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For Max, for every joyous Christmas together so far, and every one to come, and also for this one when you came with me to wassails and Krampus runs and Stonehenge solstices. I think it would be impossible to love someone more than I love you.
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A sad tale’s best for winter: I have one


Of sprites and goblins.


William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale
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INTRODUCTION



The Year Walk


[image: image]


24 December


Before dawn on Christmas Eve, I slip out of the house and into a howling, windswept night, the bells of the Christmas wreath jingling wildly as I pull the front door closed behind me. I haven’t spoken to anyone since midnight, I haven’t looked into any fires, I haven’t eaten anything. I’ve brought a torch with me (hoping that it doesn’t count as a fire on some technicality) but I needn’t have worried – behind the scudding clouds there’s a bright moon, nearly full, flooding the countryside with a cold, white glow. Even in complete darkness, though, I feel like I’d know my way – I’m at my parents’ house for Christmas, and these are paths I’ve walked since I was a child. Up to the top of the road, turn left. Past the shattered stump of the medieval wayside cross, over the drainage ditch, turn right onto the old farm track. The route is so familiar, and yet this morning it feels off-kilter, shifting in the ever-changing moonlit shadows and the fierce wind that’s wrenching the trees into twisted shapes. I’m walking faster than I need to, tripping in the too-large boots I’ve borrowed from my mother, trying not to look too hard or linger too long. I know I can’t let my unease turn into fear. At best, fear might undo the magic I’m trying to invoke. At worst, it could summon something dangerous.


Once I’ve hopped the fence into the meadows I stop. I’m supposed to be getting far enough away from the houses that I can’t hear a cock crow, and while no one keeps chickens in the village any more, I’ve read online that the sound carries about a mile.i This is far enough. I turn, bearing right across the fields into a little patch of woodland until I can see the village church ahead of me, the whitewashed tower a beacon in the moonlight, looming over the trees. My path puts me out at the edge of the graveyard, a dark, glittering Christmas tree just across the road. I perch on the low stone wall that rings the sprawling patch of gravestones and settle down to watch for the ghosts of next year’s dead.


It was the Christmas witches who brought me here. While researching child-murdering demons with iron body partsii I ran into Perchta, a monstrous witch with an iron nose, who travels house to house every Christmas leading a cavalcade of the dead. If she finds a child who hasn’t done their chores she slits open their belly, pulls out their guts, stuffs them with straw, and then sews up the wound with a ploughshare as a needle and a chain as thread. She is utterly, joyously monstrous, and when I first stumbled across her, that connection with Christmas, a time we’re more likely to associate with presents, merriment and feasting than murder and dark magic, felt jarring in the extreme.


But if you look a little closer, you’ll find that Christmas teems with monsters. There’s Krampus, a hideous, towering demon with enormous horns who beats children with a switch or steals them away, and who rampages through Germany and Austria every 5 December. In Iceland, there’s Grýla, an ogress who comes down from the mountains at Christmas and is inclined to eat her victims, popping them into a giant stew while her murderous cat – the Yule Cat – prowls at her side. In France, there’s Père Fouettard – Father Whipper – a butcher who had kidnapped, murdered and tried to pickle three young boys, before he was stopped by St Nicholas. As punishment, according to the legend, he was forced to accompany St Nicholas for the rest of eternity, a looming figure lurking behind the saint, whipping children who don’t deserve St Nicholas’s presents. The supernatural dangers of Christmas aren’t just limited to misbehaving children, either. There are accounts that speak of how witches were thought to be more active in midwinter, of how werewolves were more likely to turn during the Christmas period. It’s a time, too, when the dead return, sometimes led by the Christmas witches in a rampaging horde, and sometimes as solemn, sad hauntings. It’s a haunting I’m trying to conjure now, as I sit in the dark graveyard, the wind howling around me.


I’m on a Year Walk, or årsgång, a tradition that has been attested for centuries in Swedish folklore, which tells how a walk taken before dawn on Christmas Eve, without eating or drinking, without talking to anyone, without looking into a fire, will show the future. More specifically, it should show me shadowy enactments of the burials of anyone who will die in the village this coming year. It might even show me mine – there’s an oft-repeated story of a man who stumbled across his own funeral procession on just such a walk as this.


