
OBSERVING THE SOLSTICE
Cultures around the world have long held 
feasts and celebrated holidays around the 
winter solstice. Both an ancient and modern 
holiday, celebrations and ceremonies still 
take place around the world, with fire and 
light as traditional symbols on this, the 
darkest day of the year. Inti Raymi, an Inca 
holiday that was revived in the 20th century, 
honors the sun god, Inti, with fasting and 
offerings. Scandinavians celebrate St. Lucia's 
Day, a traditional festival of lights. Young girls 
wear white dresses with red sashes and 
wreaths of candles on their heads to honor 
St. Lucia, one of the earliest Christian 
martyrs, who was killed for bringing food to 
persecuted Christians hiding in Rome around 
1000 CE. Here in the United States, both the 
Zuni and Hopi tribal leaders announce the 
moment of the solstice, followed by 
celebrations of dancing, lighting fires and 
sometimes gift-giving.   
 

  

The winter solstice is the shortest day and longest night of 
the year, which marks the start of the winter season in the 
Northern Hemisphere. The solstice occurs on Tuesday, 
December 21 this year, and is always experienced 
between December 20-23 in the Northern Hemisphere, 
depending on the year. After the winter solstice, days start 
to become longer and nights shorter as spring approaches. 

Because the planet orbits the sun while tilted about 23.5 
degrees, the Northern and Southern Hemispheres receive 
unequal amounts of sunlight, resulting in both the 
solstices and the seasons. At the solstice, the earth's poles 
are tilted farthest away from the Sun. 
(Excerpt and Observance Info from https://www.nationalgeographic.com  and https://www.history.com )
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Humanity has long celebrated the Winter Solstice, at least 
as far back as the Neolithic period. Famous Neolithic 
monuments such as Newgrange in Ireland and 
Stonehenge are believed to mark the Winter Solstice. 
Even the famed Nazca Lines in Peru feature alignments 
with the Winter Solstice. The ancient Romans held several 
celebrations around this time, including Saturnalia and 
the birthday of Mithra, who later merged with Sol Invictus, 
the god of the unconquered sun. Mithra celebrations took 
place on December 25th, and it has long been theorized 
that the Roman Catholic Church chose to celebrate 
Christmas on this day to supplant the pagan holiday.   
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