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It is never too late to celebrate Father Christmas or to submit it to analytical scrutiny and speculate on its future in a prosaic world whose sacred aura has been destroyed. We are reassured by Jean Perrot that the myth deeply rooted in the spirit of childhood is standing up well to changing social codes and technical upheavals which have prompted many new representations from storytellers and illustrators.

The Ideal Father and the Real Father
Few would disagree that Father Christmas’s future is as shrouded in uncertainty as his past. It belongs to the register of fictions which adults serve up to the naive and trusting child and it would take a brave man to speculate on the shape of fantasies to come. We shall therefore begin our inquiry with a review of three emblematic scenes. The first is the scene on one of the covers of the "Saint Nicolas" journal, depicting one of the supposed ancestors of Father Christmas (C. Lepagnol, Biographie du Père Noël, P. 67). This late 19th century illustration shows the saint in ceremonial attire and holding the reins of his donkey. We see the celestial bearer of gifts on rooftops studded with smoking chimneys ready to deliver his consignment of toys. The toys, which can be seen on the donkey’s back or hanging from one of its ears, reflect the nursery folklore of the era: magic lantern, puppets, a Punch and Judy show, a farm animal on wheels, a ball, a soldier and a cannon. These items give us an idea of the sort of games played by the "audience" for whom this journal was intended. The presence of a character on a bicycle is a reminder that the latest technical innovations are incorporated in the selection of toys. We should add that one of the puppets represents a crowned jester, a reference to one of the figures traditionally associated with seasonal festivities in the "Court Jesters’ Christmas" (Lepagnol, p. 16). Even at this early date, the saint illustrates the social regulation which the giving of toys is to assume and we can already discern the outline of a festive game, uniting the sacred and profane, which establishes the play area of industrial society. With the advent of the idea of childhood described by Philippe Ariès, the personage of Saint Nicholas is thus an incarnation of the all-dominant adult playing the part of majestic authority.

The second scene or image is taken from a comic strip book by Pef: Noël, Père et Fils (Christmas, Father and Son) (Messidor / La Farandole, 1985). The picture shows Father Christmas, with the help of his son, in the process of throwing a present into a tall blue chimney. As the text makes clear, the heavenly helper’s sleigh is now "a digitally stabilised thunder machine" which is covered with multi-coloured presents, but as these are unopened it is hard to tell whether they are toys or objects of various uses. In this case, the nature of the gift has ceded pride of place to the surprise which is inseparable from and magnified by the pleasure of discovery. In actual fact, Father Christmas’s vehicle itself is here used to describe a futuristic child’s toy in a parodic world of science-fiction. It has to be said that in the comic strip there have been several abortive attempts to distribute the presents before the scene described here. Father Christmas, who has a heart condition, first planned "a Christmas round on computer", and then tried to be replaced by an android - which unfortunately exploded. 

The technique used in this ritual is true to the game scenarios of the modern child, but while it does not leave Father Christmas unscathed (he is now prey to human passions and supplied with a wife and child in an everyday, non-religious world), it retains the exceptional dimension of the mediation exercised in the mystery of the feast. The adult, too, is entertained by this fiction and thus is part of a complicity placing him or her at the same level as the child. With its vision of a farcical personage, the comic implies a family negotiation which is different from that proposed by Saint Nicholas: the "overestimation of family ties", to borrow a formula from Claude Lévi-Strauss (1958), is accompanied by a relegation of the sacred element and a concomitant exaggeration of the technical element.

 
Saint Nicholas or Father Christmas?
The third image falls between these two extremes and is nearer the most commonly accepted vision of Father Christmas today, a vision which, strangely enough, does not seem to have changed since the personage was officially recognised. It comes from the illustration of Clement Clarke Moore’s poem of 1823, which researchers are fond of citing as the historical "debut"of the American Santa Claus. More lay figure than saint, Santa Claus emigrated to Europe in a radical post-war "invasion" and sparked the polemic which was to give rise to Claude Lévi-Strauss’ famous article on "Father Christmas tortured" (1952). The conflict was then resolved by victory for the lay figure with a real Father Christmas arriving by plane. Lévi-Strauss confronted the advocates of the traditional Christmas and the crib burning Father Christmas in cathedral squares and those adopting a "pagan"personage capable of filling the void left by dechristianisation (Lévi-Strauss, p. 1580). This opposition dominates current interpretations of the Christmas scenario, but is resolved in certain comic strip albums such as Suzanne Palermo’s Cher Père Noël (Rouge et Or, 1991) which is actually in the shape of a Christmas tree but on which some of the toys consist of a crib representing the Nativity.

