, Leech remained 
interested in Dickens’s work and presented another 
illustration to the author several years later for Martin 
Chuzzlewit. Again, another artist had already been 
hired as the illustrator. Since Leech’s work in Punch had 
established him as one of the most prolific and skilled 
cartoonists of the era, Dickens agreed to hire him for 
another, smaller project—the hit A Christmas Carol.

For this novella, Leech provided eight different sketches: 
four wood etchings and four hand-colored illustrations. 
In order to create the former, Leech hand-drew his 
images onto wood blocks, which were then etched by 
engraver William James Linton. Leech himself then 
imprinted four full-page drawings to steel plates and 
then made color sketches to guide the artists who were 
inking the plates. The scenes depicted in the original 
drawings are entitled “Marley’s Ghost,” “Mr. Fezzwig’s 
Ball,” “Scrooge’s Third Visitor,” “The Last of the 
Spirits,” “The Christmas Bowl,” “Ignorance and Want,” 
“The End of the First Spirit,” and “The Phantoms.”

Portrait of John Leech.

Leech’s depiction of “Christmas Present.”
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Dickens made only one alteration to Leech’s drawings. 
He asked Leech to change the robe of the Ghost of 
Christmas Present from red to green. Although Leech 
dedicated enormous time and energy to the illustrations 
of A Christmas Carol, he was reportedly disappointed 
by his work on the finished hand-colorings. He also 
opted to exclude his picture of Tiny Tim on Cratchit’s 
shoulder from the eight sketches originally published 
in the novel. Much to the surprise of Leech, nearly all 
later published editions have included the now-iconic 
image. Despite his own dissatisfaction with his work, 
Leech went on to contribute illustrations to all of 
Dickens’s later Christmas books: The Chimes (1844), The 
Cricket on the Hearth (1845), The Battle of Life (1846), 
and The Haunted Man and the Ghost’s Bargain (1848).

Leech never illustrated any of Dickens’s future full-
length novels, despite the enormous success of their 
initial collaboration. A Christmas Carol has been in 
continuous publication since 1843, leading to many 
different artistic interpretations. The styles of these 
artists have ranged greatly, from the comic book style 
of the Classics Illustrated edition illustrated by Henry 
Kiefer to Brett Helquist’s dark children’s illustrations. 
Despite numerous adaptations and expertly drawn 
illustrations, Leech’s drawings live on as the original 
visual representations of Dickens’s classic characters.r

The Twelve Days of Christmas, sometimes called 
Christmastide, refers to the period of time separating 
Christmas Day (December 25) from the Feast of 
the Epiphany ( January 6). In the Eastern Orthodox 
tradition, Epiphany is usually called the Feast of 
Theophany, and marks Christ’s baptism, while 
Roman Catholicism celebrates it as the anniversary 
of the Magi’s visit to the newborn Jesus. Historically, 
British celebrations of the Twelve Days included 
feasting, dancing, gift-giving, and caroling up until 
the Twelfth Night, when the revelry would end and 
Christmas wreaths and trees were taken down. Even 
today, it is sometimes considered bad luck to remove 
Christmas decorations after Twelfth Night. In the 
United States, however, traditional celebrations of the 
Twelve Days have been largely forgotten, with only 
the popular carol “The Twelve Days of Christmas” 
recalling the days’ original festive meaning.

On the Twelfth Day of Christmas

A Greek Orthodox priest performs the tradition 
of the Blessing of the Waters for Theophany.

Final page of the Classics Illustrated edition.
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Winter Holidays Worldwide
Since the beginning of recorded time, cultures around 
the world have held feasts and rituals to mark the coming 
and going of seasons. Winter celebrations are especially 
important, providing comfort and cheer through the 
coldest and darkest part of the year. Many modern 
wintertime holidays are rooted in the ancient practice 
of observing the winter solstice. In Europe, for example, 
the Roman Saturnalia, the medieval Feast of Fools, and 
the Germanic pagan Yuletide have all been adapted 
and absorbed into modern winter festivals. Like their 
predecessors, contemporary holiday feasts often celebrate 
light, which is scarce in the wintertime, represented 
by candles, electric Christmas lights, and bonfires. 
Feasting and traditional foods are also essential parts 
of winter holidays worldwide, celebrating the bounty of 
a good year and the generosity of family and friends.

