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ON THE STATUS OF THE CHRISTMAS CRIB 
I N  THE UNITED STATES 

F ranz  H. M u e l l e r  

No t y p i c a l  American Chrismas c r i b  e x i s t s ,  n o r  i s  t h e r e  
an i d e a l  I t a l i a n ,  A u s t r i a n ,  F rench  o r  .German c reche  t y p e .  
Amer i ca ' s  e t h n i c  p l u r a l i s m  has r e s u l t e d  i n  a  v a r i e t y  of 
t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  N a t i v i t y ,  each 
t y p e  r e f l e c t i n g ,  a t  l e a s t  t o  a  degree, t h e  n a t i o n a l  o r i g i n s  
o f  t h o s e  who made and used them. A s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  s a t i s -  
f a c t o r y  account  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  s t a t e  o f  N a t i v i t y  a r t  i n  
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  wou ld  r e q u i r e  a  g r e a t e r  e x p e n d i t u r e  of  
t ime ,  e f f o r t  and money t h a n  t h i s  w r i t e r  can a f f o r d .  The 
r e a d e r s  w i l l ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  have t o  c o n t e n t  t hemse lves  w i t h  
someth ing of a  quas i -geog raph i c  su rvey  which o f f e r s  r e p r e -  
s e n t a t i v e  examples f r om v a r i o u s  p a r t s  o f  t h i s  c o u n t r y .  

We w i l l  s t a r t  ou r  su rvey  i n  Maine where we f i n d  a  
c o l l e c t o r ,  e x h i b i t o r ,  and d i s t r i b u t o r  of  P r o v e n c a l  santons,  
French-born  Helene P. C a r t e r  o f  Topsham. She spends most 
o f  h e r  t i m e  i n  t h e  Provence, f e r r e t i n g  o u t  and b u y i n g  up 
g o o d - q u a l i t y  santons.  She has w r i t t e n  an i n f o r m a t i v e  
a r t i c l e  c a l l e d  "What i s  a  Santon?", and d i s t r i b u t e d  i t  
among i n t e r e s t e d  a u d i e n c e s .  Mrs .  C a r t e r  speaks in s c h o o l s .  

l i b r a r i e s ,  and museums on t h e  o r i g i n s ,  p r o d u c t i o n  t ech -  

n i q u e ,  and s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h o s e  c r i c h e  f i g u r e s .  The 
C r i q u e t  Shop, a  s t o r e  i n  Damar i sco t te ,  ME, s e l l s  a  g r e a t  
v a r i e t y  o f  i m p o r t e d  santons,  l a r g e l y  t hose  made by t h e  
s a n t o n n i e r  (santon-maker )  M. Ca rbone l .  The shop ' s  i l l u s -  
t r a t e d  c a t a l o g u e  w i t h  c o l o r e d  f i g u r e s  o f  some 122 f i g u r i n e s  
models, landscapes,  e tc . ,  i s  f u n  t o  examine. 

I n  t h e  New England o f  t h e  P u r i t a n s ,  t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n  
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o f  Ch r i s tmas  uds a b h o r r e d  as p o p i s h  and was l e g a l l y  f o r -  
b i dden .  The C a t h o l i c  I r i s h  who l a t e r  s e t t l e d  i n  t h e  same 
a r e a  had no cre'dhe t r a d i t i o n  o f  t h e i r  own. B u t  t h e  Por-  
t uguese  f i she rmen  uho cane from t h e  Azores  and made t h e i r  
home i n  t h e  c o a s t a l  r e g i o n s  of  Cape Cod and t h e  S t a t e  o f  
Rhode I s l a n d  b r o u g h t  a  t y p e  o f  c r i b  s t i l l  f o u n d  a round  

.New Bedford ,  P rov idence ,  and B r i s t o l ,  m o s t l y  i n  t h e  homes 

of  o l d e r  peop le .  T h i s  c r i b  i s  u s u a l l y  b u i l t  i n t o  a  C h r i s t -  
mas pyramid ,  t opped  by  t h e  Hen ino  Jesus ( o r  Born Jesus ) ,  
adorned w i t h  cand lesand  l i t t l e  d i s h e s  o f  s p r o u t i n g  wheat, 
beans, o r  peas. Perched ove r  t h e  scene i s  u s u a l l y  t h e  
Galo  dos f e l i c i d a d e s  (llcock of  b l e s s i n g " ) .  The c r i b  f i -  
gu res  a r e  o f t e n  made from f i n e  f a b r i c  w i t h  embro ide red  
f a c e s .  