In the various French versions of Moore’s text, the term Santa Claus is in fact translated either by Saint Nicolas (Lepagnol, p. 104) or Père Noël (Christiane Crespin, 1988; Paule du Bouchet, 1991), but the same old mischievous and laughing fellow with his pot belly and white beard is always on hand to "fill the Christmas stockings" with non-identified objects. Father Christmas’s game is here equivalent to a game of hide and seek and riddles full of "surprises", for the old fellow has to deliver his presents without being seen. It is scarcely surprising, therefore, that in his goodness he should be tempted to bend the rules and sometimes humour his little protégés by allowing them to catch sight of him. It is interesting to note, too, that most illustrators, particularly Arnold Lobel (1991), turn out to be old-fashioned in their choice of toys. These consist of dolls, drums, trumpets, soldiers, clowns, Mr Punch, etc., as though to denote a general consensus to depict a childhood harking back to a society of crafts, almost of guilds and their saints, and to ignore the recent contributions of telematics and the games of the post-industrial era.

Should this evidence of "role-play" stability be interpreted as proof of the resistance of the myth to developments sweeping play activities towards increasingly sophisticated technical spheres? Or should we rather draw attention to the romantic permanence of the medium term which puts Father Christmas in a privileged relation, that of an age-old game strengthening the symbolic law of a family petrified in patriarchy? In short, is the future of Father Christmas already written in an eternal family structure and in his own past, condemning the personage to endless repetition of the same thing with minor variations? Among these secondary variations we may note, in particular, the question of Father Christmas’s size: Clement Clarke Moore’s gnome of 1823 was succeeded by Thomas Nast’s more portly character in about 1880, but has once more become a tiny figure in Philippe Corentin’s Père Noël et les fourmis (Father Christmas and the Ants) in 1989. This comic strip album shows how traditional communication breaks down when families turn in on themselves in a compartimentalised society (fireplaces are literally blocked up and replaced by televisions, doors and windows are barricaded through fear of others), with the result that Father Christmas is reduced to using such ludicrous channels as drainpipes and ant galleries.

In this new context, must we therefore expect a transformation of the scenarios in which Father Christmas’s generosity manifests itself? How are we to reconcile technical and social evolution with the permanence of a substitute for the Divine, the permanence of the "dream of spirituality which uses the rite of the gift to confer an aura of the sacred on the feast", as we emphasised in the chapter entitled "Christmas, Toy of Attraction" in Du jeu, des enfants et des livres? How are we to preserve the fantastical regulation which the game of Father Christmas brings to the child’s imagination in an atheistic world? Is this as much a child’s as an adult’s game or is it a form of exchange referring back to the games that the two corresponding age groups can play in real life?

 

The Game and Social Exchange; the Child’s Letter
Before we can give answers to these questions, we must return to the child’s game itself and propose a definition which takes account of the different elements of the negotiation it prompts within the family. For this purpose I shall refer to several studies conducted on this subject which will help us to speculate on the future of Father Christmas.

In my article "L’imaginaire ludique" ("Ludic Imagination") published in the review Janus Bifrons in 1987, it seemed to me that the organisation of the ludic field could not be divorced from all the representations of the social institution, themselves springing from the mishaps of communication. The game, like imagination, serves a "filling" function and intervenes in the context of family relations as the result of the ties of force and dominance within the group. These relations are governed concretely by the "codes" defined by Claude Lévi-Strauss in his studies of the "Savage Mind" (la pensée sauvage): the code of kinship, the code of social space and the material organisation of the city, the code of the festive period which is regulated by the recurrence of feasts but is structurally attached to the code of ludic imagination, the code of objects, etc.. Thus it appears that the fusional game of a family Christmas (in the beatific register of "surprise") is opposed by conducts of carnivalesque and sometimes brutal liberation. Such conduct may go under the label of "stupidity", whether in the sense of the child’s "stupid" incomprehension of the law or the aberrant behaviour of the adult ill adapted to his world. This rebellious strand is represented in scenarios of destruction, revolt and even "revolution" (Midsummer’s Day or Bastille Day in France), in other words, symbolically and above all, a negation of the "law of the Father". In these latter cases, the game is a refusal of the parental gift (the body) and of the indistinction which it signifies. It is understood that the toy, a place of liaison and projection, a nascent compromise between adult and child, provides the latter with a specific space of fantasy and as such appears as the necessary and sufficient condition of the exercise of the imagination and family liberty in a state of reciprocal dependence.

