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This is the January 2021 edition of the Gryphon’s Roar.  

Bilgun Zalkuubar holds the Chronicler’s Office.  If there are topics, items, art, or written words you would like to see published in the newsletter, please contact her 
at chronicler@gryphonslair.org.  

The 
Gryphon’s 
Roar  
 January 2021 
“Winter Holidays”   

Snowball fight circa 1400.  Artist unknown. 

http://livingthehistoryelizabethchadwick.blogspot.com/2011/12/medieval-winter-melange.html?m=1  
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 The Winter Holiday Season is peppered with many festivals that bring together families of birth or choice, light, and food 
to warm the frozen earth. 

 This newsletter is dedicated to an exploration of the ways that people living prior to 1700 celebrated their winter holidays. 

 We will begin in ancient times and explore the celebration of the ancient Egyptians.  From there, we journey around the 
world, stopping in Rome for Saturnalia, then headed to the northlands to experience Juul, and step across centuries and continents 
as we explore Winter Festivals around the world and through time. 

 I would like to express my personal gratitude to the wonderful people who contributed to this newsletter.   

 Aslak the Awful, from Cote du Ciel 
 Sionainn Padraig Caimbeul, that Baron Guy 

 Malatesta di Simonetti, the Serene 
 Our Esteemed Seneschal, Michelle of Harris Upon York 
 The Gourmande, Dame Meraud des Belles Feuilles 

  
    In Service to the Dream,  
     Zalkuubar  
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Words from the Seventh Baron and Baroness of Gryphon’s Lair: Sionainn 
and Malatesta: 

 

Greetings from your Baronage, 

We hope this missive finds you all well.  We are so pleased to see how you all work 
together and help one another.  We are so happy to see you all teaching and taking 
classes. We are saddened that we are unable to gather with you in person, however, 
we are happy to see all your smiling faces through the magics of modern wizardry.  In 
these dark and troubled times please reach out to your friends. Many of our populace 
has lost family in this last year, please reach out to them as this time of year can be 
especially difficult for them.  We know with the generous and caring populace you are 
we will get through these troubling times and gather in friendship once again.  We are in 
the hope that you are able to spend your time with your close family and looking forward 
to spending face to face time with you, our chosen family in the future.  

Please join us in welcoming our new cousins to the south, Their Excellencies Raven 
and Sajah.  

Happy winter festivals.  

YIS 

HE Sionainn  & HE Malatesta 

 

 

 

 

If you would like to contact our Baron or Baroness, please use the following information: 

Baron Baroness 
His Excellency, 

Master Sionainn Padraig Caimbeul, OP 
 

Her Excellency, 
Mistress Malatesta Simonetti, OP 

Mundane name: Jason Tanner 
 

Mundane Name: Patience Hallda 

baron@gryphonslair.org baroness@gryphonslair.org 
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Seneschal Sayings 

Greetings unto my fellow denizens of the Lair, 

2020 has been a year unlike any that we have known, but it has not been all gloom and 
doom. This new virtual Society has made every subject of A&S easily accessible and 
introduced us to peers around the SCA. Thanks to virtual events we can connect with 
fellow SCAdians from anywhere in the Knowne World. The new level of connection has 
led to more than just a list of Kingdoms, it has created a fully interactive Society that is 
no longer defined by distance. 

Virtual events will be continuing into 2021, and they need our support. Take a class, 
teach a class, attend court! Speaking of virtual events, virtual Quest planning is 
underway. If you would like to help (and this Barony LOVES helpers!) please contact 
myself or Their Excellencies Sionainn and Malatesta. 

The Barony needs your help, we have offices accepting letters of intent: Minister of Arts 
and Sciences, Chatelaine, Social Media, and Youth. Training is available for all of these 
offices please consider submitting a LOI. Almost every officer in the Barony is in need of 
a deputy. Being a deputy is a great way to learn about an office and serving the Barony. 

In this time of not being able to gather in person it is more important than ever that we 
come together as a Barony is whatever ways that we can. Participate in the upcoming 
virtual bardic competition as an entrant or an observer (contact m’Lord Eys for more 
information). Please check on your friends and remember to be kind to everyone. 

Until we all meet again. 

YIS, 
THL Michelle of Harris upon York 
BGL Seneschal 
 

This is the Gryphon’s Roar a publication of The Barony of Gryphon’s Lair of the Society for Creative Anachronism, 
Inc. The Gryphon’s Roar is available from https://www.gryphonslair.org/roar. It is not a corporate publication of the 
Society for Creative Anachronism, Incorporated, and does not delineate SCA policies.  
 
Copyright 2021 Society for Creative Anachronism, Inc. For information on reprinting articles and artwork from this 
publication, please contact the editor, Kari McCarter at chronicler@gryphonslair.org, who will assist you in contacting 
the original creator of the piece. Please respect the legal rights of our contributors.  
 
