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f there’s one thing worth investing in during the 
Christmas period, it’s a string of fairy lights.  
This simple cable of twinkling bulbs can transform 
the gloomiest corner into something magical, 
puncturing darkness and gloom with shimmering, 
winking light. Strung around a tree, trailed along  

a mantelpiece, twisted around a banister or tangled 
inside a glass vase, fairy lights have the power to take 
your home beyond the everyday and transform it into  
a glittering grotto. 

The origin of fairy lights goes back, like many 
Christmas customs, to Germany. In the early 20th 
century, German Christians decorated pine trees with 
candles to symbolise Christ – the Light of the World. 
The invention of incandescent bulbs led to theatres 
stringing cables of lights from their rafters and, 
significantly, concealing them in costumes: the fairies 
in a production of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Iolanthe  
wore miniature lights, and so the term ‘fairy lights’  
was coined to describe “small coloured lights used in 
illuminations”. These were quickly picked up by  
homeowners as a more manageable tree decoration 
than candles. 

Incandescent bulbs, although radical at the time, 
however, were also problematic: they got hot, thus 
presenting a fire risk, and if one bulb was faulty in a 
string, the whole lot didn’t work. The arrival of the low 
voltage, almost indestructible, LED bulb has meant 
that fairy lights now appear all over the home inside 

and out – they’re a quick and affordable way to 
illuminate the dark days of winter.

Introducing light into the home to dispel the 
darkness and encourage the sun to return is not a new 
idea, of course. Many religious festivals are light-based 
including the Hindu festival Diwali (see The Simple 
Things, issue 65), and the Jewish festival Hanukkah 
(12–20 December), which includes the lighting of the 
menorah (candelabra) for eight nights in a row. The 
Scandinavians celebrate the Feast of Juul (thought to 
be the origin of our word ‘Yule’) by lighting fires to 
symbolise the light of the returning sun. Meanwhile, 
the British pagan celebrations around the winter 
solstice (21 December), the time of year with the fewest 
hours of daylight, has morphed into Christmas, with all 
its attendant tinsel and decoration.

The variety and affordability of fairy lights mean 
that most British homes now have a string or two. The 
untangling of the cable to decorate the tree heralds the 
start of festivities and introduces a little spark of bright 
cheer into winter’s darkest days.

”Fairy lights have the power  
to take your home beyond the 
everyday and transform it into 
a glittering grotto”

THE  COMFORT 
OF  TH INGS

THERE ARE CERTAIN THINGS 
IN YOUR HOME THAT ARE LIKE 
GOOD FRIENDS: THEY ALWAYS 

CHEER YOU UP. THIS MONTH 
WE FEEL THE LOVE FOR 

FESTIVE LIGHTS

Words: CLARE GOGERTY
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The advent of LED bulbs 
has meant that fairy 
lights now come in 
various permutations, 
last for ages and are low 
voltage. Powered by 
transformers, they can 
connect up to 1,280 
bulbs. Most can twinkle, 
flash, fade, chase or  
just be still. 

String: a single length of 
cable, usually clear or 
green, with a variety of 
uses, from tree 

decoration to trailing 
along mantelpieces and 
scattering among trees. 
Most are 8m in length 
with about 80 LEDs. 
Cost: £19.99.
Icicle: a fringe of different 
lengths of lights best 
positioned over windows 
or from eaves. Most come 
in 2m lengths but each 
set is connectable and 
can be extended to a 
total length of 20m. 
Cost: £17.99 for 2m.
Curtain: a 2m line of 

vertical strands, each 1m 
long, that look good 
hanging from a banister 
or lining a wall for a 
full-on twinkly grotto 
effect. Low voltage, so 
they don’t get warm and 
can safely hang alongside 
fabric. Indoors only. Cost: 
£27 for 2x1m curtain.
Net: a mesh of fairy lights 
that can be draped or 
hung, or used to net 
furniture or foliage. Cost: 
£34.99 for a 2x2m net.
All from lights4fun.co.uk

K NOW YOU R FAI RY  L I GHTS 

Porcelain light-up  
cone tree, £25; gold 
eucalyptus wreath,  
£18; large polar bear,  
£9; small polar bear, £7; 
mini lit cloche, £4; 
Mercury vase, £12; silver 
star, £16; tealight 
Christmas tree, £35; tree 
tealight holder, £35; 
small Nordic candle, £5; 
all sainsburyshome.co.uk

P
H

O
TO

G
R

A
P

H
Y

: S
TO

C
K

SY
. L

A
R

G
E

 B
U

LL
D

O
G

 C
LI

P,
 K

IK
K

I-
K

.C
O

M

http://lights4fun.co.uk
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THRE E  TO MAKE , 
BUY  OR  CUSTOMISE
Candles are a sure-fire way to introduce a beckoning 
warmth and cosiness, whether bought or made. 
 
