The Victorians and Christmas

One of the first signs of Christmas was the arrival of the Christmas card in the post. John Calcott Horsley designed the first Christmas card in 1846 for Sir Henry Cole, Chairman of the Society of the Arts. Only 1000 cards were printed that first year and were expensive, but the pattern for the future was formed. Then in 1870, postage was reduced to one half penny per ounce and a cheaper color lithography was used for printing. Thus began the real spread of the Christmas card. By the early 1870s, the custom had reached the United States. At first, designs were simple, but as technology advanced, new subjects evolved. By the 1860s, popular designs were Christmas feasts, church bells, snowbound mail-coaches and turkey and plum puddings.

The Christmas tree can truly be called a Victorian innovation. The custom of a lighted tree began in Germany and German settlers brought the idea to America. But it wasn't until Prince Albert, of German descent, brought the Christmas tree to England in 1840 that it gained popularity there. By 1847, the trees at Windsor Castle were laden with presents as well as wax candles. The tradition spread as English citizens followed the Royal example. The trees and other decorati[image: image2.png]


ons were removed on Twelfth Night (January 6). To do so before or after was considered bad luck

Christmas dinner was a grand affair. Goose, chicken or a joint of roast beef took center stage on the table. Turkey, while popular in America, wasn't customary fare until late in the 19th century in England. Christmas pudding, made with beef, raisins and prunes, was mixed on Stir-up Sunday, the Sunday before Advent, in order for the mixture to mature. All present in the house took turns stirring the pudding with a wooden spoon (in honor of the Christ child's wooden crib). The stirring had to be done in a clockwise direction for luck. Mince pies were another traditional dish. They were sweeter, made with mincemeat, fruit and spices, and had to be eaten for the twelve days of Christmas to ensure twelve months of luck in the coming year. Each one eaten had to be baked by a different person, however, so there was much sharing with friends.

I suppose it could be said that the Victorians "invented" Christmas, at least in the sense as it is celebrated in the 21st century.  The Victorians are credited with -- 

· having revived an old and jovial Viking winter figure and named him the "Spirit of Christmas" and later, "Father Christmas" 

· reviving the ancient pagan custom of bringing evergreens into our homes 

· creating the first Christmas card 

· having brought back caroling 

· turning a once riotous free-for-all into a family-oriented celebration. 

	The Advent Wreath 
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The Advent wreath is of Lutheran origin symbolizing joyous anticipation.  It is an evergreen wreath to which four candles symbolizing faith, joy, love and peace, in holders have been securely attached.  Beginning on the first Sunday of Advent, and the next 3 Sundays before Christmas, a candle is lit as a symbol of the light that will come into the world with Christ's birth.


Bells
The ringing of bells originated from the pagan mid-winter festivities.  It was believed that the cold, sunless winters made evil spirits more powerful; and one way to drive them away was to make a lot of noise.  The bells were good for this purpose as one could ring a bell while at the same time be able to sing or shout above it.

Boxing Day
"Boxing Day" originated right here in England.  On December 26, all of the churches open their alms boxes and distribute the money in them to the poor so that they too can share in some Christmas cheer. The custom was later adapted by apprentices and assistants who go around to all their employer's customers asking for tips in return for their services.

Candles
The Christmas candle is another tradition which evolved from the pagan mid-winter festivities.  It was believed that light was also a way to keep evil spirits away.  Here in Victorian England, it is customary to place lighted candles in our windows during the 12 days of Christmas as a sign to weary travelers that food and shelter can be found within.   Candles are also given by tradesmen to their loyal customers as gifts.


Christmas Cards
The sending of Christmas cards began here in England.  John C. Horsley is credited with this; however, it was actually at the suggestion of his friend, Sir Henry Cole in 1843, that the first Christmas card was created and published.  1000 cards were printed and sold for one shilling each.  This initial venture failed.  It wasn't again until this decade that less expensive cards can now be printed and the sending of cards to friends is beginning to gain in popularity.

Christmas Crackers
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Inspired by the snap of sparks and cracks coming from the flames in his hearth, a London confectioner by the name of Tom Smith designed a "tube-shaped" object and filled it with sweets and toys and tied it at both ends.  To open it, you pull on both ends which breaks the cylinder and creates a "popping" sound. A "Christmas cracker" as it is called is most often found at each place setting on the Christmas dinner table and usually contains a party hat and a toy or a sweet treat.

	Holiday Decorating
Holiday decorating actually begins weeks before Christmas, but we see to it that all the decorations are taken down before the 12th night as it is considered unlucky to keep them up longer.
	

	
	Now if you will all take a couple of the decorations the staff has placed out, you can help us decorate. 

It has been a custom in our family to decorate the front door with a wreath and to trim the posts and railings in garland.  We then place candles in all our road "visible" windows that when lit are a sign to weary travelers that they can find food and shelter here from the cold English winters.
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Many Victorians did not and still cannot afford to spend money on decorating their homes and instead make their decorations,  primarily out of greenery adorned with berries, pods, ornaments, ribbons and dried flowers.  The type of greenery used is generally determined by geographic location, though holly and various types of pine and arborvitae are available pretty much anywhere.  Actually, bringing evergreens into the home derived from an ancient pagan custom.  It was believed that evergreens, in addition to symbolizing the renewal of life, also brought good luck.  The Norsemen believed that evergreen boughs over doorways warded off evil spirits.