I n  mounta inous New Hampshire,  t h e r e  i s  a t  l e a s t  one 
f o l k  a r t i s t ,  Mrs. Susan N. C o l l i n s  o f  L i t t l e t o n ,  who c a r v e s  
c r i b  f i g u r e s .  I n  C o n n e c t i c u t  we f i n d  a  b e a u t i f u l  c r i b  
on t h e  grounds o f  t h e  p r i o r y  Reg ina  L a u d i s  o f  t h e  nuns 
of  S t .  B e n e d i c t .  I t  i s  l i t e r a l l y  i n - l l s t a l l e d l l  i n  a  f o rmer  
sheep - fo ld  and a t t r a c t s  many v i s i t o r s .  Ta r r y town ,  New 
York, i s  t h e  s e a t  o f  a  group named A r t  O f  The N a t i v i t y  
wh i ch  a n n u a l l y  a r ranges  an e x h i b i t  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  and 

modern Chr i s tmas  c r i b s .  The e x h i b i t  has been sponsored 
by l o c a l  M e t h o d i s t s ,  a t  p r e s e n t  t h e  o n l y  o r g a n i z a t i o n  t h a t  
p romotes  t h e  Chr i s tmas  c r i b  as an o b j e c t  o f  r e l i g i o u s  a r t .  
Men t i on  s h o u l d  b e  made o f  t h e  V l l k e r k r i p p e  ( c r e c h e  o f  na- 
t i o n s )  by t h e  German-Austr ian c ra f t sman  A l b e r t  Fehrenba- 
che r ,  a  r e s t o r e r  who works f o r  a  museum. He began t o  b u i l d  
t h i s  c r i b ,  d e d i c a t e d  t o  t h e  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  o f  n a t i o n s ,  
i n  a  Russ ian  P.O.W. camp. I t  i s  an ex tended  landscape 
w i t h  numerous s u b d i v i s i o n s  r e p r e s e n t i n g  d i f f e r e n t  r a c e s  
and p e o p l e  i n  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  n a t i v e  env i ronments .  The 
M e t r o p o l i t a n  Museum i n  Neu Y o r k  a n n u a l l y  p u t s  up a l a r g e  
R o s s e l i n o  c r i b  w i t h  some 140 f i g u r e s  under  a  t a l l  f i r  t r e e .  
F o r  many years ,  t h e  Whi te  House, t hough  i n  i t s  p r i v a t e  
q u a r t e r s ,  has s e t  up a  l a r g e  creche.  u s u a l l y  o f  I t a l i a n  
o r i g i n .  

N i n e t y  y e a r s  ago, t h e  = - c a l l e d  C h r i s t m a s  Gardens 
f i r s t  appeared i n  B a l t i m o r e .  They were, and a re ,  panoramic  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of  C h r i s t a d s  scenes i n  m i n i a t u r e .  e l a -  
b o r a t e l y  d i s p l a y e d  i n  p r i v a t e  homes and f r o n t  yards .  Fro. 
t h e  beg inn ing ,  t h e  C h r i s t m ~ s  Gardens were l e s s  a  r e l i g i o u s -  



l y  m o t i v a t e d  d i s p l a y  o f  t h e  N a t i v i t y  t h a n  e n t e r t a i n i n g  
w i n t e r  landscapes of  wh ich  t h e  b a r n  o r  cave o f  Beth lehem 
was j u s t  a  p a r t .  O r i g i n a l l y ,  t h e  manger was c e n t r a l  - 
b o t h  i n  f a c t  and i n  mind - b u t  over  t h e  cou rse  of  t i m e ,  
t h e  emphasis has s h i f t e d  t o  d e t a i l s ,  p l a y f u l  aspec ts  o f  

