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PREFACE

We celebrate Christmas in the middle of winter, when the trees are bare and nothing in our gloomy, gray and white surroundings reminds us of the vivid green landscape of summer. Each year at Christmastime, we participate in a kind of ritual “summerfest” involving evergreen branches and winter-blooming plants, during the heart of the cold, dark winter season. Why? The simple answer is because it is exactly at this time of year that we yearn most strongly for green plants, blossoms, and the light of the sun. During the harsh winters of the past, our ancestors felt the same longing.

This book is about the ethnobotany of Christmas—a study of Christmas plants and their symbolic uses and meanings throughout the centuries. Looking at it in the glowing light of the candles in the Advent wreath and the festively lit Christmas tree, it is easy to see that plants contribute much to this feast season. During the dark time of Advent, we especially appreciate having a green fir tree and blooming plants in the house, such as poinsettia and Christmas cactus. We hang mistletoe and decorate our doors with wreaths made from fir, ivy, and holly. For roasts and baking, we use exotic spices from trees, shrubs, and plants of tropical regions. The children wait excitedly for St. Nicholas, Father Christmas, or Santa Claus, for whom they put out shoes, stockings, and gift plates, expecting marzipan, chocolate, apples, tangerines, and nuts in return. Many of these delights come from trees in warm, faraway regions from which we import their fruits.

Christmas is the most culturally pervasive and successful feast of all time. But what is behind our treasured Christmas traditions and customs? Why do green fir branches, flowers that bloom in the middle of the winter, Christmas spices, and incense still play such a central role in Christmas celebrations around the world? What are the symbolic meanings behind the use of these plants, and how have the old customs survived into the present computer age?

We discover amazing answers hidden in the darkness of history. A multilayered background of symbolic meaning has made these plants a central part of Christmas rituals all over the world. The use of the plants that play such an important role at Christmastime originates not only where we most expect it—in the customs surrounding the Christian feast of the birth of Jesus—but also in ancient, pre-Christian, pagan traditions.

The symbolic meanings of these plants have roots in the distant past, when our ancestors were more intimately connected with the passage of the seasons. They were much more dependent than contemporary city people on the return of the sun and the plants after the long, dark winter nights. Depending on their values and beliefs, some modern people may choose to ignore or reject the history within which our well-known Christmas customs are rooted. Some react with interest to events and beliefs of days past; others feel that the historical sources contradict their religious beliefs or are otherwise irrelevant to our current Christmas customs. We can either profit from the traditions, beliefs, philosophies, and realities of life of other cultures, societies, and times—or we can ignore, refute, or fight them. We have the freedom to choose.

As individuals, contemporaries of a particular generation, or part of a given cultural, religious, or national tradition, we all have a past. How prepared we are to take a long, hard look at our own life, at our personal childhood and past, and beyond that, at our cultural, religious, and historical heritage, is entirely a matter of individual choice. But none can deny the essential role plants have played and continue to play in the midwinter celebration that we call Christmas.

C. MÜLLER-EBELING, HAMBURG,
IN THE ADVENT TIME OF 2002

Why a Book About Christmas Plants?

Fir trees, mistletoe, holly, golden oranges, red apples, ripe nuts, exotic spices, straw stars, cinnamon stars, mugwort roast, witches’ houses made from gingerbread, and currant loaf (Christstollen): It’s Christmas all around!

Christmas is part of the cultural heritage of the world, a global syncretism, a potpourri and conglomeration of elements that manifests itself finally, and most significantly, in the uses of flora from all over the world. From the familiar to the exotic, Christmas involves teas and shrubs from East and West, spices from the Orient and the New World, incenses from Eastern as well as Nordic sources. There are northern and southern fruits, herbs, and other plants to use and enjoy, including tobacco, magic mushrooms, and ingredients for special brews. There are flowers and other decorative plants from the rain forest, the desert, and the mountains—from all ecological zones and from all cultures.

Our Christmas ethnobotany explores the use of plants from all over the world that have become and remain a central part of the global Christmas ritual. Every plant comes with its own story with which to enrich the feast. Every plant’s history hangs like a treasured ornament from the world tree that gives us a home in the universe. At Christmastime, the middle-class living room becomes the setting for shamanic rituals with deep roots in ancient traditions. Thus this book is not only about Christmas plants and customs, but also about the origins and historical background of the traditions that continue to inspire us and delight our senses.

For who doesn’t like Christmas? Even Friedrich Nietzsche liked the feast: “You can’t believe how much I am looking forward to Christmas, wonderful Christmas!” the philosopher wrote to his mother, Franziska, and his sister, Elisabeth, on December 5, 1861. “Christmas makes everything good!”1

C. RÄTSCH, HAMBURG,
AT THE TIME OF THE SUMMER SOLSTICE, JUNE 2003


THE ETHNOBOTANY OF CHRISTMAS

Our ancestors are the worldly essences: water, salt, and acid. They live within us, and yet, at the same time, they are always leaving us. And then, time after time, they come seeking us out again. Through the plants they remind us of a state of timelessness, where human heritage is just a breath of wind on a lake’s surface. Human history is also plant history.

