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A Brief History of Christmas
By JOHN STEELE GORDON
Updated Dec. 21, 2007 12:01 a.m. ET
Christmas famously "comes but once a year." In fact, however, it comes twice. The
Christmas of the Nativity, the manger and Christ child, the wise men and the star of
Bethlehem, "Silent Night" and "Hark the Herald Angels Sing" is one holiday. The
Christmas of parties, Santa Claus, evergreens, presents, "Rudolph the Red-Nosed
Reindeer" and "Jingle Bells" is quite another.
But because both celebrations fall on Dec. 25, the two are constantly confused. Religious
Christians condemn taking "the Christ out of Christmas," while First Amendment
absolutists see a threat to the separation of church and state in every poinsettia on
public property and school dramatization of "A Christmas Carol."
A little history can clear things up.
The Christmas of parties and presents is far older than the Nativity. Most ancient
cultures celebrated the winter solstice, when the sun reaches its lowest point and begins
to climb once more in the sky. In ancient Rome, this festival was called the Saturnalia
and ran from Dec. 17 to Dec. 24. During that week, no work was done, and the time was
spent in parties, games, gift giving and decorating the houses with evergreens. (Sound
familiar?) It was, needless to say, a very popular holiday.
In its earliest days, Christianity did not celebrate
the Nativity at all. Only two of the four Gospels
even mention it. Instead, the Church calendar was
centered on Easter, still by far the most important
day in the Christian year. The Last Supper was a
Seder, celebrating Passover, which falls on the day
of the full moon in the first month of spring in the
Hebrew calendar. So in A.D. 325, the Council of
Nicea decided that Easter should fall on the
Sunday following the first full moon of spring.
That's why Easter and its associated days, such as Ash Wednesday and Good Friday, are
"moveable feasts," moving about the calendar at the whim of the moon.
It is a mark of how late Christmas came to the Christian calendar that it is not a
moveable feast, but a fixed one, determined by the solar calendar established by Julius
Caesar and still in use today (although slightly tweaked in the 16th century).
By the time of the Council of Nicea, the Christian Church was making converts by the
thousands and, in hopes of still more converts, in 354 Pope Liberius decided to add the
Nativity to the church calendar. He also decided to celebrate it on Dec. 25. It was,
frankly, a marketing ploy with a little political savvy thrown in.

History does not tell us exactly when in the year Christ was born, but according to the
Gospel of St. Luke, "shepherds were abiding in the field and keeping watch over their
flocks by night." This would imply a date in the spring or summer when the flocks were
up in the hills and needed to be guarded. In winter they were kept safely in corrals.
So Dec. 25 must have been chosen for other reasons. It is hard to escape the idea that by
making Christmas fall immediately after the Saturnalia, the Pope invited converts to
still enjoy the fun and games of the ancient holiday and just call it Christmas. Also, Dec.
25 was the day of the sun god, Sol Invictus, associated with the emperor. By using that
date, the church tied itself to the imperial system.
By the high Middle Ages, Christmas was a rowdy, bawdy time, often inside the church as
well as outside it. In France, many parishes celebrated the Feast of the Ass, supposedly
honoring the donkey that had brought Mary to Bethlehem. Donkeys were brought into
the church and the mass ended with priests and parishioners alike making donkey
noises. In the so-called Feast of Fools, the lower clergy would elect a "bishop of fools" to
temporarily run the diocese and make fun of church ceremonial and discipline. With
this sort of thing going on inside the church to celebrate the Nativity, one can easily
imagine the drunken and sexual revelries going on outside it to celebrate what was in all
but name the Saturnalia.
With the Reformation, Protestants tried to rid the church of practices unknown in its
earliest days and get back to Christian roots. Most Protestant sects abolished priestly
celibacy (and often the priesthood itself ), the cult of the Virgin Mary, relics, confession
and . . . Christmas.
In the English-speaking world, Christmas was abolished in Scotland in 1563 and in
England after the Puritans took power in the 1640s. It returned with the Restoration in
1660, but the celebrations never regained their medieval and Elizabethan abandon.
There was still no Christmas in Puritan New England, where Dec. 25 was just another
working day. In the South, where the Church of England predominated, Christmas was
celebrated as in England. In the middle colonies, matters were mixed. In polyglot New
York, the Dutch Reformed Church did not celebrate Christmas. The Anglicans and
Catholics did.
It was New York and its early 19th century literary establishment that created the
modern American form of the old Saturnalia. It was a much more family -- and
especially child -- centered holiday than the community-wide celebrations of earlier
times.
St. Nicolas is the patron saint of New York (the first church built in the city was named
for him), and Washington Irving wrote in his "Diedrich Knickerbocker's History of New
York" how Sinterklaes, soon anglicized to Santa Claus, rode through the sky in a horse
and wagon and went down chimneys to deliver presents to children.
The writer George Pintard added the idea that only good children got presents, and a
book dating to 1821 changed the horse and wagon to reindeer and sleigh. Clement Clarke
Moore in 1823 made the number of reindeer eight and gave them their names. Moore's
famous poem, "A Visit from St. Nicholas," is entirely secular. It is about "visions of sugar
plums" with nary a wise man or a Christ child in sight. In 1828, the American
Ambassador Joel Roberts Poinsett, brought the poinsettia back from Mexico. It became
associated with Christmas because that's the time of year when it blooms.