Christmas is one of the most widely celebrated holidays 
in the world, and its traditions grow more diverse as 
its geographic spread expands. In Venezuela, people 
celebrate Christmas by attending one of nine carol 
services leading up to the Nochebuena de Navidad on 
Christmas Eve, after which families share a festive meal. 
In Australia, Christmas falls in the middle of summer, 
and with temperatures often reaching 100 degrees, pool 
parties and trips to the beach have become tradition. 
“Carols by Candlelight,” an Australian tradition 
that began in Melbourne in the 1930s, brings entire 
communities across the country to streets and parks, 
where live bands accompany their caroling. In the 
United States, Christmas customs vary by region: in 
New Orleans a huge ox is paraded around the streets, 
decorated with holly and ribbon, while in Alaska, 
a colorful star on a pole is taken from door to door.

The beloved figure of Santa Claus also varies widely 
across cultures. American Christmas imagery— 
heavily influenced by Clement Clarke Moore’s poem 
“The Night before Christmas” and Coca-Cola’s 
advertisements by Haddon Sundblom—depicts a 
jolly, red-suited man with a reindeer-drawn sleigh. In 
Germany, however, children are visited by both the 
gift-giving Christ Child, called Christkind, who 
appears on Christmas Eve, and Wuehnachtsmann, 
or Christmas Man, who arrives on Christmas Day to 
distribute gifts for good behavior. In Hungary, 
Mikulas—or Saint Nicholas—visits children on the 
evening of December 6. Mikulas is dressed in red bishop’s 
robes and accompanied by a boy called Devil, who 
carries dry twigs with which to whip naughty children.

In addition to Christmas, many European countries 
observe other traditional winter feast days. In Sweden 
and several other Scandinavian countries, for example, 
the Feast of Saint Lucy—who is sometimes called 
Santa Lucia—is held on December 13. It celebrates the 
martyrdom of the fourth-century saint who consecrated 
her virginity to God and distributed her dowry to the 
poor in order to avoid an arranged marriage with a 
pagan. Enraged, her bridegroom denounced her as a 
Christian, and she was martyred for her faith. On the 
morning of the Feast of Saint Lucy, the eldest daughter 
in each household dons a white robe, red sash, and crown 
of greens and candles to honor the saint. Followed by 
her younger siblings, she serves a breakfast of coffee 

A Victorian Era Christmas card.

A Hungarian poster of Mikulas.
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and traditional Lucia buns to her parents in bed. The 
name Lucy derives from the Latin “lux,” meaning 
light, and so the Feast of Saint Lucy also celebrates the 
approaching return of the sun after many dark months.

Many cultures celebrate other wintertime holidays, 
which often center on light. In the late fall, for example, 
Hindus celebrate the festival of Diwali, the name of 
which means “row of lights.” Diwali celebrations are 
rooted in the ancient Sanskrit epic The Ramayana 
and mark the return of Lord Rama to his kingdom 
after defeating the demon Ravana. On a moonless 
night, rows of clay oil lamps, called diwa or dipa, are 
lit to commemorate the triumph of good over evil and 
announce the beginning of winter. In preparation for 
Diwali, people clean and decorate their homes and dress 
in their best clothes. They celebrate with family and 
friends, exchanging gifts, eating elaborate meals. They 
also watch parades, fireworks, and street performers.

The Thai festival Loy Krathong is celebrated on the full 
moon of the twelfth lunar month, which usually falls 
in November on the Western calendar. In English, Loy 
Krathong is roughly translated as “floating lotus cups.” 
Families and friends gather by rivers, pools, ponds, and 
canals to set afloat candles in lotus-shaped paper boats 
known as krathongs. The lotus blossom symbolizes the 
flowering of the human spirit, and the act of releasing 
the raft shows respect to the goddess of the water and 
represents the release of grudges and resentments. Fairs 
with performances and dances, family dinners, and 
singing are all a part of the celebration, which ends with a 
fireworks display after the little boats have been launched.

