
I n December 2006 the Daily Mail reported the launch of a campaign by 
the Christian Muslim Forum to ‘save the traditions of Christmas from the 

interference of politically correct town halls’. In an attempt to establish the 
‘notorious local authority attempts to stamp out Christmas’, the Mail twice 
cited the examples of Birmingham City Council’s ‘decision to name its season 
 celebrations “Winterval” and Luton’s attempt to change Christmas into a Harry 
Potter festival by renaming its festive lights “Luminos”’. At the same time the 
Sun newspaper declared as part of its ‘kick ‘em in the baubles’ campaign that 
‘Scrooge bosses and council jobsworths are stripping away the joy of Christ-
mas’. The litany of offences highlighted by the Sun included the outlawing of 
mince pies as a health risk, firms ‘banning Christmas decorations in case they 
offend other faiths’ and the removal of nativity scenes ‘in case non-Christians 
find them offensive’.1

According to the British tabloid press Christmas was under attack. However, 
as Oliver Burkeman revealed in the Guardian, this ‘phoney war’ on Christ-
mas ‘relied on a grab-bag of stories that crumbled on closer analysis’. Luton 
Borough Council does not have a festival called ‘Luminos’ and does not use 
an alternative name for Christmas. When in 2001 it did hold an event called 
‘Luminos’ in late November it did not replace the council’s Christmas celebra-
tions. Similarly, ‘Winterval’, which only ever occurred in 1997–98, was a cam-
paign to promote Birmingham’s newly regenerated city centre. Lasting from 
early November to January, it coincided with a range of traditional Christmas 
activities, including lights, a tree and carol singing. The Lord Mayor sent a 
card wishing everyone a merry Christmas, and a similar sentiment adorned 
a banner on the council’s main building.2 Despite the ease with which these 
reports can be dismissed, the perception that something is wrong with the 
way Christmas is being celebrated, that something is missing and the essen-
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tial character of the festival is being suppressed, is an important one, and it 
is an idea which can be traced back as far as the seventeenth century. As an 
annual festival, Christmas inevitably makes us reflect on celebrations past and 
attribute difference, often interpreted negatively, as the product of the passage 
of time and the march of ‘progress’. In 2006 the Sun commented: ‘[W]e are 
seeing centuries-old customs barred on daft safety grounds.’3 The repetition 
of custom and tradition legitimates behaviour, investing rituals with a moral 
character which can only be undermined by the prevailing social and political 
trends of the day. In the early twenty-first century, these trends were, according 
to the tabloid press, a modern malaise of political correctness and the overbear-
ing influence of state bureaucracy. 

In each age, however, the people have a potential common cause for com-
plaint, and in the seventeenth century it was the selfishness of the landed 
classes, which neglected the welfare and entertainment of their dependants 
in the country in favour of the pleasures of London during the festive season. 
This introductory chapter will trace the development of a nostalgic and senti-
mental Christmas discourse from its seventeenth-century origins through to 
the early Victorian period which is commonly associated with the emergence 
of the modern form of the festive season. This discourse is closely aligned with 
the rise of a literary print culture in England; it rests on the gradual expansion 
of the world of pamphlets, newspapers, periodicals and the growth of a book 
trade which by the nineteenth century was exploiting the Christmas season for 
commercial success. The expansion of the press and the book trade in England 
means that the following account is highly selective, and from the second 
half of the nineteenth century the number of books and countless articles on 
Christmas in newspapers makes recovering a coherent narrative of the festival a 
difficult task for the historian. Nonetheless, in the second half of the twentieth 
century a number of historians began to find a range of historical perspectives 
on the Christmas festival, and these will also be reviewed below.

The Christmas lament

Surviving household accounts for the Middle Ages and Tudor period reveal that 
all wealthy families purchased abnormal quantities of food for the Christmas 
season, and they were expected to use this to provide open-house hospitality, as 
the poet and farmer Thomas Tusser declared in the mid-sixteenth century:

At Christmas we banquet, the rich with the poor 
Who then (but the miser) but openeth his door.4 
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Ronald Hutton, however, suggests that in reality hospitality in the form of food, 
drink and entertainment was largely restricted to ‘social equals and immedi-
ate inferiors’, and the extent to which Christmas hospitality was more widely 
diffused is open to question. As Hutton argues, the Elizabethan and Jacobean 
periods were marked by growing economic and social problems, and ‘calls for 
a return to an ideal standard of old-fashioned seasonal hospitality may have 
been propelled by a growing need for the latter rather than an actual decrease 
in it’. In the early seventeenth century it was particularly significant that James 
I believed the quantity of hospitality to be decreasing at an alarming rate, as 
the elite increasingly chose to spend Christmas in London rather than dispense 
traditional hospitality and charity in their country seats. In 1616 James I made 
a speech denouncing this trend in Star Chamber, and called for the return of 
traditional country sports and pastimes in the context of the growing economic 
and social power of London. This speech can be seen as the beginning of a 
literary tradition of lamenting the loss of Christmas past. It not only helped 
to inspire at least one popular ballad, a poem by George Wither, Ben Jonson’s 
Christmas, his Masque and in 1631, John Taylor’s The Complaint of Christmas 
and the Teares of Twelfthtyde.5 Like Jonson, Taylor personified Christmas, who 
on arriving in England on 25 December found that the ‘many fine houses 
which [he] had often been well entertained at’ no longer had open doors or 
smoking chimneys. Reaching the Lord of the Manor’s house, Christmas found 
a ‘serving-man leane against the wall, bewailing the miseries of the time present, 
and grieving at the alterations of the time past, despairing at the amendment 
of the time to come’. High woods which once protected the house had now 
fallen to the woodsman’s axe, the deer in the park were very few, and the oxen 
in the meadows had all been driven to the cities. Worst of all was the follies of 
the young Master, who would rather smoke in the tobacco shops of London 
than make his chimney smoke in the country. Christmas railed against the land-
owners who would only feast the rich and ignore their charitable obligations to 
the poor (killed by ‘prodigality, drunkennesse, and excesse’) but found solace 
in the house of an honest country farmer who provided good cheer. Yet even 
the farming class were at risk from the perils of social and economic change, for 
‘when farmers began to make their sonnes gentlemen, and young gentlemen 
began to be devoured by usurers: then, then, charity lay on her death-bed’.6 

