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The 19th century novel

o Themes
o Characters
o Text Structure
o Atmosphere
o Quotations
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Today’s session 

o New, digital ways of exploring the 19th century 
novel (CLiC web app)

o Text structure and themes in A Christmas Carol
o Example activities for Jekyll & Hyde
o Resources
o Inspiration for creating your own activities

Working with digitized texts 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fnP2fkuocAA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fnP2fkuocAA
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Working with digitized texts

Working with digitized text
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The company

Comparisons: 
water occurs in 68 of 71 texts 

(children’s literature)
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Patterns and meanings of water

Patterns and meanings of water
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What is CLiC? 

q A free web app http://clic.bham.ac.uk/
q Allows you to access over 140 books 

predominantly from the 19thC 
q Supports the digital reading of fiction
q Helps find patterns within a book and across 

several books
q Can make comparisons
q Finds similarities 

What is CLiC? 
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The texts in CLiC

154 texts, 16.7 million words
Such as A Christmas Carol, The 

Yellow Wallpaper, The Sign of the 
Four, but also some nonfiction like 

Dickens’s American Notes and 
Pictures from Italy

Such as Jekyll & Hyde, 
Frankenstein, Dracula, Jane 

Eyre and Pride and 
Prejudice 

The beginning of A Christmas Carol
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The beginning of A Christmas Carol

The beginning of A Christmas Carol
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Exercise 1.a
For Dickens, as for most authors, the beginning of the story 
is very important. The way in which a story begins can be 
important for the development of the story or of a character. 
In A Christmas Carol, the reform that Scrooge undergoes, his 
“redemption” is a key theme. 
Look at this extract from the beginning of A Christmas Carol. 
Highlight / underline words that are important to creating the 
atmosphere and that foreshadow the appearance of the 
ghosts. 

1. Can you find any examples of contrast?
2. How is the weather described?  
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Once upon a time--of all the good days in the year,
on Christmas Eve--old Scrooge sat busy in his
counting-house. It was cold, bleak, biting weather: foggy
withal: and he could hear the people in the court outside,
go wheezing up and down, beating their hands
upon their breasts, and stamping their feet upon the
pavement stones to warm them. The city clocks had
only just gone three, but it was quite dark already--
it had not been light all day--and candles were flaring
in the windows of the neighbouring offices, like
ruddy smears upon the palpable brown air. The fog
came pouring in at every chink and keyhole, and was
so dense without, that although the court was of the
narrowest, the houses opposite were mere phantoms.
To see the dingy cloud come drooping down, obscuring
everything, one might have thought that Nature
lived hard by, and was brewing on a large scale.

Once upon a time--of all the good days in the year,
on Christmas Eve--old Scrooge sat busy in his
counting-house. It was cold, bleak, biting weather: foggy
withal: and he could hear the people in the court outside,
go wheezing up and down, beating their hands
upon their breasts, and stamping their feet upon the
pavement stones to warm them. The city clocks had
only just gone three, but it was quite dark already--
it had not been light all day--and candles were flaring
in the windows of the neighbouring offices, like
ruddy smears upon the palpable brown air. The fog
came pouring in at every chink and keyhole, and was
so dense without, that although the court was of the
narrowest, the houses opposite were mere phantoms.
To see the dingy cloud come drooping down, obscuring
everything, one might have thought that Nature
lived hard by, and was brewing on a large scale.
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Exercise 1.b
Open the CLiC website in the Chrome browser (clic.bham.ac.uk)
1. Click on the “Concordance tab”
2. Under “Search the corpora”, select “A Christmas Carol: A Ghost
Story of Christmas (Charles Dickens)”

3. Under “Search for terms”, enter “fog*”
4. For each concordance line, click on the slider to see the “in bk.” (“in
book”) view. Check the context for each occurrence: how is “fog” used
here?

5. Describe the development that the different occurrences indicate from
the beginning to the end of the novella.

Exercise 1.b

1.

2.

3.

4.

A concordance displays all occurrences of a word, 
phrase, or pattern in a text or set of texts.
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The “in  book” view

The development
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The structure of the text supports 
the development of the themes.

Structure & themes

Dickens’s novels deal with social issues.

The material and natural world play an 
important role in creating the 

atmosphere of where a story unfolds 
and characters and themes develop.

This is 
not only 
the case 
for fog…



3/7/20

14

The door of Scrooge's counting-house was open that he 
might keep his eye upon his clerk, who in a dismal little 
cell beyond, a sort of tank, was copying letters. Scrooge 
had a very small fire, but the clerk's fire was so very 
much smaller that it looked like one coal. But he 
couldn't replenish it, for Scrooge kept the coal-box in his 
own room; and so surely as the clerk came in with the 
shovel, the master predicted that it would be necessary 
for them to part. Wherefore the clerk put on his white 
comforter, and tried to warm himself at the candle; in 
which effort, not being a man of a strong imagination, 
he failed.

