




 

DECK THE HALLS, VICTORIAN-STYLE 
or many of us, this is the time of year to start hauling the Christmas decorations out of the attic, the cellar, or 
the closet.  Decorating “Victorian-style” generally means bringing out boxes and boxes of treasured 
ornaments—not only for the tree, but for just about any surface in the house that isn’t moving.   

 While it seems likely that some Victorians (particularly those in higher economic brackets) may have kept some 
treasured ornaments from year to year, I’ve never found any articles to confirm this.  In Victorian times, the general 
tradition seems to have been, instead, to create new ornaments and decorations every year.   
 One reason for this is that much of Victorian holiday décor was based on natural items, such as greenery, fruits, 
nuts, berries, etc.  In Britain, holly, ivy and evergreen branches were brought into town by the cartload in December; 
Victorians could shop for their Christmas greenery in the open-air markets, or, in some neighborhoods, from carts 
that would bring these supplies to your very door.  Fruits and nuts, of course, were readily available in the market.  
Country-dwellers could rely on their walks along the hedgerows to provide a supply of cones, seed-pods, and other 
natural items; these, too, were probably brought into the city by enterprising holiday vendors. 
 The Victorian home might be ornamented with great swathes of greenery.  Besides the tree (which might not be 
set up until late on Christmas Eve), one might have garlands, wreaths, swags, and even curtains of hanging greenery 
filling interior doorways.  (Most likely those doorways would have had fabric curtains anyway to block the drafts; 
the greenery, perhaps dipped in egg-white and Epsom salts to add “ice,” simply added a festive touch.)   
 While glass baubles existed in the Victorian era, their popularity as a “common” Christmas ornament came later 
in the period, when such decorations became more affordable.  Tin ornaments were also popular, and tinsel was 
another late-Victorian decorating item.  Ornaments might also be made out of metal, wire and beads.   
 For many families, however—and in particular for those who might have a more limited budget—ornaments were 
more likely to be crafted from fruits, nuts, and paper.  Nuts could be painted gold or silver to brighten the tree; apples 
and oranges might be hung “as is” or studded with cloves.  Children delighted in creating multi-colored paper chains, 
and heavier paper might also be made into cone-shaped cornucopias, which would be filled with candy and hung on 
the tree.  In America, one might make garlands of popcorn, cranberries, or a combination of both.  (I tried this one 
year, and made a number of mice very happy.)   
 Besides being more economical, this approach to Christmas decorating had the advantage of giving the children 
something to do, making them feel a part of the process of preparing for Christmas.  Again, quite often the tree 
wouldn’t be set up until the younger children were in bed on Christmas Eve, and the older children in a family would 
take great pleasure in planning its decoration.  (A wonderful account of such holiday decorating can be found in Five 
Little Peppers and How They Grew, originally published in 1881.) 
 So if you’re thinking about how to decorate “Victorian style” this year, take a moment to consider what could be 
done with natural elements.  Gild some walnuts.  String some popcorn.  Make a paper chain.  Such decorations 
require no year-round storage space, and they bring no end of fun to the holiday season! 
 

—Moira Allen 
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