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Had an alien, in human disguise, landed upon earth during the last three weeks, and wandered our city streets, he would have wondered what festival we were celebrating.

Obviously, he would deduce, the festival has something to do with lights, trees and stars. It is perhaps a festival of light in the dark season. People are buying many parcels, especially much food and drink, in their large illuminated stores, where music plays incessantly. The central character of the festival is clearly a big fat man with a white beard, invariably in a red coat, who rides around on a carriage pulled by reindeer. He must be one of the earthlings’ gods, perhaps the deity of generosity and plenty.

Consulting his alien encyclopaedia, our space visitor might conclude that our society was about to celebrate Saturnalia or Yule. However, the 1500 earth-years’ error would puzzle him. For these feasts were supposedly replaced long ago by something called Advent and Christmas.

Very occasionally, our friendly alien might notice a different symbol - a statue set displaying a baby in a stable with his parents and animals. 

The crib indeed is central to the iconography of the Catholic Christmas. The secular world limits itself to small expectations from the fat man in the red coat, reindeer, yule logs, and trees with flashing lights. We have something infinitely more important: great expectations from God made man, a baby born in a stable.

 “You will find the child wrapped in swaddling clothes and laid in a crib,”  sang the angel to the shepherds that first Christmas night. The “crib,” derived from the German “Krippe”, was originally a manger or fodder-receptacle for the animals. 

St Francis of Assisi is usually credited with inventing the Christmas crib, but that is not totally accurate.  In 1220 Francis had been deeply impressed by the ceremonies at Bethlehem itself. In 1223 he begged Pope Honorius III for permission to stage a re-enaction of the Nativity.

The Pope, however, had prohibited dramatic plays in the churches, and told Francis he would give permission only for Mass to be celebrated in a natural cave instead of in church. 

Francis asked a friend, landowner Giovanni Vellita, to prepare everything for a special Christmas Mass:

"If now it seems good to thee that we should celebrate this feast together, go before me to Greccio and prepare everything as I tell thee. I desire to represent the birth of that Child in Bethlehem in such a way that with our bodily eyes we may see what He suffered for lack of the necessities of a newborn Babe and how He lay in manger between the ox and ass."

They chose a cave on the hillside near Greccio, above the Rieti valley in Lazio, overlooked by 7000 ft Monte Terminillo. Giovanni had a manger filled with hay, led in an ox and ass, and  sent an invitation to all in the neighborhood. 

According to St. Bonaventure, "Many brothers and good people came at Francis' bidding, and during the night the weather also was beautiful. Many lights were kindled, songs and hymns were sung with great solemnity so that the whole wood echoed with the sound, and the man of God stood by the manger, filled with the utmost joy and shedding tears of devotion and compassion. By his order the manger had been so arranged that Mass was celebrated on it, and blessed Francis sang the Gospel and preached to the people on the Nativity of Christ our King."

Francis, a deacon, placed a newborn infant in the manger and spoke so movingly about the birth of Jesus into holy poverty, that many of the congregation wept. 

Thomas de Celano, his biographer, wrote: "Greccio was transformed into a second Bethlehem, and that wonderful night seemed like fullest day to both man and beast for the joy they felt at the renewing of the mystery.” 

However, this was not a crib in our sense of statues. It was essentially the Mass celebrated in a cave with animals present. The Franciscans promoted the image of the baby lying in a manger surrounded by animals -  one apocryphal gospel mentions the ox and the ass warming baby Jesus with their breath.

The sculptor, Arnolfo di Cambio, carved the first crib scene in 1283 for St Mary Major’s Basilica in Rome. He depicted the Holy Family and the Magi in marble figures. 

The Franciscans and later the Jesuits did much to popularise the Christmas crib, as a valuable catechetical aid and crowd-puller. The Jesuits’ first crib was in the Portuguese city of Coimbra in 1562, and a few years later in Prague and Munich. 

Its popularity increased in the mid-16th century, first in Italy and Spain, then in Austrian and south German churches and princely palaces. 

