
 English Christmas

Of all the old festivals, that of Christmas awakens the strongest and most heartfelt 
associations. There is a tone of solemn and sacred feeling that blends with our conviviality, 
and lifts the spirit to a state of hallowed and elevated enjoyment.

There is something in the very season of the year that gives a charm to the festivity of 
Christmas. At other times we derive a great portion of our pleasures from the mere beauties 
of nature. Our feelings sally forth and dissipate themselves over the sunny landscape, and 
we "live abroad and everywhere." But in the depth of winter, when nature lies despoiled of 
every charm, and wrapped in her shroud of sheeted snow, we turn for our gratifications to 
moral sources. The dreariness and desolation of the landscape, the short gloomy days and 
darksome nights, while they circumscribe our wanderings, shut in our feelings also from 
rambling abroad, and make us more keenly disposed for the pleasures of the social circle. 
Heart calleth unto heart; and we draw our pleasures from the deep wells of living kindness, 
which lie in the quiet recesses of our bosoms: and which when resorted to, furnish forth the 
pure element of domestic felicity.

The pitchy gloom without makes the heart dilate on entering the room filled with the 
glow and warmth of the evening fire. The ruddy blaze diffuses an artificial summer and 
sunshine through the room, and lights up each countenance into a kindlier welcome. Where 
does the honest face of hospitality expand into a broader and more cordial smile—where 
is the shy glance of love more sweetly eloquent—than by the winter fireside? and as the 
hollow blast of wintry wind rushes through the hall, claps the distant door, whistles about 
the casement, and rumbles down the chimney, what can be more grateful than that feeling 
of sober and sheltered security with which we look around upon the comfortable chamber 
and the scene of domestic hilarity?

Washington Irving, “Old Christmas”

Guided Commentary

► Why is Christmas different from other old festivals, according to the author?
► How does "the very season of the year" add to this quality of Christmas? Explain the last sentence 
of the second paragraph.
► Why is the fireside so important to the "heartful associations" of Christmas? How does the author 
help us feel the "glow and warmth" of the Christmas fireside?   
► How do the last lines bring the reader even more deeply into the scene which the author creates? 
With what final image does he leave us? 

Composition Topic

Of all the old festivals, that of Christmas awakens the strongest and most heartfelt associations. 

There is a tone of solemn and sacred feeling at Christmas-time that blends with our conviviality, and 
lifts the spirit to a state of hallowed and elevated enjoyment.

There is something in the very season of the year that gives a charm to the festivity of Christmas.
W. Irving

Choose one sentence above, and continue, in any way you like.
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Country Dance

On our way homeward the Squire’s heart seemed overflowing with generous and happy 
feelings. As we passed over a rising ground which commanded something of a prospect, the 
sounds of rustic merriment now and then reached our ears.

We had been long home when the sound of music was heard from a distance. A band 
of country lads, without coats, their shirt-sleeves fancifully tied with ribands, their hats 
decorated with greens, and clubs in their hands, were seen advancing up the avenue, 
followed by a large number of villagers and peasantry. They stopped before the hall door, 
where the music struck up a peculiar air, and the lads performed a curious and intricate 
dance, advancing, retreating, and striking their clubs together, keeping exact time to the 
music; while one, whimsically crowned with a fox’s skin, the tail of which flaunted down 
his back, kept capering around the skirts of the dance, and rattling a Christmas-box with 
many antic gesticulations.

After the dance was concluded, the whole party was entertained with brawn and beef, 
and stout home-brewed. The Squire himself mingled among the rustics, and was received 
with awkward demonstrations of deference and regard.

Washington Irving, “Old Christmas”

Composition Topic 

“We had not been long home when the sound of music was heard from a distance...” 
W. Irving

Imagine the rest of the story.

Minstrels, by William Wordsworth (1170-1850)

The minstrels played their Christmas tune
To-night beneath my cottage-eaves;

While, smitten by a lofty moon,
The encircling laurels, thick with leaves,

Gave back a rich and dazzling sheen,
That overpowered their natural green.

Through hill and valley every breeze
Had sunk to rest with folded wings:

Keen was the air, but could not freeze,
Nor check, the music of the strings;
So stout and hardy were the band

That scraped the chords with strenuous hand.

