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When Mince Pies Reign


A history of Christmas might sound like a fairly simple undertaking. From nativity, to church, to family, to commerce – a story of high beginnings, a cosy, warm middle and the chill of cold cash at the end. That is how the story is often told. But is it the real story? For a start, every Christmas is different. The traditions of Catholic Spain are different from the traditions of Catholic Portugal and Catholic South America; Protestant Germany is different from Protestant Denmark, much less the differences between Protestant England and Protestant New England.


But religion, as we will see, is only one element – ultimately, and surprisingly, a small element – in Christmas as we know it. For there is Christmas the way it is celebrated in our own culture; Christmas the way it is celebrated in our own home; and Christmas the way it is celebrated in the mass media, in books and newspapers and magazines, on film and on television. All these Christmases are related to each other, but they are not identical. Because then, of course, there is that wondrous, nostalgically flawless day that is seared in our memories, the day that we can never quite recapture, the perfect Christmas. The poet C. Day Lewis got it right when he wrote, ‘there are not Christmases, there is only Christmas – a composite day made up from the haunting impression of many Christmas Days, a work of art painted by memory’.1 That is the key.


Each of us is a storehouse of Christmases, a repository of all the happiness – and sometimes sadness – of seasons past. Christmas is therefore magical: it enables us to be like Alice in Wonderland’s White Queen, who could believe six impossible things before breakfast. We believe dozens of impossible things – often dozens of mutually contradictory things – about Christmas without even trying. Often without even realizing it.


For the holiday piles legend upon legend. Santa Claus was created in the Netherlands, or maybe his red suit was invented by the Coca-Cola Corporation; Prince Albert was the person to bring German Christmas trees to Britain; in the Middle Ages, the great feudal lords kept seasonal open house and fed anyone who appeared; the Roman Saturnalia was the origin of Christmas Day, or maybe it was the feast of Woden. Except – except, of course, that none of these things is true. At Christmas, and about Christmas, what is true, and what we think is true, is hard to separate from what we would simply like to believe is true.


The two most common assumptions about the holiday are, first, that it was religious in origin and second, that the traditions of each speaker’s own country embody the real Christmas, the ones that others only palely imitate.


That Christmas was once religious, and only in our debased, commercial age has been reduced to its current shabby, market-driven modern form, is such a common idea that it comes as a surprise when the actual make-up of the day is examined. First and foremost, of course, Christmas is the day established by the Christian church to mark the nativity of Christ. Today, therefore, we generally assume that the old Christmas – the real Christmas – was a deeply solemn religious event that our own secular, capitalist society has sullied.


The second assumption, that Christmas is native to ‘our’ culture, whichever culture that may be, is equally reflexive. To most people in Britain, in America, in Germany, Christmas is really a British, American, German holiday. Germans consider their Teutonic solstice myths, their trees, advent wreaths, seasonal markets, roast goose and red cabbage to be the authentic customs, the ones that produce a Weihnachtsstimmung, or Christmas feeling, that cannot properly be replicated anywhere else. The British and, in particular, the English, think their mince pies and plum puddings, their trees, their ghost stories and Dickens readings, their domesticity and child-centred festivities, to be the very essence of the holiday. In the USA, birthplace of Santa Claus and of Christmas stockings, of giant outdoor trees, turkeys and eggnog, Christmas is, just as obviously, American, and the rest of the world participates in their customs only by imitation.


And yet, even while we consider ‘our’ Christmas customs to be the true ones, we – most people in the West today who celebrate Christmas – in reality don’t adhere to ‘our’ customs, but to an amalgam of traditions drawn primarily from the Anglo-American world and the German-speaking lands. These were then shaken up, mixed together with a couple of centuries of newspapers, magazines and books, not to mention a hundred years of radio, film and television, to end up not with one culture’s Christmas, but with something entirely new, a holiday that is recognized across the globe, but comes from nowhere in particular.


And it is that Christmas, that strange hybrid growth that we all think we know so well, so well that we possessively refer to it as ‘ours’, that is the holiday, its history, myths, traditions, stories and symbols, that we will now explore.




Chapter One


The Bible is reticent on the birth of Christ. The nativity is mentioned only in the Gospels of Luke and Matthew. Luke was probably written around 80 CE, Matthew perhaps a decade later. Both may well have relied on a common source, for some details of their stories are identical. Luke describes how a census obliges Joseph to travel to Bethlehem, the city from which his family originates. There, Mary gives birth and her son lies in a manger, although there is no mention of a stable. An angel announces the birth to shepherds in the fields, who hurry to see the child. In Matthew, in the reign of Herod, Jesus was born in Bethlehem, as though this were his parents’ permanent place of residence. Unnumbered, unnamed wise men from the east follow a star (no brighter, in this telling, than any other), bringing gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh to the house where child lies. In the later, non-canonical protogospel of James, probably written towards the end of the second century CE, Mary gives birth in a cave, beneath a star that shines more brightly than the rest.


