
WE WISH YOU A MERRY CHRISTMAS 
16th c. Traditional English Carol 

"We Wish You a Merry Christmas" is a popular 16th c. English carol from the 
West Country of England. Little else is known of this song. It does not occur 
in any of the oldest collections, such as; Kele, Gilbert, Sandys, Sylvestre, Husk, 
Bullen, Bramley & Stainer, Greene, The Oxford Book of Carols, etc. It is 
regularly found in most modern collections of carols, and is very frequently 
heard during the Christmas-tide. 

The origin of this carol is the remnant of a time when poor carolers would hit 
up wealthy listeners for handouts. It's a tongue in cheek tune which 
recognizes the dynamic between rich and poor, calling for figgy pudding and 
refusing to leave the wealthy person's doorstep until some is delivered "right 
here."  

When groups of people gather together to set out a-caroling around Christmas 
time, the most joyful carol they could possibly take along (next to, maybe, 
"Jingle Bells") is "We Wish You a Merry Christmas". It's all right there in the 
title. A more direct approach to the spreading of merriment cannot be found 
across the canon of Christmas folk songs.  

The song’s oral history is probably its most compelling, as it survived 
centuries of passing down from caroler to caroler before it was ever recorded. 
Perhaps the most folk-friendly recorded version on record came from the 
collaborative album John Denver made with the Muppets. However, a number 
of other artists have recorded the song through the years, from Japanese punk 
outfit, Shonen Knife to indie pop band Weezer, not to mention a number of 
choruses and symphonies. The song’s most popular mode of performance, 
however, remains that of the nameless, fameless Christmas caroler, who 
continues to go door to door each and every holiday season.  

~Tull 