This is the state which Father Christmas perpetuates in a contract - a toy in return for a letter - implying the tacit agreement of parents underlined by François-André Isambert in Le Sens du Sacré (1982). The personage thus presides over a nebula which tends partly towards a sentiment of absolute immobility in the loving relationship but also reacts to the seasonal demands of the so-called leisure society and of distinction. This society is above all characterised by an organisation of time which doubly opposes parents and children: the latter, without financial responsibility, are more inclined to expect everything from their parents and to give themselves up to the game in an oblivion which is an experience of eternity. Such a disparity therefore requires the break and mediation of the letter addressed to Father Christmas.

We also note different interests which manifestly are sources of opposition not only between generations but also between men and women. There has been a shift in the balance of power of the contemporary game following women’s accession to new tasks and a new statute, the acknowledged equality of the sexes and the enhanced status of the young (another ludic negation of time), but these changes have also generated fresh complicities and other antagonisms. The most important of these elements implicated by the mediation of Christmas today are the "rejuvenation" of "senior citizens" (Arfeux Vaucher, 1991) and the relaxing of morals which is calling into question the tenets of traditional respectability.

 

Playing with Father Christmas: Playing at Father Christmas
These modifications affect the personage of Father Christmas in three ways which we must now consider in the light of the representations given in books for the young, the favoured sphere of the culture of childhood.

The fact that women, and particularly grandmothers, are increasingly interested in assuming the role of Father Christmas is brought home to us by Michel Tournier in his short story La Mère Noël (Mother Christmas), built on the principle of parodic inversion (Tournier, 1978) but also by a comic strip album entitled Joyeux Noël (Merry Christmas) by Arielle North Olson (Gallimard, 1984) which I examined in my 1987 study. The personage is subjected to a hidden claim and is the pretext for a struggle for power which is played out in a pleasant way: the grandmother in Arielle North Olson’s work is an intrepid explorer who thinks nothing of venturing into the jungle and courting danger in the best tradition of Indiana Jones!

Are we therefore to suppose that women’s liberation and the sharing of child-rearing responsibilities with the husband presage a change in tendency and the imminent enthronement of an all-powerful Mother Christmas? Surely not, for the Father is the manifestation of the Word and the Law which breaks the corporal and fusional complicity of mother and child; it is the Father who opens the door to the Other and to culture. Short of a role transfer to another person, it is hard to see a change in the status quo in this field; the apparition of Mother Christmases can never be other than carnivalesque, amounting to ludic transgression.

We find confirmation of the above in the claims of children themselves. It is true that the wish to be Father Christmas is increasingly featured in contemporary comic strip albums. But this wish is essentially nostalgic in mode and only realised in retrospective narratives which assume the functions of aetiological justification as in Grégoire Solotareff’s Quand je serai grand, je serai le Père Noël (I’m Going to be Father Christmas When I Grow Up) (Ecole des Loisirs, 1988) or in Michel-Aimé Baudouy’s "La Véritable histoire du Père Noël" ("The True Story of Father Christmas") published in Contes de Noël (Editions de l’Amitié, 1987). But here again, it is merely a question of "playing at Father Christmas" and the symbolic order will accept this enthronement only as a mitigating effect of a myth centred on the adjustment of impulses and the learning of the Law - hence as a scenario which cannot give precedence to the subject which it is educating. Thus, although in the recent Une lettre pour le Père Noël by Jean Alessandrini and Sophie Kniffke (Grasset Jeunesse, 1992), Silvère disguises himself as Father Christmas, it is only to ensure a better sharing out of the presents distributed by the said Father Christmas. Silvère’s gesture consists in offering "gifts from heaven" to neighbours less fortunate than himself and is an example of generosity and solidarity which makes the child not so much a little Jesus as a little secular saint. In short, it seems that Father Christmas will preserve his prerogatives - or that his downfall will be the result of profound social upheavals.