Waiting in the icy darkness, the bare trees swaying violently in the wind, the church dead and empty, it feels almost believable. It’s not just the night and my own jumpiness that make the morning feel strange and ominous – it’s the very fact that it’s Christmas, a time we’ve set apart, turning it into a strange, sparkling otherworld of gift-bearing visitors flying through the sky, of fairy lights glinting among trees we’ve dragged inside from some dark, distant forest. If magic were ever real, it would be real now. On this Christmas Eve morning I am on the cusp of the climax, the final day before the more intense festivities truly begin, festivities that will culminate in the end of the old year and the beginning of the new – and new beginnings always beget omens. On top of that, the winter solstice and the longest night were just two days before: I am buried almost as deeply as I can be in darkness. No matter how much jollity we associate with the season, you can’t deny that it’s the perfect time for some arcane prophesying as well.iii


And if there’s any truth to the stories of the Year Walk, I need to stay alert. The future doesn’t always want to be seen, and there are warnings of dangers that lurk on journeys such as these, preserved in multiple accounts held in the Swedish Folklore Archive.iv In one version, the Year Walker loses an eye to the ghosts, in others they lose their sanity. Sometimes they simply disappear into the night, never to return. The graves in the cemetery might open, releasing those who died unhappy deaths, or a huge sow, with glowing eyes covering its entire body, might emerge to block the walker’s path. Showing fear is one of the ways to summon these monsters – or stop the magic altogether. Laughter will also break the spell, and though someone might be unlikely to burst into giggles at the sight of an unhappy revenant or a horrifying pig, there is a Year Walk story in which two tiny, farting rats appeared in the path of the walker, causing him to laugh and forgo his chance of seeing the future. No farting rats, walking corpses, or multi-eyed sows appear in front of me this morning, but no ghostly funeral processions cross into the graveyard either.


I’m a long way into my vigil before it occurs to me that there are only a handful of burial plots left in the churchyard. Most people who die in the village will need to be buried in modern cemeteries and crematoriums, so even supposing that the Year Walk magic is working just fine, the odds of encountering a ghostly burial procession were always low. Perhaps I’ll have more luck with another method – according to some versions of the folklore, if the walker circles the church three times and looks through the keyhole of the door, they’ll see a premotion of a service a year from now. Anyone missing from their pew will be dead before the year is out. I slip down from my perch on the wall and walk round the church, stumbling on the uneven ground, counting the circuits,v and then I head to the little stone porch. There’s a modern mesh door barring the entrance, which I expect to be locked – it normally is when the church is closed. But to my surprise, when I pull the handle, it swings open. I duck inside, into a deeper darkness that’s hidden even from the moonlight, a tinsel star hung from the ceiling swinging in the wind above my head. I give my eyes a moment to adjust to the gloom, and look for a keyhole in the ancient oak door in front of me. There isn’t one. After a moment’s hesitation, I reach for the latch – if the mesh door was unlocked, the main door might be too. But as I push the latch down, all I can think about is another thread of Year Walk folklore which says that every Christmas Eve, before dawn, the dead themselves hold their own church services, and they don’t like it when the living try to attend – or they’ll insist that the living stay. If the Year Walk magic can truly be broken by fear, this is the moment it would snap. Loath as I am to admit it, standing in that dark doorway, pushing down on the latch, feeling it give beneath my finger and start to lift, I’m afraid of what I might find waiting for me inside the church.


But the door is locked. After the initial give, the latch refuses to yield any further. I walk back outside, a little relieved, to see that the darkness is thinning, a scorched white line appearing on the horizon. I turn to head back, but take the route directly through the village rather than over the fields, keeping an eye out for any ghostly flames that should be burning where there’ll be fires in the coming year. The last serious fire here was decades ago, long before I was born, so perhaps it’s not surprising that I don’t see any swirling, shadowy smoke hanging over anyone’s homes. Year Walks, it turns out, may not be as useful for predicting the dramas of modern village life as they once were. As I reach the high street, a dog walker waves at me and shouts a Christmas greeting. I feel obliged to yell one back, even if speaking to someone firmly cuts off my chance of witnessing future ghosts.vi