And who but listened?--till was paid
Respect to every inmate's claim,

The greeting given, the music played
In honour of each household name,
Duly pronounced with lusty call,

And "Merry Christmas" wished to all. 
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 School Holiday

In the course of a December tour in Yorkshire, I rode for a long distance in one of the public coaches, 
on the day preceding Christmas. The coach was crowded, both inside and out, with passengers, who, by 
their talk, seemed principally bound to the mansions of relations or friends to eat the Christmas dinner. 
It was loaded also with hampers of game, and baskets and boxes of delicacies; and hares hung dangling 
their long ears about the coachman's box, − presents from distant friends for the impending feast. I had 
three fine rosy-cheeked schoolboys for my fellow passengers inside, full of the buxom health and manly 
spirit which I have observed in the children of this country. They were returning home for the holidays 
in high glee, and promising themselves a world of enjoyment. It was delightful to hear the gigantic plans 
of pleasure of the little rogues, and the impracticable feats they were to perform during their six weeks' 
emancipation from the abhorred thraldom of book, birch, and pedagogue. They were full of anticipations 
of the meeting with the family and household, down to the very cat and dog; and of the joy they were to 
give their little sisters by the presents with which their pockets were crammed; but the meeting to which 
they seemed to look forward with the greatest impatience was with Bantam, which I found to be a pony, 
and, according to their talk, possessed of more virtues than any steed since the days of Bucephalus. How 
he could trot! how he could run! and then such leaps as he would take − there was not a hedge in the 
whole country that he could not clear.

My little travelling companions had been looking out of the coach-windows for the last few miles, 
recognizing every tree and cottage as they approached home, and now there was a general burst of joy − 
"There's John! and there's old Carlo! and there's Bantam!" cried the happy little rogues, clapping their 
hands.

At the end of a lane there was an old sober-looking servant in livery waiting for them: he was 
accompanied by a superannuated pointer, and by the redoubtable Bantam, a little old rat of a pony, 
with a shaggy mane and long, rusty tail, who stood dozing quietly by the roadside, little dreaming of the 
bustling times that awaited him.

I was pleased to see the fondness with which the little fellows leaped about the steady old footman, 
and hugged the pointer, who wriggled his whole body for joy. But Bantam was the great object of interest; 
all wanted to mount at once; and it was with some difficulty that John arranged that they should ride by 
turns, and the eldest should ride first.

Off they set at last; one on the pony, with the dog bounding and barking before him, and the 
others holding John's hands; both talking at once, and overpowering him by questions about home, and 
with school anecdotes. I looked after them with a feeling in which I do not know whether pleasure or 
melancholy predominated: for I was reminded of those days when, like them, I had neither known care 
nor sorrow, and a holiday was the summit of earthly felicity. We stopped a few moments afterward to 
water the horses, and on resuming our route, a turn of the road brought us in sight of a neat country 
seat. I could just distinguish the forms of a lady and two young girls in the portico, and I saw my little 
comrades, with Bantam, Carlo, and old John, trooping along the carriage road. I leaned out of the coach-
window, in hopes of witnessing the happy meeting, but a grove of trees shut it from my sight.

Washington Irving, “The Stage-coach”

Guided Commentary

► How does the author bring the reader into the scene with him? What is happening? Where?
► Why was it delightful for the author to hear the "little rogues" planning their Christmas holidays? 
► What more do we learn about these boys when the coach finally arrives at their home? How does the 
scene affect the reader? Why are the details about the pony amusing?  
► What is the tone of the last paragraph? With what image in our mind does the author leave us?

Composition Topic

Off the boys set at last; one on the pony, with the dog bounding and barking before him, and the others 
holding John's hands; both talking at once, and overpowering him by questions about home, and with 
school anecdotes.  

W. Irving
Let us meet these boys and spend Christmas with their family. [This topic is for younger students.]



Portrait of Charles Dickens as a Young Man

Very different was his face in those days from that which photography has made familiar to 
the present generation. A look of youthfulness first attracted you, and then a candor and openness 
of expression which made you sure of the qualities within. The features were very good. He had a 
capital forehead, a firm nose with full wide nostril, eyes wonderfully beaming with intellect and 
running over with humor and cheerfulness, and a rather prominent mouth strongly marked with 
sensibility. The head was altogether well formed and symmetrical, and the air and carriage of it 
were extremely spirited. The hair so scant and grizzled in later days was then of a rich brown and 
most luxuriant abundance, and the bearded face of his last two decades had hardly a vestige of hair 
or whisker; but there was in that face as I first recollect it which no time could change, and which 
remained implanted on it unalterably to the last. This was the quickness, keenness, and practical 
power, the eager, restless, energetic outlook on each several feature, that seemed to tell so little of 
a student or writer of books, and so much of a man of action and business in the world. Light and 
motion flashed from every part of it. It was as if made of steel, was said of it, four or five years after 
the time to which I am referring, by a most original and delicate observer, the late Mrs. Carlyle. 
“What a face is his to meet in a drawing-room!” wrote Leigh Hunt to me, the morning after I made 
them known to each other. “It has the life and soul in it of fifty human beings.” In such sayings are 
expressed not alone the restless and resistless vivacity and force of which I have spoken, but that 
also which lay beneath them of steadiness and hard endurance.