Historically, as is well known, much of the story as we have it is problematic. There was a census carried out in 6 CE, but that was ten years after the death of Herod, while there is no record of any census that obliged people to return to their place of ancestral origin to be counted. Further, these censuses enumerated property-owners. If Joseph owned property, why weren’t he and his wife able to lodge there? And even if Joseph had to be counted, why did his pregnant wife go too, when women were not included in censuses? If Mary gave birth in December – and there is no mention in the Bible, nor in any early church writings, of the date of Christ’s birth – why were the sheep still in the fields in the winter months, when they should have been taken in to the villages for warmth?


Moving from historical plausibility, it is likely that these writings made no reference to the nativity because birthdays carried little religious significance in the early church: the important day was the day of baptism, the day of religious rather than physical birth. From the second century, the Eastern churches marked 6 January as Epiphany, a Greek word meaning ‘showing forth’, indicating the day that Christ’s divinity was revealed to man and, at least among some Egyptian Christians, the day was understood to mark Christ’s baptism, although we have no knowledge of why that date was chosen.2


Constantine the Great extended tolerance to Christianity in the Roman Empire in 313; the establishment of Christmas as a church festival followed not long after. The earliest evidence we have for a celebration of Christ’s birth is when Julius I, Bishop of Rome (337–352), decreed that Christ’s nativity was to be observed on 25 December. Even so, from the start Christmas seemed determined to break away from religion: sometime before his death in 389, Gregory of Nazianzus, Archbishop of Constantinople, found it necessary to warn against the dancing and ‘feasting to excess’ that were occurring on the holy day. Nobody issues warnings about things that aren’t happening, so we can therefore assume that, only thirty years after it was first mentioned, Christmas was already being spent as a day of secular pleasure. And so it continued. By the mid-seventh century, Theodore of Tarsus, Archbishop of Canterbury, was reminding his followers that while it was fine to eat well at Christmas, the church frowned on gluttony. It is difficult not to conclude that many were indulging on the day.


But why 25 December? According to biblical scholars’ calculations, based on the Gospels and other church writings, 17 April, 29 May and 15 September are all more likely dates. The choice of 25 December seems instead to have been tied to the winter solstice, the shortest day of the year.3


No convincing evidence of winter solstice celebrations in pagan Europe has survived. Instead, the first instance of such celebrations that we know of was in Roman times, with three festivals clustered around this date. Saturnalia, when religious offerings were made to Saturn, the god of agriculture, began on 17 December and lasted for seven days. Work ceased, shops closed, gifts of candles were given and gambling, eating and drinking prevailed. This holiday was followed by the Kalends, a secular, civic New Year festival, officially from 1 to 3 January, but often unofficially continuing to 5 January. Buildings were decorated with greenery and people ate, drank and watched races and processions, while small tokens, wreaths and garlands, or lamps inscribed ‘Happiness in the New Year’ were exchanged.


Libanius, a pagan Greek philosopher, described the Kalends celebrations of the fourth century, and they already sound familiar, featuring ‘carousals and well-laden tables’, ‘abundance’ for the rich, and for the poor ‘better food than usual’. It was a time of spending: ‘People are not only generous towards themselves, but also towards their fellow-men.’ There was also a strong element of society turned upside-down, as masters waited on their slaves and senators dressed as plebeians. By the sixth century, wrote one Church father, these topsy-turvy traditions had prevailed, ‘the heathen, reversing the order of all things’, not just masters and servants trading places, but even men dressing as women. As with Gregory, two centuries before, he too worried that ‘the majority of men on those days became slaves to gluttony and riotous living and raved in drunkenness and impious dancing’.