SCHENK 1960, 7

Christmas is a Christian feast infiltrated by ancient pagan customs. On the other hand, it is also a pagan feast over layered with Catholic liturgical and folk rituals. It is the feast of the birth of the savior Jesus Christ and of the sun’s rebirth; it is the time of midwinter “smudging nights” during which people smudged with herbs to cleanse their homes and stables and protect themselves against evil influences. This time, when the old year gives way to the new, is a time of gods and spirits, veritable orgies of gift giving, and rituals intended to ward off danger and ensure the fertility of the fields in the coming year.

Throughout the season runs evidence of a very rich Christmas ethnobotany, with ancient traces we will follow to their roots in this book. During this excursion into the past, we will learn much about Christmas trees and Christmas greens; about Christmas spices, scents, and incense; about protective rituals that have survived until modern times. The mythology of plants leads us to the origins of the culture of shamanism and the sacred botany (hierobotany) of ancient times—into medieval customs involving witches’ magic, the warding off of demons, fertility rites, and rites of sacrifice.

The symbolic meaning of Christmas plants opens up to us a new perspective on cultures and customs of times long past: the mythical wild hunt of Germanic and Nordic origin, the Julbock and the feast of lights from the north of Scandinavia, the celebration of Saturnalia from the Mediterranean, ancient rituals commemorating the rebirth of the sun, and a tradition of protection against witchcraft from early Christian times (fifteenth and sixteenth centuries). It teaches us about folk perchtenwalks, nighttime processions of people dressed to represent the devil in archaic wooden goat masks and fur coats, and about biblical feasts to honor the birth of the Christ child, the holy three kings, the holy Barbara, and the holy Nicholas.

As with many other rituals, Christmas has a magic that is difficult to grasp and even more difficult to explain. The Christmas feast might be the most successful example of a mass ritual that has overstepped every international, ethnic, religious, cultural, and political border. It is popular with people all over the world. Each culture has interpreted, incorporated, and applied the elements of Christmas in its own way into its own rituals and celebrations.
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Christmas plants on Christmas and New Year’s cards: rowan berries, incense ball, fir cones, holly branches, mistletoe, box tree and spruce branches, sloe, ivy, and lantern flowers. (Coos Storm, ©Paperclip International, 1999)



In short, Christmas is the most pervasively syncretic ritual of modern Europe and North America. It brings together traditions, ideas, and customs from all over the world and from all times. Christmas is no mere traditional folk ritual. It expresses itself as a constantly developing collage of diverse elements, all of which have their own history and legends. Whether you are interested in the true background of Christmas or not, the way in which it is celebrated today clearly takes meaning from the larger concept of a “feast of love” celebrated not only by the early Christians, but also by the pagan ancients.

Plants play an important but so far neglected role in our understanding of the roots of Christmas. The triumph of the Christmas tree started in Germany and the Swiss Alps. Mistletoe and holly came from the British Isles into the neighboring European countries and over the “great lake” to the New World. The poinsettia comes from Central America. The rose of Jericho hails from the deserts of the Near East. The Christmas cactus lives on trees in Rio de Janeiro in faraway Brazil.

In this book we will explore the symbolic meanings behind Christmas and the triumphant spread of Christmas ethnobotany—including Christmas greens and blossoms, the Christmas tree, and plants used for Christmas incense, ornaments, foods, and beverages—throughout the world. We will also explore the shamanic and pagan roots of Christmas customs many of us take for granted, including the origins of Santa Claus’s traditional red and white garb and his yearly flight through the winter night sky in a sleigh pulled by reindeer.

Traditions, Rituals, and Customs

Rituals are the key to understanding the inner constitution of human society.

VON WELTZIEN 1994, 9

Nothing is more frustrating to the ethnologist than the fact that informants cannot always provide answers for certain questions. When I asked the Lacondon Maya of Chiapas, Mexico, why they strung up the skulls of the animals they shot, I received the curt answer, “Because that’s the way it’s done.” Clearly, the sense and meaning of many ritual activities are forgotten with the passing of the centuries. This is exactly what would happen if an ethnologist were to take a survey among modern people to ask them why they celebrate Christmas, why they put up a Christmas tree, why they use a certain evergreen to decorate their rooms, and why certain scents are associated with Christmas.
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Ethnobotanical Plant Categories in the Christmas Feast

Symbolic and decorative plants

Wintergreen

Christmas tree Floral arrangements

Blossom wonders

Oracular Plants

Incense

Aromatic essences

Spices

Food plants

Intoxicating plants



Rituals are like theatrical plays or operas. With the passage of time, their content is continuously reinterpreted and imbued with contemporary meaning. Rituals are ideal surfaces for projection. They consist of symbols that are interpreted unconsciously or personally. Christmas is such a ritual. The way we celebrate it remains constant; individual approaches and interpretations, on the other hand, are always variable. Christmas is a complex ritual with elements of tree and forest cults, agricultural rituals, magic customs, applied folk botany, rites of sacrifice, mystery plays, feasts, and all kinds of social exchange. Christmas is also a “feast of love” involving symbolic plants; nearly all the plants of Christmas have a historical association with fertility, love magic, or aphrodisiac effects. Thus, for ages, Christmas plants have provided a safe haven and domain of contemplation on dark and cold midwinter nights, with their blessings and their dangers.

