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THE STORY OF THE NATIVITY
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THE NATIVITY PLAY IS OFF!

I approached an infant school nestled in the heart of the Yorkshire Dales one bitterly cold December afternoon. The surrounding fields and rocky outcrops were hidden under a smattering of snow and the belt of dark pines had a fine dusting of white. The air was icy fresh and the whole area around the small school was a vast white silent sea.

I had been invited by the head teacher, a large jolly woman with the wonderfully-Dickensian name of Miss Sally Precious, to see the rehearsal of the infant Nativity play.

As I walked up the path to the school, careful not to slip on the icy surface, I was met by a group of small children chattering excitedly and apparently on their way home. I stopped a small boy with a shock of ginger hair, close set dark brown eyes and a missing front tooth. A small green candle of mucus appeared from his crusty nostril.

‘Excuse me,’ I said.

‘We’re not supposed to speak to strange men outside school,’ he replied vociferously and regarding me suspiciously. He sniffed noisily and wiped his nose on the back of his hand.

‘I’m here to see the Nativity play,’ I told him.

‘Well, it’s off!’ he told me bluntly.

‘It’s off?’ I repeated.

The boy raised his hand to his head and scratched his scalp. ‘Aye, t’Virgin Mary’s got nits!’
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THE INFANT NATIVITY PLAY 

This innocence of young children is wonderfully illustrated at Christmas when the infant Nativity takes place in many schools throughout the country. Small children acting out one of the greatest stories of all time captures the very essence of Christmas. To see Mary, aged six, draped in a pale blue gown and cradling a large doll representing Baby Jesus never fails to bring a tear to the eye. To see Joseph, wide-eyed and innocent-faced, in a tartan dressing gown and a thick multi-coloured towel over his head held in place with an elastic belt with a snake clasp always brings a sympathetic smile to the lips. Then there are the shepherds, a motley group of children, also attired in dressing gowns and towels, the three kings wearing their cardboard crowns and clutching their gifts and the angels clad in white sheets and tinsel halos.

The delight of the infant Nativity is in the mix of childlike innocence and amusing mishaps. It is hard for the audience not to laugh when another Joseph wearing a brown poncho, which is clearly too big for a small child, treads on the bottom and falls over or when the angry little girl, masked by another infant dressed in brown and green, shouts off stage, ‘Can you tell the palm tree to shift, Miss, he’s blocking my view and I can’t see my Nana.’ At one Nativity play an over-enthusiastic little boy dressed in a soldier outfit and taking on the part of the Little Drummer Boy, proceeded to bang the metal drum around his neck loudly and with gusto. Anyone could see that the girl playing Mary was getting increasingly annoyed. Finally she placed Baby Jesus carefully back in the manger (a large pink doll with frizzy hair) and shouted at the boy, ‘Will you shurrup Darren! I’m trying to gerrim off to sleep. You’re doin’ mi ’ead in!’

For one Nativity play the teachers (or more likely the parents) had really gone to town on the costumes for the children who played the Three Kings. The three little boys entered the stage in regal splendour, resplendent in designer outfits and holding their precious gifts. One child wore a huge silver turban and red cloak embellished with sequins and feathers and a second wore a circlet of gold. The third king sported a most impressive bejewelled crown. The jewels were in fact coloured wine gums which had been glued on to look like rubies and emeralds but they shone brilliantly under the lights.

As the play progressed, the third king began to get rather bored and started yawning and scratching and stretching. Then he proceeded to detach the fruit gums one by one from his crown, pop them in his mouth and chew them vigorously. The other two kings watched him with interest. Finally the second king leaned over and said in a loud stage whisper, ‘Give us one Jason.’ The third king obliged. The drama concluded with the children singing, ‘Oh little town of Bethlehem’ accompanied by the loud chomping of the Magi.
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At the conclusion of one infant Nativity play, Mary and Joseph sat at the centre of a colourful tableau of kings, shepherds and animals (the last being children in cardboard sheep and donkey masks). A group of little angels in white crêpe paper and cardboard headbands with silver stars on the front stood on a raised platform at the back. As the teacher at the piano struck up with the introduction to ‘Away in a Manger’ Mary rocked Baby Jesus – another large pink doll with frizzy hair and eyes which opened and closed – and the doll (one of the talking variety) started to cry and asked for its nappy to be changed. Mary shook it forcefully to shut it up which only resulted in the doll repeatedly crying and demanding to be changed. Mary in desperation pushed the doll roughly into Joseph’s hands. ‘You have him,’ she said. ‘He won’t shut up!’ The small boy playing Joseph looked at a loss what to do as the doll continued to cry and demand to be changed. He shook the doll so forcefully that the head became detached from the body and bounced down the stage just as the angels got to the line in the carol, ‘The Little Lord Jesus lay down his sweet head.’ One of the three kings quickly retrieved the head and passed it to Mary who reunited it with its body. To the sound of laughter from the audience and the crying of the doll, the angels continued to sing lustily. ‘The stars in the bright sky looked down as he lay, the little Lord Jesus asleep on the hay.’
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