John Forster (English biographer and critic and a friend of Charles Dickens), 
The Life of Charles Dickens

Guided Commentary

► Present the text. Why would "the present generation" not know the youthful face of Charles 
Dickens?
► How does the author of this passage introduce the reader to the personality of Dickens? What in 
"the features" indicated the character of the man?
► What was "in that face... which no time could change"? What images does the author use to 
emphasize this fundamental quality?  
► How do the statements of Mrs. Carlyle and Leigh Hunt add to our understanding of Charles 
Dickens? 

Composition Topic
A look of youthfulness first attracted you, and then a candor and openness of expression which made 
you sure of the qualities within.

J. Forster
Choose a person whom you admire from literature and paint a portrait in words.

Note for Teacher Interest: Jane Welsh Carlyle (1801-1866) was the wife of Scottish philosopher Thomas 
Carlyle and a literary figure in her own right, as a letter-writer; James Henry Leigh Hunt (1784-1859) was an 
English poet and writer in the same literary circle. His poem "Jenny Kissed Me" is about Jane Welsh Carlyle. 

    Jenny kissed me when we met,		  Say I'm weary, say I'm sad,
    Jumping from the chair she sat in;	 Say that health and wealth have missed me,
    Time, you thief, who love to get		  Say I'm growing old, but add
    Sweets into your list, put that in!		  Jenny kissed me.

John Forster describes "the fascinating influence of that sweet and noble nature. With some of the highest 
gifts of intellect, and the charm of a most varied knowledge of books and things, there was something 'beyond, 
beyond.' No one who knew Mrs. Carlyle could replace her loss when she had passed away." 
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Portrait of Scrooge as an Old Man 

Oh! But he was a tight-fisted hand at the grindstone, Scrooge! a squeezing, wrenching, 
grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous, old sinner! Hard and sharp as flint, from which 
no steel had ever struck out generous fire; secret, and self-contained, and solitary as an 
oyster. The cold within him froze his old features, nipped his pointed nose, shrivelled his 
cheek, stiffened his gait; made his eyes red, his thin lips blue; and spoke out shrewdly in 
his grating voice. A frosty rime was on his head, and on his eyebrows, and his wiry chin. He 
carried his own low temperature always about with him; he iced his office in the dog-days; 
and didn’t thaw it one degree at Christmas.

External heat and cold had little influence on Scrooge. No warmth could warm, no 
wintry weather chill him. No wind that blew was bitterer than he, no falling snow was more 
intent upon its purpose, no pelting rain less open to entreaty. Foul weather didn’t know 
where to have him. The heaviest rain, and snow, and hail, and sleet, could boast of the 
advantage over him in only one respect. They often “came down” handsomely, and Scrooge 
never did.

Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol

Guided Commentary

► What is the effect on the reader of the first sentence of this passage? Why?
► What analogies does the author use to introduce the reader to Scrooge? 
► How does the author use the extended analogy of weather to give the reader a clearer idea of 
Scrooge's personality? Why are these images appropriate?
► What is the tone of this passage? What does the last sentence add to the tone? 

Grammar Exercise

This text is full of participial adjectives and may serve as a source of identification 
exercises. If the teacher feels comfortable with the distinction between participles and 
participial adjectives, he may want to make a small exercise out of this amusing text 
and spend a little time having the children modify the sentences, to take the participial 
adjectives and turn them into pure participles. For example, "...spoke out shrewdly in his 
grating voice" could become, "he spoke out shrewdly, his voice grating," or "No falling snow 
was more intent upon its purpose" could become, "No snow falling to the ground was more 
intent upon its purpose." The students could then see more clearly that participles attribute 
action but do not describe a quality inherent in the thing, as participial adjectives do. 

