Victorian Christmas
By Vicki Slade

My object is this lovely silk bookmark, which was made in Leamington by E. Bollans & Co. If you take a closer look, you will see that it is decorated with a robin, mistletoe, holly and ivy – all common symbols of Christmas. Evergreens have long been associated with Christmas. However the traditions of bringing evergreens into the house during winter festivities stretch further back, to pre-Christian societies. 
Pagan societies of Northern Europe valued evergreens as a symbol of endurance during the bleak winter months. Even in the middle of winter evergreens appear vibrant and are still capable of producing berries and fruit. During the winter solstice, pagan people decorated their homes with evergreens. This was one of the many pagan traditions early Christians incorporated into Christmas. 

The evergreens most commonly displayed in the homes of Early Christians were holly, ivy and the herbs rosemary and bay. Each of these had a symbolic meaning that was known to all. So, concentrating on the evergreens features on our bookmark, holly and ivy were frequently coupled together as they were considered complementary: holly was traditionally thought to be masculine and ivy feminine. Having the two together was thought to bring stability to the home. This relationship and its link with Christmas are celebrated in the carol, The Holly and the Ivy. The red berries of the holly are also seen to represent droplets of Christ’s blood. 
The third evergreen on the bookmark is mistletoe, and again traditions surrounding it date back to pre-Christian times. Druids used mistletoe as a medicine, and thought that is brought luck and fertility. This fertility tradition was re-invented in Britain in the 18th and 19th centuries, and developed into the kissing tradition that we know today. Unlike other evergreen traditions, that of kissing under mistletoe at Christmas is unique to Britain and English speaking countries. 

Robins are one of the few British birds not to migrate during the winter. With its festive red breast and chirpy singing during the bleak winter months, it easily became associated with Christmas. 
I will now pass you on to Tammy who is going to tell you about Princess Mary’s gift box. 