The forest is a theater of strange beings, friendly and unfriendly. What are those creatures crawling around underneath the elder tree? It is the old one and her troop of mandrakes, woodruffs, goblins, and wights? Are these ministering angels or threatening demons? The friendly and unfriendly dance merrily beneath the witches’ weed; they smoke devil’s tobacco and light up the underworld with the magic sparks of their druid’s dust. Plant spirits appear in visionary consciousness as anthropomorphic beings that can speak with anyone, in any language. You need only ask—talk to them—and they will reveal the secrets of the normally invisible natural world to those eager for the knowledge. The shamanic world laughs and sings.
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“On the Way to Reality” is the name of this episode of the cartoon series Alef-Thau by Alesandro Jodorowasky and Arno. (©1993, Carlsen Comics, Hamburg)
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Christmas in the fairy forest: Father Christmas drives his sleigh through the world of fly agaric mushrooms, in the snow. (From a German children’s book, circa 1920)



THE CHRISTMAS CALENDAR

The usual dates supplied for the traditional Christmas season start with November 11 and end on February 2. Here is a small survey of the most important dates in the Christmas calendar.

November

11. Martini or St. Martin’s Day

Old start of winter; first slaughter feast after harvest time

25. St. Catherine’s Day

Time to start Christmas baking

30. St. Andrew’s Day and Night

Start of the new church year. Day of fortune-telling for love matches and weather for the coming year. Astrological lucky day.

December

1. Beginning of the Advent season and the Advent calendar. Start of the klaubaufgehens (wood gathering).

4. St. Barbara’s Day

Time to sow the “Barbara wheat.” In Provence, wheat is germinated in a saucer on Saint Barbara’s Day. The higher the wheat grows, the greater the prosperity it foretells. On this day, one creates Barbara’s boughs by bringing in branches of fruit trees and putting them in vases to force them to bloom. When they blossom, one can foretell an individual’s luck in love as well as the quality of the fruit harvest for the next year.

6. St. Nicholas Day

End of klaubaufgehens. St. Nicholas brings presents to the children. Mexico: Houses are decorated with Flor de San Nicolás.

7. “Bad luck day”

8. Mary’s conception

10. Astrological good luck day

11. “Bad luck day”

13. St. Lucy’s Day

Old winter solstice (before the advent of the Gregorian calendar, this was considered the shortest day of the year). Night for driving away ghosts and witches.1 Perchtennacht (blackest night); time to cut the hazel wood rod.

17. Christ Child gun salute2

Start of the Saturnalia in Rome.

19. End of the Roman Saturnalia (pre-Caesarian times)

20. Astrological good luck day

21. St. Thomas Day3

Astronomical winter solstice. Most common beginning of the raw nights and start of the smudging nights during which house, court, and stables are smudged in purification rituals.

22. The sun enters the zodiacal sign of Capricorn

23. End of the Roman Saturnalia. (Saturday takes its name from “Saturn day.”)

24. Holy Night. Night of Christ’s birth; Christ’s night. More modern beginning of the raw nights.

25. First day of Christmas.

Sun day. Winter solstice and rebirth of the sun (sol invictus) in Roman times. Birthday of Mithras, ancient Persian god of light.

26. Second day of Christmas.

Boxing Day. St. Stephen’s Day. Ilex (holly) bushes are carried from village to village.

“The time between the years.” Oracle nights, lot nights.

27. Third day of Christmas.

Fudel (women beat men with life rod branches). St. John’s Day (farmer holiday).

28. Fourth day of Christmas.

The day of the innocent children.

29. Astrological good luck day

31. Sylvester

Turning of the year, named after the holy Pope Sylvester I (ca. 314–335 CE). Night of St. Matthew.

January

1. New Year’s Day

Start of January. January is named after the Roman god Janus.

2. End of the raw nights (in more modern traditions the raw nights end on January 5).

5. The last day of Christmas. The children plunder the Christmas tree.

In the night before January 6, Befana, the Italian Christmas witch or three king fairy, comes down the chimney and fills children’s boots with sweets. To children who were not well behaved during the preceding year, she brings ashes, coal, and garlic.

6. Three Kings Day

Epiphany. Baptism of Christ. Birthday of Dionysus, Greek god of wine, vegetation, and ecstasy. Old change of times.

7. Old St. Valentine’s Day4

February

2. Candlemas

Official end of the Christmas season. Time of light processions (grounded in Celtic Candlemas). Rituals performed for the security and protection of the fertility of the fields.

Christmas Songs of the Hard Winter

Listen closely to Christmas songs and you might be able to feel a really cold breeze coming into your centrally heated home. These songs speak out not about joy and celebration but instead about deprivation, the pitiless harshness and cold of winter that freezes stone and bone. A Christmas song composed by Karl G. Hering (1766–1853)5 tells us, “It is a very hard winter when a wolf eats another wolf.”