This exercise would also bring out fossil participles, such as "self-contained," which 
cannot be turned into a pure participle since it has lost all verbal force. Likewise, "tight-
fisted" appears as not any form of participle at all because there is no verb form, but just 
an idiomatic use of the participle form for the description of features, like "blonde-haired."
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 Christmas Eve in London

The fog and darkness thickened so, that the people ran about with flaring links, proffering 
their services to go before horses in carriages, and conduct them on their way. The ancient 
tower of a church, whose gruff old bell was always peeping slily down at Scrooge out of a gothic 
window in the wall, became invisible, and struck the hours and quarters in the clouds, with 
tremulous vibrations afterwards as if its teeth were chattering in its frozen head up there. 
The cold became intense. In the main street at the corner of the court, some labourers were 
repairing the gas-pipes, and had lighted a great fire in a brazier, round which a party of ragged 
men and boys were gathered: warming their hands and winking their eyes before the blaze in 
rapture. The brightness of the shops where holly sprigs and berries crackled in the lamp heat 
of the windows, made pale faces ruddy as they passed. Poulterers' and grocers' trades became a 
splendid joke: a glorious pageant with which it was next to impossible to believe that such dull 
principles as bargain and sale had anything to do. The Lord Mayor, in the stronghold of the 
mighty Mansion House, gave orders to his fifty cooks and butlers to keep Christmas as a Lord 
Mayor's household should.

Foggier yet, and colder! Piercing, searching, biting cold. If the good Saint Dunstan had but 
nipped the Evil Spirit's nose with a touch of such weather as that, instead of using his familiar 
weapons, then indeed he would have roared to lusty purpose. The owner of one scant young 
nose, gnawed and mumbled by the hungry cold as bones are gnawed by dogs, stooped down at 
Scrooge's keyhole to regale him with a Christmas carol: but at the first sound of

"God bless you, merry gentleman!
May nothing you dismay!"

Scrooge seized the ruler with such energy of action, that the singer fled in terror, leaving the 
keyhole to the fog and even more congenial frost. 

Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol

Guided Commentary

► How does the author give his reader a sense of being present in London on Christmas Eve? What 
is the tone in the beginning of the passage?
► What images next come as a contrast? Does the tone change?  
► How does the author more than once bring the reader's attention to Scrooge himself? Explain the 
images used to describe the caroler.  
► How does the final sentence suddenly change the tone? With what image does the author leave 
us? [Judging from what we know of Scrooge and also what you know of the story that follows, tell 
what is ironic in the scene of the Christmas caroler.]  [This last part may be given to older students.]

Composition Topic

The cold became intense. In the main street at the corner of the court, some labourers were repairing 
the gas-pipes, and had lighted a great fire in a brazier, round which a party of ragged men and boys 
were gathered: warming their hands and winking their eyes before the blaze in rapture. 

Ch. Dickens
Continue.

or 
Tell the tale of one of these London boys.

Biographical Note: St. Dunstan (909-988), monk, abbot of Glastonbury and later Archbishop of Canterbury, 
lived for some time as a hermit in a cave next to the church of Glastonbury; when the devil came to tempt him, 
St. Dunstan kept him away by holding his face with his fire-tongs.
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The Ball at Mr. Fezziwig’s

“Hilli-ho!” cried old Fezziwig, skipping down from the high desk, with wonderful agility. 
“Clear away, my lads, and let’s have lots of room here!” 

Clear away! There was nothing they wouldn’t have cleared away, or couldn’t have cleared 
away, with old Fezziwig looking on. It was done in a minute. Every movable was packed off, as 
if it were dismissed from public life for evermore; the floor was swept and watered, the lamps 
were trimmed, fuel was heaped upon the fire; and the warehouse was as snug, and warm, and 
dry, and bright a ball-room, as you would desire to see upon a winter’s night. 

In came a fiddler with a music-book, and went up to the lofty desk, and made an orchestra 
of it, and tuned like fifty stomach-aches. In came Mrs. Fezziwig, one vast substantial smile. In 
came the three Miss Fezziwigs, beaming and lovable. In came the six young followers whose 
hearts they broke. In came all the young men and women employed in the business. In came 
the housemaid, with her cousin, the baker. In came the cook, with her brother’s particular 
friend, the milkman. In came the boy from over the way, who was suspected of not having board 
enough from his master; trying to hide himself behind the girl from next door but one, who was 
proved to have had her ears pulled by her mistress. In they all came, one after another; some 
shyly, some boldly, some gracefully, some awkwardly, some pushing, some pulling; in they all 
came, anyhow and everyhow. Away they all went, twenty couple at once; hands half round and 
back again the other way; down the middle and up again; round and round in various stages 
of affectionate grouping; old top couple always turning up in the wrong place; new top couple 
starting off again, as soon as they got there; all top couples at last, and not a bottom one to 
help them! When this result was brought about, old Fezziwig, clapping his hands to stop the 
dance, cried out, “Well done!” and the fiddler plunged his hot face into a pot of porter, especially 
provided for that purpose. But scorning rest, upon his reappearance, he instantly began again, 
though there were no dancers yet, as if the other fiddler had been carried home, exhausted, on 
a shutter, and he were a bran-new man resolved to beat him out of sight, or perish. 

