




What Makes a Victorian Christmas? 
 

OMETIMES, as the holiday season approaches, it’s far too easy to identify with Scrooge—or rather, with the 
“before” Scrooge.  You know.  The “bah, humbug” Scrooge.  Although, really, we’d be doing so for the 
wrong reasons.  The pre-ghostified Scrooge actually would have been quite pleased with what we’ve made of 

Christmas.  He would have thought that Black Friday was a stroke of genius—what could be better than 
demanding that thousands upon thousands of shop clerks give up not only their day after Thanksgiving with 
family, but possibly even an entire night’s sleep, just so that their employers can cash in on the frenzy of 
Christmas shopping?  And if Scrooge could have found a way to make money from Christmas, he’d have been 
more than happy to see the season begin before one has even handed out the Halloween candy.  (One can only 
wonder what Scrooge would have made of Halloween...) 
 And yet, when we want to conjure a romantic vision of Christmas, so often it is the Victorian holiday that we 
find ourselves imagining—the holiday that Scrooge didn’t understand.  So I began to wonder just what made a 
Victorian Christmas so different from our own never-ending holiday “season.” 
 It’s not the absence of commercialism.  Victorian Christmas was just as much a season for buying and selling 
as our own.  I recently acquired a Harper’s magazine from December 1899. Although I knew that publishers 
removed the ad sections from their bound volumes, I didn’t realize how much was being removed; in this 
particular issue of 341 pages, more than half is holiday advertising! 
 Conversely, it’s not that Victorians placed a greater emphasis on brotherly love and charity.  We have that in 
abundance today as well; Christmas remains a season when many people remember the less fortunate, and would 
rather volunteer at a soup kitchen than attend the office Christmas party. 
 The one thing that has made such a huge difference between the Victorian season and our own can be 
expressed in one word: Plastic.  Not the kind that we use at the cash register (though that has its own issues), but 
the kind with which we deck the halls. 
 Scrooge might have liked the idea of making money from Christmas in October, but Victorian Christmas 
decorating was limited by one key factor: Greenery.  The holly and the ivy, the wreaths and garlands and kissing 
balls, and of course the star of the show—the tree—were living greenery.  If you lived in the country, you might 
harvest your own holiday greens; if you lived in the city, carts would come in from the countryside bearing all the 
green branches, holly and mistletoe you could possibly want. 
 But... living greenery has a short lifespan.  A Victorian household would typically put up the Christmas tree 
on Christmas Eve, after the children had gone to bed.  (This was before the era of wrapping paper, and the 
children’s gifts were often hung directly on the tree—so they weren’t allowed to see it until Christmas morning.) 
It was usually taken down by 12th Night (January 5, or Epiphany).  
 Because Victorian Christmas décor was based on living greens, this ensured that Christmas remained limited 
to... well, Christmas.  Many of us may remember the same sort of calendar—and how putting up the tree and 
decorating the home with greenery meant that Christmas was truly here. 
 Plastic greenery is the key element that makes it possible to set up Christmas displays right next to the 
Halloween pumpkins.  Certainly, stores could display Christmas ornaments, but without the trees and the garlands 
to give the full “feel” of the season,  it’s not the same.  Plastic is what makes it possible for “Christmas” to be 
upon us months in advance of the actual holiday season—and I have yet to meet someone (other than a store 
owner) who feels this is a good thing. 
 Now, I confess, my tree no longer comes from the frosty woods; it comes from the basement.  And because 
it’s artificial and I absolutely adore Christmas lights, it tends to stay up quite a bit longer than Twelfth Night. But I 
also grow weary of being bombarded with “commercial Christmas” before the heat of summer has even begun to 
fade.  Christmas year-round means, really, no such thing as Christmas at all. The Victorians knew this—and I 
suspect most of us know it as well.   
 Living greenery—a symbol of resurrection and rebirth--ensured that a Victorian Christmas could not arrive 
too early or linger too long, like an unwelcome house-guest. We can’t control the malls, but we can control our 
halls—and while we may not wish to give up our plastic trees, we can, if we choose, bring back our own form of 
Victorian Christmas by celebrating the season during the season!  

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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