Between Saturnalia and the Kalends came the celebration of the solstice. By the first century, Mithraism had spread from the Middle East to become the most widely practised religion in the Roman Empire. Yet, despite its prevalence, we know little about it today. The central event is speculated to have been the slaying of a sacred bull by the god Mithras, probably a spring fertility ceremony. The birth of Mithras, however, was marked at the winter solstice, when, on the Dies Natalis Solis Invicti, the birth day of the unconquered sun, Mithras emerged from his birthplace in a cave, witnessed by two shepherds. By the third century, Sol Invictus was the main god of the Empire and Dies Natalis his primary festival, which now began to assimilate many of the Kalends traditions. This merging of holiday customs continued after Christianity became the established religion of Rome, in 380: ‘when the doctors of the Church perceived that the Christians had a leaning to this festival [of Sol Invictus], they . . . resolved that the true Nativity should be solemnized on that day’. In other words, 25 December was chosen because it was already the commemoration of a sacred figure’s birth. By the end of the fourth century, Eastern Christians in Constantinople were also celebrating Christmas on 25 December, rather than Epiphany on 6 January, as were Christians in Gaul. The holiday itself now expanded. In 567 the Council of Tours made the days between Christmas and Epiphany into a single holiday, which was confirmed by Alfred the Great in 877 in Wessex: his law code named the twelve days a general holiday, when even servants supposedly did no work.


In northern Europe, too, there were markers of the year-end. Most Germanic languages contain some form of the word ‘yule’, meaning midwinter. The Venerable Bede, in c.730, claimed that the ancient Britons called December and January Giuli, or ‘Yule’, but in the British Isles from the seventh century, Yule was used to mean Christmas.4 That Old English word, Geol, had derived from Old Norse Jól. Although today in Scandinavia jul means Christmas, originally it merely meant ‘festivities’, and we know little of these Norse ceremonies or beliefs. There may have been some form of ancestor worship, to mark the return of the dead, a not uncommon idea as the sun waned and the old year ‘died’. Some said this was the day when in various northern European legends the ‘wild hunt’, that army of the dead, rode across the sky with their baying hellhounds led by Odin, or Wotan, on his eight-legged horse Sleipnir.5 Or it may have been a festival following the harvest and autumn slaughter, which was also the annual time for beer-brewing. The older oral tradition recorded in the thirteenth-century saga of the Icelandic bard Snorri Sturluson describes a midwinter festival of feasting and drinking, when the king drikke jól, or ‘drank yule’. Bonfires and candles, or burning logs, as well as greenery, may have been part of the observances – we simply don’t know. By 960 King Haakon of Norway had Christianized the day, decreeing that Jul was to be marked on 25 December, to coincide with the Christian festivities.


What can be said with certainty is that in the Christian tradition, from the early days through to the Middle Ages, many of the Christmas ecclesiastical developments were a matter less of religious liturgy than of entertainment. By the eleventh century in France, a star was hung over the altar for an Epiphany play that was incorporated into the Mass, and the story of the Magi, of Herod, the Massacre of the Innocents and the Flight into Egypt, were acted out. In the twelfth century English churches also staged these plays, and as late as the sixteenth century church records show that painted and gilded stars continued to be made. Another form of theatre originated with Francis of Assisi, who in 1223 first produced a replica of a stable, with a manger, an ox and an ass. This became popular across much of western Europe, as did, in the Rhineland, Kindelwiegen, or cradle-rocking, services, where a life-sized cradle with a Christ child was rocked by the altar to the rhythm of Wiegenlieder, or cradle songs. In the Netherlands, two cradles, one on the altar, one near the congregation, were decorated with little bells that rang as they were rocked.


A distinctive seasonal feature in England was the miracle play. These plays were religious in content but, unlike Epiphany plays, they were in English, not Latin, and, unlike the Kindelwiegen or the nativity scenes, they were produced under the patronage of civic guilds, not the church. We know little about the early plays, but from at least 1392, guilds in Coventry staged The Pageant of the Shearman and Tailors, which recounted the events of the annunciation, the nativity, the adoration of the kings, the Flight into Egypt and the Massacre of the Innocents. A fragment of surviving stage direction indicates how the drama played out: ‘Here Herod rages, in the pageant cart, and also in the street.’


One remnant of the topsy-turvy nature of the Kalends re-emerged in the European craze for the Feast of Fools, when minor clergy took over the roles of their seniors between Christmas and New Year. This was no gentle event:




Priests and clerks . . . dance in the choir dressed as women, panders [pimps] or minstrels. They sing wanton songs . . . They play at dice [at the altar]. They cense with stinking smoke from the soles of old shoes. They run and leap through the church . . . with indecent gesture and verses scurrilous and unchaste.