There’s no need for me to linger now, and besides, I’m pretty sure there are mince pies for breakfast at home. Days of Christmas cheer await, which in ordinary circumstances should shake off any idea of church services of the dead, or shadowy, ominous funeral processions. But by the time I set out on my Year Walk, I’d already met a whole host of Christmas demons. Because the more I learned of the darkness of Christmas, the more I wanted to experience it myself, to immerse myself in these terrifying traditions that seem, at first glance, to contradict the bright magic we’ve built around the season. This book begins on the morning of Christmas Eve, and will end on the evening of Christmas Day, but in between it will roam through the whole winter season, from murderous plays enacted in the Cotswolds on Boxing Day, to encounters with the grinning horse-skull Mari Lwyd in Wales in late January; from Krampus runs in Austria in early December and the Nordic Lussinatt festivities on 13 December (when a young woman is crowned with candles as the martyred St Lucy, who is both a beautiful, chaste Christian girl and also a rampaging witch), to the modern midwinter rituals at Stonehenge that take place on the winter solstice. This is my account of a winter spent with monsters, but it’s also an effort to understand their history, where and when they originated, and why they take the forms they do.vii It is an attempt as well to understand why we are so drawn to horrors at Christmastime. We may spend midwinter surrounded by warmth, good food, and companionship, but Christmas coincides with the darkest time of the year, and the legends we have repeated and adapted over the centuries remind us that beyond the glow of firelight, the shadows are waiting. Are you sure that the darkness has been kept entirely at bay? And do you think it might be fun to let a little in?


Oddly enough, the best place to start with all this isn’t even Christmas. It’s a little later in the winter: Carnival.


Footnotes


i I’m mainly at my parents’ house to fulfil the Christmas obligations of a dutiful daughter, but it did also occur to me that it wouldn’t be particularly easy to get a mile away from any houses if I started from my London flat.


ii Don’t ever say I don’t know how to have a good time.


iii In fact, prophesying death over Christmas doesn’t only appear in Swedish folklore. There’s also a Twelfth Night tradition in Ireland where candles are lit by each member of the household. Whoever’s candle burns down first will be the first to die.


iv And discussed in the glorious article ‘“He Met His Own Funeral Procession”: The Year Walk Ritual in Swedish Folk Tradition’ by Tommy Kuusela, for those of us lamenting that we don’t read a word of Swedish.


v In some versions of the story, circling the church three times will not only bring you luck in the new year but will also remove any werewolf-based curses you happen to be carrying. I don’t think I was afflicted when I set out, but on this eerie, ominous night it’s nice to know there’s one thing less to worry about.


vi Sources differ on whether or not being afraid will have any effect on the Year Walk magic, but all are united in the idea that talking shatters it completely.


vii This history-understanding, incidentally, is why this book isn’t a travelogue that works through the Christmas season in date order, starting with Krampus night on 5 December and finished with the Mari Lwyds in mid-January. Very irritatingly of the Christmas monsters, Krampus isn’t the best way to begin if you want to peel back the layers and see where the darkness of Christmas originated.
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ONE



Lords of Misrule
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Venice Carnival


10 February


It’s the night of 10 February and I’m hurrying down a little side street just off the Grand Canal in Venice. A thick rain is falling, pooling on the streets, saturating the air until the entire shimmering city feels like it’s being slowly submerged. It’s a world of water and glittering reflections that swirl on slick stone and black canals, but I don’t have time to linger and drink it all in, and it’s not as if I’m dressed for a night wandering in the rain: under my coat I’m wearing a long black evening gown,i and covering my face is a black-and-gold mask piled high with jewelled feathers. It’s Carnival, and I have a ball to go to.ii


For the last two weeks, the city has hummed with celebrations. There have been boats made to look like giant rats, acrobats tumbling along the canals, firebreathers, magicians, singers and snakes. I’ve spent the day wandering the city, letting drumbeats and cheering lead me to costumed dancers and stilt walkers, jesters and commedia dell’arte plays (where masked characters like Harlequin, the heroic, comic servant, and Pantalone, a greedy old man, act out farcical little scenes). And everywhere I go, there are sumptuous costumes – headdresses so high and heavy that just bearing their weight is a struggle, skirts and hoops so wide their wearers have to edge sideways down the smaller streets – all of them worn with glorious, beautiful, intricate masks. In four days it will be Ash Wednesday and the fasting and solemnity of Lent will take over from the delirious anarchy of Carnival, but for now the surreal, floating city is a wonderland.