Then old Fezziwig stood out to dance with Mrs. Fezziwig. Top couple, too; with a good stiff 
piece of work cut out for them; three or four and twenty pair of partners; people who were not 
to be trifled with; people who would dance, and had no notion of walking. 

Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol

Remembering Mr. Fezziwig

But if they had been twice as many—ah, four times—old Fezziwig would have been a 
match for them, and so would Mrs. Fezziwig. As to her, she was worthy to be his partner in 
every sense of the term. If that’s not high praise, tell me higher, and I’ll use it. A positive 
light appeared to issue from Fezziwig’s calves. They shone in every part of the dance like 
moons. You couldn’t have predicted, at any given time, what would have become of them 
next. And when old Fezziwig and Mrs. Fezziwig had gone all through the dance; advance 
and retire, both hands to your partner, bow and curtsey, corkscrew, thread-the-needle, and 
back again to your place; Fezziwig “cut”—cut so deftly, that he appeared to wink with his 
legs, and came upon his feet again without a stagger. 

When the clock struck eleven, this domestic ball broke up. Mr. and Mrs. Fezziwig 
took their stations, one on either side of the door, and shaking hands with every person 
individually as he or she went out, wished him or her a Merry Christmas. When everybody 
had retired but the two ’prentices, they did the same to them; and thus the cheerful voices 
died away, and the lads were left to their beds; which were under a counter in the back-shop. 

Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol

Composition from Literature - Christmas Medley



  The Home of Scrooge's Clerk

It was a remarkable quality of the Ghost (which Scrooge had observed at the baker’s), that 
notwithstanding his gigantic size, he could accommodate himself to any place with ease; and that 
he stood beneath a low roof quite as gracefully and like a supernatural creature, as it was possible 
he could have done in any lofty hall. 

And perhaps it was the pleasure the good Spirit had in showing off this power of his, or else 
it was his own kind, generous, hearty nature, and his sympathy with all poor men, that led him 
straight to Scrooge’s clerk’s; for there he went, and took Scrooge with him, holding to his robe; and 
on the threshold of the door the Spirit smiled, and stopped to bless Bob Cratchit’s dwelling with 
the sprinkling of his torch. Think of that! Bob had but fifteen “Bob” a-week himself; he pocketed on 
Saturdays but fifteen copies of his Christian name; and yet the Ghost of Christmas Present blessed 
his four-roomed house! 

Then up rose Mrs. Cratchit, Cratchit’s wife, dressed out but poorly in a twice-turned gown, 
but brave in ribbons, which are cheap and make a goodly show for sixpence; and she laid the cloth, 
assisted by Belinda Cratchit, second of her daughters, also brave in ribbons; while Master Peter 
Cratchit plunged a fork into the saucepan of potatoes, and getting the corners of his monstrous shirt 
collar (Bob’s private property, conferred upon his son and heir in honour of the day) into his mouth, 
rejoiced to find himself so gallantly attired, and yearned to show his linen in the fashionable Parks. 
And now two smaller Cratchits, boy and girl, came tearing in, screaming that outside the baker’s 
they had smelt the goose, and known it for their own; and basking in luxurious thoughts of sage and 
onion, these young Cratchits danced about the table, and exalted Master Peter Cratchit to the skies, 
while he (not proud, although his collars nearly choked him) blew the fire, until the slow potatoes 
bubbling up, knocked loudly at the saucepan-lid to be let out and peeled. 

Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol

 The Pudding

But now, the plates being changed by Miss Belinda, Mrs. Cratchit left the room alone—too 
nervous to bear witnesses—to take the pudding up and bring it in. 

Suppose it should not be done enough! Suppose it should break in turning out! Suppose 
somebody should have got over the wall of the back-yard, and stolen it, while they were merry with 
the goose—a supposition at which the two young Cratchits became livid! All sorts of horrors were 
supposed. 