Today, it seems we seldom see a white Christmas. We yearn for a white Christmas as if for a winter fairy dream, and are happy when we hear the weather forecast predicting good skiing and sledding. While we glide down the hills in the cold and snowy weather in modern skiing gear that keeps our fingers and toes from freezing, it’s hard to imagine that somewhere else (in Russia, perhaps), heating and water pipes are bursting in the cold. In lovely Switzerland, long before ski tourism began, the people were well acquainted with “Jack Frost”—the righteous man of winter described in these verses written in 1782 by Matthias Claudius:6

The Winter Is a Righteous Man

The winter is a righteous man

Strong like stone and enduring

His flesh feels like iron

And he does not shy from sweet or sour

Flowers and bird’s songs

He does not like at all

He hates warm drink and warm songs

All the warm things

When stone and bone break from the frost

And ponds and lakes crash

He likes that sound, he does not hate it

He is dying from laughter

His castle of ice is far away

On the North Pole on the beach;

But he also has a summerhouse

In lovely Switzerland

Soon he is there or here

To govern, to lead us,

And when he walks around we stand around

And look at him and freeze

Jingle Bells, Good King Wenceslas, and other famous Christmas carols played during the Christmas season in department stores and markets sound sentimental or kitschy to our ears. Who actually listens when caught up in the stress of shopping? The usually schmaltzy violin arrangements and the sweet bells fool us into believing that the content of these songs actually derive from “the good old days”—when, in fact, the real context of the times was anything but romantic and sentimental. These songs actually evoke experiences of deprivation, as in the following folk melody.

In the Middle of the Night

Oh, let God reign!

It is so cold!

Someone is likely to freeze

And lose his life

So cold goes the wind!

I am sorry for the children.

Oh, God have pity!

The mother is so poor

She has no pan

To cook for the little child,

No flour and no grease,

No milk and no salt.

It was much easier for our grandparents and great-grandparents to identify with the infant Jesus, nestled on hay and straw in the poor stable in Bethlehem, than it is for those of us living in an affluent society. In their time, they were content when their basic daily nutrition—sometimes just a mash of flour, grease, and salt—was secure. Only three or four generations ago, winter was the time when the infamous “Thin Jack” was the chef in poor households. Work in the fields was over for the year. Many farms were snowed in. Farmers and their farmhands gathered closer around the hearth fire and settled for provisions stored since the fall, foods that could endure the frost and the winter. Porridges, preserves, salted foods, gepökeltes (salted meats), and smoked and dried foods were on the table.

For people living in town, the days became shorter and the nights longer. Whoever lacked warm clothing and had no wood for a fire could—until the middle of the twentieth century—truly feel the harshness of the winter. One yearned for warm socks and a warm jacket, a merrily crackling hearth fire, hot soup, and something good tasting—like the apples, nuts, and almonds mentioned in numerous Christmas songs. In these times of darkness and scarcity, on what is practically the shortest day of the year, comes Christmas Day. Our modern celebration of the birth of Christ, with all its glowing lights, continues the pagan traditions of the winter solstice, during which the people celebrated the return of the sun. Christ, the Savior, is also the one who makes the land whole again, who saves the land7 and bears the hope of a new greening of nature, as expressed in this verse from the song “Oh Savior, Tear Open the Skies:”8
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A fir tree as in a fairy tale. (Postcard)



Oh earth, break into leaf,

Break into leaf, oh earth

So that hill and valley may become green

Oh earth so this little flower brings

Oh Savior out of earth springs

The Christian feast of love and joy was intertwined with the birth of the Savior. It inspired in believers a feeling of charity for the poor and the beasts. For the poor, it nourished hope and a belief in the gracious generosity of those more fortunate. For children, Christmas promised the hope of Santa Claus, or Father Christmas, who brought ginger nuts, currants, and maybe even exotic colonial goods—like oranges from the Orient—in his sack.

Soon Christmas Comes

Melody: Hans Helmut; Lyrics: Karola Wilke

Soon Christmas comes

Now Father Christmas is not far away

Listen, the old man is knocking on the gate.

With his white horse, he is waiting . . .

I am putting hay in front of the house

And Ruprecht, Santa’s helper, is taking the sack out

Ginger nut, little apples, almonds, and currants

All that he gives to the good child . . .

The verses of enduringly popular Christmas songs carry these experiences—the hard winters and the longing for warmth, food, and charity that our grandparents and great-grandparents knew so well—into our modern living rooms.


A PAGAN FEAST

In the feast one finds the holy dimension of life in all its richness; in the feast we experience the holiness of human existence as a godly creation.

ELIADE 1957, 52

The feast that takes place between December 24 and December 26 is what we normally call Christmas. In the countries of the high north, in Scandinavia, this time is called Julfest. To our ancestors, this time period was known as “raw nights” or “smudging nights.” What does this mean? Where do these words come from? Entries in etymological dictionaries—those that clarify the origin and meaning of words—are no help. For example, in its 1963 edition, the Grosse Duden by Paul Grebe and Günther Drosdowski tells us that jul comes from the Nordic and described the winter solstice in pagan times, and that the word “went on, after Christianization, to indicate the Christmas feast.” But there are no entries that explain what jul actually means.

Very few authors took the trouble to search for answers in sources from earlier centuries. One who did was the famous folklorist, Adolf Spamer. His detailed and informative book Christmas in Old and New Times1 provides us with many interesting clues. According to Spamer, in the early eighteenth century the word jul carried the connotation of “shout for joy” or “hurrah!” Later on, it was associated with the Old Nordic êl (snow flurry) or jek (to speak), as well as with a Middle High German word for “invocation of the sun.” And this is a very logical explanation, considering the fact that in the north the sun never even reaches the horizon in midwinter. Spamer concludes: “It is clear that jul is the characterization of a long wintertime period.”