In the seventeenth century perceptions of how Christmas should be celeb-
rated were challenged not only by changing social and economic conditions but 
also by matters of religious belief and practice. As well as chiding the wealthy 
for neglecting their duties to the poor, James I complained of the ‘Puritaines’ in 
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London who did not keep Christmas at all.7 In Taylor’s Complaint, Christmas 
met a ‘crafty’ and self-obsessed cobbler who, too busy with work to observe 
a holiday, leapt from the visitor like a squirrel on learning the visitor’s iden-
tity, declaring ‘that the Masse was prophane … and that some Papist had been 
[his] Godfather’.8 The Godly perception of Christmas as a product of heathen 
superstition and Papist idolatry was a consequence of the Reformation. In the 
British Isles its most tangible impact was felt in Scotland when the reformed 
Kirk came to power in 1560. The following year it issued the First Book of 
Discipline, which claimed that the feasts of Christmas, the Circum cision, 
the Epiphany and those associated with the Virgin Mary, the Apostle and all 
other saints had been invented by the Roman Catholic Church; they were 
denounced as unscriptural and abolished. According to Hutton, until 1640 
‘only a tiny number of extraordinary radical English Protestants shared the 
hostility of the Kirk towards seasonal festivals’. This situation changed during 
the English Civil War. In 1643 the English Long Parliament signed the Solemn 
League and Covenant with the government of Scotland. The Long Parliament 
purchased military support, and one of the conditions the Scots imposed was 
reform of the Church of England, including its holy days. A literary debate 
on this issue began in England in 1643, and it was quickly established that 
no objective evidence for the birth of Christ existed, and the Christmas festi-
val was supported by tradition and not Biblical authority. With Parliament in 
the ascendancy, a new national liturgy that excluded Christmas was issued in 
January 1645 and two years later its celebration was made an offence. Evidence 
suggests that the Puritan ban on Christmas was largely successful in terms 
of closing churches but achieved less when traditional and secular seasonal 
pastimes are considered. Furthermore, the loss of the Christmas festival exacer-
bated the hostility of the people towards a regime already made unpopular due 
to high taxation and the quartering of a large army near civilian populations. 
Consequently, Christmas ‘could be made a rallying-point for condemnation of 
the government’.9 As part of this process, pamphlets appeared which continued 
the tradition of the Christmas lament. The Vindication of Christmas, published 
in 1652, decried the ‘lamentable Reformation’ in which ‘some over-curious 
hot zealous Brethren … did do what they could to keep Christmas Day out of 
England … by infusing an heretical opinion into the hearts of the people, to 
wit … that plum-pottage was meer popery, and roast beef antichristian’. This 
attack was prefaced in the subtitle by ‘twelve years observations upon the times, 
concerning the lamentable game called sweepstake; acted by General Plunder, 
and Major General Tax’, with an ‘exhortation to the people; a description of 
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that oppressing ringworm called excise; and how high and mighty Christmas-
ale that formerly would knock down Hercules … strook into a deep consump-
tion with a blow from Westminster’.10 The complaints of the modern tabloid 
newspapers can be positioned in a long tradition.

The Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 brought with it restoration of 
Christmas in England. Customary hospitality, however, continued a pattern 
of slow and uneven decline in the proceeding centuries, and complaints con-
tinued to appear in pamphlets and newspapers. For example, in Round about 
our Coal Fire, published several times in the 1730s, the anonymous author 
commented on how ‘the great festival was in former times kept with so much 
freedom and openness of heart, that everyone in the country where a gentle-
man resided, possessed at least a day of pleasure in the Christmas holydays; the 
tables were all spread from the first to the last, the sirloins of beef, the minc’d-
pyes, the plumb-porridge, the capons, turkeys, geese, and plumb-puddings 
were all brought on board’. Now, however, the ‘geese which us’d to be fatted 
for the honest neighbours, have been of late sent to London, and the quills 
made into pens to convey away the landlord’s estate; the sheep are drove away 
to raise money to answer the loss at a game at dice and cards, and their skins 
made into parchment or deeds and indentures’. The author also mischievously 
warned that if the wealthy ‘don’t at least make their tenants or tradesmen drink 
when they come to see them in the Christmas holydays, they have liberty of 
pissing behind the door, which is a law of very ancient date’.11

The concern over the landed classes gambling during the festive season 
increased during the eighteenth century. In a series of editorials on Christ-
mas in the 1780s and 1790s, The Times used the traditional festive lament to 
attack aristocratic vice, corruption and luxury, which was perceived as being 
linked with the fashion for refinement amongst the landed classes. Complain-
ing of ‘ostentation, dice and cards’ in 1789, The Times regretfully stated: ‘More 
refined in our manners, and more selfish in our conduct, every man studies his 
own gratifications, in preference to the happiness of his neighbour.’ The conse-
quences for the celebration of Christmas was that ‘with the banishment of the 
sirloin, buttock and chine, hospitality took its farewell of great men’s houses, 
and with the fripperies of French dinners came the parade of French nothing-
ness, attended by cooks, hair dressers, and valets, sufficient to people a colony 
with epicures and fops, or ruin a kingdom of the hardiest people on the face of 
the earth’.12 Such comments can be seen as part of the broader attempt in the 
period of the middle classes to stake a claim for full political citizenship by con-
trasting their superior attributes to the dissolute behaviour of the aristocracy. 
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In the context of Christmas, this meant representing the middle classes as the 
upholders of customs and traditions which guaranteed not only the English 
qualities of hospitality and conviviality but also social responsibility towards 
the poor. As The Times claimed in 1790, ‘a system of refinement in luxury 
marks the tables of the rich – the middling rank of life are more enlightened 
and more select in their company’.13 

The rejection of luxury and refinement had two further consequences for 
the Christmas lament of the late eighteenth century. Firstly, in an age of early 
industrialisation and significant population growth, more detail concerning 
the travails of the poor were provided in contrast with earlier accounts. As The 
Times commented in 1787: ‘When we eat, we should recollect that thousands 
are without food – when we drink, that thousands are parched with thirst, and 
let the fire that renders us comfortable, at the same time inform us, that multi-
tudes are perishing with cold. The prisons are full of debtors – their wives – their 
children, are perishing through want of nourishment.’14 Secondly, women of 
the landed classes were censured in the Christmas lament for the first time. The 
growing middle-class ideology of gendered separate spheres, often linked with 
evangelical religion, placed a premium on women’s moral worth in the private 
domain of the home as a counterbalance to the corrupting influence of the 
masculine public sphere. The Times, however, felt that fashionable ladies had 
neglected the domestic skills necessary for a successful Christmas: 

the education of the female part of the family being for some years committed to 
the mistresses of boarding schools or to private governesses, the art of domestic 
cookery is no longer practised by ladies, the study of the graces having kicked 
the drudgery of mixing pies, tarts, and puddings out of doors. It is much more 
fashionable now to possess the art of painting the face and whitening the hands, 
than to know the mystery of making raised crust or … calves feet jelly.15

