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Chapter 1:
Introduction
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A Visit from St.
Nicholas, more commonly known as
The Night Before Christmas and 'Twas the Night Before
Christmas from its first line, is a poem
first published anonymously on 23 December 1823 in the
Sentinel, the local
newspaper of Troy, New York. A Visit from
St. Nicholas has been called "arguably the
best-known verses ever written by an American" and is largely
responsible for some of the conceptions of Santa Claus from the
mid-nineteenth century to today. It has had a massive effect on the
history of Christmas gift-giving. Before the poem gained wide
popularity, American ideas had varied considerably about Saint
Nicholas and other Christmastide visitors.

This poem offered a different take on
Santa Claus, a figure who was, until that time, traditionally
depicted as a thinner, less jolly, horse-riding disciplinarian, a
combination of mythologies about the British Father Christmas, the
Dutch Sinterklaas, and the fourth-century bishop Saint Nicholas of
Myra.

 


Father Christmas
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Father Christmas by Kenny
Meadows

 


From his earliest days
until the 19th century, Father Christmas was a strictly allegorical
figure. He was a symbol of the Christmas season, rather than a
mythical being. He was often depicted as a merry old man who
presided over festive parties, not a gentle giver of gifts. And
that's largely because Christmas was celebrated differently, with
much more emphasis on entertainment for adults -- as can be seen in
Kenny Meadows' drawing in the Illustrated
London News.

The earliest evidence for a
personified Christmas can be found in a 15th-century carol, in
which a character called 'Sir Christëmas' shares the news of
Christ's birth. He tells his audience to 'Make good cheer and be
right merry.'

Another precursor to Father Christmas
could be found in York, where a festival called the 'Yule Ridings'
took place on the 21 December. A man disguised as Yule carried
cakes and meat through the streets and threw nuts into the crowd.
In 1572 the procession was banned after complaints of 'verie rude
and barbarouse' behavior.

Elsewhere in Tudor and Stuart times,
specially appointed 'Lords of Misrule' oversaw Christmas
celebrations in aristocratic houses, and were sometimes given names
like ‘Captain Christmas’, ‘The Christmas Lord’ or ‘Prince
Christmas’.

But none of these early
personifications of Christmas make him out to be a 'father' or an
old man. For that, the world had to wait for the playwright Ben
Johnson.
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‘Old Christmas’ or ‘Old
Gregorie Christmas’

 


Ben Johnson's
Christmas, His Masque was performed for the royal court in 1616. In the play, the
character of 'Christmas' appears in old-fashioned clothes with a
long thin beard, calling himself 'old Christmas' and 'old Gregorie
Christmas'. He chides the guards for refusing to let him into the
party, and argues that he is ‘as good a Protestant as any in my
parish’ - a pointed comment at a time when Christmas celebrations
were coming under attack from Puritans. Johnson's character of
Christmas is definitely old, and he is definitely a father. He
brings with him several of his sons and daughters, each
personifying a different tradition of the period, with names like
‘Misrule’, ‘Carol’, ‘Mince Pie’, ‘Mumming’ and ‘Wassail’. Christmas
himself came with no gifts, but one of his sons, ‘New Yeares Gift’,
brought ‘an Orange, and a sprig of Rosemarie…with a coller of
gingerbread … [and] a bottle of wine on either arme.’

The Puritan attack on Christmas
intensified before, during and after the English Civil War
(1642-51). Royalists flocked to Christmas's defense, and once again
personified the season to make their case, as in the 1645 pamphlet
'The Arraignment, Conviction and Imprisonment of Christmas'. In
this allegorical story, a woman asks the Oxford town crier where
'old father Christmas' has gone. She is told that ‘The poor old
man...was arraigned, condemned, and after conviction cast into
prison amongst the King’s Souldiers [soldiers]; fearing to be
hanged.’

Sure enough, in 1647 Parliament banned
Christmas altogether, along with Easter, Whitsun and many other
traditional holidays.

Christmas returned after
the Restoration of 1660, and Father Christmas went on to appear in
stage plays and folk drama over the next 200 years. But, as Ronald
Hutton says in Stations of the
Sun, he remained far removed from our
understanding of the man: ‘He was essentially concerned with the
adult world, personifying feasting and games, he had no connection
with presents, and he was not treated with much respect, being
generally a burlesque figure of fun.’

Father Christmas enjoyed a
mini-renaissance in the first half of the 19th century. In
illustrations he was sometimes shown as a winter sprite with
garlands of holly on his head, surrounded by food and drink, and he
featured in many folk plays of the era. He also closely resembles
the Ghost of Christmas Present from Charles Dickens’
A Christmas Carol.
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Ghost of Christmas
Present

 


But Christmas was changing. With the
Victorian focus on family life and children, it would no longer be
just a time for drinking, feasting and making merry. And this new
kind of Christmas needed a new kind of old man to represent
it.

 


St Nicholas and
Sinterklaas
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A Dutch print of
Sinterklaas (Circa1866)

 


Long before the symbol of Father
Christmas emerged in England, the separate legend of Sinterklaas
was gaining ground in Europe. The origins of Sinterklaas can be
found in the stories of St Nicholas, a 4th-century Greek bishop
from Myra, now in modern-day Turkey. St Nicholas was credited with
a wide variety of miracles. According to one story, he resurrected
three youths after they had been murdered and pickled in a barrel
by an innkeeper.

In another tale, he met a poor man who
was on the brink of selling his own daughters into slavery. Under
the cover of darkness, the saint anonymously threw three bags of
gold down the chimney to provide dowries for the girls. The gold
landed in their stockings, which were drying by the
fire.

St Nicholas's fame spread throughout
medieval Europe after his relics were ‘rescued’ from Myra and taken
to Italy in 1087. Over time, tales of his gold-giving exploits gave
rise to a tradition of leaving gifts for children on the night
before 6 December -- which was St Nicholas’s Day. In the
Netherlands, special markets sprang up to sell toys and treats for
the occasion, and St Nicholas, or 'Sinterklaas' impersonators
dressed in red bishops’ costumes to delight the crowds. Tradition
had it that, in his quest to deliver presents, St Nicholas would
enter houses by passing through locked doors or descending down
chimneys to leave gifts in shoes and stockings.

Much like the English Father
Christmas, Sinterklaas came under attack during and after the
Reformation, with Protestants keen to move away from veneration of
the saints. The baby Jesus was promoted as a more appropriate giver
of gifts -- known in Germany as ‘das Christkindl’, later Anglicized
as ‘Kris Kringle’. St Nicholas markets were banned - as were
biscuits baked in the shape of the bishop.

But it is clear that
popular traditions survived. One famous depiction is Jan Steen’s
17th-century painting of The Feast of St
Nicholas, which shows a chaotic domestic
Dutch scene of gift-giving and feasting.
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The Feast of St
Nicholas by Jan Steen

 


More evidence of their survival comes
from the ways that the Sinterklaas 'universe' expanded to include a
host of frightening, violent characters who dished out punishments
to naughty children - including Krampus, Pere Fouettard (‘Old Man
Whipper’), Ru-Klaus (‘Rough Nicholas’), Pelsnickel (‘Furry
Nicholas’) and Knecht Rupert (‘Farmhand Rupert’).

Santa Claus
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Santa Claus illustration by
Thomas Nast
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