
charles dickens the haunted man

charles dickens the haunted man is a lesser-known but compelling work by one
of the most celebrated Victorian novelists. This novella, officially titled
The Haunted Man and the Ghost’s Bargain, was first published in 1848 and
explores themes of memory, regret, and redemption. As a Christmas story, it
shares the festive spirit and moral undertones common in Dickens’ holiday
writings, standing alongside classics like A Christmas Carol. The narrative
centers on a haunted professor whose supernatural experience forces him to
confront the darker aspects of human nature and the value of empathy. This
article delves into the background, plot, themes, characters, and critical
reception of charles dickens the haunted man, offering a comprehensive
understanding of this intriguing literary work. Readers will also find an
analysis of its significance within Dickens’ oeuvre and Victorian literature
at large.
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Background and Publication

charles dickens the haunted man was written during a prolific period of
Dickens' career when he produced several Christmas novellas. Published in
1848, it followed the enormous success of A Christmas Carol and aimed to
capture similar moral and emotional depth. The story appeared as the main
feature in the Christmas edition of Dickens' periodical, Household Words.
Unlike some of his more famous works, this novella is shorter and more
introspective, focusing on internal struggles rather than external social
critique. The publication reflects Dickens’ interest in spiritual and
psychological themes, which he explored through the conventions of ghost
stories popular in Victorian England.

Context of Victorian Christmas Literature

The mid-19th century saw a rise in Christmas-themed literature, with Dickens
playing a pivotal role in shaping the genre. His earlier success with
Christmas stories led to a tradition of annual holiday publications,
combining festive cheer with moral lessons. charles dickens the haunted man
fits within this cultural phenomenon, utilizing supernatural elements to
provoke reflection on human nature and social responsibility.



Influences on the Novella

Dickens drew inspiration from Gothic literature and the Romantic fascination
with ghosts and the supernatural. Additionally, his own experiences with
memory and regret, as well as his concern for the human condition, influenced
the novella's themes. The story’s emphasis on forgiveness and compassion
aligns with Dickens' broader social and moral concerns.

Plot Summary

The plot of charles dickens the haunted man revolves around Professor Redlaw,
a man tormented by painful memories that haunt his present life. His
bitterness and sorrow isolate him from others, leading to a life marked by
emotional withdrawal. One Christmas Eve, Redlaw encounters a mysterious ghost
who offers him a supernatural gift: the ability to forget all his suffering
and painful memories.

Redlaw’s Bargain

Redlaw accepts the ghost’s offer, hoping to escape his anguish. However, he
soon realizes that erasing his memories also removes his capacity for
compassion and understanding. Without the burden of memory, he becomes
indifferent to the suffering of others, highlighting the complex relationship
between pain and empathy.

The Consequences of Forgetting

The story progresses as Redlaw observes the negative effects of his newfound
forgetfulness. His relationships deteriorate, and he becomes unable to
appreciate the joys and sorrows that define human experience. The narrative
explores how memory, even painful memory, is essential to personal growth and
moral awareness.

Resolution and Moral

Ultimately, Redlaw seeks to reverse the ghost’s gift, realizing that the
ability to remember and feel deeply is integral to a meaningful life. The
novella concludes with a message about the importance of embracing both joy
and suffering to foster empathy and connection.

Themes and Symbolism

charles dickens the haunted man is rich with themes that reflect Dickens’
concerns with human nature, memory, and morality. The supernatural framework
serves as a vehicle for exploring deeper philosophical questions about the
self and society.



Memory and Forgetting

The central theme is the dual nature of memory—as a source of pain and as a
foundation for empathy. The novella suggests that forgetting suffering might
offer temporary relief but ultimately diminishes one’s humanity.

Ghosts as Symbols

The ghost in the story symbolizes both the burden of past experiences and the
possibility of transformation. It functions as a catalyst for Redlaw’s
introspection and moral awakening.