An extension of domestic duty, particularly for ladies of leisure, was to 
perform good deeds in the community, and here again The Times found the 
female sex lacking: ‘It would hurt the feelings of a modern lady to be employed 
in such low occupations as administering comfort and relief to those distressed 
objects.’16 

In the early nineteenth century, these themes were further elucidated and 
expanded upon in Washington Irving’s Sketch-Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent, 
first published in England in 1820. He was born in New York in 1783, the son 
of a Scottish Presbyterian immigrant who ran an importing business. Irving 
had already made a significant contribution to the development of Christmas 
in America with his 1809 Knickerbocker’s History of New York: it referenced 
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the figure of Saint Nicholas as a ‘mythic patron saint of New Amsterdam’, 
which played a part in the gradual emergence of the modern Santa Claus icon. 
In 1815 Irving embarked on a tour of Europe, but on reaching Liverpool he 
found that his brother Peter had fallen ill, and the English wing of the family 
was under threat of bankruptcy. In order to save his family from disgrace, 
Irving spent the next two and a half years working in Liverpool to restore the 
fortunes of the family. During this extended stay in England, Irving developed 
a keen interest in English romanticism and folklore, which eventually resulted 
in the Sketch-Book, a fictional account by a middle-aged American bachelor, 
Geoffrey Crayon, of his journeys around England.17 In December, Crayon is 
on a tour of Yorkshire and is invited by an old friend to spend Christmas at 
Bracebridge Hall. In describing the celebration of Christmas at the Hall, Irving 
repackaged the traditional Christmas lament for the romantic age. As Crayon 
commented: ‘I am apt to think the world was more homebred, social, and 
joyous, than at present. I regret to say that they are daily growing more and 
more faint, being gradually worn away by time, but still more obliterated by 
modern fashion.’18 Crayon continued:

One of the least pleasing effects of modern refinement is the havoc it has made 
among the hearty old holyday customs. It has completely taken off the sharp 
touchings and spirited reliefs of the embellishments of life, and has worn down 
society into a more smooth and polished, but certainly a less characteristic sur-
face … Pleasure has expanded into a broader, but a shallower stream, and has 
forsaken many of those deep and quiet channels where it flowed sweetly through 
the calm bosom of domestic life. Society has acquired a more enlightened and 
elegant tone, but it has lost many of its strong local peculiarities, its homebred 
feelings, and its honest fireside delights.19

The Squire of Bracebridge Hall was particularly keen that Christmas customs 
and hospitality be used to maintain hierarchical social relations as symbols of 
paternalism and deference. However, in the context of increasingly rapid social 
change following the long wars with Revolutionary and Napoleonic France, 
the squire recognised that social cohesion had become ever more problematic: 

The nation … is altered; we have almost lost our simple, true hearted  peasantry. 
They have broken asunder from the higher classes, and seem to think their 
 interests are separate. They have become too knowing, and begin to read news-
papers, listen to ale house politicians, and talk of reform. I think one mode 
to keep them in good humour in these hard times, would be for the nobility 
and gentry to pass more time on their estates, mingle more among the country 
people, and set the merry old English games going again.20

Yet the Squire’s attempts did not suit the modern age, as Crayon revealed: ‘The 



8 Christmas in nineteenth-century England

country people, however, did not understand how to play their parts in the 
scene of hospitality: many uncouth circumstances occurred; the manor was 
overrun by all the vagrants of the country, and more beggars drawn into the 
neighbourhood in one week than the parish officers could get rid of in a year.’21 
Even the Squire’s attempt to mingle with his estate employees was doomed to 
ridicule: 

The Squire himself mingled among the rustics, and was received with awkward 
demonstrations of deference and regard. It is true, I perceived two or three of 
the younger peasants, as they turned their tankards to their mouths, when the 
Squire’s back was turned, making something of a grimace, and giving each other 
a wink, but the moment they caught my eye they pulled gave faces, and were 
exceedingly demure.22

Though Irving’s portrayal of the English Christmas was sentimental and 
nostalgic, he was clearly aware of its limitations as a model for modern social 
relations, but the enduring charm of text meant that subsequent generations 
found much to recommend in it. In 1890, for example, even the Liberal-
 orientated Leeds Mercury was willing to overlook the paternalistic dimensions 
of the Sketch-Book:

Can anyone read such a sketch as Washington Irving’s ‘Bracebridge Hall’, and 
not feel a glow of love for the days when this same Christmas who visits us and 
to keep high court and revel in the old English country house? Some of use 
could even afford to send our newfangled social theories packing … could we 
but join the group which stood round the old Squire’s board … We know some 
misanthropes will tell us that the old days were socially iniquitous; that under 
the display of noisy hospitality there lurked the tyranny of class ascendancy; that 
the poor man only loved the rich because he knew no better; and that the rich 
was only kind to the poor when he wanted to make a display of his wealth, or 
rob them a little further on; that Christmas meant gluttony and drunkenness 
with a little perfunctory patronage, of religion thrown in, and so on. And we are 
called upon to be thankful for that, instead of all that, we have our daily penny 
paper, that the landlord is becoming extinct, that capital is grovelling at the feet 
of labour, and that every man who wants a dinner can get it gratis in the work-
house. We confess it is hard at a season like this to realise the compensation of 
the age in which we live.23

Irving’s Sketch-Book also coincided with the efforts of a number of anti-
quarian writers who were afraid that what were perceived as authentic Christ-
mas customs were in danger of being lost in the process of urbanisation. In 
1822 for example, Davis Gilbert published Some Ancient Christmas Carols col-
lected in the West of England because he was ‘desirous of preserving them 
in their actual forms, however distorted by false grammar or by obscurities, 
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as specimens of times now passed away’.24 A more substantial collection was 
published by William Sandys in 1833 in Christmas Carols Ancient and Modern. 
Sandys commented that from the time of the Restoration, ‘carol-singing was 
probably continued with unabated zeal, till towards the end of the last century, 
since which the practice has declined, and many old customs have been gradu-
ally becoming obsolete’. The reason for this, Sandys observed, was that:

In many parts of the kingdom … this festival is still kept up with spirit among 
the middling and lower classes, though its influence is on the wane even with 
them; the genius of the present age requires work and not play, and since the 
commencement of this century a great change may be trace. The modern instruc-
tors of mankind do not think it necessary to provide for popular amusements, 
considering mental improvement the one thing needful … Still a cheerful obser-
vance of the great festivals of the year may well combine with this popular rage 
for reading, and the “Schoolmaster” might allow his Christmas holidays to be 
more than a mere cessation from labour for a day or two.25

Sandys recognised that the celebration of Christmas was intimately con-
nected with leisure time, which was not always commensurate with the prin-
ciples of utility, rational education and the growth of factory-regulated working 
hours which often characterised the early decades of the nineteenth century. 

