
 

CHRISTMAS CUSTOMS: 

Nativity plays & Pantomime 

 



 

 Nativity Play at Mitcham Parish Church, 1938. 

 The first nativity play is said to have been performed in Grecchio, Italy in 1223 by St. Francis of Assisi and  

 his followers. St. Francis used wooden figures to represent each character in a life-size crib scene and  

 told the story to show the poor population that Christ was born for them, as he also came from a humble  

 background. The nativity story was also included in Medieval mystery plays and religious pageants  

 between the 12th and 19th centuries. In the UK, nativity plays have also been a traditional part Christmas   

 celebrations at schools and Sunday schools since the Victorian era. In the past, live animals ( ox, donkeys  

 and sheep were included, ) however they are now depicted by youngsters in costume. Many modern  

 nativity plays also feature musical numbers and additional characters to involve all the students in a class. 



 

 

 

 

Victorian pantomime programme, c.1899. 

Pantomime developed from the lengthy tradition of 

street theatre. This included Medieval “Mummers 

plays” and the 18th century Harlequin shows staged at 

UK fairgrounds by troupes of French actors. 

 

“Commedia dell’arte” shows were improvised but had a 

set range of characters including jesters, clowns and a 

recognisable villain. Many early shows combined folk 

tales, fairy stories and tales from the Arabian Nights. 

These gradually merged to form around 12 pantomime 

stories, which still remain popular today. 

 

Once popular throughout the year, pantomime has now 

become most strongly associated with Christmas. 



 

Principal Boys c.1893 ( Left to right: Rosie St. George as Boy Blue in Little Bo Peep, Miss Maud Boyd 

as Robin Hood and Ada Blanche as Robinson Crusoe. ) 

The tradition of swapping gender roles in pantomime is thought to date back to the Roman Saturnalia, a  

mid-winter festival where men dressed up as women and vice versa. This type of role reversal became a true 

pantomime tradition in Victorian times, with the pantomime dame played by a man, whilst the role of principal 

boy was performed by a woman. In a period where women covered their legs with long skirts,  

females acting in shorts and tights was considered risqué. From the 1860s pantomime was also drawing on 

the popularity of the Victorian music hall and many of its comedy artists were taking on the role of 

pantomime dame. This tradition has been maintained by many popular comedy actors and stand-up comics.  



 

 

Pantomime at Wimbledon Theatre. 

Opened by theatrical entrepreneur, John Mulholland, the theatre has been a popular pantomime venue 

since it opened on Boxing Day 1910, with a performance of “Jack and Jill.” Over the decades the theatre 

has staged hundreds of pantomime shows featuring the stars of stage and screen. Today many of the 

shows feature popular comedians, soap opera actors, chart-topping singers and the stars of reality t.v. 

shows. Developing technology has also enabled many recent shows to feature 3D animated footage and a 

greater range of special effects. 