(A Christmas Carol, Stave I)
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KWICGrouping

29

Select words to match in 
the concordance lines 

Drag the slider to 
shorten/expand the search 

span around the node 
word

The lines with the most 
matches are grouped at 

the top and are displayed 
in a different colour

a feeble fire

30

(A Christmas Carol, Stave II)
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fires

31

fires

32

(A Christmas Carol, Stave III)
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fires

33

(A Christmas Carol, Stave V)

"Scrooge and Bob Cratchit," or "The Christmas Bowl” by John Leech 
(1843). Scanned image by Philip V. Allingham for the Victorian Web.

Exercise 1.c

1. Stay in the “Concordance tab”
2. Under “Search the corpora”, keep “A Christmas Carol” and
add “DNov – Dickens’s Novels”

3. Under “Search for terms”, keep “fog*”
4. Under “Results” – “View as” choose the “Distribution plot”.
You should then see a plot like this (but with all 15 entries).

5. How is “fog*” distributed across the texts?
6. In which texts does “fog*” occur a lot at the beginning?
7. Click on a line on the distribution plot to see the context of a
particular occurrence.
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Exercise 1.c

4.

A distribution plot displays an overview of the occurrences of a 
word, phrase or pattern across a text or set of texts. 

Exercise 1.d
Read the following extracts from the beginnings of Bleak House and Great Expectations. 
Can you find any similarities to the beginning of A Christmas Carol? 
 
Fog everywhere. Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and meadows; fog down the river, 

where it rolls deified among the tiers of shipping and the waterside pollutions of a great (and dirty) 

city. Fog on the Essex marshes, fog on the Kentish heights. Fog creeping into the cabooses of collier-

brigs; fog lying out on the yards and hovering in the rigging of great ships; fog drooping on the 

gunwales of barges and small boats. Fog in the eyes and throats of ancient Greenwich pensioners, 

wheezing by the firesides of their wards; fog in the stem and bowl of the afternoon pipe of the 

wrathful skipper, down in his close cabin; fog cruelly pinching the toes and fingers of his shivering 

little 'prentice boy on deck. Chance people on the bridges peeping over the parapets into a nether sky 

of fog, with fog all round them, as if they were up in a balloon and hanging in the misty clouds. 

(Bleak House, Chapter 1, paragraph 2) 
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Exercise 1.d
Read the following extracts from the beginnings of Bleak House and Great Expectations. 
Can you find any similarities to the beginning of A Christmas Carol? 
 
Fog everywhere. Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and meadows; fog down the river, 

where it rolls deified among the tiers of shipping and the waterside pollutions of a great (and dirty) 

city. Fog on the Essex marshes, fog on the Kentish heights. Fog creeping into the cabooses of collier-

brigs; fog lying out on the yards and hovering in the rigging of great ships; fog drooping on the 

gunwales of barges and small boats. Fog in the eyes and throats of ancient Greenwich pensioners, 

wheezing by the firesides of their wards; fog in the stem and bowl of the afternoon pipe of the 

wrathful skipper, down in his close cabin; fog cruelly pinching the toes and fingers of his shivering 

little 'prentice boy on deck. Chance people on the bridges peeping over the parapets into a nether sky 

of fog, with fog all round them, as if they were up in a balloon and hanging in the misty clouds. 

(Bleak House, Chapter 1, paragraph 2) 

Exercise 1.d
Read the following extracts from the beginnings of Bleak House and Great Expectations. 
Can you find any similarities to the beginning of A Christmas Carol? 
 
Fog everywhere. Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and meadows; fog down the river, 

where it rolls deified among the tiers of shipping and the waterside pollutions of a great (and dirty) 

city. Fog on the Essex marshes, fog on the Kentish heights. Fog creeping into the cabooses of collier-

brigs; fog lying out on the yards and hovering in the rigging of great ships; fog drooping on the 

gunwales of barges and small boats. Fog in the eyes and throats of ancient Greenwich pensioners, 

wheezing by the firesides of their wards; fog in the stem and bowl of the afternoon pipe of the 

wrathful skipper, down in his close cabin; fog cruelly pinching the toes and fingers of his shivering 

little 'prentice boy on deck. Chance people on the bridges peeping over the parapets into a nether sky 

of fog, with fog all round them, as if they were up in a balloon and hanging in the misty clouds. 

(Bleak House, Chapter 1, paragraph 2) 
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Exercise 1.d
Read the following extracts from the beginnings of Bleak House and Great Expectations. 
Can you find any similarities to the beginning of A Christmas Carol? 
 