Irving also influenced on Thomas K. Hervey’s Book of Christmas (1836), 
which featured largely descriptive discussions of the days from Saint Thomas’s 
on 21 December through to Twelfth Night on 6 January, but these are pre-
faced with overviews of the season, and significantly, the signs and feelings of 
Christmas as well. Hervey argued that Christmas had been in decline since 
the puritan intercession of the seventeenth century, and that by the 1830s the 
‘revels of merry England’ were under threat from the modern utilitarian spirit 
as well as the ‘affectations and frivolities of society’. Once again, the expansion 
of urban England was identified as a particular problem, not only in terms of 
drawing young gentlemen into the dissipations of the town, but also through 
the ‘annihilation’ of the yeomanry. For Hervey, the cure for these ills was a 
revival of the old Christmas customs which would promote ‘a reciprocal kind-
ness of feeling as a community of enjoyment; and the bond of good will was 
thus drawn tighter between those remote classes, whose differences of privilege, 
of education, are perpetually operating to loosen it, and threatening to dissolve 
it altogether’. However, Hervey felt that the proper locations for Christmas 
festivity were ‘the old manor house or the baronial hall’, and despite Hervey’s 
emphasis on feeling and companionship, one of his main complaints was that 
‘Christmas-tide [had] tamed away into a period of domestic union and social 
festivity’.26
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As discussed in Chapter 3, Irving also placed an increasing emphasis on 
the power of Christmas to stir the emotions and affect ‘domestic felicity’. This 
not only led a number of discussions of the sentimental and familial nature of 
Christmas appearing in periodicals in the 1820s, it also secured for the Sketch-
Book the role of being one of the nineteenth century’s festive urtexts, and, 
along with it, the continued tradition of the seasonal lament in the  literary 
and popular culture of Christmas. Irving was also an influence on the most 
important writer on the festive season of all time, Charles Dickens, particularly 
 Dickens’s early Christmas writing in Sketches by Boz (1835) and the Christ-
mas scenes at Dingley Dell in the Pickwick Papers (1837). It is, of course, 
A Christmas Carol which has become the most recognised Christmas story, 
which inspired many imitations and theatrical productions in the nineteenth 
century and has since inspired many television and film adaptations leaving 
Christmas at Bracebridge Hall completely overshadowed. With A Christmas 
Carol, Dickens has been credited with transferring the Christmas of the liter-
ary imagination from the English countryside to the modern urban world. The 
Carol only partly draws upon the tradition of the Christmas lament, and the 
nostalgic rural scenes of Scrooge’s past are matched by the vigour and senti-
ment with which some in the present are able to celebrate the season, whilst 
his own redemption offers hope for a merry Christmas future, though the 
name of Scrooge has forever provided an instant moniker for those looking to 
identify the enemies of the festive spirit, as the recent example from the Sun 
 demonstrates.

What Dickens did achieve, however, was to expand the terms of reference 
for his complaint concerning the modern celebration of Christmas. As Paul 
Davis highlights, A Christmas Carol first appeared shortly after the publica-
tion of parliamentary reports concerning the working conditions and exploita-
tion of women and children in factories and mines. Dickens himself dated the 
genesis of the Carol from an address he gave to a working-class audience at the 
Manchester Athenaeum in October 1843. Davis noted that Dickens had been 
looking for ‘an appropriate response’ to the parliamentary reports and specu-
lated that the Manchester address may have ‘rekindled this earlier resolve’.27 
Consequently, the Carol was a very specific response to the poverty, hunger and 
working conditions of early Victorian England, and the inability of the poor 
law system to humanely cope with the most unfortunate in an industrialising 
society. And yet the Carol does not directly represent either industrial England 
or the urban poor. Though the Cratchit family experienced poverty, familiar 
as they were with the inside of the pawnbroker’s and with a daughter appren-
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ticed to a milliner, Bob Cratchit was a clerk rather than a manual labourer, the 
former being a social group well known for their aspirations towards gentility, 
and his family were closer in spirit to the ideology of bourgeois domesticity 
(and hence quite different from the scenes described by Hervey) than to the 
lurid descriptions of urban depravity offered by the social investigations of the 
period.28

The historiography of Christmas

For the greater part of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the history 
of Christmas in England was relegated to the preserve of antiquarians and 
popular historians, who perpetuated the nostalgic and sentimental perspective 
on the festival discussed above. These histories often relied on folkloric sources, 
contributions to periodicals such as the Gentleman’s Magazine and Notes and 
Queries, and almanacs and collections of calendar customs which first began to 
appear in the early modern period and are still published today.29 One type of 
approach taken in these histories can be found in William Sandys’s Christmas-
tide: its History, Festivity and Carols (1852), which examines the early origins of 
the festival before describing the Christmas celebrations of the English mon-
archs down the ages, emphasising the vitality of the customs of the past. As 
William Dawson explained in the preface to his Christmas: its Origins and Asso-
ciations (1902), ‘I saw … that the successive celebrations of Christmas during 
nineteen centuries were important links in the chain of historical Christian 
evidences. I became enamoured of the subject, for, in addition to historical 
interest, there is the charm of its legendary lore, its picturesque customs, and 
popular games … Henceforth, I became a snapper-up of everything relating to 
Christmastide.’30 