I cross another canal and wind through a set of alleyways until I reach a gate, set in a white stone wall. The doorman opens it for me as I approach, ushering me into the magnificent courtyard of a fourteenth-century palazzo, and sweeping me up the stairs into the candlelit ballroom. It’s a large, rectangular space, lined by huge mirrors with trompe l’oeil frames and hung with enormous blown-glass chandeliers. At either end of the room are bays of diamond-leaded windows, one set overlooking the courtyard, the other facing the Rio di San Stin canal. On sunny afternoons the room must flood with golden light, but right now the little glass diamonds are sparkling black.


Not that anyone is looking out of the windows.iii There’s far too much to see inside. Winding through us are the entertainers: opera singers, magicians, a drag queen wearing giant roses on her hands, towering over the men she pulls in to dance with her, a juggler, his face painted white with black lips, desperately trying to keep his glowing, swirling balls in the air to the time of the music while the electric violinist who follows him plays faster and faster, the balls spinning and whirling ever more frantically before the music reaches its crescendo and the balls come crashing to the floor. There’s a fire-eater sensually licking his flames before dragging them along his arms and over his bare chest while he writhes to the music, dancers wearing feathered headdresses so high they brush the chandeliers, harlequins swaying on stilts – an overwhelming, chaotic, breathless display.


Even the other guests would be entertainment enough. They’re wearing fantastic costumes that are loosely based on eighteenth-century fashions: huge skirts with bustles and frock coats dripping with brocades and embroidered silks. Most people have headdresses of horns or feathers (one man sitting across from me has a bird’s bower on his head, with two stuffed, glistening blackbirds inside), or they’re wearing traditional tricorn hats that have been covered in feathers and sparkles. And then there are the masks – laden with jewels and yet more feathers, painted and embroidered and made of a papier mâché that, softened by the heat of your body, gently moulds to your face.


The masks are fundamental to Carnival – as you walk the streets huge numbers of people are wearing them, even if they’re not in any other costume. After all, Carnival is the creation of a topsy-turvy world, an overturning of the social order, and masking is part of that. When everyone is masked, identities and hierarchies are lost behind the shimmering false faces. Gender is lost as well. While shopping at a little atelier earlier in the day, I ask for a masculine mask to give as a gift and am immediately and quite rightly rebuked – masks don’t have genders. Numerous costumes that I see hide their wearer’s gender entirely, but explicit cross-dressing is also associated with Carnival, and I encounter plenty of women wearing traditionally male outfits, and dresses worn with beards. There’s even a greeting ‘Siora Maschera’ – ‘Ms Mask’ – that can be used for anyone – man, woman, rich, poor – since anyone could be anyone behind a mask.iv


The masks of Venice Carnival are associated with freedom – with everything you can do when you’re anonymous and freed from the consequences of your actions. There are stories of debauchery, licentiousness and wild revelry of the kind that only comes when no one knows who you are. We know as well that people took advantage of the masks to engage in outright illegalities, including everything from challenging the government to throwing eggs filled with ink and selling pornographic images. And there were plenty of other freedoms that Venice historically allowed over Carnival, granted to anyone, masks or no. Gambling, normally illegal, was permitted, and sumptuary laws, which restricted extravagances in dress to certain ranks, were suspended (which, like the masks, also made social hierarchies harder to read – outside of Carnival you’d be able to place someone’s rank by their dress alone). I’m not particularly tempted to give gambling, egg throwing or porn selling a go, but wearing a mask tonight I do feel the liberation that comes with hiding my identity. Alone at a ball I might have felt awkward, but masked I can join the crowd, anonymous and unknown, drinking and dancing with the other guests, feeling my reserve slough away.


There are darker sides to this Carnival freedom, though: the idea that with everything permitted, our wildest, most unsettling desires might come to the surface; that other people might feel emboldened to do unspeakable things. And with all that, too, comes the fear that if you set the world off-balance, you might not be able to get it back into place come morning, that actions taken during a time of excess and abandon might well linger into the grey dawn that follows.


