
For many people, Christmas represents a time of joy, plentiful food, giving gifts, and family gatherings. Though the
word “Christmas” comes from the celebration of the birth of Jesus Christ, the festival already existed in pre-Christian
pagan and Roman cultures. 
The Romans celebrated Saturnalia from the 17th - 23rd of December, honouring their god of agriculture, Saturn. From
as early as 200 BC there were public Saturnalia banquets. As well as the feasts, drinking, gambling and exchanging gifts
were all part of the festivities. 

Also in December, the darkest and coldest time of the year in Europe, pagan cultures lit bonfires and candles to keep
the gloom away. The Romans incorporated these pagan traditions into their own celebrations.

These pagan celebrations continued well into the 3rd & 4th centuries AD in spite of the spread of Christianity across
Europe. Since no one knew the actual date of Jesus's birth, pagan feasts and rituals were incorporated by Christians
into the celebration of his birthday which became known as Christmas.

The origins of Christmas
Traditions 
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Latvia and Estonia both claim to have put up the first Christmas tree. Latvia traces its
Christmas tree traditions back to 1510, when a guild of merchants carried a tree through the
city, decorated it, and later burned it down. 
Historical records indicate that a Christmas tree was put up in the Strasbourg Cathedral (then
in Germany) in 1539. The tradition grew so popular throughout the region that the city of
Freiburg banned chopping down trees for Christmas in 1554.
In 1848, Queen Victoria and her husband Prince Albert made Christmas trees popular around
the world when an illustration was published of their family gathered around a decorated
Christmas tree.

The Christmas Tree
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Holly & Ivy
These plants are used as Christmas decorations and are the subject of a traditional British folk
carol. Holly and ivy were originally hung up in pre-Christian times to celebrate the winter
solstice. They provide a rare splash of colour in the darkest month of the year, so their
popularity has lasted.

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/destination/latvia
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/destination/estonia
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Inventing_the_Christmas_Tree/ZbLbCOuisPQC?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=christmas+tree+paradise+tree&printsec=frontcover
https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/christmas-tree-at-windsor-castle-from-the-christmas-supplement-to-the-illustrated-london-news


London sweet-maker Tom Smith invented Christmas crackers in the late 1840s. He was inspired by
traditional, paper-wrapped French bonbons. Even though he included mottos or riddles inside each,
it was not until he found a way to make them “crack” when pulled apart that sales took off. His sons

Tom, Walter and Henry later added hats and novelty gifts.
 

Crackers
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Stockings & Chimneys
Leaving stockings out at Christmas goes back to the legend of St

Nicholas. Known as the gift giver, on one occasion he sent bags of gold
down a chimney at the home of a poor man who had no dowry for his

unmarried daughters. The gold fell into stockings left hanging to dry. St
Nicholas was later referred to by the Dutch as Sinterklaas and

eventually, by English-speakers, as Santa Claus.
 



For many, roasting a turkey is an important part of Christmas day
preparations.Turkeys originated in North America. The English name "turkey"

probably comes from the domesticated variety being imported to Britain in ships
coming from the Turkish Levant via Spain in the 1520s. The British at the time

therefore associated the bird with the country Turkey and the name stuck.
The popular belief is King Henry VIII enjoyed eating turkey and, although the bird

became fashionable in high society in the late 19th century, it was Edward VII who
made it the first-choice dinner at Christmas for the middle classes.

Even by 1930, however, it took a week’s wages to buy one and turkey remained a
luxury until the 1950s.

Hanging up mistletoe in the home is an ancient pagan practice adopted by early
Christians. The word itself is Anglo-Saxon and the tradition of kissing under the
mistletoe originated in England. Each kiss required a berry to be plucked until
none remained.

Turkey

Mistletoe
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Levant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkey


Santa Claus / Father Christmas
The legend goes that Santa Claus puts on a red suit because of a successful Coca-Cola
advertising campaign. However, the red and white actually derive from the colours of Saint
Nicholas (270 –  343 AD). Historians argue that bishops’ robes appeared in many different
colours but the red one came to be linked to Father Christmas during the 19th century.
There were many different depictions of Saint Nicholas around the world, including a tall
thin man and an elf and even a scary Claus. In 1931 Coca-Cola’s commissioned its first
advert that represented Santa as the rotund, jolly, white-bearded man we’re all familiar with
today.

Carols were songs and dances of praise and joy in pagan times and the practice of carol singing
carried over into the Christian era. In the 13th century, in France, Germany, and particularly, Italy,
under the influence of Francis of Assisi, a strong tradition of popular Christmas songs in regional
native languages developed. In medeival England "wassailers" would go from house to house singing
Christmas carols. Carols have been written through the centuries but the most familiar date from
the 19th Century (Victorian times). 
Nowadays popular carols are sung in Christmas church services, but there are also some
enthusiastic "carollers" who go out visiting other houses to sing on the doorstep.

Christmas Carols
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https://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/newsbysector/retailandconsumer/11966085/Watch-The-10-best-Christmas-adverts-of-all-time.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francis_of_Assisi


Christmas Presents
One of the most exciting moments on Christmas day for children is unwrapping their
Christmas Presents.
The old pagan custom of gift-giving was rationalised into Christianity by attaching strong
associations with the gifts of the Magi to Jesus. It was also probably influenced by the
life of Nikolaos of Myra, (Saint Nicholas) who was famous for giving people gifts.

In traditional legend and popular culture, reindeer are often shown pulling Santa's sleigh loaded with presents
through the sky to be delivered to children on Christmas Eve.
The best known reindeer in the USA are the eight in Clement Clarke Moore's 1823 poem A Visit from St. Nicholas.
In the poem the reindeers' names are given as Dasher, Dancer, Prancer, Vixen, Comet, Cupid, Donner, and
Blitzen.
The popularity of Robert L. May's 1939 storybook Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer, and Gene Autry's Christmas
song of the same name, resulted in Rudolph often being included as the ninth reindeer.

Rudolf the Red-nosed Reindeer
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sled
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christmas_Eve
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clement_Clarke_Moore
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/A_Visit_from_St._Nicholas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_L._May
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rudolph_the_Red-Nosed_Reindeer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gene_Autry


Christmas Traditions Timeline

1. Look at the Christmas Traditions timeline. There are dates but you need to add
the correct information that you have in your text to complete the timeline.

2. As a class share and compare what you have learned by looking at the
timeline. 

3. Find out who had the most questions answered from the pre-reading task.
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In groups, discuss the following questions about the texts you've read:

 What was the most surprising thing you learnt?

 Which traditions have stayed the same and which have changed? 

 Which traditions do you think are the most important nowadays?

 Why do you think all these traditions have lasted so long?

 If you could go back in time, when and where would you go to celebrate Christmas?

 Which of these Christmas traditions will still be popular in the next century? Why?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
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