d i s p l a y  and mechan i ca l  t r i c k s .  Nobody has as y e t  been 
a b l e  t o  t r a c e  t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  t h e  B a l t i m o r e  Chr i s tmas  Gar- 
dens which now seem t o  be d y i n g  o u t .  But  s i n c e  i t  appears  
t o  have been m a i n l y  Germans who s t a r t e d  and f o s t e r e d  t h i s  
custom, i t  i s  assumed t o  have been i n t r o d u c e d  by Pennsy l -  
v a n i a  Du tch  who had moved i n t o  t h e  c i t y  about  a  c e n t u r y  
ago. 

The Morav ians were v i c t i m s  o f  r e l i g i o u s  p e r s e c u t i o n  
and f l e d  t o  America,  e s p e c i a l l y  t o  P e n n s y l v a n i a  and N o r t h  
C a r o l i n a .  They c a l l e d  t h e i r  Ch r i s tmas  c r i b s  llPutz.tl I n  
K r i p p e n k u n s t  i n  BUhmen und ~ t l h r e n , '  Karasek and Lanz have 
drawn a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i n  t h e  a r e a  o f  As i n  t h e  
E g e r l a n d  (Chebsky K r a y )  t h e  t e r m  IIPutzfl has l o n g  been used 
f o r  t h e  Ch r i s tmas  Pyramid  wh ich may be l o o k e d  upon as a  
f o r e r u n n e r  of  o r  s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  t h e  Ch r i s tmas  t r e e .  As 
i n  t h e  case o f  t h e  Por tuguese-Amer ican py ram id - t ype  c r i b ,  
t h e  Ch r i s tmas  p y r a m i d  may encase a  N a t i v i t y  scene. The 
Morav ians added s t a t u e s ,  m i n i a t u r e  b u i l d i n g s ,  moss, wood, 
stumps, fancy scene ry ,  t r i c k  l i g h t i n g ,  wa te r  m i l l s ,  s t o r e s ,  
and even an o p e r a t i n g  r a i l r o a d .  T h i s  d i s t r a c t e d  f r o m  t h e  
c e n t r a l  i d e a  o f  a  N a t i v i t y  scene and l e d  t o  a  s e c u l a r i z a -  
t i o n  o f  t h e  l ~Pu tz . I 1  

The I1Putzl1 now d e p i c t s  a l l  t h e  an teceden ts  o f  t h e  
N a t i v i t y :  t h e  P rophe ts  who f o r e t o l d  t h e  coming o f  t h e  
S a v i o r  t o  t h e  A n n u n c i a t i o n  o f  t h e  Heaven ly  Host,  t h e  even ts  
wh ich  f o l l o w e d  t h e  b i r t h  o f  Jesus such as t h e  Coming of  
t h e  Magi, t h e  murder o f  t h e  Ho l y  I n n o c e n t s  and t h e  F l i g h t  
t o  Egyp t .  However, t h e  Folk a r t  o f  t h e  " P u t z "  c o n s i s t s  

l a r g e l y  i n  i t s  d i o r a m i c  o r  panoramic arrangement,  t h e  
d r e s s i n g  up o f  t h e  f i g u r i n e s  and t h e  embe l l i shmen t  of  t h e  
scene ry .  The s t a t u e t t e s  a r e  r a r e l y  homemade b u t  m o s t l y  
i m p o r t e d  f rom I t a l y  and Germany. The f u t u r e  of  t h e  I1Putz1' 
seems t o  be no l o n g e r  as c e r t a i n  as i t  used t o  be, as t h e  
younger g e n e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  Morav ian  B r e t h e r e n  i s  no l o n g e r  
as i n t e n s e l y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  custom as t h e i r  e l d e r s .  
The sense o f  t r a d i t i o n  and d e v o t i o n  i s  f a l t e r i n g ,  and t h e r e  



i s  l i t t l e  m o t i v a t i o n  l e f t  t o  engage i n  t h e  s e t t i n g  up o f  
a  t lPutzt t  and t o  devo te  many weeks t o  i t s  p r e p a r a t i o n  and 