Credit for all submissions, including all text submissions except officer reports and contact information (i.e. Articles, 
recipes, poetry, etc.) and including all artwork (drawings, photos, heraldry, maps, etc.)  has been cited when the 
information was available.  
 
Releases for creative work are available through the Kingdom of Artemisia.  https://www.artemisia.sca.org/ All 
photographers, models, intellectual property and creative works have provided a signed release statement for their 
artwork to be used in this publication. 
 
Due to the COVID-19 Pandemic, we are presently not conducting regularly scheduled meetings.  
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Virtual Events: 

Saturday, January 16:  

Join the Barony of Gryphon's Lair as we choose our next bardic champion! Their Excellencies Sionainn and 
Malatesta invite you to hear their words beginning at 10:30am quickly followed by bardic performances. The 
bardic portion will be hosted by the current champion M'Lord Eys Galster. Vivat to the performers! 
https://www.facebook.com/events/809464713117709/ 

Thursday, January 21: 

Baronial Business Meeting at 7:30 PM.  Event information and the link to participate are available on 
Facebook from the Barony of Gryphon’s Lair group. 

Saturday, January 23: 

Arn Hold presents their annual Masked Ball.  For an event that is usually a half-day casual event… We are 
full up!   

Scheduled for the day: 

 Dance Classes and practice… dances will be taught on the half hour (for a few hours.)  Hosted by 
HL Ursula.  First practice and then dance in your living room. 

 Gaming Rooms will be hosted by the dice-whisperer, Sir Gabe. 
 A Cribbage Tournament will be hosted by HE Braden. 
 Artist Hangout – we are reserving a room to just come and hang out… work on your project… or 

just hang out.  Hosted by HE Dame Varia (if she is not working) 
 Queen’s Prize Tourney hosted by Maestra Magdalena and HE Mistress Gilianna.  (see the 

Facebook link in the unofficial Artemisia page) 
 HE Praxilla Taurina’s Laurel Ceremony.  Come witness a good friend of our Barony be elevated to 

the Order of the Laurel. 
 Virtual feast… set your table up and put on your garb and turn on your camera.  Let us eat 

together! 
 Baronial Bardic Competition.  The night will end with our Baronial Bardic Competition hosted by our 

current Bard Lady Beatriz. 
Come join us as we welcome in the new year! 

Monday, February 8: 

BGL Workshops Present: Fingerloop Braiding.  Please join the Barony of Gryphon’s Lair as we kick off our 
2021 workshop series.  We’ll be learning fingerloop braiding.  Kits are available free of charge. Event 
information and the link to participate are available on Facebook from the Barony of Gryphon’s Lair group. 

Saturday, February 13: 

We’re excited to announce the Winter 106th Session of the University of Atlantia, to be held online Saturday, 
February 13.   

University of Atlantia website: http://university.atlantia.sca.org/  

Your University staff look forward to providing a full day of learning, sharing, and inspiring others. 

***Class Access & Schedule for Online Feb. 13 University of Atlantia is now available at the University 
website.*** 

Be sure to register before February 11 so you can participate in some of the nearly 200 classes that are 
being offered. 

In Service, 

The University Chancellor and Staff 
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New Year’s Celebration in Ancient Egypt 

 
 Ancient Egyptians learned to track the change of seasons by studying the stars.  The 
brightest star in the sky, Sirius, would not be visible for a period of 70 days.  During this time, the 
lands surrounding the Nile River would be dry, and crops would be harvested or die.  When Sirius 
returned to the sky, Nile River would flood its banks, so new crops could be planted.   
represented the death and rebirth of Osiris.  The festival of Wepet Renpet celebrates Osiris’ 
rebirth, marked by the Nile River overflowing and flooding the plains around the river.  This event 

prompted a 
celebration of the 
renewal and 
rejuvenation that 
marked the beginning 
of the new year.  
 Wepet Renpet 
was a time for 
feasting and drinking.  
The celebration would 
last for days.  Solemn 
rituals related to the 
death of Osiris were 
observed as well as 
singing and dancing 
to celebrate his 
rebirth.   
  

A recipe for Halvah, a sweet treat eaten at celebrations. 

This recipe is believed to be the oldest Egyptian recipe ever found. 

 Grind 2 cups of dates into a paste with a mortar and pestle and mix them with just 
enough water to roll it into balls. Add ½ cup or so of toasted sesame seeds, a teaspoon of 
cardamom and ½ cup of crushed nuts. Roll the mixture by hand into small balls the size of a 
shooter marble, or about 1 inch in diameter. Dip them in honey, roll them in cinnamon, and finally 
in slivered, toasted almonds. (Article written by Jane Smith, “Food Recipes of Ancient Egypt”  

https://oureverydaylife.com/food-recipes-of-ancient-egypt-12219222.html .) 

https://ecccf.net/festivals-in-ancient-egypt/  

https://oureverydaylife.com/food-recipes-of-ancient-egypt-12219222.html  

https://study.com/academy/lesson/ancient-egypt-lesson-for-kids-festivals-holidays.html  

https://www.egypttoursportal.com/festivals-in-ancient-egypt/ 

https://www.historyforkids.net/ancient-egyptian-festivals.html 

https://www.ancient-origins.net/myths-legends-news-general/origins-new-year-s-traditions-around-world-001183
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Ancient Rome: Saturnalia 

 
 Saturnalia was an ancient Roman festival and holiday held in honor of the god Saturn.  Saturn 
was revered as a god of plenty, wealth, agriculture and liberation.  Saturn was also associated with the 
passage of time and the transition between seasons.  He is generally depicted holding a sickle in his right 
hand to represent his role in agriculture.  Historians speculate that the sickle wielded by Father Time 
derived from the sickle held by Saturn. 

