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Decorating Your Tree
With Hiﬁtﬂw By Mortine M. White ASA, AAA

n the late 19th century, James Clements, a Southern Pacific

Railroad brakeman decovated his evergreen Christmas tree with sev-
enty thowsand dollars worth of gold nuggets he had found in the
Klondike gold rush. And, though most of us probably won't be able to
enjoy such extravagance this holiday season, a beautifully decorared
Christmas tree sets the tone for a jovous holiday spent with close friends
and family.

Most Christmas trees are decorared with cherished omaments passed down
through recent generations and, though many have stories attached to them, their
history remaing clouded. This holds oue for the history of the Christmas tree
itself, and the story is fascinacing in its own right,

Unlike James Clements’ mee, the earliest known omaments did not have the
glitter of gold, bur they did have an epicurean appeal. These earliest trees, deco-
rated with apples, were often thought of as an edible rrear; however, the apple
arnament had deeper significance. This ornament, used to decorare fir trees, also
decorated the "Paradise Tree.” This tree, hung wich apples and round wafers, waz

il

a prop for The Paradise Play - a
Medieval European mystery play per-
formed around Christmastime. This
seasonal connecton hag led historians
to believe that the Paradise Tree was the
forerunner of the Christmas mmee we
love and enjoy today.

The Paradise Plav was an entertain-
ment that enacted the swory of Adam
and Eve, and the Paradise Tree, central
to the story, represented che too impor-
tant tress from the Garden of Eden:
the tree of the Knowledge of Good and
Evil and the Tree of Life, While only
apples firse adorned the Paradise Tree,
later in the 15th century, white come
munion wafers were added and symbol-
tzed the promise of reconciliation with
God. Although Church authorities
soon banned the miracle plays, the
Paradize Tree tradition continued o
thrive in France and the Rhine River
TEEion aof Germany, whete a new name
was adopred, the “Christhaum” or
“Christ tree”.

The first detailed description of a dec-
arated Chrisrmas teee comes from earky
15th century Strasbourg, Germany,
However, replacing the communion
wafers were hearts, angels, and stars
made from white pastry dough - and
ornaments representing humans and
anirmals made out of brown dough. In
the early 17th century, Germans began
festooning their Christimas rrees wich
roses made out of colored paper, apples
and decorarions made of shiny bits of
gold foil. Fruits and veperables molded
ot of marzipan and colored with wep:
ctable dves scon began appearing
together with eggshells rranstormed
inte haskers, In fact, so many delicacies
adorned the German Christmas tree, it

soon became nicknamed the “sugar



tree”. Children actually looked forward
to dismantling the tree on the evening
of January Gth, known as Twelfth Might
or Epiphany, because only then were
they allowed o enjoy the tronts

Together, with many of the other cus-
toms we inherived from our ancestors,
the immigrants of Germany brought
with them o America their treedeco-
rating tradirion. Like their forefathers,
the Fennsylvania Durch decorated their
trees with apples, nurs, and cookies,
And, as chis German cradidon contin:
ued i the 19th century, Americans
soon adopted the Christmas ree deco-
eating  custom.  Innovative  women
began fashioning ornaments of srrings
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while others continued the German
custom of hanging gifes on the branch-
es of the tree for their children. Rather
than the heawy, boxed gifts thar we
place under our erees today, the nine
teenth cenmury gifts tended to be lighe
weight, unwrapped trinkets that alsa
served the purpose of adoring the
tree,
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Christmas ornamenes began to replace
hia I'Ij_’iﬁL‘. ;Ir.TF .'|I'|-.'| I'.'ljiE'II.‘L' Oinaments,
These early crafred ornaments were pri-
marily made in Germany where arti-
sans specialized in novel ornaments.
Mren  desipned in tin, wax and
embassed paper, the early designs were
a5 GUmerdl: as r.‘-aq- were  unusual,
ranging from exotic animals to mun-
dane d:l||1_.' artifaces.

Around chis time, when the
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erowing middle class, our culture
I‘-n'illﬁ-'.' fascinared with Christmas
otnaments, parcicularly  the hand-

blowmn glass ornaments feom Lavscha,
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Deep in the mountains of Thuringia,
amongst eighty-feot tall Christmas
wees, this storvbook village quickly
established itself as the center of the
ormnament trade - supplying nin:t{;fﬁw
percent of the gliss crmaments found
on American Christmas trees, By the
1%th F.w.

Wioolworth began to offer these unigue

late CERTULY, even
Christimas decorations in a wide vamiery
of shapes and characters including
musical cats, imperious dogs, hearrs,
hirds, and Santa Claus figures.

Many of these ornaments can still be
fpund in family collections today - and
there is an active collecrors market for
these delicately blown ornaments, both
antique and contemporary {ype in
“Lauvscha" in the search window of
eBay).

In 1939, as World War [1 approached,
the glass-blowing town of Lauscha was
devastaeed by war and eventually fell
impo the rerritory of the Soviets, eventy-
ally becoming part of East Germany.
Drisappearing as well was the sarisfying
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lifesryle of the crafsman glasshlower, as
this rrade was frownesd upon by the new
HOVEFNIMENT,

By 1940, to meet the demand for
the Corning Glass
Company, of Corning, Mew "ork, filled

CrNAments,

the market once dominated by German
crafsmen. Corning increased produc
tion by replacing glassblowers wich
glasshlowing machines that churned
out uniform round balls - much less
intricace (and somewhat less charming)
then the dazzling array of shapes pro-
duced by the Gesman artisans,

Antigue German ornaments are still
much sought after by cellectors today.
And, as with all antiques, art and col-
lectibles, condition and rarity dicrace
the prices that some ornaments com-
imand in the markee. Particularly valu-
able, early blown-glass ornaments arc
gven embellished with reflecrors, pic-
rures, and wire tinsel - and some of the
mosr collectible omaments also have
glistening effects produced by applied,
shimmering chips of tiny glass.

In 1850, Charles Dickens captured

the allure of the Christmas tree
adorned wich ornamens in che follow-
ing abbreviated passage:

*I have been locking, this evening, at
a merry company of children assembled
round that prerry German oy, a
Christmas teee. The tree was planted in
the middle of a great tound rable, and
towered high above their heads. Lo was
brillianty lighted by a multivede of li-
tle tapets; and everywhere sparkled and
glitrered with bright objects perched
armong the boughs, as if in preparacion
for some fairy house-keeping...as a pret
ty child, before me, delighredly whis-
pered to another precry child...there
was everything and more.”

Dickens's enchanting description of
the nineteenth century Christmas tree
leaves little room o wonder why
American families became and contine
ue to be fascinared with the traditdon of
Chrisemas tree decorating,  1f you are
lucky encugh to have some of these
garly CGerman decorations in yoUE Grma-
ment collection, you'll probably agree
thas their most alluring fearure is a
whimsical characrer that brings cut che

child in even the most somber adulr
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Martine White, of Bemards Appraisal
Assaciates, in Besking Bidge, NI, is a Senior
Certified of  Ancigues &
Decorative Arts with the American Society
of  Appraisers and  the  Apprasers
Asspciation of Amevlca. Mz White has
been appraising properry in the megropoli-
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fan avea singe 1988, Martine and her aase-
ciates specialize in appraising antigue furni-
ture, silver, paintings, decovative art, and
Owiental mugs. To contact Martine, call
(Q08) 2219097,