p e r f e c t i o n .  
I n  V i r g i n i a ,  N o r t h  C a r o l i n a ,  I l l i n o i s ,  and Minnesota ,  

we f i n d  handsome c r e c h e  made from t h e  b y p r o d u c t s  o f  t h e  
c o r n  p l a n t  such as t h e  s t a l k s ,  t h e  s i l k ,  t h e  t a s s e l s  and 
e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  husks. I n  t h e  moun ta ins  of Tennessee and 
i n  o t h e r  s o u t h e r n  and s o u t h w e s t e r n  s t a t e s ,  c r i b  f i g u r e s  
a r e  a t  t i m e s  made f r o m  r o o t s  and stumps o f  t h e  p o p l a r  t r e e ,  
t h e  wood of  t h e  h o r s e  c h e s t n u t  and t h e  p i n e  t r e e .  I t  seems 
t h a t  p i n e  wood i s  used p a r t i c u l a r l y  by t h e  I n d i a n s  and 
Mex icans.  

What t h e  santonniers a r e  i n  F rance ,  t h e  santeros a r e  
i n  New Mex ico  and e lsewhere.  B u t  w h i l e  t h e  santonniers 

p r i m a r i l y  make c r i b  f i a u r e s .  t h e  santeros make a l l  k i n d s  of 
s a c r e d  images, e s p e c i a l l y  s t a t u e s  and p i c t u r e s .  Perhaps 
t h e s e  c a r v i n g s  and p a i n t i n g s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h o s e  w i t h  a  Na- 
t i v i t y  theme, o r i g i n a l l y  s e r v e d  t o  v e n e r a t e  t h e  s a i n t s  
d u r i n g  p r o c e s s i o n s  and m i r a c l e  p l a y s .  I n  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  
Span i sh  s p e a k i n g  communi t ies ,  t h e  Advent and C h r i s t m a s  
seasons a r e  o f t e n  ushe red  i n  w i t h  d r a m a t i c  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  
o f  l i t u r g i c a l  ep i sodes .  The more i m p o r t a n t  ones a r e  Los 
Pasteros, a  p a s t o r a l  p l a y ,  and Las Posadas, t h e  s e a r c h  
f o r  an i n n  o r  l o d g i n g  by Mary and Joseph. I n  t h e  jornadas 
t h a t  move f rom house t o  house, t h e  p l a y e r s  u s u a l l y  c a r r y  
s t a t u e s  o f  Mary and Joseph w i t h  them on a  p o r t a b l e  p l a t -  
fo rm.  These f i g u r e s  may be handmade o r  c o m m e r c i a l l y  manu- 
f a c t u r e d .  The shepherds  t r a v e l  t owards  a  s t a t i o n a r y  c r i b  
o r  nacimento where on f i n d s  s t a t u e s  o r  a c t o r s  r e p r e s e n t i n g  
Mary and Joseph. I t  seems t h a t  t h e  few s u r v i v i n g  santeros 
now f o l l o w  more t h e i r  own a r t i s t i c  t a s t e  t h a n  any i n d i g e -  
nous t r a d i t i o n ;  t h e y  may s a t i s f y  t h e  demand o f  museums 
and t o u r i s t s  more t h a n  t h e  wants o f  t h e i r  n e i g h b o r s  and 
k i n f o l k s .  

None o f  t h e  o l d  c r i b s  seem t o  have s u r v i v e d  i n  t h e  
m i s s i o n s  o f  C a l i f o r n i a ,  New Mexico, Texas, and A r i z o n a .  
The c r i b  t r a d i t i o n ,  however,  has s u r v i v e d ;  t h e  m i s s i o n  
chu rches  s t i l l  show o u t d o o r  and i n d o o r  c r i b s ,  wh i ch  a r e  
p a r t l y  t h e  hand iwo rk  o f  devo ted  and s k i l l e d  p a r i s h i o n e r s .  