Redemption and Compassion

Another key theme is redemption through compassion. Redlaw’s journey
illustrates that true redemption involves accepting one’s past and using it
to foster kindness toward others.

List of Prominent Themes

The burden and gift of memory

The interplay between suffering and empathy

The supernatural as a moral instrument

Self-awareness and personal growth

Social responsibility and human connection

Characters in The Haunted Man

The novella features a small but well-defined cast of characters, each
serving to illuminate different aspects of the story’s themes.

Professor Redlaw

The protagonist, a melancholy and haunted figure, whose internal struggles
define the narrative. His character embodies the conflict between the desire
to escape pain and the necessity of experiencing it to maintain humanity.

The Ghost

A mysterious specter who offers Redlaw the chance to forget his past. The
ghost’s role is ambiguous, acting both as a tempter and a guide toward self-
understanding.



Supporting Characters

Various secondary characters illustrate the effects of Redlaw’s choices and
the broader social context. They include friends, neighbors, and family
members who experience the impact of his emotional transformation.

Character Dynamics

The relationships between Redlaw and other characters highlight themes of
empathy, isolation, and reconciliation, reinforcing the novella’s moral
message.

Literary Style and Structure

charles dickens the haunted man employs a narrative style that blends Gothic
elements with Dickens’ characteristic social commentary. The story is concise
yet layered, using atmospheric descriptions and symbolic motifs.

Narrative Technique

The novella is told from a third-person perspective, focusing closely on
Redlaw’s psychological state. This enables an intimate exploration of his
internal conflicts and moral dilemmas.

Use of Gothic and Supernatural Elements

The ghostly apparition and the eerie ambiance create a Gothic atmosphere that
serves to heighten the emotional intensity and thematic depth of the story.

Structure and Pacing

The story unfolds over a brief period, with a clear beginning, middle, and
end. Its structure supports a focused examination of the protagonist’s
transformation without extraneous subplots.

Critical Reception and Legacy

While not as widely celebrated as some of Dickens' other works, charles
dickens the haunted man has attracted scholarly attention for its unique
approach to themes of memory and morality. Critics have noted its
introspective depth and its place within Dickens’ Christmas story tradition.

Contemporary Reviews

At the time of publication, the novella received mixed reviews. Some praised
its imaginative narrative and philosophical insights, while others considered
it less engaging than Dickens’ more popular tales.



Modern Interpretations

Contemporary critics appreciate the novella for its exploration of
psychological complexity and its subtle critique of Victorian social
attitudes. It is often studied for its contribution to the Gothic genre and
its moral philosophy.

Influence on Literature

The novella influenced later writers interested in the themes of memory and
identity. It remains a notable example of Dickens' ability to intertwine
supernatural storytelling with ethical reflection.

Key Points on Reception and Legacy

Mixed initial critical response

Recognized for psychological and moral depth

Valued in studies of Victorian literature and Gothic fiction

Continues to inspire discussions on memory and empathy

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Charles Dickens' 'The
Haunted Man and the Ghost's Bargain'?

The central theme of 'The Haunted Man and the Ghost's Bargain' is the
struggle between memory and forgetfulness, exploring how memories, both
painful and joyful, shape human identity and relationships.

When was 'The Haunted Man and the Ghost's Bargain'
first published?

'The Haunted Man and the Ghost's Bargain' was first published in 1848 as part
of Charles Dickens' series of Christmas books.

How does the ghost in 'The Haunted Man' influence the
protagonist?

The ghost offers the protagonist, Redlaw, a supernatural gift to forget his
painful memories, which leads to unintended consequences affecting his
empathy and relationships.

What is the significance of memory in 'The Haunted



Man'?

Memory in 'The Haunted Man' is significant because it represents the essence
of human experience; the story suggests that while painful memories are
difficult, they are essential for compassion and personal growth.

Who is the main character in 'The Haunted Man and the
Ghost's Bargain'?

The main character is Philip Redlaw, a chemistry teacher haunted by his past
and the emotional pain it causes him.