Over time, these lewd games were replaced by a more innocent version of the servant-as-master inversion, this time controlled by the masters. ‘Boy bishops’, choristers who took on the bishops’ role, were elected for the holiday cycle on 6 December, the name day of St Nicholas, patron saint of children, and they officiated especially on 28 December, the Feast of the Holy Innocents. The first boy bishop we know of was in St Gallen, in what is today Switzerland, in 911, and that this social upheaval was approved from above is clear: both King Conrad I of Germany and the Bishop of Constance attended services on the day the boy preached, the king attempting to distract him and his child attendants by rolling apples down the aisle. (The boys apparently turned a dignified blind eye to the misbehaviour of their rowdy adult congregants.)


Boy bishops were especially popular in England, many churches keeping miniature chasubles and staffs and albs for the use of their miniature clergy. Ultimately, Henry VIII took a dislike to the custom and it was banned in England in 1541. Queen Mary restored it, but it failed to outlast her, although schoolboys continued to enjoy St Nicholas’s Day as a holiday. Elsewhere, it survived far longer. Many Swiss districts had a boy bishop as late as the mid-nineteenth century.


Churches saw more solemn pageantry on Christmas Day, but it was no less theatrical. Charlemagne was crowned the first Holy Roman Emperor on Christmas Day 800, and the holiday remained a favoured one for kingly entrances and exits: Edward the Confessor was buried in Westminster Abbey on Epiphany 1066, while the coronation of his successor, William I, took place the following Christmas Day. At Epiphany 1300, Edward I offered the church a gift of gold, frankincense and myrrh, a king marking the day of the three kings, a tradition that continued in England for another six centuries.6


The holiday impulse in courts across Europe, however, was primarily secular. Courtly feasting in Germany in the eleventh century saw guests singing secular songs (although at one of these feasts they were countered by liturgical chanting from the shocked clergy present). Welsh and Irish courts also held winter feasts from around the same date, and soon it was a time of feasting for all who could afford it. In Germany especially, year-end fairs became regular events, with one in Kempen being established from at least 1461 to supply these lavish entertainments. In England, rulers intermittently attempted to curb the excesses of the period, although with little success. Around 1100, Henry I issued a proclamation declaring the year-end a time of fasting, not feasting. Yet by the reign of King John, courtly Christmas feasts had become mind-bogglingly elaborate. On Christmas Day 1213 the king’s household and guests consumed 27 hogsheads of wine, 400 head of pork, 3,000 fowl, 15,000 herring, 10,000 eels, 100 pounds of almonds, two pounds of spices and 66 pounds of pepper. In the following century, Edward III tried again, passing laws restricting the meals on seven of the holiday’s twelve days to two courses, with a limit of two kinds of meat per course.7


The recipes that have survived indicate that seasonal excess was not confined to the courts, but was also indulged in by the prosperous. One recipe for a Christmas pie from 1394 includes pheasant, hare, capon, partridge, pigeon and rabbit, livers, hearts and kidneys, and meatballs, all spiced and sauced and cooked with pickled mushrooms before being baked into a pastry case ‘made craftily in the likeness of a bird’s body’, including a ‘great tail’ complete with feathers.8


This was the more remarkable, because from at least the fifth century, Advent had officially been a church-designated period of penitence and fasting, like Lent, with Christmas Eve a major fast day, on which meat, cheese and eggs were forbidden.9 Yet the late fourteenth-century poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight indicates that this was often honoured more in the breach. There, the castle guests are served




a feast of fish,


some baked in bread, some browned over flames,


some boiled or steamed, some stewed in spices


and subtle sauces to tantalize his tongue.


Four or five times he called it a feast,


and the courteous company happily cheered him along:






‘On penance plates you dine –


there’s better board to come.’




That they are eating fish from ‘penance plates’ makes clear that this is a fast-day meal, but otherwise the notion of fasting is barely observed.


That feasting overcame all prohibitions is unsurprising. The European agricultural year almost dictated it. After the autumn harvest, grain was stored, fruit and vegetables preserved, followed by what the sixteenth-century poet-farmer Thomas Tusser called ‘slaughter-time’, when ‘the husbandman’s feasting begin[s]’. In the colder parts of Europe, St Martin’s Day was the traditional time for slaughter, and feasting followed hard behind, with St Martin’s geese or swine in Germany, geese in Denmark and Martlemas beef in England. In wine-growing regions, too, St Martin’s Day was when the new wine was ready.