Spamer is also on the right track when he takes old calendrical divisions into consideration. The Anglo-Saxons called the months we know as December and January giuli—similar to the Icelandic ylir. However, Spamer limits himself to vague declarations concerning the transformation of the once-pagan winter solstice celebration into the Christian Christmas feast. He delivers hard facts. He talks specifically about Hakon the Good (934–960), the third king of Norway, who situated Christmas during the time of the normal Jul festivities and is ultimately historically responsible for the merging of the two names, jul (=yule) and fest (=feast). In other sources, the Roman Emperor Justinian, who had converted to Christianity, is credited with changing the date of the feast from January 6 to December 25 in 542 CE, to honor the birth of Christ.

The German word for Christmas—Weihnachten, meaning “holy night”—first emerged in 1170. Spamer sees it as a translation of the Catholic liturgical word nox sancta (holy night), and believes it referred to the sacred nights of pre-Christian rituals. The ancient Germans started the new year with Moraneht, “mothers’ night.” So it was easy for early Christian missionaries to associate that day with the day mother Mary gave birth to the Christ child. In addition, until Spamer’s lifetime, the term mothers’ night was interchangeable with twelve nights in some areas of Germany. The folklorist also discovered the last remaining practice of a pre-Christian custom in Carinthia, which involved laying a table for the deceased on the holy night. This custom is the origin of the big Christmas meals of our time.

Everyone celebrates Christmas in his or her own way. For Christian believers, the night between December 24 and December 25 is holy, a symbolic return of the birth of Christ. Pagan and Earth-centered people continue to celebrate the winter solstice. To many, Christmas represents a traditional family feast day, a time of contemplation, a welcome respite from the yoke of work. For some, the meaning of Christmas is obscure, seemingly celebrated simply because it is customary. Others dislike the Christmas season because it can be a terrifying example of excessive consumerism. Others ignore it out of disinterest or spiritual conviction. For example, a Jehovah’s Witness does not celebrate Christmas because it is considered a “heathen feast” in that faith. And some people have no associations with the Christmas season. Orthodox Jews still hope for the return of the Messiah; for them, the birth of the founder of a new Jewish sect has no meaning. The same is true for Muslims, who do not regard Jesus as a prophet of God.
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The Easter rabbit with a cap reminiscent of the Christmas fly agaric mushroom. (Sticker book, Münster: Coppenrath Verlag, 1998)



In old Rome, December 25 was the day of dies natalis invicti solis—the birthday of the invincible sun. This day served as a time not only for worshipping the sun, but also for worshipping Saturn, the god of seed sowing and wealth. Far from the borders of the Roman Empire, another age-old pagan feast was celebrated—winter solstice, marking the rebirth of the sun, the return of light and life. This ritual—celebrated with intoxicating drinks and roasted meat from animal sacrifices—held a central meaning to many Germanic peoples.
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Spirits in the forest: fly agaric mushroom wights, fairies, Easter rabbits, a toad, and a full moon. (Children’s book illustration from Elsa Beskow, De Sma Skovnisser, 1919, Carlsen reissue, 1996)



Strangely enough, it never occurs to most people to ask why the birth of Christ is always celebrated on the same date each year, while the dates for his death and resurrection—Easter—change from year to year. The answer to this riddle is that there are two different calendar systems. The recurring date for Christmas is related to the course of the sun; the dates for Easter change each year because of the cycles of the moon. Easter is always the first Sunday after the first spring full moon.

Red and White: Colors of Christmas

The mystery of the recurrent and omnipresent red and white color symbolism at Christmastime—in the Christmas tree, with its red balls and candles, or in the dress of Father Christmas—has many possible interpretations.

One explanation has roots in very ancient symbolism representing the cosmic connection between man and woman. White, like the snow, represents light, pure spirit, the realm of the sky. White is also the color of a man’s semen. Thus, in an intercultural sense, the color white symbolizes the male principle. Only later was white associated with innocence, celibacy, and pureness. The color red2 symbolizes, like menstrual blood, the universal female life force and principles of love, passion, and magic.
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White and red are the colors of shamanic clothing in Nepal.
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The red and white guard from cartoon land.
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In pagan times, ladybugs were holy to the love goddess Freia (Freia=Mary). But why does this one—like the fly agaric mushroom—have white dots instead of the usual black ones? (Chocolate ladybug)



More clues to the symbolic meaning of red as a Christmas color can be found in a study of ancient runes. In old Germanic times, one entered the runes in stone with one’s very blood. Runes were not ordinary, everyday letters for inscribing banal or mundane written content. They were magic signs that “came to life” through ritualistic cutting and blood-letting. They were zauber,3 meaning that they were magic and had the power of enchantment (Krause 1970). Whoever had power over the runes could do magic spells.

The word zauber itself has to do with the act of consecrating the rune wand with one’s own blood. The word rune means “secret” or “secret knowledge,” but it also means “magic.” Female Germanic prophets were called alruna, “the all knowing,” because they could see truthfully. They were believed to have the gift of prophesy by nature and were highly esteemed because of that. In his work Germania, the great Roman historian Cornelius Tacitus4 wrote: “The runes were originally conjuring formulas that were put together in a certain way and became a poetic song. The magician is a medicine man who has a way of seeing the medicine that makes it work or conjures it with a mighty spell” (Jordans 1933, 16f).

