‘Christmas’ derived from
Old English Cristes Maesse
(the Mass of Christ)

The typical North American

Christmas combines customs and
iraditions—the tree, Santa Claus,
lights, mislletge, giflt giving,
- caroling, and card sending--brought
to this couniry by scttlers from
Europe. Many of Lhese customs are
directly related to the hirth of Christ
and stem from church religious
observances. Others, though, have a
basis in folk customs, some present
even before the birth of Christ,

Early Christians did not celebrate
the birthday of Jesus as a holiday
festivat as it is known today for

several hundred vears after He was

born.

The Rev. Cyril Martindale, n
Catholic historian, has written that
such festivals were rejected by carly
Christians because they were
associated with pagan rituals.
Later, the ecelebration of Christmas
was introduced to counteract’ lhe
pagan fest of the Sun-God held in
Rome aboul December 25.

The word Christmas is derived
from the Old Enoglish, Cristes
Maesse (the mass of Christ) and was
first called by tha! name in 1038.

An explanation of why Christmas
is sometimes wrilten Xmas: X is the
Greek equivalent of the “'ch” sound
and tho letter X" i3 taken to
represent the word Christ.

Chrisimas was a geasonal cele-

" bration in Europe from the sixth

century on. Dutch seillers brought

the tradition of St.° Nicholas to

America In the 17th century. This—

- tradition was the [orerunner of
Santa Claus.
5t. Nicholas was the Arehibishep of
Myra and was said to 'have-given
three dowerless maiden sisters his
money, thus making  them
marriageable, One version of the
story is that the youngest, after her
two sisters had each received a gold
purse dropped down the chimney on
successive nights, hung her stocking
in the fireplace hoping for her gift.
She received it on the third night. 5t
Nicholas became the patron saint of
children.
Gend or had
~ [n Europe, $t.-Nicholas became a
figure on o white horse {or donkey)
who wore rgbes of the bishop and
snmetimes varrled a bunch of twigs
in one hand to punish naughty child-
ren and a bag of presents in the other
for good children. The evolution of
this gift-giver into Santa Claus in-
ciudes aspects of Father Christmas,
a folk figure long known in Northern

KChild is born

and his name is

unto you

Emmanuel.
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Europe. He wore a red robe trim- "

med in white fur, was jovial, enjoyed

merry making and encouraged Kis-
sing under 1he mistletoe.
Washington [rving, the American

- author, described the $1. Nicholas of
~ the Dutch settlers in 1809 and made
him a popular {igure in America.

The description of Santa Clous and
reindecr in Clement C. Moore's
poem “The Night Before Christ-
mas' imprinted an image on the
public in 1823 of Santa as a jovinl.
hearty giftgiver riding through the
sky in his sleigh.

Christmas cards can warm up hearts

Grecting cards as we know them to-
day dale back only 150 years ar 50, but
the tradilions that led lo them go back
thousands ol years.

Ancient Egyplians, for example,

celebrated the New Year as a lime of
nature's reawakening. Early Romans
ahserved the Feast of Lupercalis,
which evolved into Valentine's Day.’
While Chiristmas has been celebrated
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{for centuries, it wasn't until the 1800's
that people began widely exchanging
wrilten greetings with artistic design.

tlntil that time, the only people whose
{riends reccived a Merry Chrislmas

Top left: This is & reproduction of the first commercially the
primad Christmag card. It was designed
Calcott Horsley for London businessman Sir Hanry Cole. it now
was divided into three ponsls with the rrain illustration Top
showing adults ;t & tamily party raising wine glases in a
sanst. The penels on either sida showed two of the oldest Bottom
traditions of Christmas - fesding the hungry and
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neady. The card bore the now dlassic greeting: “A
Merry Christmas andd 3 Happy New Yeer to You™ and is
pasrt of the Hallmark Card Museum.

right: "Peace and joy this Christmas tide” is the
ressage of this card. circa 1880.

loft and right: New Yesr's cards printed in Canacda
clothing inthe late Tth centiry. - : ' |

greeling were those who could read and

write and could aliord to pay a messen-
ger to deliver Lheir sentiments.

This was to change by (he mid-19th
century. By then, many people were
leatning to read and write through frec
public schooling. Thousands of people
were earning money on jobs provided
by the invention of machines during the
Industrial Revolution. The printing
press had been invented and was being
perfected. -

The Firsl Christmos Card

With Lhe passage of the Penny Post-
age Act in England in 1840, which
allowed anyone to send o lelter any-
where for a penny, the price of mailing
letters was finally within the reach of
almost everyone.

With all these social developments,
the custom of exchanging Christmas
cards became popular. In 1843, the [irst

.commercially printed Christmas card

was created. It was designed by artist
John Caleoll Horsley for London busi-
nessman Henry Cole.

The original Christmas card was
divided into three panels with the main
illustration showing adulls at a family
parly raising wine glasses in a loast.
The panels on either side showed two of
the oldest traditions of Christmas—
feeding the hungry and clothing the
needy. The card bore the now ciassic
greeting. A Merry Chrislmas and a
Happy New Year to You.