Domestic box-cribs were produced, also larger portable cribs for carrying in Christmas processions, sometimes called Herodeskasten, Herod-boxes.

The medieval name Praesepe became Crib in England, Crèche in France, Krippe in Germany, Presepio in Italy, Belem in Portugal, Nacimiento in Spain and Szopka in Poland. 

The eighteenth century marked the zenith of crib building. 

In the 19th century the Germans began substituting their own village scenery into crib landscapes, creating so-called Heimatkrippen, homeland-cribs. The backdrop may be a Bavarian town, or Napoleon’s soldiers appear escorting the Magi!

Naples has many 17th-18th century cribs with the figures in full period costume. The Italians build entire landscapes: Greccio exhibits one fine crib set in 19th century Rome, with St Peter’s and other major churches easily recognisable. There are flowing water, watermill wheels and other moving parts.  Peruvian cribs tend to feature llamas and Inca ruins. 

In Poland, cribs or szopki are often set in the façade of a Gothic church, in which the windows open to reveal diffent episodes of the Christmas story. Carol singers carry these szopki around with them from house to house.

Contemporary characters are added to the crib scenes, bowing their heads before Jesus - Polish nobility, coal-miners or the Pope. There is a strong satirical tradition, identifying politicians with various characters in the Christmas story - Herod, the Roman soldiers, drunken shepherds, the greedy innkeeper. There is currently an exhibition of Krakow cribs at the Lowry Museum in Manchester.

Rather than merely dismissing such displays as anachronistic, do they not represent a genuine attempt at inculturation?  They emphasize the purpose of the Incarnation, that God the Son comes to be born into human culture and time. He became one of us in all things but sin.

Prominent crib-exhibitions today can be found in Munich, Innsbruck, Salzburg, Vienna, Brixen (Alto Adige), and Naples. Here entire streets in the old centre are dedicated to making cribs and their “figurari” – figures, usually of baked terracotta, often marionettes with moveable limbs.

From the Italian word for a crib, presepio, there is now a science of “presepology”, and societies of presepistas or crib-builders, showing the dedication and attention to detail that the English reserve for model railways!

French homes too usually display a Christmas crèche. The area of Provence specialises in the production of little clay figures or “santons,” little saints, for Christmas cribs, sold at special fairs in Marseilles, Aix and Arles. 

In German-speaking countries, courses are available for crib-builders to learn modelling or carving the figures, clothing and painting them, devising scenery, painting to imitate stone, wood, or gilding, installing moving mechanical parts, and learning which plants to use. 

Graz in Austria exhibits a life-size crib carved out of crystal clear ice every year, by one Gert Hödl.

The most abusive application of a crib-builder’s skill came to light at Rome’s Fiumicino airport last April. A man, claiming to be a collector of sacred objects, came to collect a Christmas crib flown in from Peru. The customs officers’ suspicions outweighed their Catholic piety, and they took the crib for analysis. It turned out to be made up of 3 kg of pure cocaine, street value 1.5 million euros. 

Einsiedeln in Switzerland boasts the world’s largest crib – the Diorama Bethlehem, 450 figures, 80 m² of landscape and over 30 metres of painted background. It realistically reproduces Bethlehem and locality. In the shepherds’ fields, the angels announce the birth of Christ. The shepherds’ camp shows the nomads’ daily life: men taking care of the animals, the women grinding the grain in stone hand-mills. 

The town of Bethlehem lies upon two neighbouring hills, on the slopes of which are caves. In one such cave, Joseph and Mary find shelter. The first shepherds have arrived to pay homage to the new-born Christ. 

Right of Bethlehem approach Caspar, Melchior and Balthasar the Moor, riding a white horse. The three kings are adorned with the riches of the orient: silken flags fly in the wind, a body-servant carries a parasol, on the elephant a throne is built, a dromedary carries the women under a sun-tent. 

Finally one beholds the flight into Egypt, with Herod's soldiers searching the landscape for the wanted child.

May I wish all our readers a holy and joyful Christmas!