Chanukah, also called the Festival of Lights, is 
an eight-night festival celebrated  by  Jews 
around the world. Families light candles on the 
chanukkia, a nine-branched candelabra, for eight 
nights to commemorate an ancient miracle in the Holy 
Temple of Jerusalem. In 165 B.C., a small band of 

freedom fighters known as the Maccabees recaptured 
Jerusalem from the Seleucid Empire. Under Greek rule, 
the Holy Temple had been rededicated to Zeus. Upon 
regaining control, the Maccabees immediately sought 
to rededicate it to their God, building a new altar and 
new holy vessel, known as the Eternal Light, to replace 
those used by their oppressors. They found, however, 
that there was only enough oil to light the Eternal Light 
for one night. Yet the oil miraculously lasted for eight 
nights, the same amount of time necessary to prepare 
a fresh supply. Jewish families have celebrated 
Chanukah ever since by exchanging gifts, sharing 
traditional meals, and playing games such as dreidel.

In the United States, some African-American families 
observe Kwanzaa, a Pan-African holiday that was created 
during the American civil rights movement of the 1960s. 
Kwanzaa is a secular holiday that is not associated with 
any one religion.  This holiday celebrates African heritage 
and culture. Over the week-long celebration, families 
light seven black, red, and green candles on the kinara, 
a traditional candleholder. Each day and corresponding 
candle represents a principle: unity, collective work and 
responsibility, cooperative economics, faith, purpose, 
creativity, and self-determination. Families share meals, 
art, and gifts for the whole week of Kwanzaa.

Winter traditions and festivals come during 
the darkest and coldest part of the year, when 
love, generosity, and cheer are most appreciated. 
Despite their differences, the common themes 
and symbols of winter celebrations all over the world 
suggest a profound human need to band together and 
celebrate in difficult times. In doing so, we become 
part of a global community, connected to both our 
ancestors and people around the world today.r

Three women celebrate the festival of Diwali.

A menorah lit to celebrate Chanukah.
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shepherds’ plays, are still performed today, telling the 
Nativity story in a style reminiscent of miracle plays.

Though Christmas quickly became the dominant 
winter holiday in Christian countries, the influence 
of pagan rituals remained strong in theatrical 
celebrations. Mumming, an English tradition, was 
one celebration with roots in pagan ritual. On cold 
evenings in December, troupes of performers in 
colorful costumes, called mummers, would burst 
into country homes and act out short plays. One 
was The Play of Saint George, in which Saint George 
is killed but revived by a potion. This miraculous 
resurrection, though tied to Christian doctrine, is also 
a reflection of pre-Christian thinking in earlier times.

Today, many countries around the world utilize theater 
to celebrate Christmas. Families in England attend 
comedic pantomimes. Parisian performers act out the 
Nativity story in Notre Dame Cathedral. Brazilian 
towns hold processions reenacting the journey of the 

Holy Family. Regardless of how each community 
observes Christmas, the power of live performance 
preserves stories and perpetuates traditions for all.r

Though A Christmas Carol is now a tradition for many 
theaters, performance has always been an important 

part of winter holiday celebrations around the world 
long before Charles Dickens’s novella. Many cultures 
used theatrical performance to mark and celebrate the 
beginning of winter. As Christianity spread, its early 
leaders combined their traditions with the solstice 
festivals of the people they hoped to convert. For example, 
many pagan winter and spring rites involved acting 
out the death and resurrection of the trees and plants 
with the change of seasons, a conveniently similar 
conceit to Christ’s birth and death. Early Christian 
celebrations not only took place during the same part 
of the year as pagans’ festivals but also appropriated 
and incorporated their theatrical elements and symbols. 