 The festival of Saturnalia lasted from December 17 through December 23.  It was a time of 
feasting, role reversals, gift-giving and revelry.  Social restrictions were relaxed, as a temporary release 
from civilized restraint was granted for the duration of the festival. 

 Saturnalia began at the Temple of Saturn in the Roman Forum where a sacrifice was made.  
Following the sacrifice, the Roman Senate arranged a statue or other portable figure of wood, with a head 
of bronze, wax, or marble and covered in drapery on a couch.  This figure, called a lectisternium, 
represented Saturn’s presence at the festival, as if he were presently and actively participating in the 
celebration.  A public banquet, called a convivium, followed where participants were invited to eat and 
drink for pleasure.  It was accompanied by music, dancing, recitals or conversation.   

 In private festivities, masters pretended to swap roles with their slaves.  The masters would serve 
the meal to their slaves or dine with them.  It was a time for free speech, when slaves would not be 
punished for disrespecting their masters.  Special clothing was worn for the celebration, including the 

pilleus, a conical felt hap and the synthesis, colorful 
evening attire that was considered in poor taste for 
daytime wear. 

 Gambling and dice-playing were permitted for 
everyone during Saturnalia, even slaves.  Coins and 
nuts were used for wagering. 

 Rampant overeating and drunkenness was 
customary for the celebration.  Sobriety seemed to be 
the exception. 

 The Sigillaria, held on December 19 was a day 
of gift-giving.  Patrons might pass money along to 
their poorer clients to help them guy gifts.  Gifts were 
often simple or inexpensive.  Examples range from 

pottery or wax figurines to knucklebones, lamps, perfumes, pipes, cups, items of clothing, masks, boots 
and pets.  Some gifts included a verse or poem, much as modern-day people would include a card.   

 The King of Saturnalia, called Saturnalicius princeps, ruled as master of ceremonies for the 
proceedings.  He was chosen by a lottery and was responsible for issuing capricious commands.  His 
purpose was to create and foster a chaotic and absurd world. 

Wikipedia contributors. "Lectisternium." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free 
Encyclopedia, 23 Aug. 2020. Web. 5 Jan. 2021. Wikipedia contributors. "Saturn (mythology)."  

Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 3 Jan. 2021. Web. 5 Jan. 
2021. 

Wikipedia contributors. "Saturnalia." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free 
Encyclopedia, 4 Jan. 2021. Web. 5 Jan. 2021. 
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A Very Norse Holiday 

 Different religions have different reasons for celebrating this winter season.  I am celebrating the 
turning of the seasons.  Thor has now started fighting back against the jotnar (giants) representing 
the forces of chaos.  These celebrations stretch back to the roots of my religion (about 40,000 years).  
This season we give thanks to Thor for striving against the jotnar and bringing the wheel of the year 
full turn. 

 Yule is the most sacred (and 
longest) of the Norse holidays lasting 
for 12 days.  It starts at sundown on 
Mothernight (Dec. 20th) and continues 
until sundown on Tolftinott (Jan. 1st) 
and serves as a microcosm for the 
year.  Historical accounts differ, and 
Yule was as short as three days long 
and as long as a month and a half 
depending on region and timeframe.  
To the modern Asatruar, 12 days is 
significant on many levels and is what a 
lot of northern tradition heathens 
celebrate. 

 The way Yule is celebrated varies 
greatly from Kindred to Kindred.  There are some relatively universal aspects of the celebrations, but 
Asatru is not a religion of absolutes or conformity.  It is up to each individual and each Kindred to 
decide in what manner they choose to worship. Some of the common aspects of Yule are the Blot 
ritual, the Sumbel ritual, gift-giving, decorating, feasts, burning a Yule log, increasing Frith, and 
honoring the ancestors.  There are too many traditions to list them all but some of the less practiced 
ones like riding with the Wild Hunt, Seidr work, Spa craft, Caldr, and Hof hallowing.  A lot of the 
modern-day Christmas traditions originated from heathen rituals, so they are familiar to people even if 
they have never heard of Asatru.  In my research, over 20 years, I have only found one Christmas 
tradition that wasn’t borrowed from the Heathen religions, the Nativity. 