Hallo! A great deal of steam! The pudding was out of the copper. A smell like a washing-day! 
That was the cloth. A smell like an eating-house and a pastrycook’s next door to each other, with 
a laundress’s next door to that! That was the pudding! In half a minute Mrs. Cratchit entered—
flushed, but smiling proudly—with the pudding, like a speckled cannon-ball, so hard and firm, 
blazing in half of half-a-quartern of ignited brandy, and bedight with Christmas holly stuck into 
the top. 

Oh, a wonderful pudding! Bob Cratchit said, and calmly too, that he regarded it as the greatest 
success achieved by Mrs. Cratchit since their marriage. Mrs. Cratchit said that now the weight 
was off her mind, she would confess she had had her doubts about the quantity of flour. Everybody 
had something to say about it, but nobody said or thought it was at all a small pudding for a large 
family. It would have been flat heresy to do so. Any Cratchit would have blushed to hint at such a 
thing. 

Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol
Guided Commentary

► What is happening in this scene? How does Dickens create importance around the pudding?  
► How does the tone change as soon as the pudding arrives, intact? 
► Why might the pudding have been a weight on Mrs. Cratchit's mind?  
► How do the last three sentences tell us more, not only about the pudding but about the family?
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The Cratchit Family Circle

At last the dinner was all done, the cloth was cleared, the hearth swept, and the fire made up. The 
compound in the jug being tasted, and considered perfect, apples and oranges were put upon the table, 
and a shovel-full of chestnuts on the fire. Then all the Cratchit family drew round the hearth, in what 
Bob Cratchit called a circle, meaning half a one; and at Bob Cratchit’s elbow stood the family display of 
glass. Two tumblers, and a custard-cup without a handle.

These held the hot stuff from the jug, however, as well as golden goblets would have done; and Bob 
served it out with beaming looks, while the chestnuts on the fire sputtered and cracked noisily. 

Bob Cratchit told them how he had a situation in his eye for Master Peter, which would bring in, 
if obtained, full five-and-sixpence weekly. The two young Cratchits laughed tremendously at the idea 
of Peter’s being a man of business; and Peter himself looked thoughtfully at the fire from between his 
collars, as if he were deliberating what particular investments he should favour when he came into the 
receipt of that bewildering income. Martha, who was a poor apprentice at a milliner’s, then told them 
what kind of work she had to do, and how many hours she worked at a stretch, and how she meant to lie 
abed to-morrow morning for a good long rest; to-morrow being a holiday she passed at home. Also how 
she had seen a countess and a lord some days before, and how the lord “was much about as tall as Peter;” 
at which Peter pulled up his collars so high that you couldn’t have seen his head if you had been there. 
All this time the chestnuts and the jug went round and round; and by-and-bye they had a song, about a 
lost child travelling in the snow, from Tiny Tim, who had a plaintive little voice, and sang it very well 
indeed.

Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol
Guided Commentary

► How does the Christmas meal end for the Cratchit family? How is this a fitting conclusion?
► What is the "family display of glass"? What does its contents tell us about the family situation?  
► What does the family do as they sit around the hearth? How does their conversation tell us more about 
them? Why does Peter "pull up his collars so high"? 
► How does the evening end? What is the tone of the last sentence? 

General Composition Topics for A Christmas Carol

“Spirit,” said Scrooge, with an interest he had never felt before, “tell me if Tiny Tim will live.” 
Imagine what does become of Tiny Tim.

“I will live in the Past, the Present, and the Future!” Scrooge repeated, as he scrambled out of bed.
What does Scrooge mean by these words? 

Dickens is a creator of characters that live in the reader's memory and that become more real even than 
many persons we meet in daily life.

Brother Leo
What characters from A Christmas Carol will live on in your memory? Why do they seem so real?

The genius of Dickens consists in seeing in somebody, whom others might call merely prosaic, the germ of 
a sort of prose poem...

G.K. Chesterton
In agreement with Chesterton, you illustrate this statement with some examples taken from A 

Christmas Carol.

The beauty and the real blessing of the story, A Christmas Carol, do not lie in the repentance of Scrooge, 
they lie in the great furnace of real happiness that glows through Scrooge and everything round him. 

G.K. Chesterton. 
What is "the great furnace of real happiness"? Allow us to catch a glimpse of its beauty throughout 

this work.
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The House of Christmas, by G.K. Chesterton

There fared a mother driven forth
Out of an inn to roam;

In the place where she was homeless
All men are at home.