During the Middle Ages, Christian communities 
in Europe put on miracle plays. The most famous 
Christmas miracle play is The Second Shepherd’s Play. It 
is about a group of shepherds who are called by angels 
to find the Christ child. Although miracle plays were 
based on the Christian New Testament, each production 
would include anachronisms, local humor, and slapstick 
comedy that made it more folk theater than church 
ritual. In many places, Christmas pastorelas, humorous Christmas mummers in England, 1861.

Christmas in the Theater

The Second Shepherd’s Play at SUNY New Paltz, 2011.

“I will honor Christmas in my heart and try to keep it all the year.” 
— Charles Dickens
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Christmas Recipes
For this year’s edition of A Christmas Carol PlayNotes, we are featuring Christmas recipes from around the world.

JulgrÖt (Christmas Rice Pudding) - Sweden

Directions
1. Bring rice, water, cinnamon stick, and salt to a 
simmer in a four- to five-quart heavy pot, then reduce 
heat to low and gently simmer, covered, until water is 
absorbed, 8 to 10 minutes.
2. Add 2 cups milk with sugar and cream and simmer, uncovered, stirring occasionally, until rice has absorbed most 
of the milk but is still creamy, abut 10 minutes.
3. Add 1 cup milk and simmer, stirring occasionally, 10 minutes. Stir in remaining cup milk and simmer, stirring 
constantly, until rice is tender, 10 to 15 minutes.
4. Remove from heat and cover, then let stand 15 minutes. 

Buñuelos (Baked Christmas Donuts) - México

Directions
1. For the topping, combine the sugar and cinnamon in a shallow dish. 
2. Sift together the flour and baking powder. In a separate bowl, cream the sugar and oil or butter until smooth.
3. Separately, cream the sugar and oil or butter until smooth. Add the egg, milk, and masa harina. Gradually add the 
flour until a dough forms. Roll the dough into 1 ½ inch balls. Leave round or flatten them into cakes. 
5. Heat oil in a medium pan until hot. Fry the dough balls or cakes 6-7 minutes or until golden brown.
6. Remove to a paper-towel-covered plate. Place each piece in sugar mixture and shake until well-coated. r

Ingredients
1 ½ cups short-grain white rice
1 ½ cups water
1 cinnamon stick
¾ teaspoon salt
1 quart whole milk
2 tablespoons sugar
2 tablespoons heavy cream

Ingredients
3 tablespoons sugar & 1 teaspoon cinnamon for 
topping
1 ½ cup flour
1 teaspoon baking powder
3 tablespoons sugar
¼ cup oil or butter 
1 egg
¼ cup milk
½ cup masa harina (corn flour)
1 cup oil (approximately) for frying

A serving of rice pudding.

A fresh batch of buñuelos.
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Instant Lessons
Ideas for the classroom to apply the Common Core Standards and Maine Learning 

Results in creative expression, cultural heritage, criticism, and aesthetics.

Getting Started: Pre-Show Activities

1. Write: Explore the following themes through journal writing and class discussion:
  Can you change the future by changing your actions in the present?
  How important is it to revisit and understand the details of your own past?
  Identify an event or time in your past that you’d change if you could revisit it.
2. Explore your traditions: Read the articles “Celebrations of Christmas Past” on pages 18-19 and “Winter 
Holidays Worldwide” on pages 30-31. As a class, share the traditions you have on various holidays. Discuss them 
in light of the following questions:
  What are the roots of your family’s holiday traditions?
  Why did these traditions emerge?
  What is important about them?
  How has the meaning of these traditions changed for you as you get older?
  How do your traditions compare to other traditions around the world?
3. Research: Investigate one aspect of Victorian London. Read “Dickens’s London” on pages 12-14 and discuss 
the following questions:

  What was life like for working class people in Victorian London?
  What do you imagine your life might have been like if you had lived at that time?
  What might your daily routine have been?
  Research an invention from the mid-1800s and write about how it affected people’s lives.
4. Consider: Read the article “Tales of Reformation” on pages 26-27 and discuss the following questions:

  What makes you believe that a spiritual reformation can happen and what makes you skeptical?
  Consider modern-day examples of reformation in theater, film, and literature. 
  How important is it that we see Scrooge’s past in A Christmas Carol? Does it make us more   
  understanding of who he is in the present?
  Consider how being shown your future would affect you. Would you try to change your life if you   
  didn’t like what you saw?
5. Analyze the text: Read the beginning passages of the novel A Christmas Carol aloud in class.
  Who is the narrator of this passage?
  How does Dickens set the tone for the story he is about to tell?
  How would you adapt the passage for the theater?
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Instant Lessons Continued
Making Connections: Post-Show Activities

1. Creative Writing: Write your own version of A Christmas Carol with yourself as the main character.
  Who are the ghosts of the past, present, and future?
  What do they look like and what do they say to you?
  Where do your spirits take you?
  How would you stage your version?
  How does your version of A Christmas Carol end?

2. Explore music and song: How did Portland Stage Company’s use of music and song affect the play?
  What musical holiday traditions does your family have? How do the songs/music you sing   
  compare to what you heard in A Christmas Carol?
  Play a medley of holiday music. How do these songs/music make you feel? Do certain songs put   
  you in the “Christmas Spirit” more than others? Why?
  Print out the words to 4 or 5 Christmas carols. Analyze the lyrics. Notice recurring words or   
  themes. Write your own traditional Christmas carol.

3. Consider the play in a different time and place: 
  If A Christmas Carol were written today instead of in nineteenth century London, where do you   
  think an appropriate setting might be?
  What parallels can you find between the social issues affecting the nineteenth century and today?
  In small groups, rewrite a scene from the play, setting it in a modern time and place. Stage the   
  scene for the class.

4. Analyze the play: Discuss Portland Stage Company’s version of  A Christmas Carol.
  How is it different from the versions you have seen in movies or on television? (See “Production   
  History” on pages 10-11). 
  How is seeing the story on stage different from reading it in a book or seeing it in the movies?
  How do theatrical elements (set, lights, props, costumes) enhance the telling of the story?
  Which characters in this production do you identify with and why?

5. Analyze character: Discuss the character of Scrooge.
  What do you think really happened to Scrooge to make him the way we find him at the    
  beginning of the play?
  How does each ghost contribute to his transformation?
  At the end of the play, do you think he has changed permanently?
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Christmas Activities
Victorian Christmas Decoration

Craft Supplies
Circular lid (one with no sharp edges)
Lace or wire ribbon
Decorative cord
Hot glue 
Picture from old Christmas card, gift wrap, etc. 
Gold or copper paint or paint pen
Sandpaper

Directions
Wash lid thoroughly. Place the lid over the picture you wish to use and draw around it. Cut out the picture along the 
outline. Glue picture to the top of the lid. Add a little glue to the top of the picture and cover the entire picture and 
ornament on both sides with a coat of glue. Allow the glue to dry completely. 
Now paint with a gold or copper paint pen around the top rim of the lid and allow to dry. 
Glue a piece of cording around the inside of the lid and be sure to secure both ends of the cord with a little extra 
glue to keep it from unraveling.
Glue a piece of ribbon across the outside rim and glue about 1 inch down the back of the lid for extra strength. (This 
will be used to hang the decoration). 
For the lace trim: Glue a piece of lace to the outside rim. Folding each end of the lace, wrong sides together about 
¼ inch in to hide the end cuts. 
For the wire trim: Take one end of the wire ribbon and gather one edge of the wire ribbon by securing one end of 
the wire and pulling the other end until the ribbon is gathered together to the desired fullness. Twist together two 
ends of wire that you have gathered to secure the wire in place. Cut off the excess wire. 
Fold each end of your lace or ribbon (wrong side together) about ¼ inch to hide the cut ends. Glue to the back of 
the ornament, placing on the center of the lid. The easiest way to do this is by applying the glue to the back of the lid 
(be generous with the glue) and placing the ribbon ring on the glue. Place a bottle or something with a little weight 
on top of the ribbon until it is dry. 
Add a little bow as a finishing touch to the bottom center of the ornament or leave it as it is. r

Victorian ornaments.