In England, seasonal drinking was given an archaic air, a sense of tradition to justify it. In the twelfth century, Geoffrey of Monmouth’s History of the Kings of Britain told the tale of the fifth-century leader Vortigern, who was invited to drink with the toast, Lauerd king wacht heil! [more correctly, wæs hæil, or Lord king, your health], to which the response was Drinc heil! The story was almost entirely fabricated, and the parts that weren’t were anachronistic by half a millennium. Nonetheless, this legendary wæs hæil was transformed into ‘wassail’ and became part of the holiday traditions.10 In the fourteenth century the rich began to prize special wassail bowls of precious metals, using them for formal toasts; the poor carried humbler bowls from door to door, drinking to their superiors in exchange for food or drink.


As with the Kalends, by the Middle Ages the holiday period had become a time of gambling and gifts. In many places dicing and cards were limited to the Christmas season; in others gaming was legal year-round, but respectable people indulged only during the holiday. In one area in France, more than two-thirds of court cases concerning gambling occurred between October and February; in Castile, the royal monopoly on gambling was lifted on 25 and 26 December so all could indulge. In England, legislation permitted holiday gambling: by 1461, a law prohibited nobles from playing dice or cards in their own homes except during the twelve days; fifty years later, ‘Artificer or Craftsman . . . Husbandman, Apprentice, Labourer, Servant at husbandry, Journeyman or Servant of Artificer . . . or any Serving-man’ were all banned from playing ‘at the Tables, Tennis, Dice, Cards, Bowls, Clash, Coyting, Logating, or any other unlawful Game’, except at Christmas.11


With the twelve days considered a single holiday, the Kalends New Year’s gifts became a Christmas custom. In Gawain and the Green Knight, the courtiers shout, ‘Noel, Noel,’ then




‘New Year’s Gifts!’ the knights cried next


as they pressed forward to offer their presents.12




These knights were offering gifts to their lord. Small gifts were sometimes given among friends, but more frequent were gifts designed to reinforce the social hierarchy, always given upwards, from knight to lord, from lord to ruler. In fifteenth- and sixteenth-century England, account books from the households of the great all indicate that gift-giving was routine, although we don’t know how widespread the habit was lower down the social scale. In 1575 the soldier and poet George Gascoigne wrote that tenants traditionally gave their landlords capons at Christmas as part of a series of obligatory, year-round gifts:




And when the tenants come to pay their quarter’s rent,


They bring some fowl at Midsummer, a dish of fish in Lent


At Christmas a capon, at Michaelmas a goose,


And somewhat else at New Year’s tide, for fear their lease fly loose.13




In Gawain, after the gifts were given, the knights and their ladies ‘danced and drank’ for three days. Some great houses hired professional musicians, but more commonly, the entertainments were produced by and for the guests. In the fifteenth century a death in the family reduced one landowner’s household to a most unseasonal quiet, with no ‘disguising, nor harpings, nor luting, nor singing nor none loud disporting, but playing at the tables, and chess and cards’.


Thus by the close of the Middle Ages, for much of Europe, Christmas was certainly a religious festival, but while the church had included new traditions to mark the day, it never succeeded in overwhelming the secular pastimes, and Christmas was primarily a time of ‘feaste . . . where kynnesfolke do resorte together, bryngyng or sendynge presents mutually’: food, family and giving.




Chapter Two


The focal point of medieval Christmas for the majority was not the birth of Christ, but eating and drinking and entertainment. For the rulers, however, the festivities offered opportunities beyond mere pleasure. By the sixteenth century James VI of Scotland, later James I of England, understood feast days to be tools of good governance, ‘for delighting the people with publicke spectacles and for merriment’ and, in so doing, displaying the might of rulers, entertaining their allies and impressing their foes with their wealth, all of which translated to power.


The music of earlier courts had rarely been seasonal. In the later fifteenth century, Edward IV’s household included a ‘wayte’, a band of musicians who performed between Michaelmas and Lent. Several city corporations and guilds also employed waits to play at civic ceremonies, although it wasn’t until the eighteenth century that their performances were confined to Christmas. But for the great courts’ festive season, music alone was soon not enough, and to oversee the ‘divers disguising and plays’ that were coming to be expected at the holiday many of the courts of Europe appointed Lords of Misrule, courtiers, or men of social status, who planned the entertainments beginning in October and then acted as masters of ceremonies as they ‘ruled’ through the traditional twelve days and to Candlemas.


Twelfth Night, the eve of Epiphany, marked the end of the twelve days, and was equal to Christmas Day in importance. Imperceptibly in the British Isles, the title of the Lord of Misrule merged with the Twelfth Night’s Bean King, who had originated in France. Bean cakes, cakes with a dried legume baked into them, had been sold in Paris markets from at least the thirteenth century. The recipient of the slice with the bean was crowned the Rex Fabarum, or King of the Bean, and was toasted by his fellow diners, ‘The King drinks!’ By the early fourteenth century the custom had travelled to England, and the courts of Edward II and Edward III both had crowned Bean Kings. Edward II’s Bean King received a silver-gilt basin and ewer costing nearly £8 for his service. Edward III’s Bean King was a Lord of Misrule too, organizing the king’s entertainment and hiring his musicians ‘in nomine Regis de Faba’ in the name of the Bean King.


