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Victorian Christmas Cheer
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At the darkest time of the northern year comes the most joyous of festivals – Christmas. For Christians celebrating the birth of Christ, and for those of other faiths and none, Christmas is a season of magical expectation and delights.
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Yet before the 19th century, Christmas in Britain was a shadow of the brash, extravagant festival we know today. The Twelve Days of Christmas, from St Stephen’s Day (26 December) to Epiphany (6 January), passed without much public show. Gifts were not given until New Year, and for most people Christmas Day was one day’s holiday at best. For many it was a working day like any other.
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The Victorians reinvented the festive season. An ancient winter festival absorbed by the Church evolved yet again – to blend sentiment, commerce and fun into the Victorian Christmas aglow with candle-lit trees, cards and crackers, Santa Claus and toys, carols and Christmas pudding. The Victorians helped make the modern Christmas a celebration of family and love, its sparkling trappings transforming mid-winter gloom into the most heart-warming time of the year.


A Winter Festival
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The fact that Christmas falls at the time of the northern winter solstice is no coincidence.

The exact date of Christ’s birth is not known. The calendar date of 25 December was set by the Church in Rome in the mid-4th century, possibly aligned with the Roman midwinter festival of Saturnalia. Earlier, Christians may have marked the nativity of Christ on 6 January, now known as Epiphany, the twelfth and last day of Christmas.

Cheering Dark Days

Saturnalia was celebrated by the Romans in December, with feasting and boisterousness. People partied, dressed up, decorated their homes with greenery and exchanged presents. Later northern European festivals marked the changing seasons. Yule celebrated the winter solstice, when most trees were bare, skies grey, the days short, and the sun rarely warmed the chilled earth. Plants were dead or dormant. At this time, people lit bonfires and drank ale, to cheer themselves. Pagan priests cut mistletoe from sacred oaks. Yule logs burned on hearths to drive away the spirits of darkness and ensure the return of the sun.

The Church Calendar

The Christian Church deftly inserted Christmas into this traditional feast. In England, Christmas Day (25 December on the Gregorian calendar) became the focus for religious celebration. Elsewhere in Europe, Christmas Eve was more central to religious observance, and in the Orthodox churches, which stuck to the Julian calendar, the date of Christmas remains 7 January. Advent, heralding the start of the Christmas season, begins in the western liturgical calendar on the fourth Sunday before Christmas Day, but Advent calendars and candles start from 1 December.


The Victorian Christmas became a warm, gift-giving family celebration, its customs followed by later generations.




The Holly King

Holly was central to old midwinter customs. The Holly King was a figure from pre-Christian midwinter mythology, full of life and cheer, but he had a darker side, in constant yearly battle with his summer rival, the Oak. The Holly King had a Queen, represented by ivy.
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Advent calendars were first printed in Germany in the late 1800s.


Deck the Halls…
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Children hanging up holly. Using evergreen leaves in Christmas decorations had its origins in midwinter pre-Christian feasts.

Gathering evergreens to ‘deck the halls’ has a long association with Christmas.

Other plants were, and still are, brought into the home at Christmas to add colour and aroma. However, the plants most people associated with Christmas (apart from the Christmas tree) were holly, ivy and mistletoe.

The Holly and the Ivy

At the point of the year when most trees in the northlands were bare, the evergreens, and particularly holly with its bright red berries, were symbols of hope, rebirth and the return of fertility. The Christian Church borrowed the custom from the old pagan traditions, bringing evergreens indoors at Christmas to symbolise the birth, life and resurrection of Christ. Some believers held that the crown of thorns worn by Christ at the crucifixion was made of holly, the berries reddened by Christ’s blood. Thus, in the words of ‘The Holly and the Ivy’, an old carol among those ‘rescued’ and revived by the Victorians, ‘the holly bears the crown’. Holly and ivy were woven into wreaths and swags, and Victorian vicars even published guidance on how best to decorate the church, both for a pleasing appearance, and to hide some of the less attractive features of their buildings.
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In theory, a mistletoe berry was plucked for each kiss. No more berries, and the kissing stopped!



Ivy was usually easier to find. It was also more adaptable and could be wound around picture frames, candlesticks, or banisters. Other plants such as rosemary, bay and lavender also found their way into the Christmas home. Harder to collect, since it often grows high on the host trees to which it clings as a semi-parasite, is mistletoe.

Beneath the Mistletoe

Mistletoe was a plant of mysterious ambiguity. Long associated with pre-Christian Druidism, mistletoe was linked to fertility. Another name for it was ‘all-heal’, and sprigs of the plant hung above doors to protect a family from harm. Yet, in Norse myth, the mistletoe was associated with death.
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