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1 Image 2: Christmas Songs postcard https://wallpapersafari.com/historic-wallpaper-1800s/ 
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Introduction 
 

“Twas the night before Christmas, when all through the house 

Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse. 

The stockings were hung by the chimney with care, 

In hopes that St Nicholas soon would be there. 

 

The children were nestled all snug in their beds, 

While visions of sugar-plums danced in their heads. 

And mamma in her ‘kerchief, and I in my cap, 

Had just settled our brains for a long winter’s nap.”2 

 

 

In the famous poem by Clement Clark Moore, published in 1823 in the New York Times, 

the reader is provided insight into Christmas for someone during his era. The poem is entitled 

“Twas the Night Before Christmas.” This poem is a beautiful adventure with words and 

describes the joys of the holiday and many of the customs and symbols as well. Well, what 

exactly is Christmas? How was it celebrated in the 1800s? What did it mean to people? This is a 

very important topic because in interviews with people who celebrate Christmas, you realize that 

the holiday is an important element of their childhood. Christmas has been shown to impact the 

economy of the United States through consumer goods sales. This is primarily due to the 

influence of the holiday on the practitioners; on their culture, their memories, their habits, and 

                                                             
2Moore, Clement Clarke. Twas the Night Before Christmas. New York Times. (Published 

23rd December 1823). https://www.carols.org.uk/twas_the_night_before_christmas.htm 

 

 

https://www.carols.org.uk/twas_the_night_before_christmas.htm
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their happiness. So then how exactly was Christmas celebrated during the 1800s in the United 

States, and how is it different from the practices from before the 1800s and after? The traditions 

of Christmas in the United States that began in the 1800s is what this paper will go into detail on. 

Some people consider that there may have been an explosion of Christmas culture during 

the 1800s. In an article titled “The History of Christmas Traditions,” the author Robert 

McNamara writes about how most of American Christmas traditions became popular during the 

nineteenth century.3  The article continues to explain that the way a majority of people celebrate, 

the symbols they use, and even the songs they sing when celebrating Christmas in North 

America can be attributed to traditions that started in the 1800s. St. Nicholas is the Dutch patron 

saint and through the practices of the Dutch community in New York, Santa Claus became one 

of the most recognizable Christmas symbols. Santa Claus is one of the most famous characters in 

Christian culture all throughout the United States. It is fair to say that a large number of 

Christians do not use Santa Claus as one of their Christmas symbols, but it is also fair to say that 

these Christians would still be able to recognize who Santa Claus is and associate him to the 

Christmas Holiday. Certain beliefs prevent certain Christians from using the images of Santa 

Claus, but that does not take away from the importance of this symbol on the holiday overall. 

Another custom that became integral to the holiday is the Christmas tree. This practice also 

became increasingly more popular among Christians throughout the nineteenth century United 

Sates. 

                                                             
3 McNamara, Robert. "The History of Christmas Traditions." Thoughtco. November 30, 2016. 
Accessed July 4, 2017. https://www.thoughtco.com/the-history-of-christmas-traditions-1773799 

https://www.thoughtco.com/the-history-of-christmas-traditions-1773799
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 4 

The above image shows a depiction of St. Nicholas or Santa Claus in a painting from the 

1800s. In an image like this, focus should be paid to the attire being worn and the gloves being 

worn. Notice the style of the fire place and the furniture. Focus on the bell, the compass, the 

watch, and the telescope. Focus on the toys in the bag. Focus on the long white beard. The 

painting is very beautiful. It shows Santa Claus as a traveler. The toys are small and simple. For 

comparison, below is an image of a modern interpretation of Santa Claus. How much has really 

changed? Also how about these toys? How are these toys different? Notice the fireplace still 

                                                             
4 Image 3: Santa Clause 1800’s http://www.eastbournecousins.com/christmas.htm 

http://www.eastbournecousins.com/christmas.htm
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present in the imagery. The big sack of presents as well. 

5 

The Christmas tree is also depicted in many images, stories of poems of Christmas from 

the 1800’s. Many of the other popular symbols of Christmas will be explored for understanding 

of how they were used in the 1800s in the United State. Attention to states in particular will not 

be mentioned. Instead, it will be the more broadly accepted and popularized practices throughout 

the country. The nineteenth century sparked many of the traditions used in the modern 

celebration of Christmas. The essay will show images, give examples of poems and songs and 

try to explore the origins of many of the traditions that began in the 1800s.  

Despite how war ridden the nineteenth century may have been for the United States or 

despite the abomination that was slavery, there was also positive growth of religious and cultural 

traditions during this century in the United States that should be explored and studied. Below is a 

                                                             
5 Image 4: Santa Clause modern http://www.express.co.uk/life-style/top10facts/745757/Top-10-

facts-about-Santa-Claus 

 

http://www.express.co.uk/life-style/top10facts/745757/Top-10-facts-about-Santa-Claus
http://www.express.co.uk/life-style/top10facts/745757/Top-10-facts-about-Santa-Claus
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picture of a Christmas tree during the 1800s. The Christmas tree and other symbols will be 

discussed in greater detail as well. This is an etching of a depiction of a family celebrating 

Christmas. In this particular drawing, the Christmas tree is the focal point of the image. The tree 

has candles to provide the light. Some of the other symbols in the image are kids with toys, food, 

and the decorations around and on the tree. 

6  

                                                             
6 Image 5: 1800s Christmas Tree 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEw

j1__fHqfbUAhWDSCYKHazmAqUQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thoughtco.co

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwj1__fHqfbUAhWDSCYKHazmAqUQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thoughtco.com%2Fthe-history-of-christmas-traditions-1773799&psig=AFQjCNHIebWOGvKP_0xabQwke8H7Vec0Rw&ust=1499401401413871
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwj1__fHqfbUAhWDSCYKHazmAqUQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thoughtco.com%2Fthe-history-of-christmas-traditions-1773799&psig=AFQjCNHIebWOGvKP_0xabQwke8H7Vec0Rw&ust=1499401401413871
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Christianity and Christmas 

 

 

 The above image depicts the Nativity scene. Christmas is the celebration of the birth of 

Christ. The birth of Christ is known as the nativity. The nativity scene is an integral part of 

Christmas. It is just as important as Christ is to Christianity itself. The American Journal of 

Theology (1899) has a chapter called “the History of Christmas” which begins with the following 

line: “Christmas Day, on December 25th, is one of the latest of the feasts commemorative of 

Jesus Christ instituted by the church, for it only began to be observed toward the end of the 

fourth century.” (Conybeare, Page 1, Paragraph 1)7 Christianity.Com has an article where they 

                                                             

m%2Fthe-history-of-christmas-traditions-

1773799&psig=AFQjCNHIebWOGvKP_0xabQwke8H7Vec0Rw&ust=1499401401413871 

 
7 Conybeare, F. C., “The History of Christmas”, The American Journal of Theology, (Jan., 

1899), The University of Chicago Press, (Vol. 3, No. 1) (pp. 1-21), 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3152491. 