All around me, there’s the press of people, the expressionless masks, the jewelled costumes, the coloured lights, the thrum of the music. It’s wonderful, rich, decadent, chaotic, and then, it’s too much. The effects of an entire day of glowing colour, of masks and costumes, of faces that I can’t read, has left me utterly disorientated, staring around the ballroom trying to find something real to latch onto, slipping over the trompe l’oeil, the shifting shadows, the huge mirrors that are making it seem like this dreamscape extends to infinity. As I watch a woman in a huge, glittering ball gown fall over, drunk, to be helped back up by Pantalone and a half-naked fire dancer, the entire thing starts to feel grotesque.v The only thing I want is to get out, away from it all. I walk into the palazzo’s courtyard, letting the wind bite at my skin and enjoying the ice in it, feeling the cool rain ground me. And then, slowly, I pull my coat back on, slip out of the gate and back into the empty streets.


It might seem strange to begin a book about Christmas with a festival that takes place in February, but the topsy-turvy madness of Carnival may be one of our best ways of experiencing something close to our older Christmas celebrations. The chaos, the costumes, the flipping of the social order and the wild, hierarchy-shredding freedom of Carnival were all initially associated with Christmas, before they spilled forwards from midwinter to January and February and eventually became the Carnival season. For most of the last two thousand years, the days we now call Christmas were a time when you elected false kings, when you turned the world on its head and the previously impermissible was suddenly allowed. This was the uncanny foundation on which so much of our Christmas darkness grew – and I’m slightly gratified to know that I wasn’t alone in finding it overwhelming as well as joyous. People had been unsettled by it for millennia.
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In the mid-first century, Pliny wrote about the perfection of his villa on the coast of the Tyrrhenian Sea. Among his boasts of violet-scented terraces and a heated swimming bath he mentions his peaceful suite of rooms, and how he’s especially grateful that they’re well soundproofed during the festival of Saturnalia when:




the rest of the roof resounds with cries of the holiday freedom, for I am not disturbing my household’s merrymaking nor they my work.1





Saturnalia – the feast of the god Saturn – started on 17 December, and by the time Pliny was writing, it lasted for seven days and was one of the biggest celebrations of the Roman calendar. The more you read about the festivities that accompanied it, the less surprising it feels that Pliny might have wanted to hide somewhere quiet for its duration. According to his near-contemporary Seneca, it was a time when ‘licence had been granted to public self-indulgence’, and everyone was ‘drunk and vomiting’,2 giving in to excess and luxury with wild abandon. People gave gifts, but they were often gag gifts, so that the emperor Augustus himself was apparently giving people ‘nothing but hair, cloth, sponges, pokers and tongs, and other such things under misleading names of double meaning’.3vi Normal societal rules were suspended, so that gambling, usually illegal, was allowed and hierarchies were switched and swapped, so that during the Saturnalia slaves were served a feast by their masters, and given ‘licence’ to speak freely. They were also allowed to recline to eat – stretching out on the long couches that were, for most of the year, the preserve of male citizens. Meanwhile men stopped wearing togas, and instead put on an item of Greek clothing called a ‘synthesis’ – we don’t know too much about how this garment looked, but it does seem to have been colourful and it was certainly out of the ordinary. Citizens and slaves alike also donned a ‘pilleus’, a type of cap that was normally worn only by freed slaves, so that a social status that had previously been obvious from clothing alone was, at least partially, obscured.


But if one set of hierarchies was pulled down, another one was put up in its place. Often via games of knucklebones or dice, groups of friends would elect a ‘king of Saturnalia’. This king was ‘absolute monarch’ for the duration of the festivities, and would issue commands that their little group of subjects would have to obey, ordering their friends to do everything from shouting insulting lies about themselves to dancing naked. Even emperors played this game – Nero himself was once elected the king of Saturnalia (and used the occasion to humiliate his step-brother by forcing him to sing in front of a drunken crowd). According to Lucian, writing in the second century, Saturnalia was a time of:




Drinking, noise and games and dice, appointing of kings and feasting of slaves, singing naked, clapping of frenzied hands, an occasional ducking of corked faces in icy water.4