 The Yule log custom springs from many differnet cultures, but in all of them, its significance 
seems to lie in the iul or "wheel" of the year. For the Norse, the Yule log was an integral part of their 
celebration of the julfest.  They would carve runes representing unwanted traits that they wanted the 
gods to take from them, such as ill fortune or poor honor on the log prior to burning the log.  They 
would keep the Yule log burning for 12 days during the winter solstice; part of the log was kept for the 
following year when it would be used to light the new Yule log.  

 Even though they have their own holiday, the Disir are also honored during Yule.  The Disir are 
the female guardians of the family line, usually the matrons of the family (although historically the 
Disir are very confusing and have lots of roles; this is th erole that is focused on at this time).  The 
Disir are remembered (sometimes along with their patroness Freya) because of the family focus of 
this holy time of year so we would be remiss to neglect the women of our line that have gone on 
before us.  We set up a shrine during the holiday season to give respect to the honored dead. 

Aslak the Awful, MKA Jason Porter 

https://www.thoughtco.com/medieval-christmas-traditions-1788717 
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Scotland: the Hogmanay 

 The Hogmanay likely originated from Norse and Gaelic observance of the New Year.  Many 
different regional customs are honored throughout Scotland.  In general, it is a time of gift-giving, visiting 
the homes of friends and neighbors, feasting, dancing, eating, drinking and watchnight services.  It is a 
time of reflection and celebration. 

 The first recording of this celebration is dated 1443 in the West Riding of Yorkshire (one of three 
geographical divisions of Yorkshire) where the word hagnonayse documented the celebration. 

 The most widespread custom throughout Scotland is the 
practive of first-footing.  Immediately after midnight, the first person 
to cross the threshold of a friend or neighbor gives symbolic gifts of 
salt, coal, shortbread, whisky and black bun, which is a rich 
fruitcake, to their host(ess).  These gifts are intended to bring 
different kinds of good luck to the homeowner.  The preferred first-
foot is a tall, dark-haired man; a fair-haired woman is considered to 
bring bad luck.  There is historic precedent to this preference.  
When the presumably fair-haired Vikings invaded Scotland, a blond 
visitor was not a good omen. Food and drink are shared with visiting 
neighbors, and there is a customary gift-exchange.  Visiting hours continue through dawn and into the 
next day.   

 Another custom is named “Redding the House.” The goal is to begin the new year with a clean 
house as it is considered bad luck to leave the clutter and disarray from the previous year.  When open 
fires were common, clearing the ashes and laying a new fire was considered a good sign for the new 
year.  Branches of juniper were burned which were believed to ward off evil spirits.  The tradition of 
cleaning the house also extends to clearing debts and paying bills.    

 The use of fire to purify and drive away evil spirits is an ancient idea.  The various local traditions 
found in Scotland relating to fires also hark back to the ancient past. In the pagan winter celebrations, fire 
symbolized the newly resurgent sun coming back to the land and was believed to ward off evil spirits 
dwelling in the darkness. In the town of Stonehaven, January 1st is hearalded in with fireballs.  A 
procession of people swing balls of burining material, such as a basket of straw, attached to a chain or 
wire around their head.  They make their way through the town before arriving at the harbor where the 
fireballs are thrown into the sea. 

 The Ba' game is a version of medieval (US) football.  The town forms teams of twelve players, 
each trying to get the ball to their team’s goal.  Sides are named “uppies” or “downies” depending on 
which part of town they represent.  The ball is moved through town, sometimes going up alleyways, into 
yards and through streets.  Shops and houses board up their windows to prevent damage.   

 

 Highlands and Islands contributors. “Hogmanay traditions old and new.” Highlands and Islands.  BBC Local.  
 Ferne Arfin. “5 Scottish Hogmanay Traditions You Probably Never Heard Of.” TripSavvy, Scotland Guide. Nov. 17, 2019. 
 Wikipedia contributors. "Ba game." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 9 Aug. 2020. 

Web. 8 Jan. 2021. 

 https://www.ancient-origins.net/myths-legends-news-general/origins-new-year-s-traditions-around-world-001183  

“Scottish Shortbread.”  https://www.historic-
uk.com/HistoryUK/HistoryofScotland/The-History-of-
Hogmanay/  
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Food for the Hogmanay: Black Bun Recipe 

By Katrinia Patrick for The Scots Magazine.  
https://www.scotsmagazine.com/articles/black-bun-recipe/  

 

 Black bun is a type of rich fruit cake completely covered with pastry. It 
was originally eaten on Twelfth Night in Scotland but is now more associated 
with Hogmanay. It’s also a firm favourite with Oor Wullie and The Broons… 

Auntie Lesley’s Black Bun Recipe 
Ingredients: 
  

Pastry Case 
 

Filling 

 ½ cups butter 
 1 cup plain flour 
 Pinch of salt 
 ½ teaspoon baking powder 
 Cold water 
 1 egg, beaten 