Victorian Christmas tree ornaments.
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A Christmas Carol Word Search

If a word is unfamiliar to you, look it up in the “Glossary” on pages 38-39.

Christmas Activities
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Actuarial Accounting: The statistical calculation of  life expectancies in order to 
determine insurance rates.

Almshouse: Charitable housing provided to enable people (typically elderly 
people who can no longer work) to live in a particular community. They were 
often targeted at the poor, at men from certain forms of  previous employment, or 
at their widows, and generally maintained by a charity or the trustees of  a bequest.

Beetling shop: Commonly called a rag and bottle shop, it was a small shop, like 
a modern-day pawn shop, where the poor sold any spare item they could find. 
Typical items included rags, bottles, bones, buttons, spare metals, and used kitchen 
grease, which could be sold to candle makers or as an alternative to butter.

“Before a man can say Jack Robinson:” A phrase meaning “very quickly.” 
There is dispute about the phrase’s origin, but the most common explanation is 
that there was a real man in 18th century London by the name of  Jack Robinson, who would hop around from gathering 
to gathering so quickly that it was hard to spot him before he was gone again. The other explanation is that it refers to 
the Constable of  the Tower of  London, John Robinson, and the speed of  his axe when beheading someone.

Bob: A nickname for Robert, but also London slang for a coin worth a shilling. Dickens writes that Bob Cratchit “had 
but fifteen ‘Bob’ a week himself... he pocketed on Saturdays but fifteen copies of  his Christian name.”

Blind Man’s Bluff: A children’s game played in a spacious enclosed area, such as a large room, in which one player, 
designated “It,” is either blindfolded or closes his or her eyes. The It player gropes around blindly and attempts 
to touch the other players without being able to see them while the other players scatter and try to hide from and                            
avoid that player.

Brazier: A large, flat pan for holding coals, used as a portable heater                                                  
in Victorian times.

Camdentown: A part of  London, north of  the city, where the Cratchit family lives.

“Carrying dinner to the baker’s shop:” In Dickens’s England, most poor families 
did not have ovens at home. On Christmas day, they would take their dinners to the 
bakeshop to be cooked so they could have a hot meal for the holidays.

Charwoman: From “chore-woman,” a cleaning woman who did daytime chores 
but did not live in her employer’s home. A maid did the same kind of  work but would live with the family.

Comforter: A thick, woolen scarf, typically worn in wintertime by those who could not afford an overcoat.

Countinghouse: A businessman’s office.

Cratchit: There are a few different ways this word can be used: “cratchit” can refer to a dilemma, a tool used by 
thatchers, or to eat heartily.

Dowerless: A girl whose family had no money to leave for her wedding or inheritance; a girl with no dowry.

Iron-monger: A person who sold hardware.

Cast iron braziers.

Glossary

The cobblers’ room in an almshouse.
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Mince pie: A staple of  the British Christmas feast, these rich pies include sugar, 
currants, raisins, apples, lemon, orange peel, spices, and often ground meat, all 
baked in a pie crust.

Offal: The parts of  a butchered animal that are considered less than desirable; also 
refuse, rubbish, or garbage.

Old Scratch: A Victorian-era slang term for the devil.

Poor Law: The Poor Law of  1832 was enacted to replace existing laws that had 
proven insufficient to handle the vast numbers of  poor people living in English 
cities in the mid-19th century. The law, which essentially restricted relief  to the 
workhouses, epitomized the Victorian belief  that poverty was the result of  laziness 
or moral ineptitude on the part of  the poor.

Poulterer: A retailer who sells chicken and other birds.

Pudding: A boiled confection with the consistency of  a dense cake, flat on the 
bottom and rounded on top, filled with fruit and nuts, and soaked in brandy. Baked 
into the pudding was a penny, and whoever found it in their portion was said to 
have good luck for the rest of  the year.

Scrooge: Dickens derived the character’s name from the Victorian colloquial term 
for “to crowd or squeeze.”

Situation: Post or employment.