Significant changes may also be noted in Father Christmas’s accomplices and attributes. In Réveille-toi, c’est Noël (Wake Up, It’s Christmas), a comic strip album by Stephen Gammell (Gallimard, 1982), we notice that the bear which usually comes out of hibernation on 2nd February at Carnival time, here arrives much earlier - thereby imitating J.R.R. Tolkien’s polar bear in Letters to Santa Claus (London, George Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1976), replacing the familiar goblin of tradition as Father Christmas’s companion. We see, too, how the magic carpet in Madeline’s Christmas (( 1956) by Ludwig Bemelmans assumes an identical function of entertainment and intensifies the attraction of the usual scenario. Here, the donator indulges in the sort of popular magic which Saint Nicholas had banished in favour of the supernatural element of Christianity; he may even consort with witches, as in Le Père Noël et la sorcière Camomille by R. Capdevila and E. Larreula (Le sorbier, 1991) in an explosion of insanity where the main element of surprise in the Christmas feast becomes a magic potion.

This process eventually leads to a paradoxical dispute in which Father Christmas sustains competition from a little witch in Clara Boss et le Père Noël by Gérard Moncomble (Nathan, 1991): the swapping of sleigh and magic broomstick places the old man and the child on an equal footing in a process of radical infantilisation of the ideal Father. This is an effect of the system’s penchant for "clownish behaviour" and childish "foolery" but which, far from undermining the solemnity of the rite, actually serves to secure it through a process of antithesis. In this case the popular magic element reinforces the impact of the Christian supernatural and roots it in the folklore of childhood. The same crossover effect is apparent in Jean de Brunhoff’s Babar et le Père Noël, a posthumous book whose plates date back to 1936 and in which the elephant (born in 1931 and now grown up) is asked to stand in for Father Christmas who is too busy with European children and cannot spare the time to do his Christmas rounds in Africa. The same idea, taken to extremes, is at work in Walt Disney’s Merry Christmas (Walt Disney Company, 1987) when Pluto takes the place of Father Christmas. In this album, Christmas is the occasion for Donald Duck to display his horde of treasure. This eminent and clownish figure of capitalism is prepared to contribute to "Christmas for the poor" but not to give up his wealth or to become a magic bearer of gifts. In short, we see that each system is circumscribed by the taboos which it encounters and which stand in the way of the ludic extension of the properties of Father Christmas. Far from projecting us into the future, the paradoxical transformations of Father Christmas actually carry us back to the myth’s past.

But it is in his actual physical appearance - under pressure from the fashion and ecological system transforming the life of the elderly - that Father Christmas and his respectability are most vulnerable. Thus in Ach Du Dicker Weihnachtsmann! (Fat Father Christmas) by Ursel Scheffler (Munich, Verlag Heinrich Ellermann, 1991), we see the old man fall victim to modern ideas of beauty. In an effort to lose weight, he takes up sport (skipping rope, body-building club, jogging) and goes on a diet which very soon helps him lose weight (he also thinks he will look younger if he shaves off his beard). But nobody is impressed by this "beardless Father Christmas with no pot belly" and the poor devil is reduced to padding his clothes and wearing a false beard. The paradox is that Father Christmas can only transform himself into what he already is naturally: a portly grandfather whose physique bespeaks kindly tenderness and the joys of oral character and whose role is anchored principally in the laws of "attachment" and detachment.

 

The Spirit of Childhood: the Eternity of the Instant
Thus, we are struck by the number of scenarios in which the imagination of adult storytellers is continually stimulated by the myth, and we also note the insistent stability of this myth. But perhaps the most convincing key to the eternal nature of the model is to be found in a work of science-fiction: Christian Grenier’s "Les passagers de Décembre", published in the previously mentioned Contes de Noël (Editions de l’Amitié, 1987). This text attracts our interest because it is grounded in a consideration of several types of time. The story recounts how a family consisting of a man, a woman and a child and travelling in an interstellar spaceship, becomes separated when the mother and her son land on an asteroid and are unable to get back to the father in the spaceship. Different times then come into play: there is the time of the original planet which, reconstituted on the screen of a simulator, evokes planet Earth "with its trees, seasons, birds and tides subjected to a perpetual series of new beginnings" (p. 87), in other words a seasonal time which encourages ritual. In a second time system, "asteroid time" is contrasted to that of the father. As the text says, "at these fantastic speeds time became displaced... Maela, who was 26 years old when the Izallan moved away, was now 30 but her husband was 40 years older" (p. 86).