The crazy stable close at hand,
With shaking timber and shifting sand,

Grew a stronger thing to abide and stand
Than the square stones of Rome.

For men are homesick in their homes,
And strangers under the sun,

And they lay on their heads in a foreign land
Whenever the day is done.

Here we have battle and blazing eyes,
And chance and honour and high surprise,
But our homes are under miraculous skies

Where the yule tale was begun.

A Child in a foul stable,
Where the beasts feed and foam;

Only where He was homeless
Are you and I at home;

We have hands that fashion and heads that know,
But our hearts we lost - how long ago!
In a place no chart nor ship can show

Under the sky's dome.

This world is wild as an old wives' tale,
And strange the plain things are,

The earth is enough and the air is enough
For our wonder and our war;

But our rest is as far as the fire-drake swings
And our peace is put in impossible things

Where clashed and thundered unthinkable wings
Round an incredible star.

To an open house in the evening
Home shall men come,

To an older place than Eden
And a taller town than Rome.

To the end of the way of the wandering star,
To the things that cannot be and that are,

To the place where God was homeless
And all men are at home.

Gloria in Profundis, by G.K. Chesterton

There has fallen on earth for a token
A god too great for the sky.

He has burst out of all things and broken
The bounds of eternity:

Into time and the terminal land
He has strayed like a thief or a lover,
For the wine of the world brims over,

Its splendour is spilt on the sand.

Who is proud when the heavens are humble,
Who mounts if the mountains fall,
If the fixed stars topple and tumble

And a deluge of love drowns all-
Who rears up his head for a crown,
Who holds up his will for a warrant,
Who strives with the starry torrent,

When all that is good goes down?

For in dread of such falling and failing
The fallen angels fell

Inverted in insolence, scaling
The hanging mountain of hell:

But unmeasured of plummet and rod
Too deep for their sight to scan,

Outrushing the fall of man
Is the height of the fall of God.

Glory to God in the Lowest
The spout of the stars in spate-

Where thunderbolt thinks to be slowest
And the lightning fears to be late:

As men dive for sunken gem
Pursuing, we hunt and hound it,

The fallen star has found it
In the cavern of Bethlehem.
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New Prince, New Pomp, by Robert Southwell (1561-1595, priest and martyr)

Behold a silly tender Babe, in freezing winter night;
In homely manger trembling lies, alas a piteous sight:

The inns are full, no man will yield this little Pilgrim bed,
But forced He is with silly beasts, in crib to shroud His head.

Despise Him not for lying there, first what He is enquire:
An orient pearl is often found, in depth of dirty mire;

Weigh not His crib, His wooden dish, nor beasts that by Him feed:
Weigh not His mother's poor attire, nor Joseph's simple weed.

This stable is a Prince's court, the crib His chair of state:
The beasts are parcel of His pomp, the wooden dish His plate.

The persons in that poor attire, His royal liveries wear,
The Prince Himself is come from heaven, this pomp is prized there.

With joy approach, O Christian wight, do homage to thy King,
And highly prize this humble pomp, which He from heaven doth bring.

from George Wither's Juvenilia (1588-1667)

Lo, now is come the joyful'st feast!
Let every man be jolly,

Eache roome with yvie leaves is drest,
And every post with holly.

Now all our neighbours' chimneys smoke,
And Christmas blocks are burning;

Their ovens they with bak't meats choke,
And all their spits are turning.
Without the door let sorrow lie,

And if, for cold, it hap to die,
We'll bury't in a Christmas pye,

And evermore be merry.

Old Christmas Carol

               "Now Christmas is come,
                Let us beat up the drum,

         And call all our neighbours together;
                And when they appear,

                Let us make them such cheer
         As will keep out the wind and the weather,"  

	
from Poor Robin's Almanack, 1684.

  "Now trees their leafy hats do bare,
     To reverence Winter's silver hair;
     A handsome hostess, merry host,

     A pot of ale now and a toast,
     Tobacco and a good coal fire,

     Are things this season doth require."
     	

from Hamlet, by William Shakespeare
 

     "Some say that ever 'gainst that season comes
     Wherein our Saviour's birth is celebrated,

     This bird of dawning singeth all night long:
     And then, they say, no spirit dares stir abroad;

     The nights are wholesome—then no planets strike,
     No fairy takes, no witch hath power to charm,

     So hallow'd and so gracious is the time."
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From the choral poem, In the Holy Nativity of Our Lord, by Richard Crashaw (1613-1649)

We saw Thee in Thy balmy nest,
Young Dawn of our eternal day!

