




If You Love Christmas... 
 

 confess, I’m something of a Christmas addict.  I can’t wait to put up my decorations—to break out 
the can of heirloom ornaments, some of which were “vintage” when I was a child!  My Victorian 
Christmas village, which started more or less by accident, is suffering a housing explosion.  I love 

the lights, the baubles, the cards, the music, the food.  I love watching the latest holiday movies with 
their endless variations on Santa and Scrooge.  I hate to see the season end. 
 If you’re like me, chances are that some of the traditions you love most about the holidays come 
directly from the Victorian era.  The Victorians didn’t invent Christmas—but they definitely redefined 
it and, to a great degree, restored it to the popularity that it enjoys today.  It’s thanks to the Victorians 
that we have Christmas trees, and Christmas lights, and Christmas cards.   
 The Victorians also brought us some of our most cherished Christmas “themes”—from jolly old St. 
Nick to the beloved Ebenezer Scrooge.  These two figures have become the icons of Christmas today—
a means by which the “spirit of Christmas” can be expressed and brought alive even for those who 
prefer not to observe Christmas as a religious holiday.  Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol was first 
published in 1843. Clement Moore’s “A Visit from St. Nicholas” actually predates the Victorian period 
a wee bit (it was first published in 1822)—but its depiction of the “jolly old elf” with his belly “like a 
bowl full of jelly” helped inspire Thomas Nast’s Civil War and post-Civil War drawings of Santa Claus 
in Harper’s Weekly.  It’s thanks to Moore and Nast that, today, we envision Santa as chubby, red-
cheeked and red-clad, traveling by a reindeer-drawn sleigh.   (Even Moore assumed, however, that 
Santa might get a bit sooty coming down the chimney!)  You’ll find Moore’s classic poem here, under 
the title “A Vision of St. Nicholas,” as it was presented in The Strand in 1891—with, inexplicably, 
illustrations portraying a young woman in the narrator’s role!  
 With so many of our traditions coming from the Victorian period, it’s easy to imagine that what we 
think of as a classic “Victorian Christmas” was, in fact, the sort of holiday the Victorians themselves 
celebrated.  If you could travel back in time to visit a Victorian family on the eve of this most sacred 
holiday, however, you might be a bit surprised by what you’d see! 
 What we think of today as a “Victorian Christmas” actually evolved over a period of decades—
after all, the Victorian era covers more than half of the 19th century.  Many articles in Victorian 
magazines speak rather wistfully of the “old” traditions of Christmas that were fading away—traditions 
like the boar’s head, and wassailing the apple trees.  To many, the Christmas tree—brought to England 
from Germany by Prince Albert—seemed a rather new-fangled tradition.  And some articles predicted 
that this fascination with Christmas was sure to be a short-lived trend, destined to fade and go out of 
fashion. 
 Nor were Victorian magazines packed with “Christmas” articles, as ours are today.  Although many 
publications issued special “holiday” numbers, these were generally filled with fiction and poetry.  
Charles Dickens issued special Christmas numbers of his magazine, All the Year Round—but the stories 
therein often had little to do with the season.  Other “Christmas numbers” might be filled with stories 
heavy on morals and good deeds.  “How-to” articles were relatively scarce, though pieces on holiday 
recipes were quite popular.  (I never dreamt there were so many recipes for plum pudding...) 
 The Victorians invented Christmas cards; the first publicly issued card was designed in 1843, and 
the development of Christmas cards was a direct result of the Victorian “penny post,” which, for the 
first time, made it easy and affordable for just about anyone to send a missive anywhere in the country.  
However, you might not recognize a typical Victorian card as being “Christmassy!”  Today, we expect 
a “traditional” Christmas card to feature wintry themes—snow, ice, evergreens, holly and ivy, 
Christmas trees and such. Victorian cards, however, tended toward themes that were meant to remind 
the recipient of spring and renewal, and often featured bright colors or pastels, and bouquets of spring 
and summer flowers.  I have in my ephemera collection a set of cards from Raphael Tuck, which ran a  
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competition for card designs.  The winning series in this case featured... owls!  Apparently nothing says 
“Christmas” like an owl sitting on a fence post in a summery field! 
 You might not recognize Santa Claus either, despite the fact that, as I said above, his manifestation 
as a rotund, red-clad, white-bearded “jolly old elf” with a reindeer-drawn sleigh was basically codified 
in the middle of the 19th century.  Long after Moore’s poem, and even long after Nast’s drawings, gifts 
were still brought by Father Christmas or St. Nicholas, or perhaps “St. Nick”—not Mr. Claus!  This St. 
Nick was generally portrayed as tall and lean, clad in a long robe that might be blue or green or purple, 
but rarely red!  (I have a turn-of-the-century postcard that shows him in an elegant green German 
hunter’s outfit!)  He was often bearded, but not overflowingly so.  His toys were carried in a leather 
satchel (something we might describe as a “messenger bag” today), and if he rode anything, it was 
likely to be a donkey or a white horse.  These images appear on postcards even in the early 20th century. 
 Christmas presents were often hand-made, and if possible, were placed on the Christmas tree itself.  
(Bob Dylan’s song “I’ll Be Home for Christmas” makes a reference to that tradition.)  Stockings were 
almost exclusively an American tradition, but in America larger presents went on, or under, the tree as 
well.  I wondered about this until I realized—no wrapping paper!  Color printing was an expensive 
proposition, and cheap, colorful wrapping paper simply wasn’t a possibility yet.   
 This is undoubtedly why it was traditional to put up and decorate the Christmas tree late on 
Christmas Eve, after the younger children had gone to bed.  Hence, the children would not even see the 
tree until Christmas morning, when they’d discover it fully decorated and covered with gifts.  Trees, of 
course, were lit with tapers (small candles).   
 Decorations relied heavily on items from nature—traditional greens and holly, but also grasses and 
moss and other natural items.  If one lived in the country, one could harvest the raw materials for one’s 
decorations from the woods and lanes; in the city, greens and other natural items were brought in by the 
cart-load to sell in the streets. If one wished to make one’s greenery sparkle, one of the most popular 
methods was to crush and grind up clear glass bottles and sprinkle this home-made “glitter” over glue 
or paste.  A safer method was to use Epsom salts instead. 
 Another Victorian Christmas tradition was the at-home pageant or charade.  This would be 
performed by the children of the house (and possibly some of the adults), and was often elaborately 
staged with costumes and sets.  I didn’t have space in this issue to include an actual script of one of 
these charades, but you can find several in our new publication, A Victorian Christmas Treasury.  Many 
of the articles in this issue come directly from that volume, which has nearly 100 Christmas articles 
from British and American Victorian magazines ranging from the 1840’s to the turn of the century. 
 Putting together this issue presented no challenges as to what to put in; the challenge was what to 
leave out!  I’ve added an extra dozen pages to this volume, and could have kept right on going!  If 
you’d like more, do check out the Treasury—it’s packed with Victorian carols, more than 200 recipes, 
poetry, stories, decorating tips, historical articles, and rare glimpses into how Christmas was celebrated 
in the Victorian world and around the world.  It’s available on Amazon.com, and you can find out more 
at VictorianVoices.net/books/Christmas.shtml. 
 And now I will leave you to enjoy the holidays!  Happy Christmas, and I’ll see you again in 2015! 
 

 
—Moira Allen, Editor 

December 2014 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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