MAKE
Beeswax candles are easy to make with a beeswax 
sheet (10 sheets of Natural British Standard brood, 
£12.10, kemble-bees.com). Lie it flat, and put a length 
of wick about 21cm along one edge (£5.20 for one 
110ft medium hank, from kemble-bees.com). Roll the 
candle up and press the finishing edge down with 
your thumb to stick it together.

BUY
In his book The Christmas Chronicles, Nigel Slater 
(see page 11) urges everyone to buy quality scented 
candles. The brands he recommends don’t come 
cheap, however. For Christmas, he suggests a 
Carmelite candle by Cire Trudon, £70: “a deeply 
peaceful scent of mossy stone and water”. Slightly 
less pricy, Diptyque candles, £24–£45, have some 
fine fragrances, including bay, fig and tuberose. 

CUSTOMISE
It’s easy(ish) to transfer an image onto a plain pillar 
candle. Try thegraphicsfairy.com for copyright-free 
vintage images and print it on tissue paper (learn 
how at thegraphicsfairy.com/how-to-print-on-
tissue-paper). Trim the image and place it with the 
ink side out on your candle. Wrap a piece of wax 
paper tightly around the candle. Direct a hair dryer 
at the candle and heat gently until the wax paper 
starts to melt and the ink comes through the paper. 
Peel away the paper to reveal your printed candle.

HOME QUANDARIES
I have a secret longing to decorate the outside of my 
house with illuminated reindeer and a fat Santa 
climbing down the chimney. My husband, however, 
thinks this is vulgar and won’t indulge me. How  
can I jolly up the exterior of my house at Christmas  
and keep it tasteful?

Answer in brief: go for strings of white fairy lights and 
pass it off as Scandi chic.
The compulsion to illuminate the exterior of the home 
is to be applauded. It represents a generosity of spirit – 
you are putting on a show for passers-by and 
neighbours, after all – and a commendable festive 
attitude. Granted, some homeowners may go too far 
with their illuminations but, on the whole, jolly, 
outdoor lights are a good thing. If a reindeer and sleigh 
riding over the rooftops is too much, try a single Light 
Up Running Deer, above, scampering across the front 
garden (£75, coxandcox.co.uk). If illuminated creatures, 
are out of the question, he might be persuaded by a row 
of white LED Icicle Lights dangling from the eaves 
(7.1m, 300 lights, £24.99, lights4fun.co.uk). If even that 
is too much, how about a string of Warm White Festoon 
Lights around a window frame (5m, £14.99, lights4fun.
co.uk), or fairy lights threaded through a bush or tree 
(18m, £36, tlc-direct.co.uk)? If he still won’t budge, a 
Small Star Window Light (£9.99, lights4fun.co.uk), 
placed on a windowsill, will add a tasteful Scandi touch 
and will be enjoyed by those inside the house and out.

“The compulsion to illuminate 
the exterior of the home is to 
be applauded”

1 Silver string lights, £10, futureandfound.com  2 Luxury Dachsund matches, £5.95, annabeljames.co.uk  3 Disco ball lights, £13.99, talkingtables.co.uk  4 Porcelain Snowflake Tealight Set, 
£18.50 for three, nordichouse.co.uk  5 Star decoration, £10, sainsburyshome.co.uk  6 Light-up tree, £75, marksandspencer.com  7 Robin tealight holders, £7.50 each, tch.net  8 Copper wire 
LED lights, £12, nordichouse.co.uk  9 Remote control tree lights, £35, coxandcox.co.uk

Magical Light Up 
Running Deer, £75, 

coxandcox.co.uk

Sprinkle your home with light with these 
bright and twinkling options

NI NE  EASY  P I EC ES

Scented  soy wax 
candle, £19, cottageinthehills.com
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