 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwj1__fHqfbUAhWDSCYKHazmAqUQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thoughtco.com%2Fthe-history-of-christmas-traditions-1773799&psig=AFQjCNHIebWOGvKP_0xabQwke8H7Vec0Rw&ust=1499401401413871
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwj1__fHqfbUAhWDSCYKHazmAqUQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thoughtco.com%2Fthe-history-of-christmas-traditions-1773799&psig=AFQjCNHIebWOGvKP_0xabQwke8H7Vec0Rw&ust=1499401401413871
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3152491
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discuss this. Christmas has been around since the year 336. The quote is as follows: “In an old 

list of Roman bishops, compiled in A. D. 354 these words appear for A.D. 336: "25 Dec.: natus 

Christus in Betleem Judeae." December 25th, Christ born in Bethlehem, Judea. This day, 

December 25, 336, is the first recorded celebration of Christmas.” (Graves, 1st paragraph)8 The 

previous statement provides some useful information. Christmas is said to be a Roman 

contribution, in particular, the early Roman Catholic version of Christianity. Now to say that 

they celebrated may be a strong word. Celebration rituals for the year 300 are not talked about in 

this article. Therefore the ambiguity of what may have been done to celebrate this early 

Christmas just means that the scope of the practices can range from something as simple as 

having a family feast. (The term simple is used in comparison to how developed the symbols and 

practices have become with recognizable decorations and such.) Also, and very importantly, it 

has been established that Christmas is a celebration of the birth of Christ, obviously, since that is 

also what Christmas the word itself means. These early Christmas feasts were done at a time 

when individuals’ own birthdays were not celebrated.9 Feasts are something that must be planned 

for extensively. This should to bring attention to the amount of time and investment that people 

have always made to the holiday. It makes it easier to understand the impact it can have on 

individuals and on whole cultures.  

                                                             
8 Graves, Dan, “The 1st Recorded Celebration of Christmas,” Christianity.com June 2007. 

Accessed July 4, 2017. http://www.christianity.com/church/church-history/timeline/301-600/the-

1st-recorded-celebration-of-christmas-11629658.html 

9 See reference 8, same article 

http://www.christianity.com/church/church-history/timeline/301-600/the-1st-recorded-celebration-of-christmas-11629658.html
http://www.christianity.com/church/church-history/timeline/301-600/the-1st-recorded-celebration-of-christmas-11629658.html
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 Christianity has the highest population currently in the world at over 2.2 Billion people 

(npr.org).10 Currently, it is estimated that about 71% of the United States population identifies as 

Christian (bbc.com).11  In a table made by Christianityinview.com12 we can see the amount of 

Christians in the world during the 1800s. The table shows that there were around 204 million 

Christians in the world during the year 1800. During that same year, it is stated that the world 

population was just under 1 billion. That means that Christianity made up more than 20% of the 

world population. At the year 1900, there is stated to exist about 558 million Christians. The 

population of the world at the year 1900 grew to just over 1.5 billion people. This means that 

around one third of the total world population is Christian during the year 1900. In the United 

States today, 92% of Americans celebrate Christmas (Lipka, 3rd paragraph).13  According to the 

BBC, only 71% of American are Christian. Well, Michael Lipka, the author of “5 Facts about 

Christmas in America,” goes on to say that 81% of non –Christians also celebrate Christmas. A 

religious holiday based on the birth of a religious figure is practiced by people not of that 

religion in large percentages in the United States. It seems as though Christmas has become more 

of a cultural holiday in the United States while religious practitioners are still able to get the 

                                                             
10 Chappelle, Bill, “World's Muslim Population Will Surpass Christians This Century, Pew 

Says,” the Two-Way April 2, 2015 Accessed July 4th 2017. http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-

way/2015/04/02/397042004/muslim-population-will-surpass-christians-this-century-pew-says 

 
11 “US Christians numbers 'decline sharply', poll finds,” BBC News May 12 2015 Accessed July 

4th 2017. http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-32710444 

12 “Statistics and Forecast for World Religions: 1800’s-2025,” Christianity in View, February 22, 

2016 Accessed July 4th 2017. http://christianityinview.com/religion-statistics.html 

13 Lipka, Michael. “5 Facts About Christmas in America,” Pew Research Center. December 21st 

2015. Accessed July 4. 2017. http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/12/21/5-facts-about-

christmas-in-america/ 

http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2015/04/02/397042004/muslim-population-will-surpass-christians-this-century-pew-says
http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2015/04/02/397042004/muslim-population-will-surpass-christians-this-century-pew-says
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-32710444
http://christianityinview.com/religion-statistics.html
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/12/21/5-facts-about-christmas-in-america/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/12/21/5-facts-about-christmas-in-america/
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spiritual satisfaction. Census.gov and Acentry.com both have a list of all the census reports of the 

United States.14 During the year 1800, the United States population was at only 5.3 million. The 

population exploded over the next hundred years and grew to just under 76 million people. That 

is about 15 times the population during the year 1900 as opposed to the year 1800. An educated 

guess would lead me to believe that the percentage of Christians in the United States was higher 

in the 1800’s than it is now. Evidence for this claim can be derived from thinking about the 

concepts such as: globalization, migration, and a lack of the scientific technology and discoveries 

we enjoy today. Lipka also mentions that over 96% of American Christians celebrated 

Christmas. In the 1800s, given the statistics we have been made aware of, one can surmise that at 

least (a very conservative number) 4 million out of the 5.3 million celebrate Christmas. During 

the year 1900, at the very least 60 million out of the 76 million Americans celebrated Christmas. 

A huge section of the population. Given the large percentage of people who celebrate Christmas 

is the United States, during the 1800s and today, would you consider Christmas an American 

holiday? 

 What is Christmas though? What do Christians believe? For clarification, one should 

understand what Christianity is first. Christianity.com contributor Alex Crain takes on the task of 

answering this question in his article entitled “What is Christianity?”15 It describes that: “The 

central message of Christianity is that Jesus Christ is God the Son who came to earth to rescue 

                                                             
14 Taylor, Norris. “The History of the Population of the United States”, Ancerstry.com. 2000. 

Accessed July 4th 2017. http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~riss/hrtg/census.html 

https://www.census.gov/history/www/through_the_decades/overview/1800.html 

15 Crain, Alex. “What is Christianity?” Christianity.com. Accessed July 4th 2017. 

http://www.christianity.com/god/jesus-christ/the-basics/what-is-christianity-alex-crain.html 

 

http://freepages.genealogy.rootsweb.ancestry.com/~riss/hrtg/census.html
http://www.christianity.com/god/jesus-christ/the-basics/what-is-christianity-alex-crain.html
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sinners not only from a life of sin but also from eternal damnation in hell.” Christianity takes the 

Jewish scriptures and adds upon them the story of the child of God being born to a virgin mother 

to save mankind from themselves. The first historical mentions of this religion being practiced 

goes back as far as the second century. Christianity is a religion, like many other religions, that 

has a philosophy of life. It also as tries to explain many naturally happening phenomenon. 