Fog everywhere. Fog up the river, where it flows among green aits and meadows; fog down the river, 

where it rolls deified among the tiers of shipping and the waterside pollutions of a great (and dirty) 

city. Fog on the Essex marshes, fog on the Kentish heights. Fog creeping into the cabooses of collier-

brigs; fog lying out on the yards and hovering in the rigging of great ships; fog drooping on the 

gunwales of barges and small boats. Fog in the eyes and throats of ancient Greenwich pensioners, 

wheezing by the firesides of their wards; fog in the stem and bowl of the afternoon pipe of the 

wrathful skipper, down in his close cabin; fog cruelly pinching the toes and fingers of his shivering 

little 'prentice boy on deck. Chance people on the bridges peeping over the parapets into a nether sky 

of fog, with fog all round them, as if they were up in a balloon and hanging in the misty clouds. 

(Bleak House, Chapter 1, paragraph 2) 

Exercise 1.d
Read the following extracts from the beginnings of Bleak House and Great Expectations. 
Can you find any similarities to the beginning of A Christmas Carol? 
 
Ours was the marsh country, down by the river, within, as the river wound, twenty miles of the 

sea. My first most vivid and broad impression of the identity of things, seems to me to have been 

gained on a memorable raw afternoon towards evening. At such a time I found out for certain, that 

this bleak place overgrown with nettles was the churchyard; and that Philip Pirrip, late of this parish, 

and also Georgiana wife of the above, were dead and buried; and that Alexander, Bartholomew, 

Abraham, Tobias, and Roger, infant children of the aforesaid, were also dead and buried; and that the 

dark flat wilderness beyond the churchyard, intersected with dykes and mounds and gates, with 

scattered cattle feeding on it, was the marshes; and that the low leaden line beyond, was the river; and 

that the distant savage lair from which the wind was rushing, was the sea; and that the small bundle of 

shivers growing afraid of it all and beginning to cry, was Pip.  

 

 
 (Great Expectations, Chapter 1, paragraph 3) 
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Exercise 1.d
Read the following extracts from the beginnings of Bleak House and Great Expectations. 
Can you find any similarities to the beginning of A Christmas Carol? 
 
Ours was the marsh country, down by the river, within, as the river wound, twenty miles of the 

sea. My first most vivid and broad impression of the identity of things, seems to me to have been 

gained on a memorable raw afternoon towards evening. At such a time I found out for certain, that 

this bleak place overgrown with nettles was the churchyard; and that Philip Pirrip, late of this parish, 

and also Georgiana wife of the above, were dead and buried; and that Alexander, Bartholomew, 

Abraham, Tobias, and Roger, infant children of the aforesaid, were also dead and buried; and that the 

dark flat wilderness beyond the churchyard, intersected with dykes and mounds and gates, with 

scattered cattle feeding on it, was the marshes; and that the low leaden line beyond, was the river; and 

that the distant savage lair from which the wind was rushing, was the sea; and that the small bundle of 

shivers growing afraid of it all and beginning to cry, was Pip.  

 

 
 (Great Expectations, Chapter 1, paragraph 3) 

Structure & themes

o Important themes in A Christmas Carol?
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Structure & themes

o Important themes in A Christmas Carol?
– Redemption
– Family
– Social Injustice & poverty
– Religion
– Christmas

Strategies for exploring themes with 
CLiC

o The words used in a text link to its theme
o But: not every theme is expressed by a 

particular word!
o Example: Poverty. How can you search for it?
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Exercise 2
To study themes with CLiC, we have to think of strategies to find the relevant 
sections in a text. Some themes are signalled by the exact word (for example, a 
search for “family” is a good start to explore the theme of family), but this does not 
work for all themes. 

1. What search words would you use to explore the theme of poverty in A 
Christmas Carol?

2. Click on the concordance tab. Select only “A Christmas Carol”.
3. Try searching for “workhouse*”. How many occurrences do you find?
4. What is the relationship between the occurrences and how does this link to the

main themes of the novel?

“Workhouses” in A Christmas Carol
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“Workhouses” in A Christmas Carol

Stave I "And the Union workhouses?" demanded Scrooge. "Are they 
still in operation?”

Stave III "Are there no prisons?" said the Spirit, turning on him for the 
last time with his own words. "Are there no workhouses?"