Though popular histories and coffee table books on Christmas continue to 
appear,31 a new approach appeared in the late 1970s with the posthumous pub-
lication of J. A. R. Pimlott’s The Englishman’s Christmas. Pimlott described the 
history of Christmas from pagan origins through to the twentieth century, but 
devoted five of his thirteen chapters to the Victorian period, putting particu-
lar emphasis on the role of trees, cards and carols, the development of Father 
Christmas, and the emergence of ‘the business of Christmas’: the Victorian 
period was identified as being essential to the development of the Christmas 
recognisable today. For Pimlott, this ‘new’ Christmas was ‘carried forward by 
an irresistible momentum’, establishing the role of children and commerce in 
the modern festival. Pimlott strongly contrasted the celebration of Christmas 
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in the early nineteenth century with the situation after 1840. He emphasised 
the reduction in public holidays and the small coverage Christmas received in 
Regency newspapers and periodicals. In explaining the sudden popularity of 
Christmas in Victoria’s reign Pimlott played down the popularly held notion 
that Charles Dickens and Prince Albert were solely responsible for this trend. 
Instead Pimlott argued that the popularisation was derived from religious 
revival (particularly the Oxford Movement) and humanitarian and romantic 
movements that emphasised the traditional virtues of ‘neighbourliness, charity 
and goodwill’ with particular focus on family and children.32 

Though many of Pimlott’s arguments were underdeveloped, he did provide 
a nuanced perspective on the celebration of Christmas in England, and The 
Englishman’s Christmas remains an essential introduction to the subject. 
However, despite containing useful appendices that detailed potential avenues 
for research, The Englishman’s Christmas was an unreferenced work, an indica-
tion that it was aimed at the popular market. The same can be said for the 
next two histories of the English Christmas to appear: J. M. Golby and A. W. 
Purdue’s The Making of the Modern Christmas and Gavin Weightman and Steve 
Humphries’ Christmas Past. Both works reveal the influence of Hobsbawm and 
Ranger’s Invention of Tradition collection of essays, and argue that the Victorian 
middle classes ‘reinvented’ Christmas in terms of a nostalgic view of ‘Merrie 
Englande’ in order to promote social harmony and alleviate guilt created by 
material prosperity. Though Christmas Past is a tie-in publication accompany-
ing a London Weekend Television series, Weightman and  Humphries make an 
important contribution to the study of Christmas, offering a thematic explora-
tion of the social experience of the festival and providing valuable oral testimo-
nies of the Edwardian period.33

Invented tradition was now an established paradigm in the historical study 
of the English Christmas, and it gained further popularity in the 1990s when 
Geoffrey Rowell published a short article entitled ‘Dickens and the construc-
tion of Christmas’, highlighting the role Dickens played in the construction of 
what Rowell considers to be a Christian–social feast.34 A collection of social–
anthropological essays edited by Daniel Miller, Unwrapping Christmas, is also 
underpinned by the idea that the modern Christmas has been invented.35 This 
work showed the value of social–anthropological interpretations of Christmas 
for historians. James Carrier explores ‘The rituals of Christmas giving’, iden-
tifying the Christmas present as ‘a vehicle of affection that expresses private 
sentiment within a relationship that is personal and probably familial’, whilst 
Mary Searle-Chatterjee examines the role that Christmas cards played in the 
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maintenance of social networks, both within close intimate circles and looser 
social connections, and its dependence upon the work of female members of 
families.36 Adam Kuper discusses the relationship between family and time in 
‘The English Christmas and the family: time out and alternative realities’, pre-
senting a model of Christmas family time based upon a desire for the repetition 
of childhood rituals, existing outside of history, and downplaying conflict and 
social hierarchy. Kuper argues that families experience the modern Christmas 
festival as a form of ‘communitas’, in which individual identity is subsumed 
in a spiritual community.37 In the following chapters I make use of the term 
communitas to describe occasions in which small social groups, particularly 
families, achieve or attempt to achieve a feeling of togetherness during the 
Christmas festival which distinguishes it from normal experience.

There has also been a reaction against the use of invented tradition within 
the study of Christmas. In his scholarly survey of calendar customs, The  Stations 
of the Sun, Hutton devotes ten chapters to examining Christmas customs, com-
bining a synthesis of previous histories of the festival under the heading ‘The 
reinvention of Christmas’ with chapters discussing the decline of well docu-
mented rural–agricultural customs including the mummers’ play and sword 
dance. He employs an unsentimental tone and situates decline within the 
changing social and economic relationships of the English countryside. He 
is critical of the folklorist tradition of studying custom with its emphasis on 
pagan survival, and also of historians such as E. P. Thompson for treating the 
working classes as relatively homogenous in both identity and interest and 
for glossing over the hostility displayed towards traditional customs by reli-
gious non conformists and political radicals. Despite his scepticism towards the 
treatment of custom by the disciplines of folklore and social history, Hutton 
emphasises historical continuity when he argues ‘that the rhythms of the 
British year are timeless, and impose certain perpetual patterns on calendar 
customs’. More specifically, he notes how a modern nine-day Christmas fes-
tival emerged to replace the medieval twelve-day festival, commenting that ‘a 
sense of over powering familiarity strikes a historian interested in the long-term 
development of the festival’.38 Mark Connelly is also suspicious about invented 
tradition in his Christmas: a Social History. Preferring the term ‘inflation’ to 
‘invention’,  Connelly’s useful volume examines the representation of Christmas 
in relation to Englishness, pantomime, the Christmas carol revival, empire, 
BBC broadcasts, cinema and shopping, stressing continuities over the period 
1780 to 1952, and highlighting the role of Christmas as a cultural expression 
of English national identity.39
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In America Christmas has also emerged as a valid topic for historical 
enquiry. For many years the standard work was the sociologist James Barnett’s 
The American Christmas, which emphasised the fusion of disparate customs 
and the decline of dissenting opposition in the creation of a national holiday.40 
More recently, Susan Davis’s ‘“Making night hideous”: Christmas revelry and 
public order in Philadelphia’,41 and Stephen Nissenbaum’s The Battle for Christ-
mas recast the nineteenth-century American Christmas as a contest between 
proletarian street culture and middle-class respectability. The starting point for 
Nissenbaum’s ‘battle’ is the puritan ‘war’ on Christmas in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, a battle replayed and recast in Clement Clarke Moore’s 
‘A visit from St. Nicholas’, the contrast between the parlour and the street, 
the conflict between personal and impersonal giving embodied in the Christ-
mas gift, the relationship between generations in the middle-class home, the 
renegotiation of charitable giving to the poor, and the relationship between 
master and slave in the Antebellum South. Nissenbaum’s imaginative work is 
based on an understanding of the potential of Christmas to answer broader 
historical questions and the importance of the history of holidays not existing 
in isolation. He also argues that whilst the Christmas he describes represented 
‘something of an invented tradition’, the implication that real traditions existed 
before invented traditions is questionable. Nissenbaum calls for the recogni-
tion of the authenticity of all traditions, viewing them ‘as dynamic forces that 
are constantly being negotiated and renegotiated’. Invented tradition, then, is 
‘a very useful historical tool’, but is ‘subject to abuse’.42