This loss of rules and hierarchy supposedly recalled the ‘golden age’ of Saturn, when no one was a slave, no one held property, and ‘all things were common to all’,5 a brief restoration of a time of happiness before anyone had power over anyone else. It’s a lovely idea, but there’s a streak of nastiness running through a lot of Saturnalia. Much of the time, the commands given by the Saturnalia kings were unpleasant – it wasn’t just Nero who used them to humiliate. And of course, the real status quo was never actually abandoned. In one poem by Horace a slave speaks his mind to his master, trusting that the licence of Saturnalia will protect him, and is immediately threated with severe punishment. No laws actually protected the slaves at Saturnalia, and their mock freedoms might suddenly collapse if pushed too far. And when people in power felt free to indulge their own excesses, it often came at the expense of those lower down the social order, even if that social order should have been suspended for the festival. In Lucian’s account of Saturnalia, he suggests that one of the commands issued by a king of the celebrations might be to ‘carry the flute girl three times around the house’6 – a female servant reduced to a toy to enhance the revels of free men. Watching people try to navigate the new, temporary hierarchies, seeing them attempting to work out how far they’re really allowed to break taboos – and noticing that those in power, were, as always, allowed to push everything much further – you start to feel the unsettling nature of the fun, the licensed disorder with boundaries that you can’t quite see until you crash up against them. Even if you disliked the status quo, even if you were glad to see it removed and overturned, the promise that it would be restored eventually lent the festival an uncertain air.


And of course, the same is true in Venice as well – no social order is really lost during Carnival. In fact, I’ve already classed myself as a lesser ball attendee by arriving late, by wearing an evening gown and mask rather than full costume. The balls themselves are elaborately hierarchical too, not just in payment scales but in exclusivity. If you meet someone in full costume at the Doge’s Palace ball, you might not know exactly who you’re talking to but it’s unlikely you’ll be speaking to someone too far out of your social group. It’s a play at flipping the status quo, but we all know it’s still bubbling beneath. And the nastiness is there as well, with some people deciding that being ‘free’ means it doesn’t matter that they’re causing harm or hurting others. I see at least two people wearing full blackface (with face paint, wigs and plastic gold chains).


The Saturnalia festival itself eventually ebbed away. We know it was still being celebrated in the fifth century, but as people converted to Christianity, belief in the god Saturn faded. By the fourth century, 25 December had been established as the date of Christ’s nativity, perhaps as an attempt to commandeer the popularity of a pagan festival of sun worship at midwinter (or Saturnalia itself) and perhaps because a birthday around the winter solstice had an enormous symbolic import – Jesus as the light returning in the darkness. It also helped that a December birth meant that Jesus would have been conceived at Easter – the time of his death – giving his existence on Earth a neat symmetry. By the sixth century, the Christmas season had been set as Christmas and the Twelve Days following it – until Epiphany, or Twelfth Night, on 6 January. There were plenty of feasts in the month of December that ended up being fundamentally Christmas celebrations as well, especially St Nicholas’s Day (on 5 December) and St Lucy’s Day (on 13 December). But while the mid-December Saturnalia festival was no longer observed, that didn’t mean its anarchic spirit was dead – it had simply shifted, now bolting itself onto what had previously been a more formal day of celebration on 1 January or Kalends.
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A century and a half before Christ, the Romans had moved their New Year’s celebrations from March to January,vii the date when new consuls took office. The festivities originally associated with this festival – called Kalends – were about as exciting as you’d expected for a celebration centred on politicians assuming power. In The Fasti, Ovid’s poem about the feasts of the Roman year, he dedicates hundreds of words to the festival of Kalendsviii and, by his telling, people lit fires scented with saffron, wore nice clothes, and weren’t supposed to argue, and if all that wasn’t thrilling enough, there was also a stately procession of the new consuls to the Capitol. But the spirit of Saturnalia only had to slip forwards by a few short days to spill into the Kalends celebrations.


