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Christmas in Italy 
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Christmas decorations and trees are very popular in Italy. Lights and decorations are everywhere from around December 8, the Feast Day of the Immaculate Conception. The main decorations are the presepe, Nativity scene or crib. Almost every church has a presepe and they are often outdoors in a square or public area, too.
On the Italian holiday calendar December 25 isn't the only special day. Throughout December and January there are a number of religious holidays to mark the season as Italian traditions in Italy are based heavily on the religion of Christianity. Here they are:
DECEMBER 8: L'Immacolata Concezione - celebration of the Immaculate Conception. On the 8th of December the Presepio (replica of the Holy Family in the stable) is built. 

DECEMBER 13: La Festa di Santa Lucia - St. Lucy's Day. In some parts of Italy, such as in Venice, Brescia and Mantova, it’s Santa Lucia who brings the presents,
DECEMBER 24: La Vigilia di Natale - Christmas Eve (Famous is the Pope's Blessings in Rome:
on the noon of Christmas Day, the Pope gives his blessings to a crowd that has assembled at the Vatican Square)
DECEMBER 25: Natale - Christmas
DECEMBER 26: La Festa di Santo Stefano - St. Stephen's Day marks the announcement of the birth of Jesus and the arrival of the Three Wise Men
DECEMBER 31: La Festa di San Silvestro - New Year's Eve
JANUARY 1: Il Capodanno - New Year's Day
JANUARY 6: La Festa dell'Epifania - The Epiphany
The following information provides some fast, interesting facts about customs and Christmas traditions in Italy:
· The Novena starts 8 days before Christmas (novena means nine days, i.e. eight days plus Christmas day) and includes traditions such as carol singing.
· Many Italians celebrate Midnight Mass on Christmas Eve.
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Gifts are opened on Xmas Day morning or after lunch. Traditionally, it's not Santa Claus but the kind witch, La Befana, who brings the sweets on January 6th. It’s thought she followed the wise men but got lost and has been wandering ever since, handing out presents to children at Christmas. The witch leaves gifts for the good children and charcoal for the bad children. It's traditional for children to receive a stocking, la calza, colourful, long socks full of sweets, i dolciumi, if they’ve been good, but they’re filled with coal, il carbone, which is made of black sugar, if they’ve been bad. In some regions it’s Baby Jesus, Gesù Bambino, who brings the gifts. But nowadays, 90% of Italians also believe in Santa Claus or Father Christmas, Babbo Natale.
· December 26, which is St. Stephen's Day, is also a public holiday and the festivities continue.
· Celebrations continue until on January 6 when Italians celebrate the visit of the Magi to the infant Jesus.
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There are a lot of Christmas Markets, Mercatini di Natale, in many places in Italy, from big cities to small villages. 
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The essence of Christmas Day in Italy is family, love and food, la famiglia, l'amore e il cibo. Italian festive food varies from region to region, but there are some common dishes. In the Italian Catholic tradition, Christmas Eve is a day of abstinence from meat. Some families prepare meals with even 20 different fish dishes! In Rome and southern Italy, il capitone, a dish made with fried eels is a favourite. After dinner, Italians go to midnight mass. Lunch, il pranzo, on Christmas Day is the most important of all the Christmas feasts. Delicacies such as crostini with liver pâté or the classic tortellini in chicken stock, brodo are on the table, while lo zampone, a pig's foot filled with spiced meat, or il cotechino, a sausage made from pig's intestines containing a similar filling, are particularly popular in northern Italy. Others opt for lamb, l'agnello and accompanying vegetables include mashed potato and lentils, lenticchie. [image: image2.jpg]


Homemade  fettuccine and ravioli are often served. Tortellini, cotechino and lenticchie are often on the menu again on New Year's Eve. Desserts include il panforte, a gingerbread with hazelnuts, honey and almonds. Torrone is also a favorite and is a nougat desert made of honey, sugar and egg white which is topped with toasted almonds. Il panettone, a light Milanese cake filled with [image: image3.jpg]
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candied fruit and raisins, and il pandoro, which is very similar but without the candied fruit or raisins are also  very popular. 
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Many small towns perform a Nativity scene with actors wandering around small streets, stables and squares interpreting ancient trades such as saddlers and knife-cutters. Pipers, zampognari, perform traditional Christmas songs on bagpipes, flutes and oboes. These travelling musicians come down from the mountains in the regions of Abruzzo and Calabria and typically wear bright red jackets and broad-brimmed hats with red tassels. In Rome, the pipers play at the Christmas market in the historic Piazza Navona, on the Spanish Steps and at the entrance to St. Peter's Square. Figures of the  zampognari  often feature in nativity scenes.
Here's a beloved Italian Christmas Carol that has touched many people around the world.
	Tu scendi dalle stelle(Italian)

Tu scendi dalle stelle
O Re del Cielo
E vieni in una grotta
Al freddo al gelo
E vieni in una grotta
Al freddo al gelo.

O Bambino mio Divino
Io ti vedo qui a tremar,
O Dio Beato!
Ah, quanto ti costò
L'avermi amato.
Ah, quanto ti costò
L'avermi amato.

A te che sei del mondo,
Il creatore,
Mancano panni e fuoco,
O mio Signore.
Mancano panni e fuoco,
O mio Signore.

Caro eletto pargoletto,
Quanto questa povertà
Più mi innamora,
Giacchè ti fece amor
Povero ancora.
Giacchè ti fece amor
Povero ancora.
	You Come Down from the Stars(English)

You come down from the stars
Oh, King of Heavens,
And You come in a cave
in the cold, in the frost,
And You come in a cave
in the cold, in the frost.

Oh, my Divine Baby
I see you trembling here,
Oh, Blessed God
Ah, how much it costs You,
Your loving me.
Ah, how much it costs You,
Your loving me.

For You, who are for all the world
The creator,
No clothes and fire,
Oh, my Lord,
No clothes and fire,
Oh, my Lord.

Dear chosen one, little infant,
This dire poverty,
Makes me love You more,
Since Love made You
poor now,
Since Love made You
poor now.


And to finish off: how to say Merry Christmas in Italian? Buon Natale!
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