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Folklore grows from long-age
seeds. Just as an acorn sends down
roots even as it shoots up leaves g‘
, , x N' \
across the sky, folklore is rooted ; ﬂ*f"ﬁ i "
deeply in the past and yet still lives n ,f?: r,ﬁ 2 )
and grows today. It spreads o ,;:;“V
through our modern world with ?’t
branches as wide and sturdy as any
oak's; it grounds us in yesterday
even as it helps us make sense of

both the present and the future.
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CHRISTMAS AND SANTA CLAUS FOLKLORE

~. ~ hat do a tale, a joke, a fiddle tune, a quilt, a jig, a game of

jacks, a saint’s day procession, a snake fence, and a Halloween costume
have in common? Not much, at first glance, but all these forms of human
creativity are part of a zone of our cultural life and experience that we
sometimes call “folklore.”

The word “folklore” means the cultural traditions that are learned and
passed along by ordinary people as part of the fabric of their lives and
culture. Folklore may be passed along in verbal form, like the urban leg-
end that we hear about from friends who assure us that it really happened
to a friend of their cousin. Or it may be tunes or dance steps we pick up on
the block, or ways of shaping things to use or admire out of materials
readily available to us, like that quilt our aunt made. Often we acquire
folklore without even fully realizing where or how we learned it.

Though we might imagine that the word “folklore” refers to cultural
traditions from far away or long ago, we actually use and enjoy folklore as
part of our own daily lives. It is often ordinary, yet we often remember and
prize it because it seems somehow very special. Folklore is culture we
share with others in our communities, and we build our identities through
the sharing. Our first shared identity is family identity, and family folklore
such as shared meals or prayers or songs helps us develop a sense of
belonging. But as we grow older we learn to belong to other groups as
well. Our identities may be ethnic, religious, occupational, or regional—
or all of these, since no one has only one cultural identity. But in every
case, the identity is anchored and strengthened by a variety of cultural
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traditions in which we participate and share with our neighbors. We feel
the threads of connection with people we know, but the threads extend far
beyond our own immediate communities. In a real sense, they connect us

in one way or another to the world.
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CHRISTMAS AND SANTA CLAUS FOLKLORE

Folklore possesses features by which we distinguish ourselves from
each other. A certain dance step may be African American, or a certain
story urban, or a certain hymn Protestant, or a certain food preparation
Cajun. Folklore can distinguish us, but at the same time it is one of the best
ways we introduce ourselves to each other. We learn about new ethnic
groups on the North American landscape by sampling their cuisine, and
we enthusiastically adopt musical ideas from other communities. Stories,
songs, and visual designs move from group to group, enriching all people
in the process. Folklore thus is both a sign of identity, experienced as a
special marker of our special groups, and at the same time a cultural coin
that is well spent by sharing with others beyond our group boundaries.

Folklore is usually learned informally. Somebody, somewhere, taught
us that jump rope rhyme we know, but we may have trouble remembering
just where we got it, and it probably wasn’t in a book that was assigned as
homework. Our world has a domain- of formal knowledge, but folklore is a
domain of knowledge and culture that is leamed by sharing and imitation
rather than formal instruction. We can study it formally—that’s what we
are doing now!—but its natural arena is in the informal, person-to-person
fabric of our lives.

Not all culture is folklore. Classical music, art sculpture, or great nov-
els are forms of high art that may contain folklore but are not themselves
folklore. Popular music or art may be built on folklore themes and traditions,
but it addresses a much wider and more diverse audience than folk music
or folk art. But even in the world of popular and mass culture, folklore
keeps popping up around the margins. E-mail is not folklore—but an e-
mail smile is. And college football is not folklore—but the wave we do at
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the stadium is.

This series of volumes explores the many faces of folklore throughout
the North American continent. By illuminating the many aspects of folk-
lore in our lives, we hope to help readers of the series to appreciate more
fully the richness of the cultural fabric they either possess already or can
easily encounter as they interact with their North American neighbors.
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The Christ Child
The Gift of Light
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At the heart of Christmas is the Christ Child.
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‘ ~ hile they WCETEC there, the time came for the baby

to be born, and she gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped
him in cloths and placed him in a manger, because there was no
room for them in the inn. And there were shepherds living out in
the fields nearby, keeping watch over their flocks at night. An
angel of the Lord appeared to them, and the glory of the Lord
shone around them, and they were terrified. But the angel said to
them, “Do not be afraid. I bring you good news of great joy that
will be for all the people. Today in the town of David a Savior has
been born to you; he is Christ the Lord. This will be a sign to you:
You will find a baby wrapped in cloths and lying in a manger.
(Luke 2:6-12)
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12 CHRISTMAS AND SANTA CLAUS FOLKLORE

Christmas is the holiday of giving. This spirit of
generosity and benevolence is rooted in the legend
of a lowly stable. There, more than 2,000 years ago,
the Christ Child was born, bringing to earth the gift
of everlasting life.

Rooted in this biblical account, Christmas is an ancient holiday; it
has been celebrated in many ways-for many years. Our Christmas cel-
ebrations today are far different from those of 500 years ago, or even
100 years ago. Today Christmas is a commercial season that puts money
in the pockets of businesses and department stores across North
America—but the Christmas season continues to honor the divine gift
of the Christ Child.

Christmas is the time of the year when most people remember those
they love with special keepsakes. They share tokens of gratitude with
persons who provide a year of services. Gifts and cards are sent to friends
and family who are far away. Donations are contributed to those in

need. People everywhere experience the joy of giving.
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The Christ Child 13

Although Christmas is recognized as the birthday of Jesus Christ,
historically, Jesus probably was not born on December 25th. (In fact,
he may have been born in the spring.) Early Christians, however, sought
to unite the celebration of Christ’s birth with other older celebrations.

These festivals are rooted in ancient beliefs. The winter solstice, the
shortest day of the year, falls around December 21—and early cultures
feared this time of short days and long, dark nights. They wondered if
they might be punished by losing the sun forever. Their winter solstice
rituals were intended to ““call the sun back.” Torches and candles shone
brightly at these celebrations, and feasts and games added to the fun.
Gifts were given, but back then it was the rich who gave to the poor and
the slaves. This happy occasion brightened the lives of those who served
their masters throughout the year.

A créche' is a scene made to repre-
sent the Nativity, the birth of Jesus. The
story of Saint Francis’s first créche led to
the creation of miniature nativities as a
popular part of the Christmas celebrations
in homes and churches throughout North
America and the world. Today, live na-
tivities are also popular, especially on
Christmas Eve.
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CHRISTMAS AND SANTA CLAUS FOLKLORE

In the early Christian era, another religious belief vied for popular-
ity with Christianity. Many Romans worshipped Mithra', a Persian sav-
ior-god. His birth was celebrated on December 25th, and the festival
was called the “Birthday of the Unconquered Son.” There were many
parallels between Mithra and Jesus, and in the fourth century ad, Chris-
tians adopted Mithra’s birthday as Jesus’.

There were good reasons for doing this. Like the earlier solstice
celebrations, Jesus’ birth was also associated with light. A light had
shone around the angels who appeared to the shepherds telling them the
good news of his birth, and a brilliant star guided the Magi? on their
journey to worship the newborn king.

Today, Jesus the “Light of the World” is symbolized by the glowing
candles of Christmas. Many churches hold candlelight services on Christ-
mas Eve; people light candles in windows and on tabletops; and even
the bright lights that decorated houses and trees are symbols of the di-
vine light that came to earth.
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