We saw Thine eyes break from Their East
And chase the trembling shades away.
We saw Thee; and we blessed the sight,
We saw Thee by Thine own sweet light.

 Welcome, all Wonders in one sight!
Eternity shut in a span.

Summer to winter, day in night,
Heaven in earth, and God in man.

Great little One! Whose all-embracing birth
Lifts earth to heaven, stoops heaven to earth.

To Thee, meek Majesty! soft King
Of simple graces and sweet loves.

Each of us his lamb will bring,
Each his pair of silver doves;

Till burnt at last in fire of Thy fair eyes,
Ourselves become our own best sacrifice. 

Moonless Darkness Stands Between, by Gerard Manley Hopkins, S.J. 

Moonless darkness stands between.
Past, the Past, no more be seen!

But the Bethlehem-star may lead me
To the sight of Him Who freed me

From the self that I have been.
Make me pure, Lord: Thou art holy;

Make me meek, Lord: Thou wert lowly;
Now beginning, and alway:

Now begin, on Christmas day

Christmas Cheer, by Thomas Tusser (1524-1580)

Good husband and housewife, now chiefly be glad,
Things handsome to have, as they ought to be had.
They both do provide, against Christmas do come,

To welcome their neighbors, good cheer to have some.

Good bread and good drink, a good fire in the hall,
Brawn, pudding, and souse, and good mustard withal.

Beef, mutton, and pork, and good pies of the best,
Pig, veal, goose, and capon, and turkey well drest,
Cheese, apples and nuts, and good carols to hear,

As then in the country is counted good cheer.

What cost to good husband, is any of this?
Good household provision only it is:

Of other the like, I do leave out a many,
That costeth the husband never a penny.
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The Three Kings, A Christmas Poem 
by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

(This would be a good poem for choral recitation by the class, 
or even the basis of a small skit by younger students.) 

Three Kings came riding from far away,
Melchior and Gaspar and Baltasar;
Three Wise Men out of the East were they,
And they travelled by night and they slept by day,
For their guide was a beautiful, wonderful star.

The star was so beautiful, large and clear,
That all the other stars of the sky
Became a white mist in the atmosphere,
And by this they knew that the coming was near
Of the Prince foretold in the prophecy.

Three caskets they bore on their saddle-bows,
Three caskets of gold with golden keys;
Their robes were of crimson silk with rows
Of bells and pomegranates and furbelows,
Their turbans like blossoming almond-trees.

And so the Three Kings rode into the West,
Through the dusk of the night, over hill and dell,
And sometimes they nodded with beard on breast,
And sometimes talked, as they paused to rest,
With the people they met at some wayside well.

"Of the child that is born," said Baltasar,
"Good people, I pray you, tell us the news;
For we in the East have seen his star,
And have ridden fast, and have ridden far,
To find and worship the King of the Jews."

And the people answered, "You ask in vain;
We know of no King but Herod the Great!"
They thought the Wise Men were men insane,
As they spurred their horses across the plain,
Like riders in haste, who cannot wait.

And when they came to Jerusalem,
Herod the Great, who had heard this thing,
Sent for the Wise Men and questioned them;
And said, "Go down unto Bethlehem,
And bring me tidings of this new king."

So they rode away; and the star stood still,
The only one in the grey of morn;
Yes, it stopped --it stood still of its own free will,
Right over Bethlehem on the hill,
The city of David, where Christ was born.

And the Three Kings rode through the gate and the 
guard,
Through the silent street, till their horses turned
And neighed as they entered the great inn-yard;
But the windows were closed, and the doors were barred,
And only a light in the stable burned.

And cradled there in the scented hay,
In the air made sweet by the breath of kine,
The little child in the manger lay,
The child, that would be king one day
Of a kingdom not human, but divine.

His mother Mary of Nazareth
Sat watching beside his place of rest,
Watching the even flow of his breath,
For the joy of life and the terror of death
Were mingled together in her breast.

They laid their offerings at his feet:
The gold was their tribute to a King,
The frankincense, with its odor sweet,
Was for the Priest, the Paraclete,
The myrrh for the body's burying.

And the mother wondered and bowed her head,
And sat as still as a statue of stone,
Her heart was troubled yet comforted,
Remembering what the Angel had said
Of an endless reign and of David's throne.

Then the Kings rode out of the city gate,
With a clatter of hoofs in proud array;
But they went not back to Herod the Great,
For they knew his malice and feared his hate,
And returned to their homes by another way.


