Those who
received
the book for
Christmas
1908 could not
know that the
photographs
captured a world
that was soon
to be utterly
changed
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CHRISTMAS BOOKS

A

CHRISTMAS
CLASSIC
How many of us can still recite some of the stanzas of
‘The Night Before Christmas’? Curator Ian Scott guides
us through one of the most beautifully illustrated editions
of the poem, ‘Denslow’s Night Before Christmas’.

In

1902, a new edition of the classic
American poem ‘The Night
Before Christmas’ was
published with illustrations
by W.W. Denslow. It was a
bold interpretation of the 1823 poem for a new
century and would have been a much-loved gift
in many households that Christmas, both in the
US and here.
‘The Night Before Christmas’ has been called
the most famous American verse ever written.
It is certainly one of the most influential poems
ever published as, almost two centuries after its
initial publication on 23 December 1823, it still
shapes our idea of Santa Claus – or St Nicholas
as he is called in the poem – and what he does
on Christmas Eve. Its roots are so deep in our
culture that even if you think you are not familiar
with the poem, you will almost certainly know its
opening lines.
“‘Twas the night before Christmas, when all
through the house
Not a creature was stirring not even a mouse”
Originally published anonymously as ‘A Visit
from St Nicholas’ and later attributed to Clement
Clarke Moore (1779-1863), the poem brought
together many existing ideas about Christmas
and added some new details. It begins with
the house quiet and the children snug in bed
when father hears a clatter outside. Going to the
window, he sees a sleigh silhouetted against the
moon driven by a little old man and pulled by
eight reindeer. The poem names these reindeer
as Dasher, Dancer, Prancer, Vixen, Comet, Cupid,
Continues overleaf>
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Denslow’s skill as an illustrator made a bestseller
of a text that was already well-known and much-loved.
His pictures showcased St Nicholas before a certain
soft drink gave him his trademark red attire.

From previous page>

Donner and Blitzen. (Rudolph the rednosed reindeer was added in a book
published by a Chicago department store
in 1939.) Father then hears little hooves
on the roof and St Nicholas emerges
from the chimney, a jolly, plump little
man dressed all in fur with a bundle of
toys over his shoulder. He fills all the
stockings and, with a nod, he disappears
back up the chimney, exclaiming, “Happy
Christmas to all, and to all a good-night.”
Denslow (1856-1915) was a
celebrated illustrator, poster
designer, caricaturist, book
designer and journalist. In the
1890s, he settled in Chicago where
he met L. Frank Baum (1856-1919).
The two collaborated on a book
of nonsense verse ‘Father Goose:
His Book’ (1899) which was a
bestseller.
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In 1900, they published another even
more successful book ‘The Wonderful
Wizard of Oz’, with Baum supplying the
text, Denslow the pictures, and both
men sharing the copyright. The lavishly
designed and illustrated book was
widely imitated and influential. When
Baum and Denslow fell out in 1902 over
royalties for a stage production of ‘The
Wizard of Oz’, Denslow sought another
text he could illustrate and design. Hence
the appearance of ‘Denslow’s Night

Before Christmas’ in 1902, with his now
celebrated name in the title.
‘The Night Before Christmas’ would
have been known by heart by many
in 1902 and widely available in cheap
editions. Denslow would have to bring
something special to his interpretation
in order to get the public to once more
buy a familiar classic. Denslow uses all
his skills as a poster designer, cartoonist,
book designer and illustrator to create
a striking and sophisticated version of
the poem, which became a bestseller.
The book was an early example of a 20th
century North American reinterpretation
of a traditional Christmas text that
crossed the world and changed the
way we thought of and celebrated
Christmas. Later in the century
North American advertising, cinema,
television and popular music would
retell this story and many other
Christmas tales.
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EXPLORE THE LIBRARY

Great Library resources…

Join

YOUR NATIONAL
LIBRARY

TODAY!

MAIN
VISITOR CENTRE

Where you will find our
print collections, rare books, and
manuscripts, as well as reading
rooms and digital facilities. The
exhibition space, café and shop
are also here.
George IV Bridge
Edinburgh EH1 1EW
Phone: 0131 623 3700
Email: enquiries@nls.uk
While restrictions due to Covid-19
are ongoing, many of our facilities
are closed and our reading rooms
are open on a limited basis. For
more information and to book your
place, visit our website.

FILM AND DIGITAL
COLLECTIONS

You will need a Library card if you
want to use our reading rooms or
order items from our collection.
You can apply for a card online
at auth.nls.uk/registration

ONLINE AT www.nls.uk

We have vast and growing
resources available on our website,
including digital versions of
reference works, full-text facsimiles
and business databases.
If you live in Scotland and register
with the Library, many of these
resources are freely available.

or pick one up in person at George
IV Bridge in Edinburgh.
Don’t forget, you will need to
bring proof of identity and
confirmation of your address.

MAPS

Additional conditions may apply in
line with our licence agreements.
We also hold websites in the UK
domain web archive, and articles
or chapters from e-books and
e-journals. Library card holders can
view these at our George IV Bridge
and Kelvin Hall sites.

ALREADY KNOW WHAT YOU’RE LOOKING FOR?

Due to Covid-19, you must pre-order material before coming to the Library. You
will find our catalogue on our website. If you don’t have a Library card but want
to enquire about an item, phone 0131 623 3820 or complete our enquiry form
www.nls.uk/contact/ask-a-question
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Ideal for informal
browsing or for those seeking
a specialist viewing – or if you
want access to our outstanding
digital facilities.
Kelvin Hall
1445 Argyle Street
Glasgow G3 8AW
Phone: 0845 366 4629
Email: kelvinhall@nls.uk
While restrictions due to Covid-19
are ongoing, many of our facilities
are closed. For more information,
visit our website.

Our Maps Reading
Room is available by
appointment. Come in and see
the world.
Causewayside Building
33 Salisbury Place
Edinburgh EH9 1SL
Phone: 0131 623 4660
Email: maps@nls.uk
While restrictions due to Covid-19
are ongoing, many of our facilities
are closed and our reading rooms
are open on a limited basis. For
more information and to book your
place, visit our website.

Scotland’s oldest secondhand and antiquarian boooshop (ee.
)
Booos bought & sold | Catalogues issued | noo hooing Typeeronger Booos

The magazine of the National Library of Scotland

sa & a Haddington Place
Edinburgh, EHH AE
Open Tuesday to Saturday
+++ (())))
in
info@mcnaughtans.co.uk
www.mcnaughtans.co.uk
a b x @mcnbooks

To advertise in this
magazine please contact

alison@connectmedia.cc

The Library of Innerpeffray
A Library Lover’s Paradise
Turn the pages of history at Scotland’s first
free, public lending library, a museum tucked
away in the beautiful Perthshire countryside.
Book a personal guided tour for 2021.
Virtual tours and shop with exclusive gifts
available on our website.
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A GLOBAL SUPERSTAR
Lyon & Turnbull are one of the UK’s premiere auctioneers, market leaders in world of rare books selling to a global
audience for high prices. With dedicated auctions throughout the year, our team of Rare Books, Manuscripts, Maps &
Photographs specialists are perfectly positioned to help you discover more about your library.

ROWLING, J.K.
HARRY POTTER AND THE
PHILOSOPHER’S STONE
London: Bloomsbury, 1997.
First edition, hardback, first
impression, inscribed and
signed by J.K. Rowling
Sold for £125,000
including fees June 2020
EUROPEAN AUCTION
RECORD

For more information on buying, selling or
valuations please contact our Head of Rare
Books, Simon Vickers, on 0131 557 8844 or
email simon.vickers@lyonandturnbull.com.
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