Original specimens of lhe fhirsl
Christmas card are now extremely rare
and valuable. Only a dozen are known

" to exist. Two of these. including the

most perfect one in existence (it has
never been used) are part of the 70,000
card Hallmark Historical Collection.
Within a few years, several printing
companies in England were producing
Christmas cards. By 1875, Christmas
Cards had come into their own in both
Englasdd and North America.

!

Christmas cards evolved as the years
passed. During the Great Depression,
many people sent cards instead of gifts
because meney was scare. (One 1930's
card depicted a1 grandfather re-
marking: “This isn’l what 'd like to
send. ain't being poor a crime. . .but
perhaps I'll have a million bucks to

- send to you next lime!”

When World War 11 came. Christmas
cards became very patriotic. Special
cards were created for servicemen
pverseas and showed Santa holding the
flag. '*Across the miles’ and, **Missing
You' sentiments expressed the sombre
realily ol lhe day.

Modern. [fay Cards

In 1770, Hallmark reprinted the first
prayer said from space by the Apollo B
astronauts on Christmas Eve, 1968
This picturesque card showed an
“earthrise” from the surface of the
M.

In lhe 1970's, contemporary cards
showed Santa jogging and playing
tennis. These cnrds were specifically
designed for people swept up in the fit-
ness crazce.

Today the line of Christmas cards in-
cludes hundreds of finely crafted cards
(epluring innovalive designs and
unique processes. Consumers <an
choose from boxed cards with {eative
Muppets, Peanuts and Betsy Clark de-
signs Lo popular favoriles such as Nor-
man Wockwell and Currier and lves.

The Canadian Artist series of boxed
cards inciudes works. by Frank Pana-
baker, Alex McLaren, Clarence Gag
non and many others. ,

This year consider whal sending a
Christmas card can do—it can warm a
heart, light up a face, tickle a funny-
bone. surprise a child. rencw 3 [riend-
ship. create priceless memories and

 slart a tradition.

The
creche

In history and
in legend

The creche—a representation in miniature
of the manger in which Christ was born, com-
plete with tiny figures of the Holy Family, an- §
gels, the adoring Magi, and even the animals §
which were present—is a familiar sight under
the Christmas lree, where it commands a

f place of honor during the Chrisimas season.

Traditionally, the crib remains empty until
Christmas arrives, at which time the minia-
ture figure of the Christ Child is lovingly

i placed within it,

The original creche is believed by many to
have been set up by St. Francis of Assisi. In §

the year 1224, St. Francis arranged a repre-

sentation of the Haly Family in a grotto in the

! Italian hill town of Greccin.

With &4 white ox and a donkey—hath of
whom represented animals present at the
Nativity—at either side of the creche, the |

b tnidnight mass was celebrated on Christmas

Eve at an altar situated above the crib.

The creche, presepio, in Hallont is still
most popular in Italy, its country of origin.
Each year, in Home and Naples, children
construcl presept of cardboard, and populate
them with inexpensive clay figures bought in §
\he market.

A typical Neapolitan preseplo might incor-
porale a hill, with the sacred grotto below, & |
liny shepherd’s hut, some trees, o dirt path or
two winding toward a cave, and perhaps a §
strearn, the latter formed with pleces of
glittering gluss. Landscaping would e done
will moss. .

Hejoicing angels, and the star which gulded
the Three Wise Men o Heh Men to Belhle-
hem. would be suspended by nearly invisible
threads. and the crib would be carefully
padded with real straw,

So much for the simple creche. Many more |
elavorate were ¢reated in the course of time,

One German example was large encugh to
fill an entire room. This creche represented
the main square of a small village, which was
bordered by various large edifices, including
a domed enthedral, in the porch of which the

§ crib wis set up.

Some creches. made in Naples, boasted
classical temples, or lhe remains thercof,
Usually, the {igures which were incorporated
inlo the scene would be dressed in com-
temporary rother than Biblical garb, pro-
viding a fascinating view of the fashions cur-
rent when the creche was created.

The animals most likely to be found in a

| creche are the donkey and ox, mentioned

above. and the cow, the goal, and the horse.
Each of these animals has a legend connecled

| with it.

Both the donkey aind the goat were nolsy,

¥ disturbing the peaceful sleep of the Holy In-

{anl. For this reason, both were punished; the
donkey was not permitted ever to have off-
spring, and the gosl was doomed lo carry,

| throughout history. the opprobrium of having

a voice no human could find pleasant,

The horse, loo, was punished- for selfishly
eating the hay which had been laid down for
the Christ Child to sleep upon, he was doomed
always o be the servant of mon, and never {o

| be satis{ied. no malter how much he ale.

The ox, on the other hand, generously gave
its hay lo provide Christ's bedding, as well as
warming the Infant Jesus with his breath.
And. the cow, as a token of its devation, gave . §
her newly horn call as anoffering to the Child. |

Bath ox and cow were rewarded by the |}
Madonna, who promised them that they §
would always enjoy their food so much that
they would chew it a second time.

Distani and regal, this enthrened Modennd
and Child seem io stare iolo eternily, The
painting, the Madonna of Hamility, s by the
15th century Sienese palater. Sawo dl Pletre.
ia the collecticn of The Hreeklyn Muscum,
; Lof Frank 1.. Babbotl.