Please step next into the foyer.  You'll see that our staff has placed a variety of greenery, plants and other decorative pieces. You can help us decorate the staircase railing with garland trimmed with French horns, ribbons and candles.  On the wall side of the steps, we'll put potted poinsettia plants on every other step.  Also, all of the picture frames should be draped in greens and adorned with pine cones and red ribbon.  On all the small tables will go small vases filled with bunches of holly.
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The Christmas tree, as mentioned earlier, was introduced into England by German Prince Albert, husband of Queen Victoria in 1841.  It soon became quite fashionable here to set up a large tree and decorate it with lighted candles, candy and cakes.  Before commercial decorations it was common to trim the tree with home-made paper cornucopias filled with sweets, fruit, nuts and popcorn as well as simplistic cookies, paper angels and Dresdens.  

Dresdens are ornaments which looked like metal but were actually cardboard painted in silver, gold and copper.  They were usually done in the shapes of animals and trains. We'll be making some Christmas ornaments [image: image7.png]


later.

German-made wax ornaments were also popular and came in the form of angels, children, animals and fruit.  They were decorated with cardboard, plaster, spun glass, cloth and ribbon.  Then came the German blown-glass balls which we use today in addition to the traditional trimmings.


Charles Dickens
Charles John Huffam Dickens was born February 7, 1812 in Portsmouth, Hampshire, England. Shortly thereafter his family moved to Chatham, and Dickens considered his years there as the happiest of his childhood. In 1822, the family moved to London, where his father worked as a clerk in the navy pay office. Dickens' family was considered middle class, however, his father had a difficult time managing money. His extravagant spending habits brought the family to financial disaster, and in 1824, John Dickens was imprisoned for debt. 
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Charles was the oldest of the Dickens children, and a result of his father's imprisonment, he was withdrawn from school and sent to work in a shoe-dye factory. During this period, Dickens lived alone in a lodging house in North London and considered the entire experience the most terrible of his life. Nevertheless, it was this experience that shaped his much of his future writing. 
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After receiving an inheritance several months later, Dickens' father was released from prison. Although Dickens' mother wanted him to stay at work, resulting in bitter resentment towards her, his father allowed him to return to school. His schooling was again interrupted and ultimately ended when Dickens was forced to return to work at age 15. He became a clerk in a law firm, then a shorthand reporter in the courts, and finally a parliamentary and newspaper reporter. 

In 1833, Dickens began to contribute short stories and essays to periodicals. He then provided a comic narrative to accompany a series of engravings, which were published as the Pickwick Papers in 1836. Within several months, Dickens became internationally popular. He resigned from his position as a newspaper reporter and became editor of a monthly magazine entitled Bentley's Miscellany. Also during 1836, Dickens married Catherine Hogarth. Together, they had nine surviving children, before they separated in 1858. 

Dickens' career continued at an intense pace for the next several years. Oliver Twist was serialized in Bentley's Miscellany beginning in 1837. Then, with Oliver Twist only half completed, Dickens began to publish monthly installments of Nicholas Nickleby in 1838. Because he had so many projects in the works, Dickens was barely able to stay ahead of his monthly deadlines. After the completion of Twist and Nickleby, Dickens produced weekly installments of The Old Curiosity Shop and Barnaby Rudge. 

After a short working vacation in the United States in 1841, Dickens continued at his break-neck pace. He began to publish annual Christmas stories, beginning with A Christmas Carol in 1843. Within the community, Dickens actively fought for social issues; such as education reform, sanitary measures, and slum clearance, and he began to directly address social issues in novels such as Dombey and Son (1846-48). 
Ignorance and Want
One major theme in A Christmas Carol was rooted in Dickens' observations of the plight of the children of London's poor. It has been said of the times that sex was the only affordable pleasure for the poor; the result was thousands of children living in unimaginable poverty, filth, and disease. In 1839 it was estimated that nearly half of all funerals in London were for children under the age of ten. Those who survived grew up without education or resource and virtually no chance to escape the cycle of poverty. Dickens felt that this cycle of poverty could only be broken through education and became interested in the Ragged Schools in London. 

Ragged Schools were free schools, run through charity, in which the poorest children received religious instruction and a rudimentary education. Dickens generally applauded the work of these schools although he disapproved of introducing religious doctrine at the expense of a practical education which would help the pupil become a self-sufficient member of society. Despite the availability of these schools, most poor children remained uneducated due to the demand for child labor and the apathy of parents, wretchedly poor and uneducated themselves. 

Dickens introduces these children in A Christmas Carol through the allegorical twins, Ignorance and Want. The Ghost of Christmas Present shows them, wretched and almost animal in appearance, to Scrooge with the warning: "This boy is Ignorance. This girl is Want. Beware them both, and all of their degree, but most of all beware this boy, for on his brow I see that written which is Doom, unless the writing be erased." 

Dickens continued to support education for the poor through his works but compulsory education for all did not come about until 1870, the year of Dickens' death. 
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The Victorian era, from 1837 to 1901, is the time period Queen Victoria ruled England.  She took the throne when she was only 18 and ruled longer than any other English queen or king.  She was so strong and England became so powerful during her rule, that a period in history was named for her.