Christianity has a theory on the creation of life and of the planet. Christianity is a belief is “one 

true God.” “In the beginning, God created the Heaven and the Earth.”16 This religion also tries to 

define for its practitioners what their morality should be. Christianity has rigid rules that their 

followers are expected to adhere to. Many people actually believe that morality is derived from 

their respective religions. It is not important whether this claim is true or false, it is only 

important that people actually believe it. This is due to the impact that it can have on an 

individual’s psychology when they believe certain things are emblematic of them being a “good” 

person.  

 Let us look at Christmas from this religious perspective. Christians believe that Christ is a 

prophet and a savior. Christmas is the celebration of the birthday of their religious leader, and 

God (given that Christians believe Jesus Christ and God are one and the same). Celebrating the 

birth of their savior can even be seen as a moral responsibility for Christians at a certain point. 

From this information about Christmas and Christianity, we can all see how relevant it must be 

to people’s lives.  

 Again, Christmas Day is on December 25th. It has been known for many years that 

December 25th is not actually the birth date of Jesus Christ. That birth date is actually not known 

                                                             
16 “Genesis,” The Bible. Line 1 
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for sure. In the journal article called "Christmas in Heathen Lands," the writer Lucy Waterbury 

writes in 1897 about how people knew then that Christmas on the 25th actually came from the 

Winter Solstice feast or “Saturnalia.”17 Waterbury also writes about many of the other traditions 

such as Christmas trees were not original Christian symbols. The author continues to explain that 

to celebrate Jesus Christ is the importance of the actions. Waterbury does not believe that it is 

wrong to use these practices just because they are not originally Christian, but rather, celebrate 

Jesus Christ how you see fit, as long as the purpose of Christmas does not become lost. People 

have been celebrating that particular date (December 25th) prior to Christmas and Christianity, 

just under different names and for different reasons. In summation: the point of Christmas is to 

celebrate the birth of a baby (Jesus Christ) which is believed to have happened thousands of 

years ago (by Christians). The feast is a way to celebrate it with the family. The joy it should 

bring is from the fact that the child being born was believed to be a savior of humanity. Thus, the 

religious connection is unquestionable.  

                                                             
17 Waterbury, Lucy W. "Christmas in Heathen Lands." The Biblical World 10, no. 6 (1897): 464-
72. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3140449. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/3140449
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18 Image 6: Church Christmas Tree 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&v

ed=0ahUKEwiE0cKY8_fUAhWJdD4KHWbBAisQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fcrazy-

frankenstein.com%2Fold-christmas-

wallpapers.html&psig=AFQjCNEhGNv9OEQ227CAkzVQgy3xUGjpIw&ust=14995304421909

12 

 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiE0cKY8_fUAhWJdD4KHWbBAisQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fcrazy-frankenstein.com%2Fold-christmas-wallpapers.html&psig=AFQjCNEhGNv9OEQ227CAkzVQgy3xUGjpIw&ust=1499530442190912
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiE0cKY8_fUAhWJdD4KHWbBAisQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fcrazy-frankenstein.com%2Fold-christmas-wallpapers.html&psig=AFQjCNEhGNv9OEQ227CAkzVQgy3xUGjpIw&ust=1499530442190912
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiE0cKY8_fUAhWJdD4KHWbBAisQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fcrazy-frankenstein.com%2Fold-christmas-wallpapers.html&psig=AFQjCNEhGNv9OEQ227CAkzVQgy3xUGjpIw&ust=1499530442190912
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiE0cKY8_fUAhWJdD4KHWbBAisQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fcrazy-frankenstein.com%2Fold-christmas-wallpapers.html&psig=AFQjCNEhGNv9OEQ227CAkzVQgy3xUGjpIw&ust=1499530442190912
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiE0cKY8_fUAhWJdD4KHWbBAisQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fcrazy-frankenstein.com%2Fold-christmas-wallpapers.html&psig=AFQjCNEhGNv9OEQ227CAkzVQgy3xUGjpIw&ust=1499530442190912
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Symbols and Meanings19 

 ANGELS 

 

 
 

Angels are in the story of the birth of Jesus Christ and are part of the mythology. Angels 

visited Mary the mother of Christ, and angels visited Joseph, Mary’s husband. Angels are 

messengers of God. They bring the good news that God’s child will soon be born. The 

images are depicted as bringing Christmas joy. Often placed as decorations on top of the 

Christmas tree. In Charles Dicken’s famous story titled “A Christmas Carol” (1843)20, 

ghosts visit the main character to send a message about being a good person and feeling 

the Christmas Spirit during the holiday. These ghosts are similar to the angels that visited 

Mary and Joseph. There are also Christmas post cards and old Christmas decorations 

from the 1800s that include depictions of angels to represent Christmas.  

                                                             
19 "Christmas Church Decoration." The Art Amateur 4, no. 1 (1880): 16-17. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25627282. 

20 Dickens, Charles. A Christmas Carol. 1843. 

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39076002191398;view=1up;seq=9 

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25627282
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39076002191398;view=1up;seq=9
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 BELLS 

 

 21 

 

On the left most picture we see an antique sleigh bell used in the 1800s. This is one of the 

traditional bells that produces the traditional sounds of Christmas. In the 1800s, people 

who delivered goods through sleigh would carry bells to be heard upon their arrival. 