There is yet more to the meaningful connection between red and white. In the pervasive linkage of the two colors can be seen a kind of alchemy, a melding of two very different substances that are united in an alchemical wedding to become the Philosopher’s Stone. The Rosarium Philosophorum, an alchemists’ text, says about Mercury: “He is the whole elixir, whiteness and redness, the permanent water, and the water of life and death, and the virgin’s milk, the cleansing herb of the purification” (Heinrich 1998, 234).

The Darkness of Midwinter

In the drunkenness of ecstasy we have climbed the winds.

RIG VEDA X, 126

Autumn brings darkness. The season ends with the shortest day of the year, the day of the winter solstice. Winter begins with the longest night of the year and leads us from the darkness back to the light. Winter ends when day and night are of equal length, on the day of the spring equinox. “Every year, on winter solstice, a temporal nativity is accompanied by the rejuvenation and renewal of the whole cosmos: The world tumbles back to the time of origin; chaos returns” (Giani 1994, 40). This is why the Christmas “feast of light” takes place in darkness. The dark carries the seed of light and vice versa, almost a European equivalent of the symbolic unity of yin and yang.
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Shamanic Elements in Christmas

Astronomical date

Solstice, midwinter

Mythology

Wotan and the Wild Hunt

Christmas wights (creatures of the woods)

Sol invictus; the rebirth of the sun

Saturnalia

Symbols

Fir tree, world tree, tree of knowledge

Evergreens: mistletoe, holly, wintergreen, and others

Straw stars

Opium poppy seedpods

Fly agaric mushroom

Angels

Red and white

Green and white

Ritual Activities

Incense burning or smudging with herbs

Animal sacrifice, symbolic human sacrifice

Drinking rituals, Jul libations

Christmas presents

Potlatch exchange, gift-giving ritual in Siberian shamanism

Julklapp (Swedish gift-giving ritual)

Plant Rituals

Tree cults and the cutting of winter greens

Blossom miracles (plants that bloom in midwinter)

Oracle plants

Sowing the Barbara wheat



In midwinter, the snow arrives. The days become longer, and the snow reflects and enhances the light. Midwinter means renewal of life and holds the promise of new life force, the return of viriditas, the greening power. The Romans associated this cosmological state of affairs with the flower blossom miracle, in which plants bloom in the dead of winter: “On the day of the winter solstice, pennyroyal [herba pulei] blossoms are hanging underneath the roof to dry, and the bubbles they produce—that are filled with air—burst” (Pliny the Elder II, 108). All of this hints at the important role of evergreen and blooming plants in the time of the winter solstice, the ritual use of fire and candle, and a deeper meaning to the name “mothers’ night.”

The darkest night of the year was called mothers’ night, because now the sun god, lover of the goddess, is reborn in the lap of the Earth. With him, the light of life is renewed. It is the moment of quietness, of contemplation. The cosmic tree (shamanic tree, ladder to heaven) sparkles in the starry brightness under which the child of light is born, reveals itself in an inner vision. Fir greens decorate the rooms. They are smudged with mugwort, juniper, and other aromatic, cleansing herbs (Storl 1996a, 73f).

In this night the goddess gives birth in the darkest place on Earth, during the quietest hour, to the reborn sun-child. Human beings acknowledge the wonder of this sacred night in their meditations: They light candles, they burn oak or birch and let it smoke, they let the burning Julblock bonfire smolder; and they hang up the wintermaien—the original Christmas tree. The British Celts decorated their house with holly, mistletoe, and ivy; and on the continent, fir or spruce was used. The ashes of the Julfire were believed to be healing and were put on the fields to bring fertility (Storl 2000b, 150).
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Incense for the Winter Solstice

Cardamom (Elettaria cardamomum)

Frankincense, olibanum (Boswellia sacra)

Juniper berries (Juniperus communis)

Mastic (Pistacia lentiscus)

Myrrh, opopanax (Commiphora molmol, C. myrrha)

Prickly juniper (Juniperus oxycedrus)



Sacred Nights, Smudging Nights, and Incense

The dream whirls around the times, the rooms, the periods of time, it chases them like a storm chases the fog. Through
glimpses of dream and fog, reality is shining.

SCHENK 1960, 25

Our ancestors called the twelve days between December 25 and January 6—the time between the first day of Christmas and epiphany (the day of the holy kings)—the “raw nights.”5 They are now more generally known as the twelve nights of Christmas. They also recognized four “smudging nights” during which the people smudged their homes and stables with herbs to protect against evil influences.

Old tradition has it that during these nights—especially the nights before St. Thomas Day, Christmas, New Year’s Day, and epiphany—the spirits are out, haunting. In these dark times, ruled by elemental powers, the spectral army of Wotan’s wild hunt hurried through the clouds, uncanny spirit beings fighting the battle between light and darkness. In his unfinished epic, Pharsalia (also known as The Civil War), Lucan (39–65 CE) describes the emotions of people of a remote past:

Nature’s rhythm stops. The night becomes longer and the day keeps waiting. The ether does not obey its law; and the whirling firmament becomes motionless, as soon as it hears the magic spell. Jupiter—who drives the celestial vault that turns on its fast axis—is surprised by the fact that it does not want to turn. All at once, witches drench everything with rain, hide the warm sun behind clouds, and there’s thunder in the sky without Jupiter realizing it (Lucan, VI).