The custom then briefly went out of fashion; pageantry did not. In 1377, more than a hundred wealthy citizens of London, accompanied by forty-eight men in livery, musicians, and men in costumes, ‘with black visors, not amiable’, rode out to salute the son of the Black Prince, presenting him with gifts of gold and jewellery, before being entertained to a banquet. In the fifteenth century, however, Bean Kings and Lords of Misrule reappeared: Henry VII had a Lord of Misrule and an Abbot of Unreason; James IV of Scotland had a musician King of the Bean in the 1490s. By 1509, the year of Henry VIII’s marriage to Catherine of Aragon, the court allocated £450 on fabrics ‘for the disguising’ alone. The following year a portable stage built to resemble a hill surmounted by a gold tree was pushed down the hall towards the king as entertainers danced on it. In 1511 the king and a dozen courtiers performed a masque, combining dancing, music and dialogue, ‘a thing not seen afore in England’.


Many of the greatest households had their own Lords of Misrule, as did civic corporations, colleges and other quasi-public bodies. Merton College, Oxford appointed a Rex Fabarum every November in the late fifteenth century, said to be ‘according to ancient custom’. In 1545 the statutes of St John’s College, Cambridge included a requirement that each of the Fellows was to take on the role in turn. The Inns of Court, great promoters of the holiday, spent heavily on year-end entertainment, and they regularly appointed a Lord of Misrule from among their benchers, or members.14 One year, Gray’s Inn’s choice was commended as ‘a very proper man of personage, and very active in dancing and revelling’ – that is, he was suitable because he was both a gentleman and liked a good party.


Under Edward VI, the royal court’s Lords of Misrule presided over extravaganzas on a scale rarely attempted before, not merely for the entertainment of aristocrats and courtiers, but also, as James VI and I was to later understand, to give people a sense they had a stake in the monarchy. Only seven month’s before Edward’s death in 1553, one Londoner described the Lord of Misrule and his retinue arriving by river at Tower Wharf, where they were received by the City of London’s own Lord of Misrule and his men. The King’s Lord, ‘gorgyusly a[rrayed in] purpelle welvet furyd with armyn, and ys robe braded with spangulls of selver’, was accompanied by trumpeters and drummers, pipers, singers and morris dancers, and followed by mounted men in gold cloaks, with gold chains, each with their own retinues, fools, dancers, singers and pike-men. They marched through the City, ‘trompet blohyng, makyng a proclamasyon’, before the King’s Lord gave the City’s Lord a gold and silver gown, ‘and a[non] after he knelyd downe and he toke a sword and . . . mad ym knyght, and after thay dran[k to each] hodur’. This was followed by a banquet, then a torchlight procession back to the river, where guns once more saluted the King’s Lord as he took to the water.15


Christmas pageantry continued in London at the Inns of Court and among the City of London office-holders, who staged elaborate ceremonies. These, however, were not public, but events for members of the bar and their grand guests, or for the guilds and aldermen of the City of London. The Inner Temple held a breakfast on Christmas Day for their benchers, with ‘Strangers of worth’ invited to dinner; on St Stephen’s Day the ‘Constable Marshall’ led a procession of trumpeters, fifers and drummers to kneel before their guest of honour, the Lord Chancellor. Other ceremonies were quasi-performances, as when a ‘Master of the Game’ and a ‘Ranger of the Forest’ hunted down costumed foxes, cats and hounds. These places also staged masques, which had arrived in the British Isles from, most likely, France in the thirteenth century. (The first record was already one of suppression, when ‘momment’ – mummery – was banned in Troyes in 1263.) This courtly entertainment involved men dressed as angels, or devils, or gods and goddesses, or wearing headpieces of different animals, all supported by dazzlingly costumed squires and knights. The expenditure could be extraordinary: in 1633 the Inns of Court spent £20,000 on a masque entitled The Triumph of Peace.16


For the majority of the population, however, mumming meant something far humbler, although for the earliest days we know little of what it comprised. Instead, much of our information comes from the ordinances that banned it: in the fifteenth century the City of London forbade anyone at Christmas to ‘walk [the streets] by night in any manner mumming plays, interludes, or any other disguisings with any feigned beards, painted visors, deformed or coloured visages in any way’. In 1572 a banned St Thomas’s Day parade in York was led by a personification of Yule and his ‘wife’ (the phrasing suggests that this was probably a man dressed as a woman), as their supporters threw nuts to the spectators. In Lincoln in 1637, a case was heard against a man who, dressed as a clergyman, had ‘married’ the daughter of the town’s swineherd to a Lord of Misrule as his ‘Christmas wife’. (It was impersonating a clergyman that seems to have tipped the scales against the offender.)