 1 cup plain flour 
 1 teaspoon ground allspice 
 ½ level teaspoon each: 

o ground ginger 
o ground cinnamon 

 1/8 cup chopped mixed citrus peel  
 ½ level teaspoon baking powder 
 ½ level teaspoon cream of tartar 
 Pinch of salt 
 Combine fruit with 1 Tablespoon brandy, soak overnight:  

o 2 1/3 cups seedless raisins 
o 2 1/3 cups currants 
o 1/3 grams chopped almonds, one tablespoon brandy 

– mixed together and left to soak overnight 
 ½ cup soft brown sugar 
 Generous pinch of black pepper 
 One large egg (beaten) Milk to moisten (approx ¼ pint) 

Directions 

1. Grease a loaf tin. Rub butter into flour, salt and baking powder, mixing in cold water to make a stiff dough. 
2. Roll out pastry and cut into five pieces, using bottom, top and sides of the tin as a rough guide. 
3. Press the bottom and four side pieces of pastry into the tin, pressing overlaps to seal the pastry shell. 
4. Sift flour and spices, baking powder, cream of tartar and salt. Bind together with soaked fruit mixture and 

sugar, mixed peel, pepper, egg and milk. 
5. Pack filling into the pastry-lined tin and add pastry lid, pinching edges and using egg to seal well. Lightly 

prick surface with a fork and make four holes in the bottom layer of pastry using a skewer. Depress the 
centre slightly (pastry lid will rise as it cooks). 

6. Brush top of pastry case with beaten egg to glaze. 
7. Bake in pre-heated oven at 325 F for 2½ to 3 hours, until a skewer comes out clean. 
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Not Really Norman Christmas Traditions 

Dame Meraud des Belles Feuilles  

 

 The premiere recorded celebration of birth of Christ was in Rome on the 25th of 
December 336 CE during the reign of Constantine, the first Christian Roman Emperor. 
Christmas would continue to linger as a minor rite, eclipsed by the celebrations of the Epiphany 
and Easter, until 800 CE when Charlemagne was crowned as the Holy Roman Emperor on 
Christmas day, and then William the Conqueror in 1066 CE followed suit some 250 odd years 
later.  

 

 Many of the traditions we associate with Christmas didn’t really start taking hold until 
after Charles Dickens in the 19th century. In fact, at one point, carol singing, which involved 
raucous singing and dancing in a circle, was ruining the and banned from the Church as being 
inadequately religious, which is why carol singers ended up on street corners, doorsteps and in 
the malls.   My personae is from the Norman region of Aquitaine around 1175 CE, and 
searching for information on those types of specific Aquitanian, Norman and French traditions 
(in English) turned out to be rougher than I expected.  Some of the basics, you know: Advent 
Calendars – German; Christmas trees – German; Nativity Scenes – Italian; Wassailing- English 
pig dogs; and others specifically French, bouche de Noel – 18th century; Christmas cards - 19th 
century; Father Christmas and his sidekick Father Spanking – 19th century.  
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One tradition the French have made their own seems to be Christmas Eve dinner or Le 
Réveillon. Lots and lots of spendy, rich foods spread out over hours of feasting.  And then the 
desserts (OMG): 13 traditional sweet dishes towering high, covered in sugars and fruits and 

chocolates and my mouth waters just thinking about 
it. In the region of Aquitaine, they share a tradition 
with the Italians, right over the mountainous border 
there, of Pain d’Epices.  This is a tall round fruitcake 
type of confection made with nuts and dried fruits, 
like cherries and apricots.  This is the beginnings of 
what has become a horrifying Western European 
seasonal tradition, and an SCA rumor.  Somewhere 
out there, for many years now, a tinned fruitcake 
has been making the rounds of Solstice and Yule 
Courts, passing from hand to hand in the guise of 
largesse. 

 

 

 

 

 

The only other really, really Norman or French tradition that I discovered was a game called 
Soule.  Jean-Michel Mehl is a French historian and author of several books on medieval games, 
none of which I could find in English, so I am relying on the translation from medievalists.net for 
a passage from Games in their Seasons. Mehl explains “the game has many regional variations 
but is based on a very simple principle: two opposing teams compete for possession of a large 
block of wood or a moss-filled leather ball, called the eteuf or pelote. It is propelled by being 
punched with the fist, kicked, or struck with curved sticks. In the course of these encounters, 
whose participants can be numbered in scores, all blows are allowed, which explains the large 
number of injuries or even fatalities involved and the consequent frequency with which this 
game figures in the letters or pardon.” The contest would be between villages and towns and 
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only played at Christmas time.  While there is a believable link for this being the beginnings of 
what would become rugby or football, I think this makes a strong case for Blood of Heroes being 
a Christmas movie. 
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The Christmas Season in 14th Century England 
By THL Michelle of Harris upon York 

 The Christmas season in Medieval years was not only an extremely holy time, but also an 
extremely enjoyable one. My persona living in the north of England around York would have started the 
celebration on November 11 with the Feast of St Martin of Tours, commonly called the Advent. This 
“preparation” part of the season was considered holy and oftentimes fasting was observed.  