Rituals were in order to ward off the demonic influences and to conjure a rebirth of the sun after the dark days. At nightfall, “house and stable were smudged with healing herbs: mugwort, juniper, milk thistle, fir resin” (Storl 2000b, 150). Because of these smudging rituals (originally pagan and later performed by Catholic priests), these nights were known as “smudging nights.” People burned juniper and many other aromatic substances to drive out demons. The smoke transformed the aromatic woods and herbs into scent that was supposed to implore the gods to take mercy on human beings and to keep away all evil. They also placed various combinations of magical herbs (called “nine herbs”) in their beds for protection and mixed them into their animals’ food.

The smudging nights are still taken seriously in Scandinavia. This is apparent in a newspaper clipping from January 6, 2003, from Nuuk, Greenland:
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Father Christmas with his pipe, his rod, and some presents, brings the fir tree from the woods, just like a wild man. (Postcard after an English Christmas decoration of the nineteenth century)



The new government of Greenland had cleansed all the governmental buildings in Nuuk from evil spirits, by an exorcist, during the time between Christmas and New Year’s Eve. According to the press agency Ritzau, the exorcist Manguak Berthelsen said about the whole procedure: “My inner ear has nearly exploded from all the noise in there” (Frankfurter Rundschau, January 7, 2003).

Unfortunately, the author did not explain how the neo-völva (the exorcist, a sort of Greenlandian ghost buster) had driven out the ghosts!
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Wotan and the wild hunt. (Sculpture by Johann Bossard, Bossard-Haus, Heide)
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A Mexican depiction of the last supper: Skeletons dine on Dia de los Muertos, the Day of the Dead. (Mexican postcard)



Wotan and the Wild Hunt

Wodan id est furor

ADAM OF BREMEN 1595 IV, 26

Wotan (also known as Wodan or Odin), the furious, the raving, wanderer and wild man, ancestor of the old Silesian wood- and hill-spirit Rübezahl, is the archetypical ancient German god of gods. From his name comes the Old High German words watan and wuot, from which come German words for impetuousness, wildness, and anger—but also “wishfulness” and “to wish.” If we consolidate all the attributes of this god, we see he is an omnipresent force of creation and building who gives beauty to human beings as well as inanimate objects. He is the source of the art of poetry, as well as the drive for war and victory. Yet he is also a force that works for the fertility of the fields and helps people strive for the highest good and material fortune (Grimm 1968 I, VII). In his role as a mythical fulfiller of wishes, one might very well see Wotan as an ancestor of that famous bringer of presents, Santa Claus himself.
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A phallic Germanic “mushroom stone” depicting the ship of the dead for the trip to the other world, showing the mounted Wotan as an escort of souls. (Picture stone from Stenkyrka, Lillbjärs, Gotland, eighth century; from Crumlin-Pedersen and Thye 1995, 171)



Wotan is the god who is driven to amass knowledge. He wants to know everything; he craves knowledge. For this, he travels all the lands over and—wounded by a spear—hangs himself upside down, for nine nights, on the shamanic world tree, to get to know all nine shamanic worlds and absorb all their knowledge. Then he breaks branches off of the world tree and throws them onto the Earth, where they arrange themselves into runes of beech slivers, forming letters that carry secret knowledge. Because of Wotan’s self-sacrificial shedding of blood, the runes become magic. They give away their own knowledge. Wotan sacrifices one eye so that he can look into both the inner and the outer worlds. He drinks from the well of wisdom to suck up all the knowledge it contains. Every year, during the time of the smudging nights, Wotan’s wild army is on the lookout for the sun, under the leadership of Wotan himself. In honor of his impetuous search in the middle of the darkest time of the year comes the folkloric name of Wotan’s herb (Heliotropium europaeum), as well as the Latin name of a plant known variously as storm hat, Odin’s hat, troll hat, and, in North America, monkshood (Aconitum napellus).

Wotan, a rider on a white horse, was the ghostly rider who led the ghostly army in the storm during the twelve days around New Year’s Day. At this time, midwinter, the fears of the living became focused on the community of the dead. A cultic, ecstatic connection with the dead—in fact, a special kind of honoring of the dead—is also the basis for Wotan’s ability to lead the wild army. As god of the dead and the ecstasy associated with their cult, Wotan is their leader (Simek 1984, 464).

RÜBEZAHL: DESCENDANT OF WOTAN

South Tirolean legends describe a so-called “wild man” (Fink 1983, 144) as a huge and awesome woodsman with a great white beard, a wide hat, and a voice as deep as thunder. This is a legendary character of the Riesengebirge region, the Silesian mountain ghost Rübezahl, who counts beetroots in his mountain home and is often pictured smoking a pipe, just like Father Christmas.