We can guess what happens: the father succeeds in finding the mother and child on 25th December but he is transformed into an old man with a white beard, a true Father Christmas in disguise whom his son was expecting and sees approaching, miraculously, on the simulator screen. The child himself has not changed for he "lived in a time which stands still, the time of children. A time where tomorrow is far away, almost as far away as yesterday..." (p. 87).

This sums up very well all the magic of the mystery shared by childhood: the ability to live in the here and now and thus to be at one with the myth or the story, in other words to be perpetually amenable to the games and fictions suggested by adults. This is a state of grace for reading and for play, acts which also suppose the timelessness of make-believe, the indispensable pre-condition to the acceptance of the conventions and culture.

 

Game Against Game; Gift against Gift
The future of Father Christmas is thus at once open and closed. It is open because of the infinite scope for the technical development of play and games in contemporary society and because of the increased importance of "senior citizen games" in our society. It is closed by virtue of the very essence of childhood, trapped in the system of family triangulation, and the affective demands which strictly limit fantastical scenarios centred on the gap between the real and the imaginary. The imaginary is eminently fragile and vulnerable and can fall an easy prey to the stratagems of the consumer society, just as it can conceal egoism. This, at any rate, was the danger which Adela Turin and Ita Saccaro wished to exorcise in their album entitled Le Père Noël ne fait pas de cadeaux, published in French by Editions des Femmes in 1977. The scenario takes the form of an "aetiological tale" and explains how Nicolas Nicolini, a good-for-nothing criminal with a weakness for shoddy material and surface glitter, married his cousin Léonie, the prettiest girl in the village, in order to exploit her talent for making beautiful dolls, puppets and miniature houses for the delight of the children. But very soon the arrival of mass production and Nicolas’ own greed led to the collapse of the company. Now separated from her former master, Léonie returned to her original disinterested and friendly activity. She even built an immense doll on which people could "slide down to the grass"and whose stomach contained "a spacious room with tables for drawing and beds for sleeping" which released women’s faculties of expression. This album is in line with other works of fiction published by Editions des Femmes at that period (insisting on the joys of aesthetic creation and the narcissistic pleasures of the body). As a counterpoint to this happiness adorned with natural and therefore authentic graces, the story derisively insists on the purely financial agreement which is at the origin of the myth: the people decide to buy toys once a year from Nicolas who has become Father Christmas with a pot belly and false beard.

The proliferation of Father Christmases on the pavements outside department stores accentuates the need for pretences now under threat from commercial appropriation. It shows that the "role" of Father Christmas has become a profession, as is stated very clearly in Brian Pilkington’s album Profession Père Noël (Hachette, 1991), that is to say a financial expedient or game in times of unemployment. The sacred element has fled for men have "taken leave of their senses" as Father Christmas proclaims to thousands of identical colleagues in Tardi and Pennac’s Le sens de la houppelande (The Meaning of the Greatcoat), published by Futuropolis in 1991. In the modern universe of the absurd it is impossible to distinguish the original from the copy, for one "fake" leads to another and Father Christmas "is no longer a paying proposition" . By reducing the "intention of gifts" to its material reality we have killed the myth, and in fact the significance of the greatcoat is none other than the simple and innocent spirit of the gift. This spirit is fortunately recovered in Tardi and Pennac’s book, which is just as well for the Christmas industry!

If he is to survive, Father Christmas must therefore be inventive, but not necessarily complicated - not even when he runs a toy company under the ice cap in Les Secrets du Père Noël by A. Civardi and C. Scruton (Nathan, 1991). If the fancy takes him, he may even be prepared to accept a letter from a forlorn cat, such as the letters written by Novalis in Edith Screiber-Wicke and Monika Laimgruber’s Un Noël de chats (Grasset-Jeunesse, 1992). Taking advantage of a happy coincidence, Father Christmas is able to send a partner for the cat, only to find his own existence denied by the animal he has dispatched: "Father Christmas? Never heard of him". In a word, all Father Christmas has to do is to use various denials, tricks and pretences in order to ensure that the complicity of the gift and the adult’s love remain alive and convincing. We may rely on the creativity of adults as it is in their interest to secure the survival of the shared make-believe on which symbolic exchange, the social cement of the family, is built.

No, there is nothing reprehensible about Father Christmas, and when he is assassinated as in L’assassinat du Père Noël (Gallimard, Folio Enigme) by Pierre Véry, it is the better to bring him back from the dead in the eternal of the myth.
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