How does 'The Haunted Man' compare to Dickens' other
Christmas books?

'The Haunted Man' is darker and more philosophical than Dickens' other
Christmas books, focusing on internal psychological struggles rather than
external social issues.

What lessons does Dickens convey through 'The Haunted
Man and the Ghost's Bargain'?

Dickens conveys that embracing both joyful and painful memories is essential
to human kindness and that attempting to erase suffering can lead to
emotional detachment and harm.

Is 'The Haunted Man' considered a ghost story?

Yes, 'The Haunted Man' incorporates ghost story elements, using a
supernatural ghost as a narrative device to explore themes of memory and
forgiveness.

What role do secondary characters play in 'The
Haunted Man'?

Secondary characters in 'The Haunted Man' help illustrate the effects of
Redlaw's gift and represent various facets of human experience and emotional
connection.

Why is 'The Haunted Man' relevant to modern readers?

'The Haunted Man' remains relevant today as it addresses universal themes of
memory, pain, forgiveness, and empathy, encouraging reflection on how past
experiences shape personal and social relationships.

Additional Resources
1. The Signal-Man by Charles Dickens
This chilling ghost story by Dickens explores the eerie experiences of a
railway signalman who is haunted by mysterious apparitions predicting tragic
events. The narrative delves into themes of fate, death, and supernatural
warning, similar to the spectral elements found in *The Haunted Man*. Dickens



uses suspense and a gloomy atmosphere to evoke a sense of dread and
inevitability.

2. A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens
One of Dickens's most famous works, this novella tells the story of Ebenezer
Scrooge, a miserly man transformed by the visit of three Christmas spirits.
Like *The Haunted Man*, it explores themes of redemption, memory, and the
impact of one's past on the present, blending supernatural elements with
moral lessons and emotional depth.

3. The Turn of the Screw by Henry James
This classic ghost story centers on a governess who becomes convinced that
the children in her care are haunted by malevolent spirits. It shares with
*The Haunted Man* a psychological complexity and ambiguity about the nature
of the haunting, focusing on memory, perception, and the supernatural’s
influence on the human mind.

4. Great Expectations by Charles Dickens
Though not overtly supernatural, this novel deals with themes of guilt,
redemption, and the haunting power of the past. Pip’s journey reflects an
internal struggle with memory and identity, much like the protagonist in *The
Haunted Man* who wrestles with the emotional scars left by his experiences.

5. The Woman in White by Wilkie Collins
A pioneering sensation novel that blends mystery, suspense, and gothic
elements, it features ghostly apparitions and dark secrets. Like Dickens’s
*The Haunted Man*, this story explores how the past and hidden memories can
haunt the present, creating a chilling and suspenseful atmosphere.

6. The Old Curiosity Shop by Charles Dickens
This novel portrays a haunting tale of innocence and suffering, following the
tragic life of Little Nell and her grandfather. Themes of loss, memory, and
the supernatural undercurrent in the narrative resonate with the emotional
and spectral qualities found in *The Haunted Man*.

7. Dracula by Bram Stoker
A landmark gothic horror novel, *Dracula* introduces the iconic vampire Count
Dracula and explores themes of fear, the supernatural, and the struggle
between good and evil. Its haunting atmosphere and exploration of dark,
unseen forces connect well with the ghostly and moral themes in *The Haunted
Man*.

8. The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde by Robert Louis Stevenson
This novella investigates the duality of human nature through the story of
Dr. Jekyll and his sinister alter ego, Mr. Hyde. The psychological depth and
themes of inner torment and moral conflict parallel the internal struggles of
Dickens’s haunted protagonist.

9. The Haunted House and Other Ghost Stories by Charles Dickens
A collection of ghost stories by Dickens, including tales that evoke eerie
atmospheres and supernatural encounters. These stories, like *The Haunted
Man*, blend gothic elements with Dickens’s characteristic focus on human
emotion, memory, and the past’s lingering effects.
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