A similar caution regarding invented tradition can be found in Penne 
Restad’s Christmas in America, a general history of the festival charting the 
evolution of the American Christmas from the colonial period to the twentieth 
century, but placing particular emphasis on the nineteenth century. Restad 
views invented tradition as a ‘useful starting point’, but is ‘too singular and 
static’ to explain the full historical dimensions of the festival in America. In 
common with  Nissenbaum, Restad seeks to emphasise the ‘elastic and ever-
changing nature’ of the American Christmas, especially through the ‘inter-
action of political, social, economic, and religious realms’. Like Davis and 
Nissenbaum, Restad also locates the growth of the American Christmas within 
the emergence of the middle class during the first phase of industrialisation 
and urbanisation, but is more successful in connecting this with the domestic 
ideology and liberal Protestantism that underpinned it, demonstrating how 
Santa Claus, Christmas trees, and above all, gift giving were compatible with 
the Protestant ethic.43 This theme of negotiation between market and religion 
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is paramount in Leigh Eric Schmidt’s Consumer Rites: the Buying and Selling 
of American Holidays. Placing Christmas within a context of annual holidays 
including Easter,  Mother’s Day and Valentine’s Day, Schmidt reveals the rela-
tionship between Christianity and consumer culture to be ‘symbiotic and 
conflictual, complementary and contested’. He emphasises how the market 
helped to foster a new kind of festivity based upon consumption and spectacle, 
including the gift-giving rituals of the home, where the anticipatory atmos-
phere induced by the idea of Santa Claus had a sense of ‘religious waiting’ 
inspiring ‘spiritual awe’ and ‘advent  mysticism’. For Schmidt, the rituals of 
shopping and gift giving became ‘secular liturgies’ competing with Church 
celebrations and showing the ability of the new Christmas ‘to absorb and 
 supplant it’. For their part, the Churches willingly participated in the market 
by holding Christmas bazaars. At the same time, Schmidt identifies a growing 
Christianisation of Christmas, embodied in the recounting of bible stories of 
the incarnation, the singing of religious hymns, the viewing of nativity scenes, 
the decoration of church  interiors and the holding of special services. Concur-
rently, it was churchmen who were the most prominent in publicly criticising 
various aspects of the developing  festival, from the wastefulness and meaning-
lessness of excessive giving, to the obscuring of the religious message and the 
treatment of the poor.44

A different perspective on the consumer undercurrents of the American 
Christmas can be found in William Waits’s The Modern Christmas in America: a 
Cultural History of Gift Giving. Waits insists that religion did not play an impor-
tant role in the emergence of the modern Christmas, and instead he offers the 
themes of industrialisation and urbanisation in the late nineteenth century, 
and efforts to reform the festival in the early twentieth century. Waits is keen 
to avoid the term ‘commercialisation’ because it blurred similar but distinct 
trends such as the use of money in connection with Christmas, the increased 
volume of sales, the growth of promotional sales at Christmas, the importance 
of buying and selling within the holiday, and the relationship between Christ-
mas and a wider culture of consumption. Waits provides a nuanced perspec-
tive on Christmas consumerism, charting the rise of manufactured gift items, 
the feminisation of Christmas; and most importantly gift-giving relationships: 
between friends, married couples, parents and children, from the prosperous 
to the poor, and from employers to employees.45 The wider significance of The 
Modern Christmas in America lies in Waits’s application of an anthropological 
tradition of gift theory dating back to Marcel Mauss’s The Gift,46 and his posi-
tioning of the origins of modern American Christmas in the period after 1880, 
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which offers an alternative to the consensus formed by Davis, Nissenbaum and 
Restad. However, because Waits relies almost exclusively on representations, 
his study is too narrowly based to make such a claim.

Most recently, these histories of the American Christmas have been criticised 
by Karal Ann Marling. Marling argues that Nissenbaum, Restad, Schmidt and 
Waits ignore the visual and material culture of Christmas in America, and she 
is keen to highlight the role of not only the objects and images of Christmas 
but also the feelings they inspire. Also important to Marling is the context 
of domesticity and the role played by women in creating the Christmas of 
the home. Her approach brings some rewards. Marling offers a more complex 
interpretation of the ‘decontamination’ theory of present-wrapping, arguing 
that wrapping may add value to the gift, and warning against the assumption 
that conflict existed between the home and the expanding nineteenth-century 
marketplace. Marling also recognises that Christmas trees had a significant 
role beyond the domestic interior, as they played an important part in civic 
 ceremony as an embodiment of public virtue. In addition, she considers the 
effect of shop window displays at Christmas, which ‘subordinated merchandise 
to visual drama’ but also represented an impenetrable barrier between affluent 
and poor. Despite these rewards, much of Marling’s work represents a familiar 
replaying of the existing literature, and she is unable to resist the often cloying 
sentimentalism of much of the popular literature on Christmas, captured in her 
advice that ‘this book would make a great Christmas present for your Mom!’47