“Stake of  holly through his heart:” In medieval times, it was common to bury 
a murderer at a crossroads with a stake through his heart. Scrooge uses this image, 
making the stake out of  holly as a punishment for anyone who enjoys Christmas.

Surplus population: Political economists in Dickens’s times harbored a great fear of  overpopulation. The population 
of  London was indeed expanding at an impressive rate, from 1 million in 1800 to 6.7 million a century later. This huge 
increase caused overcrowding and poverty in the slums and poorer areas of  London.

Treadmill: A device for criminal punishment 
introduced in 1817. It consisted of  an iron 
cylinder made to revolve by the marching of  
convicts on steps fixed to it that descended 
under their feet as it revolved. The treadmill 
was exhausting and dangerous as the convicts 
had to constantly coordinate their movements 
to keep it going properly. The device was finally         
banned in 1898.  

Workhouse (poorhouse): A publicly funded 
home for the poor and destitute that put people 
to work doing mindless and difficult labor in 
exchange for food and shelter. Very little money 
was spent on their maintenance so only those 
who were truly desperate would seek aid there. 
In Dickens’ time it was considered a disgrace to 
be sent to the workhouse.

An illustration of the treadmill punishment.

Mince pies.

Christmas pudding.
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Portland Stage Company
Education Programs

Portland Stage’s interactive education programs help young people explore all the elements of theater from 
the inside out—writing, production, performance, and more.  With a focus on literacy, cultural awareness, 
and creative thinking, we provide students in grades K-12 with the tools to discover the valuable lessons 
that exist at the intersection of theater and life.

Play Me A Story 

Brings literature to life at interactive Saturday morning performance/workshops that engage kids while inspiring 
teamwork and promoting creativity and self esteem. 

PLAY - Schools Outreach   

Stimulates imaginations at elementary school performances and workshops: a “gym class with words” that 
combines kinesthetic, visual, verbal, and cooperative approaches to build literacy.  

Student Matinees  

Connects middle and high school students from an 80-mile radius with professional theater performances and 
post-show talk-backs that engage them as thinkers, listeners, and analyzers. 

PlayNotes

Opening the world of the play to audiences, PlayNotes guides present a broad spectrum of information for 
teachers, students, and patrons who want deeper context on our productions. 

Classroom Workshops

Engages middle and high school students in the creative process with pre- and post-show enhancement, building 
deeper understanding and personal connections to plays.

Young Writers Project

Gives high school playwrights the opportunity to be read, seen, and heard at our new plays festival, inspiring 
local students to write for theater. 

Vacation & Summer Camps

Turning learning into “play” at week long, theme-based, day camps that give young people essential tools in 
finding meaning, creativity, and collaboration.

The Intern Company

Nurturing and developing nine to ten young theater artists each season: fostering the individuals that will 
become the next wave of exceptional theater makers. 

For more detailed information on all of our Education Programs, including when and where you can take 
part, visit the Education pages of our website, www.portlandstage.org/education/.
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Discussion Programs
For The General Public

the Artistic Perspective hosted by Artistic Director Anita Stewart, is an opportunity for audience members to 
delve deeper into the themes of the show through conversation with special guests.  A different scholar, visiting 
artist, playwright, or other expert will join the discussion each time.  The Artistic Perspective discussions are held 
after the first Sunday matinee performance.

Page to Stage discussions are presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library.  These discussions, led by 
Portland Stage artistic staff, provide insight into the literary and social aspects of the play, as well as exploring the 
challenges of bringing a particular play to the stage.  Page to Stage occurs at noon on the Tuesday after a show opens 
at the Portland Public Library’s Main Branch.  Feel free to bring your lunch!

Curtain Call discussions offer a rare opportunity for audience members to talk about the production with the 
performers.  Through this forum, the audience and cast explore topics that range from the process of rehearsing and 
producing the text to character development to issues raised by the work.  Curtain Call discussions are held after the 
second Sunday matinee performance.

All discussions are free and open to the public.  Show attendance is not required.  
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at (207)774-0465.
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