We know a little more about mumming traditions in Scandinavia. In some districts people dressed up, mostly as animals, for a mischief night where pranks, or minor acts of destruction, were designed to incite fear or, at least, a pleasurable shiver of fear. These elements, together with some form of ancestor remembrance, make a strong link to our own Halloween, rooted as it is on All Souls’ Eve, when the dead were thought to walk.


Another clue to early mumming forms may be found further afield, in Newfoundland, in Canada. In 1583 the adventurer Sir Humphrey Gilbert landed with five ships that had sailed from Plymouth, in the west of England, to claim part of the island for Elizabeth I. Four centuries later, customs that folklorists recognized from the West Country continued to be found there: morris dancing, hobby-horses and mumming. With no Puritan interregnum, as in Britain and New England, it may be that mumming in Newfoundland in 1962 was not too dissimilar to mumming in Bristol in 1487.


In some areas of Newfoundland, mumming was known as janneying, with big janneys (adults) and little janneys (children) disguising themselves in many layers of clothes or drapery; covering their faces with sacks, or fabric, or masks; and using assumed voices. Cross-dressing was routine, the women dressing as men and men as women, just as that horrified church father had reported in the sixth century. Sometimes hobby-horses, masks with snapping jaws, known locally as horsey-hops, accompanied the janneys.


The janneyers walked in a stylized ‘jogging, half-dance, half-shake, that is the “mummer’s walk” ’ as they went house-to-house, banging on pots or playing instruments. The householders then tried to guess their identities while the janneys attempted to foil recognition. This was followed by food and drink, music and dancing, before the janneyers moved on. Some roughhousing might take place: janneys carried sticks to keep those who would attempt to discover their identities at a distance, while householders might ‘accidentally’ trip the janneys to dislodge their masks.


Other rituals were recorded in the British Isles in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Wassailing – carrying a wassail cup around a village or town to offer toasts in exchange for money or food and drink – occurred from at least 1461, when a church account in Hertfordshire recorded payments to wassailers. Soon it was traditional for young women to be cup-bearers over the twelve days, calling ‘wassail, wassail’, initially offering a drink in exchange for bread, cheese and mince pies, but from the seventeenth century mostly for cash.


These were asymmetrical payments, from greater to lesser. The practice of giving upwards, from lesser to greater, also continued. Monarchs, senior churchmen and others in power expected to receive costly items annually as thanks for their patronage, each gift calibrated according to rank and position: Elizabeth I’s archbishops gave her gold worth £40, while lesser peers gave only £20. Lower down the scale, tenants continued to offer fowl or game to their landlords. In a morality play of 1578, a character thanks another ‘heartily’ for his help and promises to ‘remember you every year with a Christmas capon’.


Hierarchical gifts were designed to emphasize status differences. While Elizabeth’s courtiers never complained of their enforced gifts to her, complaints about the obligations of seasonal vails, or tips, to tradespeople and servants from their social superiors, were endless. The earliest reference is, as we now recognize as a pattern, a prohibition. In 1419, the City of London aldermen banned servants from soliciting Christmas ‘offerings’ from suppliers of food and drink to the Mayor and Sheriff’s offices. Apprentices were said to have kept earthenware boxes, like modern piggy-banks, into which these tips were dropped; at Christmas they were broken open, and the term ‘Christmas box’ was transferred to the money. Soon the phrase had become proverbial: ‘It is not for men to bee like swine, good for nothing till they be dead,’ preached the President of Corpus Christi, Oxford; ‘or like Christmas-boxes, that will afford nothing, till they be broken.’


Others asked for cash, but not for themselves. In the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, in several rural regions of England, groups of hogglers, or hoggells, or hogners, or hogans, collected money at Christmas. We know almost nothing about them: we don’t know what social group these men – probably men, although the sources are not explicit – came from, or what they did for the money, whether they performed a service, or provided entertainment. Church accounts indicate they made seasonal collections – from whom or how much from each we also don’t know – which were then handed over for parish use.