By the fourth century AD, the Greek writer Libanius was describing how Kalends was a three-day festival that – like Saturnalia – revolved around gift giving, drunkenness and excessive eating, along with a shifting of normal rules and hierarchies so that slaves could be lazy, or even drunk, without punishment; rules were relaxed, and masters and slaves played dice together as they welcomed in the new year. People danced, joked, sang, and some of the more tedious individuals battered on the doors of shops to keep their owners awake all night. It was a time of riotous excess and wild fun. And while the pagan Libanius broadly approved of the festivities that attended Kalends, the Christian church was not as happy – not least because even as paganism died out, their own, Christian congregations were still causing mayhem. Until at least the eighth century, the church held that there should be a fast on the three days over New Year, a desperate attempt to rein in the merry-making, and most of the evidence for the early Kalends celebrations comes from furious Christian authors, describing in detail exactly why the festival made them so cross, and why their parishioners, otherwise fine Christians, should stop indulging in it.


In the fourth century, two of the most prolific and influential figures in the early Church, Augustine of Hippo and John Chrysostom (who was, ironically, a student of Libanius), took a firm anti-Kalends stance. Augustine called it a ‘false feast day’, which was, apparently, full of ‘silly and disgraceful songs’, not to mention ‘disgraceful, junketing dances’, dice playing, gift giving, and drunkenness.7ix John Chrysostom, meanwhile, raged against its:




all-night devilish celebrations… the tauntings, the invectives, the nightlong dances, this ridiculous comedy.8





There are suggestions, too, that these ‘tauntings’ and ‘invectives’ were aimed squarely at those at the top end of the social ladder, the ‘licence’ of slaves to speak freely to their masters broadened, so that those on lower social rungs would also speak out against their ‘superiors’. Another bishop (fifth century, this time) complained that at Kalends some people:




make sport of the laws and the government… For they ridicule and insult the august government.9





I found this ridicule of authority figures in Venice, too, where I stumbled across a jester in a little square yelling insults at the Pope to an audience of slightly baffled tourists. It’s even more prominent in other Carnival celebrations around the world, and often makes a political point – in Germany in 2024 in the Cologne Carnival parade there were floats made to mock Donald Trump and the German far-right party, while the New Orleans Carnival saw parades that incorporated protests for Palestine.


Mocking the authorities and allowing slaves to drink and play dice with their masters weren’t the only ways that people were upending established norms at Kalends in Late Antiquity. From the fourth century on, churchmen also vented their fury on festive cross-dressing. One Christian council of the seventh century forbade women from dressing as men at Kalends,x and another bishop complained about how at Kalends a man might:




loose his tunic to his ankles, twine a girdle about his breast, use a woman’s sandal, put a roll of hair on his head in feminine fashion, and ply the distaff full of wool… and changing the tone of his voice utter his words in the sharper feminine treble.10





Complaints like these kept going for centuries, passing from angry sermon to grumpy tract, weaving their way through penitentials, being preached from pulpits and written in letters. And through it all, the general public carried on spending Kalends in wild abandon, dancing, singing, cross-dressing, ‘feigning madness’, drunkenly overturning the status quo, insulting the authorities and paying little to no attention to every rebuke the church issued. If anything these sorts of celebrations grew, often slipping back from Kalends into Christmas proper, and spilling forward into Twelfth Night, filling the entire season. Until finally, in the twelfth century, the church (or at least some of its members) seems to have decided that if it couldn’t beat the Kalends celebrators, perhaps it should join them. And the figure who ended up ushering some chaos into the church calendar was, surprisingly, Herod.






[image: image]








The 28th of December was the Feast of the Holy Innocents – the commemoration of the supposed massacre of infants by King Herod in his attempt to kill the baby Jesus. What sounds like a solemn, sombre affair had, over the centuries, turned surprisingly jovial. By the early twelfth century, there are accounts of people dressing as Herod and storming churches to throw wooden spears into the choir before slapping ‘the bishop, canons and scholars’ with inflatable bladders – in a manner that was all part of the actual service, and done with the approval of the bishops, canons and scholars in question. A few decades later, things took an even more chaotic turn when, in the mid-twelfth century, the Feast of Fools was established.




OEBPS/images/Art_Px.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_chorn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P10.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
ALGONOQUIN





OEBPS/images/9781643757094.jpg
Beware the Krampus ,./ : {’g'{f‘*
)

and Other Wicked o // M’u'

Christmas =)/ /_\;ﬁl

ik





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
The ®ead
of Winter

The Demons, Witches and
Ghosts of Christmas

%9

SARAH CLEGG

ALGONQUIN BOOKS
OF CHAPEL HILL 2024