Santa Claus, who has been discussed to some degree and will be discussed further below, 

would put bells on his sleigh so people could hear his slay coming. The other picture is of 

the bells people today generally think about when thinking about Christmas. The image is 

                                                             
21 Image 7: Sleigh Bells 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&v

ed=0ahUKEwiEv-fL-_fUAhVB8CYKHS6-

CsYQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.etsy.com%2Flisting%2F251916389%2Fprice-per-

bell-christmas-small-1-antique&psig=AFQjCNGa8vI5SoCBQniQVbeyZ01Wvv-

bQw&ust=1499543653253832 

Image 8: Christmas postcard of bells 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&v

ed=0ahUKEwjqiZPa-

_fUAhUK7yYKHU4kD8EQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.com%2Fpin%2F5

8124651412373643%2F&psig=AFQjCNGa8vI5SoCBQniQVbeyZ01Wvv-

bQw&ust=1499543653253832 

 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjqiZPa-_fUAhUK7yYKHU4kD8EQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.com%2Fpin%2F58124651412373643%2F&psig=AFQjCNGa8vI5SoCBQniQVbeyZ01Wvv-bQw&ust=1499543653253832
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjqiZPa-_fUAhUK7yYKHU4kD8EQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.com%2Fpin%2F58124651412373643%2F&psig=AFQjCNGa8vI5SoCBQniQVbeyZ01Wvv-bQw&ust=1499543653253832
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjqiZPa-_fUAhUK7yYKHU4kD8EQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.com%2Fpin%2F58124651412373643%2F&psig=AFQjCNGa8vI5SoCBQniQVbeyZ01Wvv-bQw&ust=1499543653253832
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjqiZPa-_fUAhUK7yYKHU4kD8EQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.com%2Fpin%2F58124651412373643%2F&psig=AFQjCNGa8vI5SoCBQniQVbeyZ01Wvv-bQw&ust=1499543653253832
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjqiZPa-_fUAhUK7yYKHU4kD8EQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.com%2Fpin%2F58124651412373643%2F&psig=AFQjCNGa8vI5SoCBQniQVbeyZ01Wvv-bQw&ust=1499543653253832
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of a vintage postcard from the 1800’s. The bells are some of the sounds that are related to 

the holiday.  

 

 

 MISTLETOE 

 

22 

 

In this image we see people in the year 1800 kissing under a mistletoe. During the 1800s, 

people would kiss when caught together under mistletoe. People do not generally still 

practice this tradition but today most people are aware of the connection between 

mistletoe and Christmas. In Clement Clark Moore’s poem “Twas the Night Before 

Christmas,”23 the author mentions people kissing under the mistletoe. This practice was 

done during Christmas so often that the mistletoe plant is connected to the symbolism of 

                                                             
22 Image 9: Kissing under the Mistletoe, 1800 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&v

ed=0ahUKEwi1q4Oh_PfUAhWG6iYKHc9nCYAQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinte

rest.com%2Fpin%2F232779874469862668%2F&psig=AFQjCNFy2SiC3bPTHi3AOCU3mnzee

ONzmA&ust=1499544339044584 

23 See reference 2 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi1q4Oh_PfUAhWG6iYKHc9nCYAQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.com%2Fpin%2F232779874469862668%2F&psig=AFQjCNFy2SiC3bPTHi3AOCU3mnzeeONzmA&ust=1499544339044584
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi1q4Oh_PfUAhWG6iYKHc9nCYAQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.com%2Fpin%2F232779874469862668%2F&psig=AFQjCNFy2SiC3bPTHi3AOCU3mnzeeONzmA&ust=1499544339044584
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi1q4Oh_PfUAhWG6iYKHc9nCYAQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.com%2Fpin%2F232779874469862668%2F&psig=AFQjCNFy2SiC3bPTHi3AOCU3mnzeeONzmA&ust=1499544339044584
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi1q4Oh_PfUAhWG6iYKHc9nCYAQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.com%2Fpin%2F232779874469862668%2F&psig=AFQjCNFy2SiC3bPTHi3AOCU3mnzeeONzmA&ust=1499544339044584
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the Christmas holiday. The tradition is not based on anything religious however and the 

tradition hanging mistletoe goes as far as the ancient Celtics and Norseman.24 

 

 CANDY CANES  

 

25 

 

Candy canes actually became a Christmas symbol after the 1800s in the United States. 

This is mentioned because one should know that the candy cane becoming a Christmas 

tradition is one of the newer traditions of Christmas in the United States. In Germany, 

they have been using Christmas candy canes for about 250 years. Just like the Christmas 

tree coming from German Christmas traditions, so is the candy cane. Candy canes did not 

become popular in the United States until the 1920’s though. This is interesting to know 

that candy canes had nothing to do with Christmas during the 1800s in the United States. 

                                                             
24 “the Tradition of Mistletoe on Christmas”, WhyChristmas.com, (Accessed July 4th 2017) 

https://www.whychristmas.com/customs/mistletoe.shtml 
25 Image 10: candy cane 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&v

ed=0ahUKEwiisZXq__fUAhXC2SYKHTwhC9UQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fcliparting.c

om%2Ffree-candy-cane-clipart-

17210%2F&psig=AFQjCNFvBIgt6Bo8CRoq7bzdVVqrhVZrBg&ust=1499545335302908 
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Today candy canes are only really eaten and sold during the December month with 

respect to Christmas. 26 

 

 NATIVITY SCENE 

 

27 

 

The nativity scene was explained in the earlier to some extent. This scene is emblematic 

of everything Christmas is supposed to represent. This is the depiction of the birth of 

Christ on the outskirts of Bethlehem. People decorate their trees, or fireplaces, or even 

their front yards with figurines or paintings that represent the nativity scene. The nativity 

is one of the oldest symbols of Christmas. This depiction is what is actually being 

celebrated. The nativity scene was a symbol before the 1800s, during, and after as well.  

 

 

                                                             
26 “Christmas Candy Canes”, WhyChristmas.com, (Accessed July 4th 2017), 

https://www.whychristmas.com/customs/candycanes.shtml. 
27 Image 11: Nativity scene 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&v

ed=0ahUKEwjk45GIgPjUAhWBMSYKHYCfD9gQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.wein

erelementary.org%2Fchristmas-

art.html&psig=AFQjCNHjLTbF7xCCTJaWs9pp_4rylUK85A&ust=1499545222597978 
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 CHRISTMAS COLORS 

28 

The Christmas colors can range depending on what is being done or what is being 

represented. The most generally recognized colors are a combination of dark green and bright 

red. These generally seem to be winter colors. Christmas is on December 25th. This is 

officially winter. Things associated with winter tend to also be associated with Christmas. In 

terms of the colors, this is no different. Christmas trees are pine trees generally because this 

is one of the type of trees that survives the cold of winter.  Christmas trees are pine and 

brown which are colors associated with Christmas. Snow is white, and both snow and white 

are associated with Christmas. Red is probably the focal Christmas color. Red is used in the 

winter to be visible in the snow covered fields. In the 1800s, one can see the Christmas 

artwork and notice the use of greens and reds to give off the holiday feel. The original images 

throughout this paper hopefully provide adequate proof for this.   