Outdoor  c r i b s  and Chr i s tmas  paqeants  a r e  r e s t r i c t e d  
t o  C a t h o l i c  chu rches  and communi t ies .  C a t h o l i c s  appear 
t o  p r e f e r  t h e i r  c r i b s  i n  t h e i r  chu rches  and homes, w h i l e  



o t h e r  C h r i s t i a n  denomina t i ons  s e l e c t  f r o n t  ya rds ,  quadran- 

g l e s ,  o r  f o r e c o u r t s .  Bus inesses d i s p l a y  N a t i v i t y  scenes 
i n  t h e i r  d i s p l a y  cases, g l a s s - r o o f e d  c o u r t s  and p a r k i n g  
l o t s .  C e r t a i n  c i v i c  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  r e l i g i o u s  o r d e r s ,  and 
even p r i v a t e  i n d i v i d u a l s  e x h i b i t  a t  Ch r i s tmas  t i m e  r e p r e -  

s e n t a t i o n s  of  t h e  N a t i v i t y  w i t h  s c u l p t u r e d  o r  s t u f f e d  
f i g u r e s  and l i f e l i k e  d e t a i l s .  Some o f  t h e s e  pageants  con- 
s i s t  o f  l a r g e  t a b l e a u x  o f  l o o s e l y  u n i f i e d  b i b l i c a l  scenes 
r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  Ch r i s tmas  s t o r y .  There a r e  c o l l e c t o r s  o f  
d o l l s ,  m a r i o n e t t e s ,  and f i g u r i n e s  who make t h e i r  c r i b  
f i g u r e s  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  p u b l i c  v iew.  Many a r t  museums own 
and e x h i b i t  some c r s c h e  f i g u r e s  o r  comple te  c r i b s  of  
d i f f e r e n t  ages and c o u n t r i e s .  Some y o u t h  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  
as w e l l  as p r i v a t e  s c h o o l s  have c o n t e s t s  i n  c r i b  b u i l d i n g .  
Art t e a c h e r s  i n  b o t h  p u b l i c  and p r i v a t e  s c h o o l s  a r e  p r o -  
d u c i n g  new t y p e s  o f  c r cches .  T h i s  may encourage t h e i r  
p u p i l s  t o  t r y  t o  b u i l d  t h e r e  own c rsches  a t  home. 

F o r t u n a t e l y ,  an a c t i v e  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  American a r t i s t s  
p r e s e n t  t h e i r  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  w i t h  amazing c r e a t i o n s ,  among 
them t r u l y  good r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  N a t i v i t y  i n  wood, 
ce ram ics ,  and g l a s s .  As a  ma tu re  t h e o l o g y  o f  t h e  I n c a r -  
n a t i o n  i s  r e a c h i n g  t h e  masses o f  t h e  f a i t h f u l  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s ,  t h e r e  i s  hope t h a t  t h e r e  w i l l  e v e n t u a l l y  deve lop  
ano the r ,  n o t  weak ly  and e f f u s i v e l y  s e n t i m e n t a l ,  b u t  s t r o n g  
and t r u l y  mean ing fu l  a r t  o f  t h e  N a t i v i t y .  
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1 
Karasek,  A. and J. Lanz. Krippenkunst i n  Bohmen 

und Hahren (Marburg  1974 ) .  p. 86. 

Dr., L i t t .  D.h.c. F r a n z  H.  M u e l l e r ,  P r o f e s s o r  e m e r i t u s  
o f  economics,  has c o l l e c t e d  c o n s i d e r a b l e  m a t e r i a l  ove r  
t h e  yea rs  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  a r t  o f  t h e  N a t i v i t y .  He o f f e r s  
h i s  m a t e r i a l  t o  anyone who wants t o  do r e s e a r c h  i n  t h i s  
a r e a  o r  w r i t e  a  t h e s i s  about  i t .  I n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  a b r i d g e d  
a r t i c l e ,  he p r o v i d e s  an ove rv iew  on crGche i n  t h e  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s .  ( H i s  address  i s :  2110 W e l l e s l e y  Ave, S a i n t  Pau l ,  
Minnesota  55105). 