More resources at www.bl.uk/victorian-britain/articles/the-working-classes-and-the-poor 
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Exercise 3. The significance of doors in J&H

o One of the keywords is “door”
o What is the significance of doors 

as part of the novella’s settings?
o Do a concordance search for 

“door*” (to find “door” & “doors”)
o Can you identify particular 

functions of doors in the novella?
o Use the CLiC “tag” menu to 

categorise them! Artwork by Charles Raymond 
Macauley for the 1904 edition of The 
strange case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 
Hyde [Source: Wikimedia Commons]

Exercise 3. The significance of doors in J&H

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Jekyll.and.Hyde.Ch2.Drawing1.jpg
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The significance of doors in J&H –
examples!

o Adriano, L. (2018, March 5). CLiC in the Classroom 
[Blog post]. Retrieved from 
https://blog.bham.ac.uk/clic-dickens/2018/03/05/clic-
in-the-classroom/   

o Stoneman, C. (2018, June 8). Signposting and 
gatekeeping the supernatural: Servants and doors in 
The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde [Blog 
post]. Available from https://blog.bham.ac.uk/clic-
dickens/2018/06/08/signposting-and-gatekeeping-
the-supernatural/

Locking of doors (Adriano, 2018)

https://blog.bham.ac.uk/clic-dickens/2018/03/05/clic-in-the-classroom/
https://blog.bham.ac.uk/clic-dickens/2018/06/08/signposting-and-gatekeeping-the-supernatural/
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Doors and agency (Stoneman, 2018)

Results
• Servant agency – 25
• Utterson and Enfield – 9
• Hyde – 7
• Building agency – 5
• Jekyll – 3
• Utterson only (dreams, haunts) – 2

Exercise 4. Power in J&H

1. Which words in Jekyll & Hyde refer to the 
theme of power? Draw on your memory or 
explore the wordlist (Go to “Clusters”, under 
“Only in subsets:” select “All text” and leave 
“n-gram” at “1-gram”).
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Exercise 4. Power in J&H

2. Fill Table 2 with the words you have 
identified. Use the concordance tab to find 
out how these words are used in context. 
See if you can identify any wider patterns of 
their use.

3. Use the “distribution plot” view in the 
concordance tab to trace the uses of words 
across the text. Write down in which 
chapters the words are used.

Exercise 4. Power in J&H

Theme:
Power

Words associated with theme (e.g. synonyms 
of the word) that appear in the novel:

Patterns within the 
them (w/context):

Both Patterns within the 
theme (w/context):

Other observations:
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Student submission

Exercise 4. Power in J&H

See this blog post for more details on this student submission!

Applications

1. Which group of students?
2. In the classroom / independent homework /

teacher-only (e.g. lesson planning)?
3. Which texts (that are available in CLiC)? Note

that CLiC also contains some nonfiction!

4. In combination with other materials / tools?
5. How could CLiC be incorporated into an NEA?

Which texts could the CLiC texts be compared to?

https://blog.bham.ac.uk/clic-dickens/2019/12/16/winner-clic-competition-2019/
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Free resource: 
birmingham.ac.uk/clic-activity-book 

Sharing ideas
blog.bham.ac.uk/clic-dickens

Do you have 
an idea for a 
blog post?

https://birmingham.ac.uk/clic-activity-book
https://blog.bham.ac.uk/clic-dickens/
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Conclusions 
o You can use CLiC for lesson planning

– identify useful passages
o Students can work with CLiC independently

– to find textual evidence (QUOTATIONS!) for 
understanding the texts

– for whole text exploration
– identify patterns across different texts
– great for independent revision & homework/ 

projects (NEA!)

Questions? 
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Further reading

o Mahlberg, M., Wiegand, V., 
Hobday, S., & Child, F. 
(2019). Digital methods for 
the English classroom. 
Impact: Journal of the 
Chartered College of 
Teaching, 7. Available from 
https://impact.chartered.coll
ege/article/digital-methods-
for-the-english-classroom/

Further reading

o Mahlberg, M., & Stockwell, P. (2016). Point and CLiC: Teaching 
literature with corpus stylistic tools. In M. Burke, O. Fialho, & S. 
Zyngier (Eds.), Scientific Approaches to Literature in Learning 
Environments (pp. 251–267). Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

o Mahlberg, M. (2015). Corpus Linguistics. In M. Giovanelli, A. 
Macrae, F. Titjen and I. Cushing (eds.) English Language and 
Literature: A/AS Level for AQA Student Book (pp. 284-286). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

https://impact.chartered.college/article/digital-methods-for-the-english-classroom/
http://www.cambridge.org/catalogue/catalogue.asp?isbn=9781107465664
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Feedback

https://tinyurl.com/researched-clic-20 

Thank you! 

To keep in touch:
o Join our mailing list at birmingham.ac.uk/clic
o @CLiC_fiction
o clic@contacts.bham.ac.uk

o See the handout for resources & 

https://tinyurl.com/researched-clic-20
https://birmingham.ac.uk/clic