                                                             
28 Image 12: Christmas Colors 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&v

ed=0ahUKEwj6wubygfjUAhXCTSYKHdXJD1oQjRwIBw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinter

est.com%2Fpin%2F217791331951196417%2F&psig=AFQjCNF2MeOYvzmuqLRibtuzPSyLX

DOgNA&ust=1499545845618066 
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 POINSETTIAS 

 

 
 

The flowers are associated with Christmas. The colors are perfectly aligned with the 

colors that symbolize Christmas as specified above. This flower actually has a few things 

that make it a symbol of Christmas. The color is one. The red also represents the blood of 

Christ. In South America the flowers are called “Flor de Navidad,” which literally means 

the flower of Christmas. They bloom bright red around the winter months. Again winter 

tends to lend itself easily to Christmas traditions. In the 1800s United States, poinsettias 

were still not used to represent Christmas but were used to decorate. Today in the United 

States they are seen in great number during December. The flowers were sold as 

decorations as early as the 1830’s according to an article on Bloomberg by Penne Restad 

entitled “How Christmas Became the Most Commercialized Holiday.”29 

 

 

                                                             
29 Restad, Penne. “How Christmas Became the Most Commercialized Holiday,” Bloomberg 

View. December 28, 2012. Accessed July 4th 2017. 

https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2012-12-28/how-christmas-became-the-most-

commercialized-holiday 

https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2012-12-28/how-christmas-became-the-most-commercialized-holiday
https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2012-12-28/how-christmas-became-the-most-commercialized-holiday
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 CHRISTMAS TREES 

 

30 

  31 

                                                             
30 Image 14: Christmas family near tree 1800s 

https://oldchristmastreelights.com/images/vintage_photos/colorized_family_n_tree.jpg 

31 Image 20: Christmas Tree http://blog.wisteria.com/wp-

content/uploads/2013/12/7b1eea7785fe6355e120780100762bc7.jpg 

https://oldchristmastreelights.com/images/vintage_photos/colorized_family_n_tree.jpg
http://blog.wisteria.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/7b1eea7785fe6355e120780100762bc7.jpg
http://blog.wisteria.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/7b1eea7785fe6355e120780100762bc7.jpg
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Christmas Trees are a very important symbol today in Christmas traditions. The tradition 

started to pick up popularity in the mid 1800s in the United States. The Nordic religion is 

believed to have some relationship to the Christmas tree. The Nordic believed the tree 

was the giver of life and would decorate their homes with pine trees not too different 

from how Christians would later use them.32 Christmas trees are usually pine trees, a tree 

that survives harsh winters. Trees in the 1800s would be decorated with hanging 

ornaments, dolls, pictures, popcorn, and candles. Candles were used to light up the tree. If 

you think that this sounds quite unsafe, then you are right. Christmas tree fires were a big 

problem during the 1800s.33 Candles and tree lights are still major parts of the Christmas 

tradition representing the light of the world, Jesus Christ. Another tradition associated 

with the Christmas tree is putting gifts for kids under the tree. In 1800s imagery, toys are 

usually exposed. Today, wrapping the presents in boxes and ribbon has become the 

popular practice. “The first electric Christmas tree lights appeared in the 1880s.” This 

helped make Christmas trees safer (McNamara, 12 Paragraph).34 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
 
32 “History of Christmas Tress”, History.com, (accessed July 4th 2017).  

http://www.history.com/topics/christmas/history-of-christmas-trees 
33 “The History of Christmas Trees and other Christmas Traditions,” 
http://www.pickyourownchristmastree.org/traditions.php 
34 McNamara, Robert. "The History of Christmas Traditions." Thoughtco. November 30, 2016. 

Accessed July 4, 2017. https://www.thoughtco.com/the-history-of-christmas-traditions-1773799. 

https://www.thoughtco.com/the-history-of-christmas-traditions-1773799
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 SANTA CLAUS 

 

 35 36 

 

Santa Claus is one of the most recognizable characters in Christmas symbolism. Above 

and below are picture, drawings, and paintings of him from the 1800s. This is when Santa 

Claus became a staple of the Religious celebration. Santa Claus originated from the 

Dutch patron saint who was a real person that lived in the fifth century. Saint Nicholas, 

which was his original name before he became known as Santa Claus, traveled small 

towns through the Netherlands and gave presents to small children. Saint Nicholas 

believed he was inspired by the will of God to do kindness for others. Because of this, the 

                                                             
35 Image 15: Engraving -“Santa Claus” – John Gadsby Chapman – Circa Mid to Late 1800's 

36 Image 16: St. Nicholas the patron saint of Pawnbroking evolved over the past 1800 years into 

thehttps://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwj

o-6qylfjUAhUBNj4KHa-

kBPEQjRwIBw&url=%2Furl%3Fsa%3Di%26rct%3Dj%26q%3D%26esrc%3Ds%26source%3D

images%26cd%3D%26cad%3Drja%26uact%3D8%26ved%3D0ahUKEwiXlsz7lPjUAhUDNiY

KHfByCaYQjRwIBw%26url%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fnicolpawn.ca%252Fpawn-

blog.php%252Fpawnbroker-the-oldest-

profession%26psig%3DAFQjCNHu6jWVrZrayON5zOLyqtxUurjQxg%26ust%3D14995490208

81842&psig=AFQjCNHu6jWVrZrayON5zOLyqtxUurjQxg&ust=1499549020881842 
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Dutch belief was that “Santa Claus” (as it would later be known), or his spirit, would 

travel and give good boys and girls toys and presents on Christmas, even after his death. 

This touches on the popular concept of Christmas magic which is a phrase commonly 

heard today. In New York, because the Dutch settlements still had major influence on 

culture, even in the growingly diverse 1800s, Santa Claus became a popular Christmas 

tradition. His imagery quickly became popular throughout the United States. The proof is 

seen in the poems and songs as well as the many images of Christmas depicted from the 

1800s. The red coat, white beard, the jolly disposition, and the bag of toys are all other 

things that are associated with the character. The interesting thing about Santa Claus in 

the 1800s is how the story developed, and so did the mythos of the character. Riding on a 

sleigh is how one would have gotten around in the snow. The winter influence of the 

imagery of Santa Claus is also important. It is very cold in the Netherlands on Christmas 

and the roads would be covered in snow. Santa’s sleigh was his method of transportation 

through the snow and became a symbol of his show in imagery and through songs and 

poems all throughout the 1800’s. The story of Santa and his reindeer pulled sleigh is 

actually due to the poem “Twas the Night Before Christmas.” Before this poem, Santa’s 

imagery would be described with one reindeer. “Now, Dasher! Now, Dancer! Now, 

Prancer and Vixen! On, Comet! On, Cupid! On, Donner and Blitzen!” After this poem by 

Moore in 1823, the imagery changed as the author of the poem proceeded to name 

Santa’s reindeer. Today those are still the names and are attributed to the mythos of Santa 

Claus. Only difference is today there is also Rudolph who was added as a reindeer 

afterwards. The “Ghost of Christmas Present” character in the story A Christmas Carol 

