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Introduction


JUDITH FLANDERS



In the sixteenth century, the poet Thomas Tusser advised his readers: ‘At Christmas play and make good cheere / For Christmas comes but once a yeere.’ And while that has not changed over the centuries – not the play, nor the good cheer, nor the indubitable fact that the holiday does, indeed, only come around once a year – almost everything else we know about Christmas has altered beyond recognition since his day.


Or has it? Today Christmas is a medley, a holiday of family and friends, of food and drink, of gifts and leisure, even as the seasonal grumps tell us that the ‘true’ meaning of Christmas has been lost, that in the Good Old Days – days that shift from the nineteenth century, to the 1950s, to whenever the speaker was a child – in those Good Old Days, Things Were Better: more religious, more sacrosanct, more, well, basically, more serious.


But were they? It only took a few decades after the first Christmas was celebrated in the Roman Empire for an archbishop to have to warn his flock against too much seasonal dancing and ‘feasting to excess’, with too little respect paid to the religious meaning of the day. For early Christmases, every bit as much as today, revolved around eating and drinking, with religion playing a minor chord in the background. It was instead a holiday of holly and ivy, festive trees, consumption, mumming, dressing up, singing and, just as the archbishop worried, dancing.


By the sixteenth century, the greatest in the land were holding lavish banquets interspersed with masques, plays with songs and dances; civic authorities and guilds staged great street parades to entertain the masses and promote their own grandeur; while the prosperous entertained their nearest and dearest with food and drink. And the working people went house to house ‘wassailing’, or toasting, the residents in exchange for food, beer and sometimes cash, as was recorded in traditional wassailing songs.

The first wassailing song in this anthology, ‘Wassail, Wassail’, represents a different, agricultural wassailing tradition, where the singers drank a toast to the farm’s animals to ensure a good agricultural year, or wassailed the crops themselves to encourage a good harvest.


Because Christmas songs were, for the most part, not religious. Of course the church had its own music for the time of year, but the songs of the people, by the people, were about things they enjoyed – about dancing, singing, drinking and eating. A ‘carol’ was not even originally a song sung in December – it was first used to describe a secular French spring song accompanied by a dance. (That carols were not originally for Christmas can be seen by our continuing to say ‘Christmas carol’ instead of just ‘carol’, even though today we sing carols at no other time of the year.)


Defining a carol itself ranges from the difficult to the impossible. The Oxford English Dictionary says a carol is ‘A song or hymn of joy sung at Christmas in celebration of the Nativity’. This, however, overlooks the hundreds of carols in praise of trees, holly, ivy, drinking and feasting, including many favourites included in this book, such as ‘Deck the Halls’, which was a Welsh carol written probably in the sixteenth century; or carols that are really folk songs or ballads, such as ‘The Cherry Tree Carol’; or African-American spirituals like ‘Go, Tell it on the Mountain’. The simplest definition, perhaps, is that a carol is anything people decide is one.


Because carols are mostly songs of the people, by the people and for the people. They were disregarded by the great and good, and therefore, to a large degree, were unrecorded for posterity. It was only in the nineteenth century, when a new love of ‘olde’ England and its traditions emerged, that the songs of the people, including their seasonal Christmas songs, began to be collected in printed form, in expensive books for middle-class readers. But as they were revived and gained a new audience, some carols may have been not actually revived, but invented, with a new and artificial history created for them.


And that’s true of so much to do with Christmas. We half-know things, and other things are made up, and we imagine others, and somehow, they all merge together to become the ‘true’ Christmas. Because fabricating history, and sweet stories, is one of our most popular Christmas traditions. The story of ‘Silent Night’ is a perfect example of the genre. In 1820, goes the delightful and entirely fictitious story, the church organ in the small town of Oberndorf, in what is now Austria, fell into disrepair just before the all-important Christmas services, and so the curate (Joseph Mohr, words) and the assistant organist (Franz Xaver Gruber, music) hastily cobbled together a carol to a guitar accompaniment. In reality, while Mohr and Gruber were indeed the carol’s creators, history shows that the church’s organ continued to give good service for years afterwards. More prosaically, the piece was heard by a visiting folk-music enthusiast who included it in a professional concert in Leipzig in 1823 as a Tyrolean folk song, despite it not being a folk song and Oberndorf not being located in the Tyrol.


