Dec 2008

Deck the Halls

There are many traditions associated with bringing greenery into the house at Christmas.  These date back to the pagan festival of Yule, when it was intended to ward off evil spirits and specific foliage has specific meanings.
Holly

Holly was believed to have magical powers and to drive demons away. Unmarried women were told to tie a sprig of holly to their beds to guard them from evil spirits and witches, especially on Christmas Eve. Because of its sharp thorns and blood-red berries Christians thought it symbolized the crown of thorns.
Ivy

Ivy was the ancient symbol of Bacchus, the Roman god of wine and revelry – no surprise that I use stacks of it at Christmas time!  It can also symbolize undying affection, true love, faithfulness, eternity and resurrection (I also use it for these reasons of course).
Mistletoe 
A Celtic word meaning “all-heal”.  This was the sacred plant of the Druids, the priests of the Celts, because it grew on sacred oak trees.  Kissing under the mistletoe has its legends in Norse mythology but the Victorians thought that this was a great idea and expanded the Norse legend to allow unmarried males to steal kisses from unattached women found beneath the mistletoe. Now, the custom of kissing beneath the branches of mistletoe is to receive the blessings of life, fertility, peace and freedom from disease (honest). 
Rosemary and bay are also associated with Christmas.  Originally rosemary was thought to be extremely offensive to evil spirits but since the mid-nineteenth century has been associated with remembrance. 
These plants attained their mythical status because they remained evergreen in the depths of winter and they can make the basis for wonderful, seasonal arrangements, rather than using imported foliage.  Rosemary and bay are common in our gardens and berried ivy is abundant in the hedgerows.  Make sure that you stand it in water overnight and leave it in a cool place before you use it, to increase its longevity.  Seed-heads, such as teasels, cardoons, alliums can be collected, dried and sprayed silver or gold.  A collection of crimson-sprayed allium seed-heads combined with tea-lights can make a very simple, quick and effective table decoration.  Rosehips, Chinese lanterns, hydrangea heads and crab-apples can be collected to add a splash of colour and glamour in any arrangement, whether it is an elaborate garland or a simple posy in a jam jar.

Walking around the garden or country-side hunting for seasonal material to use in the house is a great way to connect with the season and, although when time is pressing and you have a million and one things to do, and quite frankly scrabbling about in a hedge is the last thing you want to do, and the pressure of creating an arrangement is one step too far, I promise you that it is very good for your blood pressure to take time out.  No matter how simple, it is immensely satisfying to create something you have harvested and you may just ward off a few of those evil spirits at the same!