(1843) by Charles Dickens is also supposed to be representative of Santa Claus. Hence 
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why he is the ghost of the “present tense” but also symbolizes how the present tense 

should be viewed as a gift. 1800s really has a major influence on this characters 

development in Christmas imagery to be indicative and representative of Christmas the 

holiday. The 1800s has a many other huge influence on Christmas tradition in general, 

especially when we look at the music and poems being written at the time. Examples of 

this are seen above and below, but another example is how the song Jingle Bells is still 

sung today and was written in the 1800s, as were many other songs, poems, stories and 

characters that were created in the 1800s. Santa is a traveler, hence his slay and his attire 

and in many of his representation during the 1800s, this concept is expressed. In an image 

below, Santa is seen placing toys inside the home while the kids are asleep. “He knows 

when you’re awake.” (“Santa Claus is Coming to Town”, 1970). These are all images 

from the 1800s besides the last one that depicts the modern Santa. Santa may also be 

depicted in a green or brownish robe. “The famed American cartoonist Thomas Nast is 

generally credited as having invented the modern depiction of Santa Claus.” (1862) 

(McNamara, 10th Paragraph). The illustrations by Nest even include the addition of the 

North Pole and elves to the Santa mythos.  
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 37 

 

                                                             
37 Image 16: St. Nicholas the patron saint of Pawnbroking evolved over the past 1800 years 

into 

thehttps://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&ved=0ahUK

Ewjo-6qylfjUAhUBNj4KHa-

kBPEQjRwIBw&url=%2Furl%3Fsa%3Di%26rct%3Dj%26q%3D%26esrc%3Ds%26source

%3Dimages%26cd%3D%26cad%3Drja%26uact%3D8%26ved%3D0ahUKEwiXlsz7lPjUAh

UDNiYKHfByCaYQjRwIBw%26url%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fnicolpawn.ca%252Fpa

wn-blog.php%252Fpawnbroker-the-oldest-

profession%26psig%3DAFQjCNHu6jWVrZrayON5zOLyqtxUurjQxg%26ust%3D14995490

20881842&psig=AFQjCNHu6jWVrZrayON5zOLyqtxUurjQxg&ust=1499549020881842 

Image 17: Santa 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=

8&ved=0ahUKEwjnpYeyl_jUAhWCSD4KHQ9SB-

kQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.liceus.com%2Fcgi-

bin%2Fac%2Fpu%2FFernando_Klein_Navidad.asp&psig=AFQjCNHu6jWVrZrayON5zOL

yqtxUurjQxg&ust=1499549020881842 

Image 18: Green Coat Santa https://s-media-cache-

ak0.pinimg.com/236x/10/b3/0f/10b30f75c316264917010eac75611faa--christmas-images-

vintage-christmas.jpg 

Image 19: Modern Santa http://www.wallpapers13.com/wp-

content/uploads/2016/11/Christmas-Santa-Claus-Reindeer-Desktop-HD-Wallpaper-for-

Mobile-phones-Tablet-and-PC-2880x1800-915x515.jpg 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjnpYeyl_jUAhWCSD4KHQ9SB-kQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.liceus.com%2Fcgi-bin%2Fac%2Fpu%2FFernando_Klein_Navidad.asp&psig=AFQjCNHu6jWVrZrayON5zOLyqtxUurjQxg&ust=1499549020881842
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjnpYeyl_jUAhWCSD4KHQ9SB-kQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.liceus.com%2Fcgi-bin%2Fac%2Fpu%2FFernando_Klein_Navidad.asp&psig=AFQjCNHu6jWVrZrayON5zOLyqtxUurjQxg&ust=1499549020881842
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjnpYeyl_jUAhWCSD4KHQ9SB-kQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.liceus.com%2Fcgi-bin%2Fac%2Fpu%2FFernando_Klein_Navidad.asp&psig=AFQjCNHu6jWVrZrayON5zOLyqtxUurjQxg&ust=1499549020881842
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjnpYeyl_jUAhWCSD4KHQ9SB-kQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.liceus.com%2Fcgi-bin%2Fac%2Fpu%2FFernando_Klein_Navidad.asp&psig=AFQjCNHu6jWVrZrayON5zOLyqtxUurjQxg&ust=1499549020881842
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjnpYeyl_jUAhWCSD4KHQ9SB-kQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.liceus.com%2Fcgi-bin%2Fac%2Fpu%2FFernando_Klein_Navidad.asp&psig=AFQjCNHu6jWVrZrayON5zOLyqtxUurjQxg&ust=1499549020881842
http://www.wallpapers13.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Christmas-Santa-Claus-Reindeer-Desktop-HD-Wallpaper-for-Mobile-phones-Tablet-and-PC-2880x1800-915x515.jpg
http://www.wallpapers13.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Christmas-Santa-Claus-Reindeer-Desktop-HD-Wallpaper-for-Mobile-phones-Tablet-and-PC-2880x1800-915x515.jpg
http://www.wallpapers13.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Christmas-Santa-Claus-Reindeer-Desktop-HD-Wallpaper-for-Mobile-phones-Tablet-and-PC-2880x1800-915x515.jpg
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 SLED 

 

38 

Again there must be a reminder of the winter influence. A sleigh is how one would travel 

through heavy snow. Santa Claus is said to have a sleigh but so would anyone else 

travelling through snow delivering packages at that time during the colder climate. 

Winter again can be seen as having a major influence on the traditions and imagery. The 

sleigh has become synonymous with Christmas. The song “Jingle Bells” was written in 

the 1850’s and speaks of riding in a horse pulled sleigh. 39 

  

 RAINDEER  

 

40 

                                                             
38 Image 21: Sleigh 

https://static.wixstatic.com/media/6e366e_5192dbd181e74b95919e18e1f70caab4~mv2.png_srz_

937_745_85_22_0.50_1.20_0.00_png_srz 

39 Moore, Kimberly Sena. “A Brief History of Holiday Music: The eighteen-Hundreds and the 

Reinvention of Music.” Psychology Today. December 6 2011 Accessed July 4 2017 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/your-musical-self/201112/brief-history-holiday-music-

the-1800s-and-the-re-invention-christmas 

40 Image 22: Reindeer 

http://www.talismancoins.com/catalog/Santa_Claus_Sleigh_Reindeer_Flying.jpg 

https://static.wixstatic.com/media/6e366e_5192dbd181e74b95919e18e1f70caab4~mv2.png_srz_937_745_85_22_0.50_1.20_0.00_png_srz
https://static.wixstatic.com/media/6e366e_5192dbd181e74b95919e18e1f70caab4~mv2.png_srz_937_745_85_22_0.50_1.20_0.00_png_srz
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/your-musical-self/201112/brief-history-holiday-music-the-1800s-and-the-re-invention-christmas
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/your-musical-self/201112/brief-history-holiday-music-the-1800s-and-the-re-invention-christmas
http://www.talismancoins.com/catalog/Santa_Claus_Sleigh_Reindeer_Flying.jpg
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The above image shows the eight reindeer talked about in Twas the Night Before 

Christmas. Reindeer, because of the poem, and the forms of transportation in winter, are 

now symbols of Christmas. This element of adding reindeer to the imagery of Santa’s 

character became popular in the 1800s.  