Some of our most treasured traditions follow this same imaginary, mythical development. Carols were, as we have seen, songs of the people until well into the nineteenth century. They had little recognition among the middle classes, and were certainly never sung in churches. But by 1880, a new tradition was emerging. The then Bishop of Truro, later to become Archbishop of Canterbury, had his finger on the pulse, and that year he planned a Christmas Eve concert complete with carols and readings. It was so popular that other churches rapidly followed, either taking over his programme wholesale, or creating their own. By 1918, King’s College, Cambridge began its celebrated Christmas Eve Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols, based on the Bishop of Truro’s evening.


King’s College’s own website carefully gives this 1918 date; the BBC, however, which broadcasts the concert religiously (in both senses of the word), has historically been more – shall we say – elastic with the truth. By 1931 the BBC’s publicity material promoted this thirteen-year-old concert as a tradition of the ages; by 1939 it had aged exponentially: ‘The festival has been held since the chapel was built nearly 500 years ago,’ it intoned. For perhaps the single rule of Christmas to hold true is: if something is referred to as ‘traditional’, it is new; if it is called ‘ancient’, it is recent; and if it is both – well, if it is both, it is dearly loved, and you pit boring things like facts against strong emotions at your peril.


A seventeenth-century booklet, ‘Make Room for Christmas’, drew its own picture of the very best Christmas, portraying it as a holiday made up of neighbourly visits, of apples roasting by a welcoming fire, of ‘melodious Carrols’, concluding, with a flourish, ‘and so we’l be higly pigly one with another’. And in truth, Christmas is all higgledy-piggledy, as our customs and traditions, songs and stories, family and friends pile up in our imaginations in a glorious jumble of Christmases past, Christmases fictional, Christmases on television and radio, the Christmases we have had, the Christmases we believe others have, and the Christmases we hope to have.


Christmas comes but once a year, but the holiday, and all it represents, is rooted deep in our imaginations. These Christmas poems, whether old, new or a magic Christmas hybrid, are mysteriously both youthfully invigorating and contain the wisdom of the ancients, as each Christmas season renews itself. And in so doing, the poems, and Christmas itself, allow us, too, to renew ourselves.










CHRISTMAS IS COMING








Christmas is Coming




Christmas is coming,


 The geese are getting fat,


Please to put a penny


 In the old man’s hat.


If you haven’t got a penny,


 A ha’penny will do;


If you haven’t got a ha’penny,


 Then God bless you!


Traditional








A Christmas Blessing




God bless the master of this house,


 The mistress also,


And all the little children


 That round the table go;


And all your kin and kinsfolk


 That dwell both far and near:


I wish you a Merry Christmas


 And a Happy New Year.


Traditional








Now Thrice Welcome, Christmas




Now thrice welcome, Christmas,


 Which brings us good cheer,


Minced pies and plum porridge,


 Good ale and strong beer;


With pig, goose and capon,


 The best that may be,


So well doth the weather


 And our stomachs agree.


Traditional








Deck the Halls




Deck the halls with boughs of holly,


’Tis the season to be jolly,


Don we now our gay apparel,


Troll the ancient Yuletide carol.


See the blazing Yule before us.


Strike the harp and join the chorus,


Follow me in merry measure,


While I tell of Yuletide treasure.


Fast away the old year passes,


Hail the new, ye lads and lasses,


Sing we joyous all together,


Heedless of the wind and weather.


Traditional








We Wish You a Merry Christmas




We wish you a merry Christmas,


We wish you a merry Christmas,


We wish you a merry Christmas,


And a happy New Year.


 Good tidings we bring


 To you and your kin,


 We wish you a merry Christmas,


 And a happy New Year.


Now bring us some figgy pudding,


Now bring us some figgy pudding,


Now bring us some figgy pudding,


And bring some out here.


 Chorus


For we all like figgy pudding,


For we all like figgy pudding,


For we all like figgy pudding,


So bring some out here.


 Chorus


And we won’t go until we’ve had some,


And we won’t go until we’ve had some,


And we won’t go until we’ve had some,


So bring some out here.


 Chorus


Traditional








Pudding Charms




Our Christmas pudding was made in November,


All they put in it, I quite well remember:


Currants and raisins, and sugar and spice,


Orange peel, lemon peel – everything nice


Mixed up together, and put in a pan.
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