Taken as a whole, the recent American scholarship on the history of Christ-
mas has been more successful in unlocking the potential of the topic, and 
this is due to the cautious use that has been made of the theory of invented 
tradition. I agree with Nissenbaum and Restad that invented tradition is a 
useful starting point for studying the history of Christmas. It is clear that in the 
nineteenth century the Christmas festival did undergo a significant expansion, 
often in ways which linked it much more obviously with the family, childhood 
and domesticity. When examining this trend, it is right for historians to ques-
tion why and the extent to which successive generations of Victorians took 
elements of past customary practice and refashioned them for their own pur-
poses. Invented tradition does not, however, provide a full explanation of how 
the modern Christmas festival came into being, nor does it completely explain 
the wider significance of the festive season in the broader national culture of 
England. What needs to be done is for the history of the festive season to be 
reconciled with a number of historiographical trends, in order to contextualise 
a series of related but distinct developments.
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As Christmas became more associated with family in the nineteenth century, 
it is important to recognise the role the festival played in domestic ideology. 
In the 1980s, Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall were the first historians 
to demonstrate the ideological formation of gendered separate spheres for men 
and women of the English middle classes in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
 centuries.48 Linked to the separation of home and work that is associated with the 
growth of industrialisation and the expansion of commerce and often inspired 
by evangelical religion, domestic ideology privileged the role of women in their 
capacity as wives and mothers to provide a haven for men to escape the morally 
corrupting public sphere of work and politics. Though Davidoff and Hall’s 
work remains the essential reference point for scholars of domestic ideology, 
their chronology and ideas have subsequently been contested or nuanced by a 
number of historians.49 John Tosh, for example, has highlighted the important 
role that fathers could play in the middle-class household, whilst at the same 
time demonstrating how contemporary codes of masculinity were potentially 
unsettled by a feminised home environment.50 John Gillis, meanwhile, has 
enhanced our understanding of the way in which middle-class families engaged 
in new ritualised behaviour, including celebrations and holidays.51 In addi-
tion, historians of childhood have identified the nineteenth century as the high 
point of a middle-class ideology of childhood, which not only emphasised the 
need for children to be protected but also privileged the childhood imagination 
as a noble virtue, its indulgence felt to be essential for the development of the 
successful adult. As I noted above, Restad has paid attention to this context in 
her study of the American Christmas, and more recently David Hamblin has 
made the link between Christmas and domestic ideology explicit in the context 
of nineteenth-century Germany. Hamblin argues that Christmas was used to 
reconcile the tensions between the ideology and reality of middle-class life, 
which was often characterised by distant familial relationships, the product of 
work, education and the spatial segregation of the middle-class home.52 Leslie 
Bella also demonstrates the potential for a gendered reading of Christmas past. 
She draws mainly on Canadian sources to argue that the Victorian period wit-
nessed the feminisation of Christmas, which subsequently instilled in women a 
‘Christmas imperative’, a desire to recreate the rituals of childhood, reinforced 
by the media and consumer society, and is responsible for women’s dispropor-
tionate burden in preparing for Christmas celebrations today.53

As Simon Gunn has recently demonstrated, despite divisions based on 
occupation, religious belief and political affiliation, the nineteenth-century 
middle classes developed a confident public culture in which social leadership 
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was demonstrated through artistic taste, the reform of public space and the 
provision and dominance of civic culture.54 One potential consequence of this 
was attempts to reform working-class manners and morals, and, of particular 
relevance here, attempts to regulate working-class leisure time and custom-
ary habits. This often involved philanthropic endeavour, including practices 
such as home visiting and the promotion of temperance, and several historians 
have investigated the provision of rational forms of recreation and attempts 
to foster social control of the unruly lower orders.55 As a concurrent develop-
ment, however, more commercialised forms of leisure emerged and developed 
throughout the nineteenth century, of which music hall has received particular 
attention.56

The growth of commercial leisure can be seen as part of a broader trend 
towards a consumer society. John Benson dates the rise of consumer society 
from 1880, though W. H. Fraser’s analysis of the emergence of the mass 
market, based on new manufacturing, distributing, advertising, retailing and 
shopping practices, begins earlier in 1850.57 Not only did the late nineteenth 
century see the beginning of multiple chain stores like Boots but also – of par-
ticular interest to historians – the department store became an acceptable and 
appropriate space for middle-class women, part of a broader transformation 
making the shopping districts of urban England more respectable, particularly 
in the West End of London.58 The history of shopping in the late nineteenth 
century has been a fruitful avenue for the study of gender relations, as shown 
by C. P. Hosgood’s study of Christmas shopping. Hosgood is concerned with 
women’s position within the gift-acquiring process, arguing that through shop-
ping women had the opportunity to extend their authority both within their 
families and the community at large, which involved reclaiming a ‘public street 
presence’ and countering popular images of female shoppers who acted in an 
irrational and narcissistic manner by emphasising personal sacrifice for family 
enjoyment. By examining the representation of Christmas shopping in the 
popular press, Hosgood found that men’s position at the forefront of shopping 
gave way by the 1890s to discourses of female dominance, whilst men became 
represented as subordinate and ‘emasculated at Christmas, stripped of their 
authority – publicly humiliated’. However, by employing older Christmas dis-
courses of inversion and role reversal, Hosgood maintains that these depictions 
ultimately trivialised women’s achievement of extended public authority, since 
they reinforced the reality of continued subordination after a ‘temporary sus-
pension of traditional relationships’. The balance of authority was corrected 
in the New Year sales, where popular representations of women re-established 
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paternal authority by employing military metaphors to show the ‘cunning’ and 
‘duplicitous’ nature of women as ‘the sale season saw them scrambling for items 
to sate their own petty cravings’.59

Despite the association of the expansion of Christmas with the Victorian 
middle classes, the working classes are hardly absent from this book, though 
there is not enough space to highlight the many social, economic, political 
and cultural distinctions that historians have made when discussing class, and 
I have had to draw some fairly crude distinctions for ease of organisation.60 
Though a number of general histories of the working classes have appeared,61 
the relative lack of primary sources detailing the intimacies of daily life written 
from the perspective of working-class people has led to a reliance on middle-
class observations of the lower orders, particularly the work of social investiga-
tors and philanthropists, often with considerable emphasis on the problem 
of urban poverty.62 Consequently, much more is known about working-class 
politics, for example, than the history of the working-class family, though 
some studies have managed to integrate both categories.63 However, some 
working-class autobiographies exist that detail quotidian experience from the 
early nineteenth century onwards, and thanks to the oral history projects of 
the 1970s and 1980s, we know a lot more about the social life and private 
routines of the generations born in the late-Victorian and Edwardian period.64 
Despite these limitations, I have tried to demonstrate the active role that the 
working classes played in the development of the modern English Christmas. 
However, though Nissenbaum’s idea of their being a ‘battle for Christmas’ in 
the nineteenth century has some explanatory purchase, it is not always evident 
which set of class-based values and practices were the winner, and in any case 
such a model overlooks the deep cleavages within the classes which make such 
 generalisations deeply problematic.