 

 TOYS AND PRESENTS 

 

 
 

The gift giving tradition started to gain popularity alongside the growing popularity of 

Santa Claus. Kids were originally the only ones who got Christmas presents.41  Similar to 

the story of St. Nicholas who was said to travel to give presents to young boys and girls. 

The gifts have now become tradition and expected. They represent the love you have for 

the individuals whom you give gifts to. The 1800s developed this tradition of gift giving 

on Christmas to the point where now, United States economy is affected by the holiday 

market. The economics of the Christmas market will also be discussed in a bit more detail 

later on. 42 

                                                             
41 McNamara, Robert. "The History of Christmas Traditions." Thoughtco. November 30, 2016. 
Accessed July 4, 2017. https://www.thoughtco.com/the-history-of-christmas-traditions-1773799 
42 Restad, Penne. “How Christmas Became the Most Commercialized Holiday,” Bloomberg 

View. December 28, 2012. Accessed July 4th 2017. 

https://www.thoughtco.com/the-history-of-christmas-traditions-1773799
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 STOCKINGS 

 

43 

 

This image shows a young girl pinning up a sock to set up as a stocking. In the 1800s it is 

described that oranges and other fruit would be used to stuff stockings for young children 

on Christmas. The stockings up for Christmas is an old tradition and is interesting to see 

how it was practiced in the 1800s. 44 

 

 NUT CRACKER  

 

45 

                                                             

https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2012-12-28/how-christmas-became-the-most-

commercialized-holiday 

43 Image 23: Stocking 

http://www.dvo.com/newsletter/monthly/2014/december/images/Vintage_photo_girl_hanging_st

ocking.jpeg 

44 Bird Bethany. “Rethinking The Christmas Oranges” Cook’n. 2014. Accessed July 4th 2017 

45 Image 24: Nut Cracker http://cdn.ebaumsworld.com/mediaFiles/picture/342681/82757526.jpg 

https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2012-12-28/how-christmas-became-the-most-commercialized-holiday
https://www.bloomberg.com/view/articles/2012-12-28/how-christmas-became-the-most-commercialized-holiday
http://www.dvo.com/newsletter/monthly/2014/december/images/Vintage_photo_girl_hanging_stocking.jpeg
http://www.dvo.com/newsletter/monthly/2014/december/images/Vintage_photo_girl_hanging_stocking.jpeg
http://cdn.ebaumsworld.com/mediaFiles/picture/342681/82757526.jpg
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This is something used to break nuts. Nuts are a popular winter time food. Nut crackers 

made great Christmas time decorations and useful tools for the feasts. The song “The Nut 

Cracker” is also a festive holiday song. Nut crackers are traditionally German. Similarly, 

to the origin of the Christmas tree in the United States comes from German influence. 

Prince Albert (German born) married Queen Victoria of the United Kingdom and 

decorated their home for Christmas with a Christmas tree. The tradition spread to the 

United States a year later.46 The nut cracker itself was not a symbol of Christmas in the 

1800s and did not become popular in the United States until after the 1950’s as a 

representation and symbol of the holiday. .  

 

47 

                                                             
 
46 Mercedes, Maria. “The Surprising Royal History Behind the Christmas Tree.” People Royals. 
(December 22nd, 2016) (Accessed July 4th 2017). http://people.com/royals/royal-christmas-tree-

history/  
47 Image 25: colonial Williamsburg Christmas. 

http://content.newsinc.com/jpg/1537/30026296/28447924.jpg?t=1449232620 

http://content.newsinc.com/jpg/1537/30026296/28447924.jpg?t=1449232620
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Cuisine, Music and Poems 
 

 

SOME OF THE FOOD 

 

48 

 

 

The food during the nineteenth century looked similar to the feast portrayed above. Wealthier 

families would enjoy a big turkey or ham. Fruits and nuts were a popular option. Cookies such as 

gingerbread and sugar were also popular as well as meat pies. The feast is the oldest and most 

                                                             
 
48 Image 26: food http://www.history.org/almanack/life/christmas/graphics/desserts.jpg 

http://www.history.org/almanack/life/christmas/graphics/desserts.jpg
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common form of celebration of Christmas.49 Egg Nog is also a popular Christmas beverage. Fruit 

cakes were also a popular 1800s Christmas menu option. The menu obviously depended on 

social class. Below is a clip from an old Christmas cook book. In it is depicted a clear view of 

what a feast might look like in the 1800s on Christmas.  

"To Arrange a Christmas Dinner. Place a high pyramid of evergreens (made as before directed) in the centre of the 

table. Let a roasted turkey of uncommon size occupy the middle or centre of one side of the table, on one end let 

there be a cold boiled ham, and at the other, fricasseed chicken or a roast pig; with the turkey serve mashed potatoes 

and turnips, boiled onions and dressed celery, or other salad with apple sauce--near the ham place fried or mashed 

potatoes and pickles or mangoes: and with the pig or fricassee, the same as with the turkey; large pitchers of sweet 

cider (or where that is not desired, ice water) should be placed diagonally opposite each other, on two corners of the 

table; boiled turkey with oyster sauce may occupy the place of the fricassee, or instead, a fine oyster pie. For dessert, 

there should be only two very large and ornamental mince pies, one sufficiently large that each of the company may 

be helped from it, in token of common interest, is desirable. Ice creams and jellies and jams and ripe fruits and nuts, 

with sweet cider and syrup water of different sorts, or wines, complete the dessert. Biscuit and jelly sandwich may 

be served at dessert, or paste puffs and charlotte de russe or blancmange with strands of jelly." 

---American System of Cookery, Mrs. T. J. Crowen [T.J. Crowen:New York] 1847 (p. 404-5)50 

 

 

51 

                                                             
49 Graves, Dan, “The 1st Recorded Celebration of Christmas,” Christianity.com June 2007. 

Accessed July 4, 2017. http://www.christianity.com/church/church-history/timeline/301-600/the-

1st-recorded-celebration-of-christmas-11629658.html 

50 Crowen, T. J.. American System of Cookery, [T.J. Crowen:New York] 1847 (p. 404-5) found 

Olver, Lynne “Historic American Christmas Dinner Menus” The Food Timeline. January 3, 

2015. Accessed July 4th 2017. 

51 A wealthy family having Christmas Dinner https://s-media-cache-
ak0.pinimg.com/originals/12/05/e9/1205e96581702ab4ef3e208fdbf4fa92.png 

http://www.christianity.com/church/church-history/timeline/301-600/the-1st-recorded-celebration-of-christmas-11629658.html
http://www.christianity.com/church/church-history/timeline/301-600/the-1st-recorded-celebration-of-christmas-11629658.html
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SOME OF THE MUSIC 

 

The music has deeply affected the culture. We all hear the tune in our brains after living in the 

United States for any significant time. The songs are memorized and passed down. The songs tell 

the stories of Christmas. They add to the story. They create joy. Carolers would traveled singing 

Christmas songs to bring the holiday spirit to those in need. Below are a list of songs that are 

extremely popular and have their origins in the 1800s.  

