
 

 

 

CHRISTMAS CUSTOMS: 

Decorating with evergreens 

 

 



 

 Victorians decorating a church with evergreens at Christmas. 

 Evergreens have been used for winter decoration since pre-Christian times. They were traditionally used  

 to celebrate the winter solstice, to ward off evil spirits and to celebrate fertility and the new growth that  

 comes with spring. The use of evergreen Christmas decorations both for churches and homes became  

 particularly popular during the nineteenth century. Many superstitions were attached to this practice - it  

 was unlucky to bring greenery indoors before Christmas Eve and once in place the decorations were not to  

 be touched before Twelfth Night ( 5 January ), at which point they were to be removed, taking care not to  

 miss a single leaf.  



 

 

 

Standing under the Kissing Bough, c.1810 

This popular English Christmas decoration 

consisted of a ball of twigs and evergreens, 

topped with ribbons and seasonal fruits such 

as apples. 
 

In a tradition which pre-dates the use of  

Mistletoe, the bough was hung from the  

ceiling and anyone standing under it could 

not refuse a kiss. 
 

The Kissing Bough or Bunch became so  

popular in the Victorian era that “Punch” 

magazine reported “single ladies of five and 

thirty lay in large stocks of lip salve to  

prepare for the chances of the mistle bough.”   

 

Some kissing boughs were up to one and a 

half metres wide. 



 

 

 

 

A traditional holly seller, 19th century. 

A popular evergreen for use in festive decorations, 

holly was sold in the streets from horse-drawn  

wagons, or by tradesmen travelling door to door. 

Many householders rewarded lone sellers with a 

drink and a mince pie, to celebrate Christmas. 

 

During the Victorian era there was a large   

market held in London’s Covent Garden where 

tradesmen and members of the public could buy  

evergreens from holly, to Christmas trees. 

 

Known in parts of Europe at the Christ Thorn, holly is 

meant to represent the thorn of crowns worn by 

Jesus when he was crucified. The berries symbolise 

the drops of blood he shed. 



 

 

Ladies buying bunches from a Mistletoe seller, 

19th century. 

Mistletoe is a parasitic plant that grows on other 

trees. It has been used as a “cure all” for different 

ailments since pre-Christian times and was  

regarded by the Romans as an aid to fertility. 

 

The British started hanging bunches of mistletoe at 

Christmas from the 18th century. It was said to 

bring good luck to those who kissed underneath it 

and bad luck to those who refused. 

 

Author Charles Dickens described how young 

women “screamed and struggled, and ran into  

corners, and did everything but leave the room,  

until … they all at once found it useless to resist 

any longer and submitted to be kissed with a good 

grace.” 



 

Ivy - another evergreen linked to Christmas traditions. 

Like holly, ivy was used to celebrate the winter solstice in pagan times and is still popular for festive  

decorations. Holly was thought to be a male plant, whilst ivy was female - according to custom, whichever 

plant was brought into the house first during winter, foretold whether the man or the lady of the house 

would rule in the coming year.  

Christian tradition held that a piece of ivy tied outside a church would protect it from lightning. As the plant 

needs something to cling to, in order to flourish - so it is meant to remind people that they need to cling to 

God for support in their lives. Farmers used to feed a sprig of ivy to their cows on Christmas Day to protect 

them from evil spirits in the coming year.  The plant was also said to afford protection from other spirits  

- drinking from a goblet hewn from ivy-wood was said to neutralise the negative effects of alcohol! 


