
This Day in History…  December 19, 1843

A Christmas Carol
On December 19, 1843, Charles Dickens published A Christmas Carol, a small book 

that would become one of the most famous holiday stories ever written. Released just days 
before Christmas, the tale of Ebenezer Scrooge and his ghostly visitors captured the spirit 
of the season—and the conscience of Victorian England. Though Dickens was already a 
well-known author, few could have predicted that this short Christmas book would become 
his most enduring work, shaping how Christmas itself is celebrated and remembered.

The inspiration for A Christmas Carol came from both Dickens’s personal experiences 
and the harsh social conditions of industrial Britain. By the early 1840s, Dickens was 
deeply troubled by widespread poverty, child labor, and poor working conditions. Earlier 
that year, he had visited a “ragged school” for poor children in London and was shocked 
by what he saw. Dickens also read reports about child labor in factories and mines, which 
left a lasting impression on him. Rather than writing a political pamphlet, he decided that 
a story—one that appealed to readers’ emotions—could be far more powerful.

Dickens also drew heavily from his own childhood. His father had once been sent 
to debtor’s prison, forcing young Dickens to work in a factory at a very early age. Those 
memories of fear, loneliness, and injustice helped shape the character of Scrooge and the 
story’s themes of regret, compassion, and redemption. The joyful scenes of family warmth, 
especially the Cratchit household, refl ected Dickens’s belief that kindness and generosity 
could exist even in the poorest homes.

Dickens began writing the story in October 1843 and 
completed it in just six weeks. He worked intensely, often 
taking long nighttime walks through London as he planned 
scenes and characters. Dickens later said he laughed and 
cried while writing the book, becoming emotionally swept 
up in the story himself. The spirits—Past, Present, and Yet 
to Come—came together rapidly, almost as if Dickens felt 
driven to get the message out before Christmas arrived.

Dickens was closely involved in the book’s publishing 
and design, an unusual aspect of its creation. He insisted on a beautiful 
physical presentation, including a red cloth cover, gold lettering, and hand-
colored illustrations by artist John Leech. This made the book more expensive 
to produce, and although it sold well, Dickens made little profi t from the 
fi rst edition. Still, the public response was immediate and enthusiastic. By 
Christmas Eve 1843—just fi ve days after publication—A Christmas Carol had 
sold approximately 6,000 copies, an impressive number for the time.

The story’s message of redemption and generosity 
struck a chord with readers. Reviews were overwhelmingly positive, and many 
readers reported being deeply moved. Some factory owners even claimed the book 
encouraged them to close their businesses on Christmas Day or improve conditions for 
workers. Dickens had hoped the story would help change hearts, and in many ways, it did.

Over the years, A Christmas Carol has become one 
of the most adapted works of literature in history. It 
has inspired countless stage plays, radio dramas, 
fi lms, television specials, ballets, operas, and animated 
versions. From classic adaptations to modern retellings 
set in new eras, the basic story remains the same: a 
hardened individual is confronted by the consequences of 
selfi shness and given a chance to change. Characters like 
Scrooge, Tiny Tim, and the Ghost of Christmas Yet to 
Come have become cultural symbols recognized around 
the world.

Today, A Christmas Carol remains closely tied to 
how many people think about Christmas itself—emphasizing generosity, 
refl ection, and goodwill toward others. More than 180 years after its publication, 
Dickens’s slim holiday book continues to be read, performed, and reimagined 
each December, proving that a story written in just six weeks can leave a legacy that lasts for generations.
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The story’s descriptions 
of ringing bells, singing 
carolers, and busy streets 
helped shape the sensory 
image of a Victorian 
Christmas familiar today.

“Merry Christmas” 
as a warm, widely 
used holiday greeting 
became commonplace 
through repeated use in 
the story.

The name “Scrooge” became so 
closely associated with greed that it 
entered the English language as a 
dictionary-defi ned term for a miser.

The Cratchit family 
reinforced the idea 
of Christmas as a 
home-centered, family-
focused holiday, rather 
than a public festival.

Scrooge’s transformation helped 
link Christmas with charity, 
generosity, and concern for the 
poor, values that became central to 
modern holiday traditions.
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