 The holiday fun officially began on the 24th of December, Christmas Eve. This time of absolute 
joy make it no coincidence that many monarchs have chosen Christmas Day as their coronation, starting 
with William the Conqueror. During the 12 days of Christmas drinking, feasting, and making merry were 
the order of the season. Goose, boar, and mince pies are popular dishes and at our manor house.  All of 
the peasants on the estate are invited to partake. Besides feasting there is gaming, players performing, 
and relaxation in front of the yule log. Gifts are exchanged on January 6, the last of the 12 days of 
Christmas. On January 7 the world returns to normal and we must put away all of the holly and 
mistletoe until next December.  

 

 

 

 

Detail from ‘Tart de brymlent’ or ‘Tartes of flesshe’ via The University of Manchester Image Library 
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Nowruz: The Celebration of the New Year  
in the Middle East and Asia 

 Nowruz (or Norooz) is a 13-day spring festival whose origins reach far back into antiquity.  
The origin of Nowruz begins with the mythology of King Jamshid saving mankind from a harsh 
winter that was destined to kill every living creature.  Jamshid constructed a golden throne 
studded with gems and had demons raise him into the heavens where he sat, shining like the 
sun.  The world’s creatures gathered jewels around him and proclaimed that this was the New 
Day (Now Ruz).  Many of the traditions associated with it are still celebrated in Iran and other 
parts of the Middle East and Asia.  

 The festival is 
celebrated on or around the 
vernal equinox in March and 
is believed to have 
originated as part of the 
Zoroastrian religion. Official 
records of Nowruz did not 
appear until the 2nd century, 
but most historians believe 
its celebration dates back at 
least as far as the 6th 
century BC.  Unlike many 
other ancient Persian 
festivals, Nowruz persisted 
as an important holiday even 
after Iran’s conquest by 
Alexander the Great in 333 
BC and the rise of Islamic 
rule in the 7th century A.D.  

 

 Ancient observances of Nowruz focused on the rebirth that accompanied the return of 
spring. The number seven has great relevance in Nowruz celebrations.   

 The Haft-sin is conducted at the exact 
moment of the March equinox.  Family 
members gather around the Haft-sin table 
with seven items: sabze (wheat, barley, 
mung bean, or lentil sprouts grown in a 
dish, Samanu (sweet pudding made from 
wheat germ, Persian olive, Vinegar, apple, 
garlic and sumac. The Haft-sin table may 
also include a mirror, candles, painted 
eggs, a bowl of water, goldfish, coins, 
hyacinth and traditional confectionaries.   

 In Afghanistan, participants prepare Haft 
Mēwa for Naruz.  Haft Mēwa is a mixture 
of dried fruit and nuts, such as raisins, 
Persian olives, pistachios, hazelnuts, 
prunes, walnuts and almonds, served in a 
syrup. 

 Secular celebrations were also included in the celebration of Nowruz. 

A bas-relief at the Apadana, Persepolis, depicting Armenians bringing their famous wine to the 
king. 

By Phillip Maiwald (Nikopol) - Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=8703131  

The Haft-sin table.  Unknown artist. Bing Images. 
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 In Iran, Amu Nowruz and Haji Firuz 
appear in the streets to celebrate the 
New Year.  Amu Nowruz brings 
children gifts.  He is an elderly silver-
haired man with a long beard.  He 
wears a long cloak of blue canvas, a 
felt hat, a sash, giveh and linen trousers 
while carrying a walking stick. Haji Firuz 
is his companion.  His hands and face 
were covered in soot, clad in bright red 
clothes and a felt hat.  He dances through the streets while singing and playing the 
tambourine.  

 In the folklore of Afghanistan, Kamipirak and his retinue pass village by village distributing 
gathered charities among people.   

 Traditions included feasts, exchanging presents with family members and neighbors, 
lighting (and jumping) bonfires, dyeing eggs and sprinkling water to symbolize creation. Nowruz 
has evolved considerably over time, but many of its ancient traditions—particularly the use of 
bonfires and colored eggs—remain a part of the modern holiday, which is observed by an 
estimated 300 million people each year.  

Wikipedia contributors. "Nowruz." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 7 Jan. 2021. 
Web. 10 Jan. 2021. 
31 D, 2013 - 03:08 APRIL HOLLOWAY https://www.ancient-origins.net/myths-legends-news-general/origins-new-year-s-
traditions-around-world-001183  
OLIVIA HARVEY 

  

A 16th-century painting of Tahmasp I and Humayun celebrating Nowruz. Isfahan-Chehel-Sotoon-
Museum 
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Christmas in Medieval and Renaissance Florence 
(Italy) 

