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WINTER SOLSTICE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Because of the Earth's tilt, on 21 December, the Northern Hemisphere will be at 
its furthest point from the sun all year and so will mark the shortest day and 
longest night of the year. It will be the longest day and shortest night in the 
Southern Hemisphere. 

In ancient times, people were afraid of this time, thinking that the sun would 
never appear again. They created celebrations, mostly including some form of 
light, to help them fight the fear that the world was ending and to create faith 
that the sun would rise again.  

Here are some of the holidays celebrated throughout history and around the 
world at this time: 

 
 
Brumalia: 
 
Brumalia (later named Saturnalia by the Romans), 
was a Greek winter holiday associated with Dionysus 
and wine. This was a time when all rules were 
ignored and people did as they liked. Although a 
Greek holiday, the name Brumalia is 
Latin, bruma being the Latin for Winter Solstice. 
 
 
 
 
 
Hanukkah - Jewish Festival of Lights:  
 
Jewish people celebrate Hanukkah, a holiday 
honoring the Maccabees's victory over King 
Antiochus, who forbade Jews to practice their 
religion. For eight nights, Hanukkah is celebrated 
with prayer, the lighting of the menorah, and food. A 
Hanukkah menorah has nine candles, a candle for 
every night, plus a helper candle. Children play 
games, sing songs, and exchange gifts. Potato  
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pancakes, known as latkes in Yiddish, are traditionally associated with Hanukkah and 
are served with applesauce and sour cream. The dates of Hanukkah change because 
this holiday follows the lunar cycle. 
 
 In 2017, Hanukkah starts the evening of December 12 and ends on December 20. 
 
 
 
Dies Natalis Solis Invicti : 
 
Mithras was an Iranian god who was popular with 
Roman soldiers. Mithras was created by the chief 
deity, Ahura-Mazda, to save the world. The day of the 
virgin birth of Mithras was December 25 (the 
solstice) it was also referred to as Dies Natalis Solis 
Invicti, which means the birthday of the 
unconquered sun. 
 
 
 
Christmas: 
 
In A.D. 354, the birth of Jesus Christ was set on 
December 25. The date is not believed to be accurate 
and is the same as the birth date of Mithras (see 
above). Like the other holidays, Christmas is 
celebrated with festivity, candles and gift-giving.  
 
 
 
Sankranti: 
 
The Hindu Sankranti historically takes place on the 
Solstice, although the date is January 14, which gives 
evidence to how much time has elapsed since it 
started. It is believed that people who die on this day 
end the reincarnation cycle, for which reason it is 
very lucky. Gifts are exchanged, sweets and other 
special food are consumed, and bonfires are lit on 
Sankranti eve, which is known as Lohari. 
 
 
Kwanzaa: 
 
Kwanzaa is celebrated December 26 through January 
1. It is a holiday to commemorate African heritage, 
during which participants gather with family and 
friends to exchange gifts and to light a series of black, 
red, and green candles. These candles symbolize the 
seven basic values of African American family life:  
unity, self-determination, collective work and 
responsibility, cooperative economics, purpose, 
creativity, and faith. 
 

  

https://www.thoughtco.com/ancient-history-4133336
https://www.thoughtco.com/solstice-celebrations-in-ancient-history-119073
https://www.thoughtco.com/solstice-celebrations-in-ancient-history-119073
https://www.thoughtco.com/jesus-as-historical-figure-119325
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New Year's Eve (Christian calendar): 
 
New Year's Day is January 1, the first day of the year 
in the Gregorian calendar. Fireworks are often set off 
at midnight to celebrate the new year. Commonly  
served in the southern part of the United States, 
black-eyed peas are thought to bring luck and 
prosperity for the new year, greens (usually collards) 
to bring wealth to symbolize moving forward. 
 
 
 
Pagan Scandinavia: 
 
Yule logs were burned because they believed the log 
could magically make the sun brighter. Europe and 
many other places still burn the Yule log, but it is 
now just a symbolic gesture. Scandinavians also 
listened to minstrel poets sing about ancient legends. 
 
 
 
 
Celtic Druids:  

 

Mistletoe was sacred to Druids. Druid priests used 
a golden sickle (kind of a curved blade) to cut it from 
the tree it was growing on. Then they handed it out to 
the people, calling it All-Heal. The people hung it in a 
doorway or a room to offer goodwill to visitors.  
 

 

A little more: 

 
Buildings on the Solstice: 
  
Ancient buildings have long reflected people's fascination with the sun. Stonehenge is 
perhaps the best known of these stone structures.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.kidzworld.com/article/2260-david-blaine-marvelous-magician-or-major-fake
http://www.kidzworld.com/article/4019-holy-cities-of-the-world
https://www.factmonster.com/encyclopedia/social-sciences-and-the-law/anthropology-and-archaeology/archaeology-general/stonehenge
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Another prehistoric stone building, in Newgrange, Ireland, and dating from about 3,300 
BCE, allows sunlight to penetrate to the back of the cairn only at sunrise on the winter 
solstice.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The neolithic cairn at Maeshowe on the Orkney Islands lets in the setting sun on the 
same day.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

And the Bighorn Medicine Wheel in Wyoming, one of 40 or more similar 

"wheels" found in the Rocky Mountains, serves a similar astronomical function. 

 
 
 
 
 

https://www.factmonster.com/dictionary/Newgrange
https://www.factmonster.com/encyclopedia/social-sciences-and-the-law/anthropology-and-archaeology/archaeology-general/maeshowe