In the 1840s, Dickens wrote "A Christmas Carol," which does not even mention the
religious holiday (the word church appears in the story just twice, in passing, the word
Nativity never). Prince Albert introduced the German custom of the Christmas tree to
the English-speaking world.
In the 1860s, the great American cartoonist Thomas Nast set the modern image of Santa
Claus as a jolly, bearded fat man in a fur-trimmed cap. (The color red became standard
only in the 20th century, thanks to Coca-Cola ads showing Santa Claus that way.)
Merchants began to emphasize Christmas, decorating stores and pushing the idea of
Christmas presents for reasons having nothing whatever to do with religion, except,
perhaps, the worship of mammon.
With the increased mobility provided by railroads and increasing immigration from
Europe, people who celebrated Christmas began settling near those who did not. It was
not long before the children of the latter began putting pressure on their parents to
celebrate Christmas as well. "The O'Reilly kids down the street are getting presents, why
aren't we?!" is not an argument parents have much defense against.
By the middle of the 19th century, most Protestant churches were, once again,
celebrating Christmas as a religious holiday. The reason, again, had more to do with
marketing than theology: They were afraid of losing congregants to other Christmascelebrating denominations.
In 1870, President Ulysses S. Grant signed into law a bill making the secular Christmas a
civil holiday because its celebration had become universal in this country. It is now
celebrated in countries all over the world, including many where Christians are few,
such as Japan.
So for those worried about the First Amendment, there's a very easy way to distinguish
between the two Christmases. If it isn't mentioned in the Gospels of Luke and Mark,
then it is not part of the Christian holiday. Or we could just change the name of the
secular holiday back to what it was 2000 years ago.
Merry Saturnalia, everyone!
Mr. Gordon is the author of "An Empire of Wealth: The Epic History of American
Economic Power" (HarperCollins, 2004).
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The secret history of black Santas
By Brian Wheeler
BBC News, Washington DC
9 December 2016
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America's biggest shopping mall grabbed headlines this week by hiring its ﬁrst
African-American Father Christmas. But black Santas have been around for a lot longer
than you might think - and even played a role in the civil rights struggles of the 1960s.
"Everything that Santa represents has to be you. That's my honest belief. You can't have
some grumpy old guy who doesn't love kids sitting there representing somebody who is joyful,
somebody who is loving."
Kenny Green is a man who takes his job seriously.

He has been playing Santa Claus for the past ﬁve years and although the mall where he
works, in a suburb of Washington DC, has hosted a black Santa for as long as anyone can
remember, he says they are still "few and far between" in the rest of America.
African-American families come from as far aﬁeld as Delaware, 80 miles away, to visit his
grotto, at the Shops at Iverson mall.
Which is why, he says, it was "huge" that the Mall of America - the country's biggest indoor
shopping complex - decided to hire a black Santa for the ﬁrst time this year.
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The Minnesota shopping centre hired Larry Jefferson at a Santa convention in Missouri,
where among more than 1,000 attendees he was the only African-American.
He only appeared at the Mall of America for one weekend but it was still enough to spark
racist abuse on message boards.
In the overheated post-election atmosphere, Santa Claus is seen by some as another
cherished cultural institution under attack by the forces of political correctness. The traditional
image of Santa, as a jolly, rotund, and white, character is deeply embedded in American
culture.
"Going to a department store, sitting on Santa's lap, all of that, is very central to a certain kind
of post-war, white middle-class identity," says Prof Victoria Wolcott, a history professor at the
University of Buffalo, who writes about segregation.
"To challenge that, by having a Santa Claus of colour, disturbs people."
It appears to have been disturbing people for more than a century, judging from local
newspaper reports about "negro Santas", which tend to veer from an amused "whatever next"
tone to examples of ﬂat-out racism.