By Her Excellency, Mistress Malatesta di Simonetti 

 In Florence, Malatesta would have participated in The Novena.  The Novena is a period of nine 
days preceding Christmas, where Florentines would pray, reflect, and sing carols.  
 Other festivities would began on Dec 24th with a feast of “cenone della Vigilia di Natale.” This 
dinner would unite all members of the family, and a complete but “poor” dinner would be served—a 
symbol of purification, and the strength of love and friendship.  
 The evening would also include the Christmas Eve custom of burning a “Christmas log” or Yule 
log in the fireplace.  The type of firewood varied depending on the culture.  In Florence, it was all about 
the olive tree. The fire represented the new life of the new year, and the burning log represented leaving 
behind the negativity of the past year. 
 At the stroke of midnight, while the adults exchanged holiday greetings and wishes, the children 
would be sent to another room or blindfolded to allow their parents to set up their special “gift logs”, which 
would contain sweets, fruits, spruce twigs and decorations of various types. Before receiving their gifts, 
the littlest ones would recite the “Avemaria del Ceppo:” 

“Ave Maria del Ceppo,  
Angelo benedetto!  
L’Angelo mi rispose  
Ceppo mio bello, portami tante cose!” 
 
 This charming rhyme is calling upon the Holy Mary of the Log to bless them with many gifts.  

 Christmas day would be a solemn Mass—either during the day, or at midnight on Christmas Eve.  

 There would be many feast 
days culminating on January 6th or 
Epiphany, when most of the gift 
giving happened.  At this time, the 
Florentine word for “present” was 
ceppo.  Ceppo also means “branch.”  
Presents were sometimes 
decorated with pine branches. 

 For the children, instead of Santa Claus, a popular myth 
was that of the Befana. According to legend, The Befana looks a 
bit like a witch, and flies on a broomstick to everyone’s house 
where she leaves presents and sweets for the children (if they’ve 
been good), or coal (if they’ve been bad). Legend has it that the 
three Magi stopped at the home of an old woman to ask for 
directions to the manger. They then asked her if she would like to 
join them on their journey, which she declined. Shortly thereafter, 
she realized she had made the wrong decision, went to look for the 
Magi and Jesus—but could not find them. Now, every year on the 
Epiphany, she visits the home of every child, hoping that she might 
find the baby Jesus. 

 

  

Early Renaissance representation of the Nativity by Gentile da Fabriano. 

Befana and the Magi.  Artist unknown. 
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China: Dong Zhi and Chinese New Year 
 The Chinese celebration of the winter solstice is named Dong Zhi, which means “Winter 
Arrives.”  It is the return of longer days and the corresponding increase in positive energy in the 
year to come.  Occurring only six weeks before the Chinese New Year, the festival has its own 
significance for many people, and is believed to be the day when everyone gets one year older.  
The celebration may have begun as a harvest festival, when farmers and fisherman took time 
off to celebrate with their families.  Today, it isn’t an official holiday, but remains an occasion for 
families to join together to celebrate the year that has passed and share good wishes for the 
year to come.  The most traditional food for this celebration in southern China is rice balls 
known as tang yuan, often brightly colored and cooked in sweet or savory broth.  Northern 
Chinese enjoy plain or meat-stuffed dumplings, which are particularly warming and nourishing 
food for a midwinter celebration. 

 One of the oldest traditions still celebrated today is Chinese New Year, which is believed 
to have originated around three millennia ago during the Shang Dynasty. The holiday began as 
a way of celebrating the new beginnings of the spring planting season, but later it became 
connected with myth and legend.  

 Festivities continue for fifteen days.  Small parcels of food or sweets exchanged 
between friends or relatives.  Oranges, cakes, cookies, chocolates and candies are especially 
lucky. Members of the elder generation give young people “lucky money” in a red envelope.  

 Lion and dragon dances are one of the most 
ancient and identifiable parts of the Chinese New Year’s 
Celebration.  

Village and market open-air fairs are set up to sell items 
associated with the New Year, such as flowers, toys, 
clothing and home decorations.  Oval-shaped red paper 
lanterns may be purchased to be used for the Lantern 
Festival, which occurs on the fifteenth day. In some places, 
shops offer plum trees, which are as much a part of the 
Chinese holiday as fir trees are to many western cultures. 

   

 https://www.history.com/news/8-winter-solstice-celebrations-around-the-world  
 Chinese New Year, “The Bloody Beast” 31 DECEMBER, 2013 - 03:08 APRILHOLLOWAY 
 https://www.ancient-origins.net/myths-legends-news-general/origins-new-year-s-traditions-around-world-001183 
 Wikipedia contributors. "Dragon dance." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 19 Dec. 2020. Web. 9 Jan. 2021 
 Wikipedia contributors. "Chinese New Year." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 6 Jan. 2021. Web. 9 Jan. 2021. 