 "Silent Night" (1818-63) 

 "Joy to the World" (1839) 

 "Hark! The Herald Angels Sing" (1840) 

 "It Came Upon a Midnight Clear" (1846-50) 

 "O Holy Night" (1847-55) 

 "Good Kind Wenceslas" (1853) 

 "Angels We Have Heard in High" (1855) 

 "We Three Kings of Orient Are" (1857) 

 "Jingle Bells" (1850-59) 

 "Up on the Housetop" (circa 1860) 

 "What Child is This?" (1865-71) 

 "O Little Town of Bethlehem" (1868) 

 "Away in a Manger: (1885-87) 

 "Jolly Old St. Nicholas" (late 1800s) 
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52 Moore, Kimberly Sena. “A Brief History of Holiday Music: The eighteen-Hundreds and the 

Reinvention of Music.” Psychology Today. December 6 2011 Accessed July 4 2017 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/your-musical-self/201112/brief-history-holiday-music-

the-1800s-and-the-re-invention-christmas 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/your-musical-self/201112/brief-history-holiday-music-the-1800s-and-the-re-invention-christmas
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/your-musical-self/201112/brief-history-holiday-music-the-1800s-and-the-re-invention-christmas
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SOME OF THE POEMS 

 

The poems and stories such as the ones mentioned (Twas the night before Christmas (1823) and 

A Christmas Carol (1843)) have had a major impact on Christmas. From adding to the story, to 

just telling the story, or to spreading the message, poems and stories are a big part of the holiday. 

The input from the writes of the nineteenth century on Christmas is still seen in all of Christmas 

culture today. Below are a list of the poems that are representative of Christmas, or directly about 

Christmas that were made in the 1800s.  

 Twas the Night before Christmas – Clement Clark Moore 

 The Three Kings – Henry Wadsworth Longfellow 

 A Cradle Song – William Blake 

 Christmas Trees – Robert Frost 

 Minstrels – William Wordsworth 

 Ring Out, Wild Bells – Alfred Tennyson 

 Christmas at Sea – Robert Louis Stevenson 

 Christmas in India – Rudyard Kipling 

 The Boy who Laughed at Santa Claus – Ogden Nash 

 The Last Christmas Tree – Howard D. Fencl 

 Missing you At Christmas – Tamara Hillman 

 Mistletoe – Walter de la Mare 
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53 “20 Beautiful Christmas Poems” Online Star Register. May 10 2010 Accessed July 4th 2017 

http://www.fhsclassof1960.com/000/7/8/9/11987/userfiles/image/TSTB1.gif 

http://www.fhsclassof1960.com/000/7/8/9/11987/userfiles/image/TSTB1.gif
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Christmas Money 
Bloomberg View has an article titled “How Christmas Became the Most Commercialized 

Holiday” where the author goes into detail about the money made from the holiday.54 All the 

above symbols add an element of supply and demand. For instance, the food. The food demand 

makes the suppliers have to produce that amount to meet the given demand. Demands for certain 

items goes way up during the holiday season. Christmas trees now need delivery services, 

lumberjacks, and the shops that sell the trees. This opens up a new market that would not exist 

without Christmas. Certain decoration shops, and toy shops would be much more profitable in 

the time before Christmas. Bloomberg explains how these industries that have become extremely 

commercialized today. The article also explain how the commercialization of the holiday is in 

part a result of the nineteenth century Christmas traditions. The Christmas stories and poems 

developed in the 1800s are now marketing tools for the holiday spending.  

 

By the 1870’s “Louis Prang, a German immigrant and the inventor of a 

chromolithography process, presided over a workforce of hundreds of young women in 

Massachusetts who hand-colored Christmas cards -- elegant new greetings intended to be sent 

                                                             
54 Restad, Penne. “How Christmas Became the Most Commercialized Holiday,” Bloomberg 
View. December 28, 2012. Accessed July 4th 2017. 
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cheaply to family and friends everywhere. Department stores, novel emporia that tantalized 

Americans with goods in every size and quality, became cathedrals of commerce, important 

suppliers of the gifts necessary to take home for family and friends.” (Restad, Paragraph 8)55 

 

The “cannot wait until Christmas” 

Conclusion 
 

Christmas has a huge influence on the entire American year. People plan their spending 

around the Christmas holiday. People see their families on Christmas and exchange pleasantries. 

The food and music that people share is a bonus. The memories described by people when 

describing Christmas from a physical, visual, and tangible stand point stay with people for a long 

time. Even the emotional state of people around this holiday impacts many people, whether 

positively or negatively.56 Movies and television programs today are all influenced by Christmas. 

Having Christmas episodes or Christmas movies usually leads to easy success. The 1800’s 

Christmas culture has hopefully now been shown to have had a major impact on how this holiday 

is celebrated today. The songs of the 1800s are still sung today and the practices such as 

decorating a Christmas tree are now considered synonymous with Christmas. The different 

sections above should hopefully adequately answer how this is the case.  

                                                             
55 See reference 54 
56 “Christmas”, The Aldine, (Dec., 1871), The Frick Collection, Thomas J. Watson Library, The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, (Vol. 4, No. 12), (pp. 184-185), 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20636157. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20636157
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For the sake of full disclosure, I am not Christian. I did however grow-up Christian. I was 

born into a Catholic household but chose to become an Agnostic Atheist instead. Christmas has 

always been a huge part of my life and always will be, despite it not being about the religious or 

spiritual reasons that may exist in others. I am an example of the article written by Michael Lipka 

which was discussed earlier of non-Christians who celebrate Christmas.57 It is part of my culture 

now as a United States citizen and current resident. It was quite impactful to learn about the 

impact the 1800s had on the Christian holiday and how it has evolved into an American Cultural 

practice. Hopefully throughout the essay you have been made aware of the exact impact the 

1800s Christmas culture had on the practice of the holiday today. 

 

 

 
                                                             
57 Lipka, Michael. “5 Facts About Christmas in America,” Pew Research Center. December 21st 

2015. Accessed July 4. 2017. http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/12/21/5-facts-about-

christmas-in-america/ 

 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/12/21/5-facts-about-christmas-in-america/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/12/21/5-facts-about-christmas-in-america/
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