Anyone familiar with Germanic mythology can easily see that Wotan lives on in Rübezahl. Both are described as wild men who rip up trees, determine the weather, and help the meek but harm the proud. In memory of the wild hunt led by Wotan in the southern Tirol, St. Martin can also be seen riding a white horse through the air on the evening of St. Martin’s Day (November 11). On this day, the farmers finish their year of work and make an offering to St. Martin—or perhaps to Wotan? Cheese, wool, bread, and flax are considered venerable sacrificial offerings to St. Martin in the mountain regions (Fink 1983, 238). Even today, people leave hay or oats for a white horse or a donkey in front of the house on St. Martin’s Day. Strangely enough, the Nigglasgehen (Nicholas walk)—a procession of the saint and his dark helpers from house to house—was officially forbidden in the Tirol region, while the cult surrounding Ruprecht (known as Krampus in Alpine regions) remained popular (Fink 1983, 346).
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Wotan on his horse with his world spear in his hand, accompanied by his two ravens, Thought and Memory; in front of him, we see a snakelike, shamanic soul. Sky and Earth are interconnected. (Shape or figure-form picture from the time of the Vikings, from Davis 2000, 51)




[image: image]

Rübezahl, ancestor of the smoking Father Christmas. (Woodcut from the Riesengebirge region, photograph by Widmann, before 1942, from Peuckert 1978, 97)
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Rübezahl. Painting by Moritz von Schwind (1804– 1871). (Oil on canvas, Bavarian Staatsgemäldesammlung Schack-Galerie, Munich)
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Trolls, Nordic wild people, also celebrate the Julfest. Here, on the troll’s hairy, raw head, a spruce tree grows like a spiritual antenna; fly agaric mushrooms also grow there, giving spiritual nourishment. Look closely to see that the walls of the troll’s house are decorated with pictures of reindeer. (Illustration from a children’s book)
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A troll under the Christmas tree. The Old Nordic name troll means “giant, fiend, magic being” but is now taken to mean “little people” (huldrefolk) who play a role in stories about changelings. (Photo by Claudia Müller-Ebeling)




FROM THE SHAMANIC WORLD TREE TO THE CHRISTMAS TREE

For a long time her [this means natura] good deeds were hidden; and trees and woods were the highest of all gifts that were given to human beings. From these, food was taken first; their leaves made the cave-dwelling life [of the troglodytes] easier and the phloem, or bast, of the tree, served as clothing.

PLINY THE ELDER XII

Up to the present day, human beings have had a special and nearly magical relationship with trees. In all times, we have realized that there is a very meaningful and multilayered symbolism in the growth of the tree—their tops look toward the heavens and their roots are anchored tightly into the Earth. Trees embody the connection between sky and Earth, especially when they grow high above all other things. There are family trees and life trees, a tree of knowledge, and world trees. World trees are symbolic of the unfolding of creation; they are shamanic staircases to other worlds. They not only provide raw materials for building and food, but in some cases they are also sources of entheogens, aphrodisiacs, and healing medicines. “I am the tree that gives human beings everything that they need for their life” (Anisimov 1991, 57). This is what defines the shamanic world tree of the Evenken, in Siberia. The world tree grows in the cosmic swamp. The sun and moon hang on its branches, and forest people live in it. Later on, the original shamanic world trees became holy trees of pagan religious worship (Caldecott 1993; Cook 1988).

Anyone who looks closely at the threshing floors of old Black Forest houses can often see magic numbers scratched upon them and may also see a tree of life, in the form of a fir or spruce branch. The same symbol can be found in some old churches. Beneath an abstract image of a Christmas tree, there are three horizontal steps, representing a shamanic staircase to the sky and the world tree, that reveal the pagan past (Schilli 1968, 34). This detail from the farming culture can easily be overlooked, yet it shows that the symbolic meaning of the fir tree has its roots deep in the past as a world tree and life tree, and only in recent history as the popular Christmas tree.
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A cardboard ornament for hanging on the Christmas tree.



One of the first references to the fir tree in association with the Christmas tree comes from the Alsatian town of Strasbourg in 1604: “On Christmas they put fir trees in the rooms in Strasbourg, they hang red roses cut from manycolored paper, apples, offerings, gold tinsel, sugar. It is the custom to make a four-cornered frame around it” (Kronfeld 1906, 149).

Today, depending on family tradition, the tree that is taken into the house is festively decorated and is called the jultree, the light tree, the Christmas tree, or the Christ tree. How many are aware that this custom was for a long time reviled by the church? In the folk literature, numerous sources refer to the fact that the custom of cutting and putting up fir or spruce branches or even whole trees—maien or meyen—was despised as a heathen practice, and was explicitly forbidden by the church, and specifically because of its shamanic-pagan past: “Because of the pagan origin, and the depletion of the forest, there were numerous regulations that forbid, or put restrictions on, the cutting down of fir greens throughout the Christmas season” (Vossen 1985, 86). The record ledgers of Schlettstadt indicated that since 1521, the unauthorized cutting of maien had been forbidden, and emphasized the protection of the forest in the face of this “forest damage.” The cutting down of Christmas meyen was forbidden in Freiburg, in the Breisgau, and was punishable by a fine of 10 rappen (Spamer 1937, 71). It was only at the beginning of the eighteenth century (one hundred years after the Strasbourg reference from 1604) that Johan David Gehard suggested tolerating the fir tree “to the degree that there was less idolatry connected with it” (Spamer 1937, 72).
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