Several scholars have suggested that the late-Victorian and Edwardian 
period is one that can be characterised as an age of modernity. In this context, 
modernity is evocative of the broad processes of modernisation: the growth of 
the state, scientific and technological development, urbanisation, democratisa-
tion, secularisation and consumerism; and the way contemporaries react to this. 
Often modernity inspires feelings of ambivalence; rapid social change can be 
intensely exciting, but it can also provoke fear and anxiety about what is being 
lost. Associated with these feelings is a keen sense of living in an entirely new 
age that has made a dramatic break with the past, though as Bernhard Rieger 
and Martin Daunton argue, the British experience of modernity can have more 
emphasis on continuity with the past than European nations that experienced 
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violent political evolutions in the modern era. Rieger and Daunton suggest 
that British modernity rests on creating a continuum of progress between past 
and present. Consequently, a society’s relationship with its past is an important 
aspect of modernity.65 

The application of modernity to Christmas both enhances and complicates 
the theory of the invention of tradition, which has so often being the starting 
point of scholarly studies of the festive season. As this introduction demon-
strates, the tendency to look back at Christmas and lament what has been lost 
in the face of economic and social change can be found from the seventeenth 
century to the present day; the early Victorians were not unique in doing so. 
Yet primary sources reveal significantly more Christmas-related activity from 
the 1840s than before, particular in relation to one of the most significant 
innovations of the period, the Christmas tree. It is useful at this point to think 
about periodisation in this history of Christmas. Despite the rapid expansion 
of the Christmas tree ritual in the 1840s and 1850s in public and private, in 
many ways this period of Christmas celebration has more in common with 
the descriptions of festivity found in the first four decades of the nineteenth 
century, based on the simple pleasures of warmth and good fellowship. Whilst 
the mid-nineteenth century is of enormous significance to the emergence of 
the modern Christmas in England, it is perhaps the modernity of consumerism 
and commercialism which makes the late nineteenth century seem like a more 
consciously new age of festive celebration, signified by the appearance at the 
turn of the century of Santa Claus as a commercial icon. Our contemporary 
tabloid newspapers bemoan the loss of a traditional Christmas, but the festive 
spirit they crave was forged in the heart of English modernity.

However, as Hutton suggests, strong continuities in the history of Christ-
mas customs are a weakness of the theory of invented tradition, and continui-
ties are apparent in all aspects of the festival. Furthermore, too much emphasis 
on the search for origins and explanations of Christmas present risks obscur-
ing the specific meanings of festivities past. This book is intended as the first 
scholarly treatment of the English Christmas to draw together both the rep-
resentation of the festive season and the various ways in which Christmases 
past were experienced. In this sense, it is not primarily a history of Christmas 
customs but rather a history of the Christmas season, including the build up 
to Christmas Day and the traditional twelve days of Christmas concluding at 
Epiphany, and the feelings, meanings and contests that the season inspired. 
More broadly, it is a book about the growth of modern England, in terms of 
both civil society and consumer society, but it is also a history of how these 
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concepts relate to the family and, by association, a study of the role of the child 
in making Christmas such a significant part of the national culture. I focus on 
the nineteenth century as this was clearly a period of significant change and 
expansion in the celebration of Christmas in England and elsewhere, but I have 
also adopted a ‘long nineteenth century’ approach. The expansion of Christmas 
in the  Victorian period can only be fully understood by examining the regency 
period which preceded it; equally, the Edwardian period is also included in this 
study as having much in common with the late nineteenth century.

Following the discussion of the tradition of the festive lament at the begin-
ning of this introduction, Chapter 2 examines the print iconography of Christ-
mas, demonstrating how a set of recognisable images of Christmas emerged in 
the long nineteenth century, appearing in illustrated papers, Christmas cards 
and advertising. This analysis of the visual signifiers of the festive season not 
only demonstrates the role of the market in shaping the associations of the 
modern Christmas festival but also allows for a detailed discussion of the emer-
gence of the modern Santa Claus, as well as contextualising the increased use 
of children in festive images within broader debates about the representation 
of the child in nineteenth-century England. Whilst the increasing importance 
of children to the Christmas festival is a prominent theme of the whole book, 
the central importance of the familial context of the childhood Christmas is 
explored in Chapter 3. My discussion of the family Christmas balances the 
ideals and realities of a celebration that came to have a highly symbolic and 
emotional resonance with many people. I contrast the extent of the domestic 
celebration of Christmas before 1840 with what came after, and the festivi-
ties of the wealthy classes with those of the working classes, recognising that 
the growth of Christmas festivity relied on a number of factors that include 
not only leisure and material resources but also changing cultural, religious 
and occupational practices. Indeed, the expansion of the Christmas festival 
put considerable pressure on a number of workers who plight is discussed in 
Chapter 4. The preparation for the elaborate celebrations of Christmas in the 
home were undertaken largely by domestic servants, whilst the expansion of 
gift-giving and Christmas cards meant more taxing working conditions for 
shop assistants and postmen. Christmas could be an occasion during which 
employers made paternalistic gestures to employees to reinforce bonds of 
loyalty, yet the extra Christmas workload of postmen, servants and shop assist-
ants simultaneously brought working people closer to the rituals of bourgeois 
and aristocratic festive celebration, but also made their own familial gather-
ings difficult or impossible. In the case of shop assistants this led to persistent 
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campaigns for a longer Christmas holiday which were only ever partially met 
at best.

For those without work or suffering considerable poverty, Christmas might 
only be experienced as a form of philanthropy. Chapter 5 examines the prac-
tices of Christmas charity in the nineteenth century, emphasising continuity 
and change as traditional benevolence was reconfigured to meet the needs of 
mass urban society. This discussion is contextualised within the debates and 
practices of the reformed poor law, with particular emphasis on the Christmas 
festivities of paupers in workhouses. One of the most contentious issues was 
the provision of Christmas beer for workhouse paupers and demonstrates the 
role of the temperance movement in attempting to reform the festive season. 
The festivity of the workhouse was also an increasingly important aspect of 
the civic expression of Christmas in the nineteenth century, a theme further 
explored in Chapter 6, which explores the urban sites and spectacles of the 
public culture of Christmas that developed alongside the domestic. Christmas 
parties and balls held by civic dignitaries became a prime site for the perform-
ance of the ideal of childhood, though at the same time they raised concerns 
about the appropriate behaviour and public presentation of children, concerns 
which were also played out in the increasingly commercial domains of the 
public Christmas, in theatres, in the music hall and in the street. The impact of 
commerce on the Christmas season is also examined in the Chapter 7, which 
focuses on the cultures of shopping and advertising. The expansion of the 
trade in Christmas gifts is analysed alongside the increasingly sophisticated 
selling techniques of manufacturers and retailers, though these coexisted with 
more traditional practices. By the early twentieth century, an elaborate range 
of goods were marketed as Christmas presents which in turn dominated the 
rituals of the domestic celebration. The extensive role the market had come to 
play in a national celebration of the family and childhood also caused concern, 
as well as revealing the still class-specific nature of Christmas in the Edwardian 
period.
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