Some of that money might have been spent on greenery: by the late Middle Ages in England, almost all surviving church records include entries for the purchase of holly and ivy in the winter. Private houses were also dressed with greenery, as were the streets themselves. In the early seventh century, Pope Gregory the Great had noted that decorating churches and holy places was a custom of the British Isles, although it was not yet seasonal: midsummer decorations were as common as mid-winter ones. One sixteenth-century historian claimed that in previous centuries every parish had a great pole serving as a maypole in the summer, decorated with holly and ivy in the winter, and that in 1444, a storm in London had blown down ‘a standard of tree . . . nailed full of [holly] and ivy, for disport of Christmas to the people’.


This was not a Christmas tree as we know it, but it might be considered a precursor. For an association between trees and Christmas was emerging, especially in Germany. By the fifteenth century, the legend of the eighth-century St Boniface had become widespread. It told of an event one winter solstice, when the saint heard that a human sacrifice was planned under an oak tree, sacred to the god Thor. In a mighty rage, Boniface chopped down the tree, replacing it with a small fir, its evergreen branches representing Christ’s eternal truth. (Awed locals were said to be so impressed by this analogy that they converted on the spot.) Another fifteenth-century legend told of a Bishop of Bamberg who witnessed apple trees miraculously blossoming on Christmas Eve. Soon sightings of miraculous Christmas flowerings were well-known.


Perhaps these stories were nourished by the popularity of the dramatic genre known in Germany as paradise plays. Christmas Eve was the feast day of Adam and Eve, and paradise plays opened with a scene set in the Garden of Eden, the tree of knowledge represented in midwinter by an evergreen fir with apples tied to its branches. After the plays went out of vogue, paradise trees continued to be erected in public places in German-speaking countries, initially on wooden pyramids, surrounded by ornaments and candles, and then without the pyramids, the ornaments and candles being tied onto the trees instead. As early as 1419, a Freiburg city guild erected a tree decorated with apples, wafers, tinsel and gingerbread.17 In Reval (now Tallinn, Estonia), in 1441, what might have been a tree, or might have been a pole decorated with greenery, was erected outside the town hall, as in London three years later.


By the end of the century, trees or greenery were so common that Strasbourg passed an ordinance banning the seasonal cutting of pine branches; by the 1530s ordinances in Alsace limited each household to one small tree; two decades later Freiburg forbade chopping down trees at Christmas altogether. Even as these prohibitions were enacted to preserve forests, decorated trees were recorded with increasing regularity: in Riga in 1510, a tree was decked with ‘woollen thread, straw and apples’; in 1570, a guild in Bremen erected a tree for their members’ children to gather the apples, nuts and pretzels which adorned its branches.


These were public, outdoor trees, but by 1531 there was a new fashion, with Strasbourg markets selling trees for people to erect indoors, although these were apparently not yet decorated. The first decorated indoor tree we know of was in 1605, again in Strasbourg. Adorned with paper roses, apples, wafers, gilded sweets and sugar ornaments, it was what, a few years later, would be given a new name – a Weihnachtsbaum, or Christmas tree. These indoor trees were first recorded in the south-west of Germany, again around Strasbourg. It was later said that Martin Luther, inspired to thoughts of the goodness of God by the sight of pine trees, had cut down a tree for his family so they could be similarly inspired. This is unlikely: Luther lived nearly 700 kilometres from Strasbourg, in Wittenberg, a town with no record of indoor Christmas trees until the eighteenth century.


Yet Christmas greenery was everywhere, and soon listeners were encouraged to ‘Deck the Halls with Boughs of Holly’, or at least they were in Wales, where the carol originated in the sixteenth century. The earliest Christmas music, dating from the fourth century, had been written by churchmen, for churchmen, and concerned the theological implications of the nativity. In the twelfth century, a carol was a secular French spring song accompanied by a dance.18 In that same century, what might have been the first Christmas carol, ‘Veni Emmanuel’, was probably written. From the thirteenth to the fourteenth centuries, Christmas carols began to be written in Latin, followed by macaronic carols, with words in both Latin and the local language, and finally only in the local language. ‘La Marche des rois’, from Provence, may have been, in the thirteenth century, one of the very first carols to omit Latin entirely, along with ‘W żłobie leży’ in Poland (‘The March of the Kings’ and ‘In a Manger’ respectively). In Italy, a Franciscan speciality was carols in which diminutives – bambino, piccolino, Jesulino – underscored the popular, childlike ingredients of the holiday and the song-form.
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