Santa's origin story

GETTY IMAGES

The Santa Claus legend can be traced back to a fourth century monk named St Nicholas
who lived in what is today Turkey
The modern image of Santa Claus was created in the late 1800s by American artist
Thomas Nast in a series of cartoons for Harper's Weekly magazine
It became a staple of Christmas cards and advertising images in the early 20th Century,
most notably a 1930s Coca-Cola commercial, which some believe popularised his
distinctive red-and-white garb
"A negro Santa Claus went down a chimney head ﬁrst and landed on the ﬁre," A 1901 news
report, from Bloomﬁeld, New Jersey, read. "The surprised occupants of the room ﬂogged
him."
Other reports from the time tell of Christmas parties enlivened by "black-face" Santas, singing
"negro melodies".
In 1915, a gushing account of President Wilson's honeymoon at a Virginia resort included a
description of a festive party "presided over by a dusky Santa Claus", with a large "gaily
decorated" Christmas tree.
"Before [the tree] disported 15 negroes, whose antics and musical efforts kept the President
and everybody else almost convulsed with laughter."
Four years later, the Pittsburgh Daily Post carried a report about the "the ﬁrst negro Santa
ever put on the streets of any city". He had been hired by the Volunteers of America in
response to "appeals from poor coloured children", the newspaper added.
But the real breakthrough for black Santas came in 1936, when tap-dancing legend Bill
"Bojangles" Robinson became Harlem's "ﬁrst negro Santa Claus" at an annual Christmas Eve
party for underprivileged children.

In previous years, the children had been visited by a "Nordic Santa" from downtown New
York, reported a local newspaper.
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In 1943, one of Harlem's biggest department stores, Blumstein's, hired its ﬁrst black Santa
Claus. It was followed, in 1946, by a store in Chicago.
As white people moved out to the suburbs, and began shopping at the giant new malls that
were being built there, it made economic sense for downtown department store owners to
tailor the Christmas shopping experience to their now mainly black customers.
By the 1960s, Santa had been recruited by the civil rights movement, which was starting to
use economic boycotts as a weapon in the ﬁght for racial equality.
In 1969, Santa Claus was described as "one of the established symbols of racism" by a civil
rights leader, in a dispute with Shillittoes, a Cincinnati department store, that refused to hire a
black Father Christmas.
The store owner's Fred Lazarus III said: "This has nothing to do with equality of employment.
It just doesn't ﬁt the symbol as kids have known it."

ALAMY

But the Rev Otis Moss Jr, a regional director of the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference, hit back, saying: "If a department store cannot conceive of a black man as Santa
Claus for 30 days, it most assuredly cannot conceive of his being president or vice president
for 365 days."
The store caved in and hired a black Santa the following year, something that began
happening with increasing frequency across the country in the early 1970s, including at
Macy's ﬂagship New York store.
One department store in Brooklyn even set up rival black-and-white Santas, separated by a
low partition, to enable people to make their choice.
At the Iverson mall, Kenny Green is fully suited up and in character, dispensing Christmas
cheer to his young fans.
Shameka Pettus, whose two youngest children, Christopher and Jonathan, can hardly contain
their excitement at meeting their Yuletide idol, says: "When I was a kid we only had white
Santas so this is pretty cool to see a black Santa in the mall for the kids."
But she adds: "I don't think the colour matters. Santa is Santa."

Green says even some African-American people have difﬁculty with a black Santa, recalling
some "shocking" comments made by one woman last year, who told one of his elves Santa
should be white.
But he adds: "When it comes to the spirit of Christmas and what the spirit of Santa is all
about, it's not about race, it's not about white or black, it's about the love you have and the
spirit you represent."
He says the Mall of America's black Santa will "open a lot of eyes" and could lead to an
"inﬂux" of Santas from all different ethnic backgrounds, not just African American.
"I would deﬁnitely take my children to go see an Hispanic Santa. I would deﬁnitely take my
children to go see an Asian Santa," he says.
"Because that's letting them know that Santa is a representation of all of us. That's who we
should be. We all should be Santas. We all should have Santa in our heart and in our spirit."
Join the conversation - ﬁnd us on Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat and Twitter.
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