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« 'Twas the night before Christmas, when all thro'
the house

Not a creature was stirring,
not even a mouse; »











(Clement Clarke Moore, 'A Visit from St.
Nicholas')
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« They look at us

With their clear eyes
»











(Anne Porter, 'Noel')


Opening Note

 by

Fabrizio Frosini






I thought about publishing a book of
Christmas poems because I've always loved Christmas,
although I stopped celebrating
it years ago. My love for this holiday comes from my childhood,
when it was a time of rejoicing to be shared with those I loved.
But the religious side has not really been in the picture: not
since I was 5 yrs old —the poem I've written for this compilation,
‘A Christmas
Eve’, is a true story
representing the first 'spark' in a relatively slow process that
led me to be agnostic. Nevertheless, I respect all faiths and
religious beliefs: all those which express love for all humankind,
not hatred for 'unbelievers'. And indeed, from the standpoint of a
non-believer, "love for the neighbor, for all mankind", is the distinctive nature of Christmas,
a feast celebrated culturally by a large number of non-Christian
people, worldwide, although this day is regarded as a Christian
holiday, celebrating the birth of Christ. Yet, the Bible (the New
Testament) provides no clues in this regard, and the celebratory
customs associated with Christmas have a mix of pre-Christian,
Christian, and secular themes and origins.

Actually, from a historical point of
view, Christmas has its
roots in a number of ancient realities: prior to and through the
early Christian centuries, winter festivals –especially those
centered on the winter solstice– were the most popular of the year
in many European pagan cultures. A Babylonian religious festival
celebrating the birth of a god with yule logs and decorated trees,
has also been described.

Indeed, the impact of the Babylonian
religion (during the
Babylonian captivity of the Jews) and of the later Zoroastrian
influence (when the Persian Empire overthrew the Babylonians), on
the Judeo-Christian Bible is well known. But there is also evidence
of historical connections between ancient India and Babylon,
supported by some notable similarities between their religions. All
these suggest a possible diffusion of ideas, generally speaking,
regarding mankind’s ancestral beliefs —for instance: the remarkable
correspondence between the archetypal man of Hindu mythology, Manu
(described
in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa and Mahābhārata: survivor of the great
flood and progenitor of humanity, mirrored by the biblical story of
Noah's Ark) and
Utnapishtim, depicted in the Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh
(from even
older Sumerian myths);
or the Indian creation myth, described in the Laws of Manu, that
bears a likeness to the Babylonian version of the creation of the
world, as presented in the epic Enûma Elišh, mirrored by the
biblical Genesis. After all, there is only one point that counts
when considering the human race: we are all equal
—females/males/different gender connotations,
yellow/black/white/red/.. , believers/non-believers, and so on...
We all are 'Humanity'.

But we need to focus on Christmas.
Therefore we can’t forget that the winter solstice, around December
21st, when
daylight is at its shortest and the night at its longest, has long
been a time of celebration, even centuries before Christ. The early
Europeans, for instance, celebrated light and birth in the darkest
days of winter.

Among them, the pre-Christian Germanic people
from late December through early January celebrated a winter
festival called Yule. Indeed, the end of December was a perfect
time for celebration in most regions of Europe: cattle were
slaughtered in great number that time of year, so they would not
have to be fed during the winter, and most wine and beer was
finally fermented and ready for drinking.

Also the Egyptian deity, Horus, son to goddess
Isis, was celebrated at the winter solstice —and Horus was often
depicted being fed by his mother, a narration that also influenced
the symbolism of the Virgin Mary with baby Christ.

The Romans, in December, celebrated
Saturnalia, in honor of the god of agriculture, Saturn. In the
first three centuries AD, the followers of the Roman cult of
Mithraism celebrated also the birthday of Mithra.

Saturnalia was an ancient festival of
light leading to the winter solstice. Originally it lasted for a
week (Dec. 17–23) and was one of the oldest and most popular feasts
in Rome (the poet Catullus, 84–54 BC, called it "the best of
days"). Then, in the later Roman Empire, the renewal of light and
the coming of the new year was usually celebrated around December
23rd, at the
'Dies Natalis Solis Invicti' (the birthday of the unconquerable
sun). By the way, the feast of "Deus Sol Invictus" was introduced
by the emperor Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Augustus, who reigned
218–222 (he was called Elagabalus after his death, since he had
been the high priest of the sun god Elagabal at Emesa –modern Homs,
Syria); then officialized in 273 by the emperor Aurelian (who
reigned 270–275). Its popularity continued into the
4th
century AD. As the Roman Empire
came under Christian rule, many of its customs were recast into or
at least influenced the seasonal celebrations surrounding Christmas
and the New Year.

