
Shining a light on a Christmas tradition
F

rom battery-powered
rainbow fairy lights to
golden-white, rein-
deer-shaped ones, the
way my family lit up
our home when I was a

child was a wonderful, fleet-
ing reflection of the warm and
friendly people that lived in-
side, writes Rania Elewa.

This got me thinking about
the history of Christmas
lights, its evolution and how it
has become such a staple item
on our winter shopping list.

It all started way back when
electricity was nothing more
than a figment of a futuristic
thinker’s imagination. Christ-
mas trees and homes were in-
stead decorated with candles,
which symbolised Christ
being the ‘light of the world’.

The tradition originated in
Germany, where small can-
dles were attached to tree
branches with pins or melted
wax. Europeans displayed
them in the windows of their
homes as an indicator to other
Christians that it was in fact,
a Christian home. This also

meant they were welcome to
worship with the residents.

But this practice was very
dangerous and resulted in
many devastating home fires.

And then Thomas Edison,
inventor of the modern light
bulb, swept in during the 1880
Christmas season and intro-
duced the first outdoor elec-
tric Christmas light display to
the world outside of his labo-
ratory compound.

It was nested near a railway
station, where hundreds of
people could see it each night.
The event marked the first of-
ficial outdoor Christmas dis-
play.

Edward Johnson, who was
an inventor under Edison’s
supervision, developed the
first string of Christmas lights
a few years later that was
made of 80 red, white and blue
electric light bulbs. Then, in
the 1890s, the lights were
mass-produced, and shops
began show-casing them in
their Christmas displays.

The 1970s saw the introduc-
tion of LED lights which cre-
ated a revolution in
decorative lighting and con-
tinues to dominate the market
today.

The incandescent Christ-
mas lights that cheerfully
light up the dark days of De-
cember have come a long way.
Although it has taken many
forms over the past 135 years,
there is no doubt it has
brought joy to millions of peo-
ple through the decades.
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