Although some evidence suggests that the
historical Jesus was born probably on a spring day, to a 13 to 14
year old girl engaged to a man near the age of 40, as was the
custom at the time, to obtain the devotion of the masses who were
converted to the new religion, a winter day became the best date to
celebrate the birth of Jesus, in the effort to adopt and absorb the
traditions of the pagan feasts –as it is commonly believed. An
alternate derivation of the date of Christmas is based on an old
tradition according to which the date of Christmas was fixed at
nine months after March 25th, the
date of the vernal equinox, on which the Annunciation, as reported
in The New Testament, was celebrated (see below, Sextus Julius
Africanus).

In the early period of Christianity –in
the first two centuries–, Nativity was not celebrated, since there
was a strong opposition to recognizing the birthday of any martyr
or of Jesus himself —by the way, such a view was later shared by
the Puritans, the English Reformed Protestants of the
16th
and 17th centuries. In the fourth century, church officials
decided to institute the birth of Jesus as a holiday, so pope
Julius I (died in 352) set the date of December
25th. First
called the Feast of the Nativity, the custom spread to Egypt by 432
and to England by the end of the sixth century. By the end of the
eighth century, the celebration of Christmas had spread throughout
Europe, even to Scandinavia.

Some Eastern churches celebrate Christmas
on the same ‘December 25th’ but of
the older Julian calendar, which currently corresponds to January
7th
in the Gregorian calendar (not
a disagreement over the date of Christmas as such, but rather a
preference of which calendar should be used).

It is said that December
25th
was first identified as the
date of Jesus’ birth by Sextus Julius Africanus (c. 160 – c. 240
AD), who wrote a 'history of the world' in five volumes titled
Chronographiai (no longer extant, but extracts from it are to be
found in the Chronicon of Eusebius, the Greek historian of
Christianity who was bishop of Caesarea Maritima from c. 314 AD),
covering the period from Creation to the year AD 221. In his
narrative, that had an apologetic aim, he calculated the period
between Creation and Jesus as 5500 years, placing the Incarnation
on the first day of 5501 (our modern March
25th, of the
year 1 BC). This dating implies that the birth of Jesus was nine
months later, in December. But although the so-called
'creationists' firmly believe in such a 'timing', it remains no
more than a myth…

However, by the 4th century, the Western Christian Church had placed
Christmas on December 25th, and by
the Middle Ages, Christianity had substantially replaced
polytheistic cults in the greatest part of Europe. Yet, much of the
medieval world didn’t celebrate Christmas, since Easter was much
more significant.

Mirroring pagan traditions, like the feast of
Saturnalia, wild partying and ‘inversions of order’ occurred across
medieval society around Christmas: the believers attended church,
then celebrated in a carnival-like atmosphere, with the poor going
to the houses of the rich and demanding their food and drink. The
appointment of a ‘Lord of Misrule’ came from antiquity: during the
Saturnalia, the ordinary rules of the Roman society were subverted,
and the offices of state were held by slaves. Following such
tradition, one custom dictated the election of a peasant to preside
over the ‘Feast of Fools’; while the Church held a similar festival
involving a ‘Boy Bishop’, who presided over processions and church
rituals.

Trees were an important symbol in various pagan
cultures: decorating the Yule tree was a Germanic custom, for
instance. With the Christians, evergreens, in particular, came to
symbolize eternal life. Although there still is uncertainty about
the date and origin of the tradition of the Christmas tree, a
documented use of fir trees decorated with apples comes from
Strasbourg in the year 1605, while the use of candles on fir trees
was written about by a Silesian duchess in 1611.

Also, the tradition of Christmas carols
goes back as far as the 13th century, and they multiplied in the late middle ages. They
united learned Latin with vernacular languages, mixing the high and
low, divine and human…
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