 

Han Dynasty (202 BC – 220 AD) stone relief engraving showing a 
form of Dragon Dance.  Wikipedia. 
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Scandinavia: Saint Lucia and Jul 

 On December 13, one of the most famous of all Swedish celebrations takes place: St. 
Lucia Day, a festival of light in the long, dark Scandinavian winter.  Lucia became one of the 
Catholic Church’s most popular saints, and her legend made its way north during the Middle 
Ages, when Sweden was converted to Christianity. According to the old Julian calendar, 
December 13, the date traditionally given for St. Lucia’s martyrdom, was also the longest night 
of the year. St. Lucia — whose name comes from the Latin word for light — became a symbol of 
light, and her feast day merged naturally with pre-existing winter solstice traditions. 

 A girl is chosen to represent St. Lucia.  Dressed in 
a white gown with a red sash around her waist and a 
wreath of candles on her head – these days electric 
crowns are often used, especially for small children 
– she goes from room to room singing carols and 
bearing her tray of lussekatter (saffron buns), 
gingerbread cookies, coffee, and glögg (hot spiced 
mulled wine). 

 Still, many pagan traditions remained deeply rooted, among them 
the celebration of the winter solstice.  Gifts are exchanged, large meals are 
prepared, and there is an abundance of alcoholic beverages.  “Jul” was the 
name for the winter festival, and the word “jul” became a verb for drinking 
as well as a noun for the drink.  In Norway, the Julebukk, is the oldest 
representation of Thor’s magical goats that would lead his chariot through 
the night sky.  The Julebukk was a spirit that would protect the house 
during Yuletide.  It was traditional to sacrifice a goat to the Gods and 
accompanying spirits during the days between the Winter Solstice and 
Romijul, the New Year.  Animal masks and skins, commonly goat or 
horse were donned in an activity called “hoodening”.  Participants would parade from house to 
house, singing in disguised voices and offering protections and warnings.  In return, they would 
receive money, food and drinks in exchange for the blessing they offered.   

 The house was filled with the smell of pepparkakor - a heart-star, or goat-shaped 
gingerbread cookie, similar to modern gingersnaps.   When possible, red tulips were also 
proudly displayed.  Feasts often included lutefisk, ribs of mutton, leg of lamb, pork roll and more 
fish.  Jams, butter and cheese were also common. 

 Jultomten is the being who brings the gifts at Julafton.  The gifts are called julklappar.  
Jultomten is often an old man dressed in a costume who knocks at the door with a sack of gifts. 

 The winter festivities end on St. Knut’s Day, January 13th.  This is the day when all winter 
festival decorations are put away until the next year.  The same songs and dances performed at 
Midsummer are also performed on St. Knut’s Day. 

Wikipedia contributors. "Christmas in Sweden." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 10 Jan. 2021. Web. 10 Jan. 2021. 

Annika S. Hipple. “St. Lucia Day in Sweden.” Real Scandinavia.  December 12, 2014.  http://realscandinavia.com/st-lucia-day-in-sweden/  

Wikipedia contributors. "Christmas in Norway." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 6 Jan. 2021. Web. 10 Jan. 2021. 

  

Image from 
http://freya.theladyofthelabyrinth.co
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Recipe for Pepparkakor  
(Swedish Crisp Ginger Cookies) 

History of Honey-cakes: 

The first written evidence of seasoned honey cakes dates to about 350 B.C., but the ancient Egyptians already knew of sweet honey 
cakes, a discovery made through funerary artifacts. 

The ancestor of gingerbread, or any other spiced biscuit, is the honey loaf that was already known to the ancient Egyptians and 
Greeks. 

Composed of various flours and honeys, without spice, the Ancient Greeks called it melitounta and the Romans called it panis 
mellitus, as cited by Pliny the Elder. 

Athenaeus of Naucratis, a Greek scholar and grammarian who lived in Alexandria around 200 AD. cited melilates manufactured in 
Rhodes. 

It would seem that today’s gingerbread derives more from the Chinese Mi-Kong, literally meaning “honey bread”, composed of 
wheat flour, honey and often scented with aromatic plants in the 10th century. It spread, among others, through Genghis Khan’s 
soldiers and the Mongol Empire, to the present Middle East where the Arabs immediately adopted it. 

During the Crusades of the 12th and 13th centuries, in the Middle Ages, Europeans discovered this honey bread with oriental spices 
and brought the recipe back to Germany and France.  At this time, black pepper was a principal spice used in these cookies. 

This recipe caters to the modern palette. 

Pepparkakor 

Pepparkakor, the Swedish version of gingerbread, are crisp and spiced cookies, also known as peparkake, and pepperkake in 
Norway, or piparkakku in Finland. 

Ingredients  

 6 cups flour, sifted 

 1 cup brown sugar 

 ½ cup light sugar syrup 

 ½ cup water 

 ½ cup butter, cut into pieces 

 1 tablespoon cinnamon 

 1 teaspoon ground cardamom 

 ½ teaspoon ground cloves 

 1 tablespoon ground ginger 

 1 teaspoon baking soda 

Add the brown sugar, syrup and water into a saucepan.  Bring to a boil and immediately remove the pot 
from the heat.  Place the butter in the bowl of a stand mixer and add the spices.  Pour the hot sweet 
mixture over it and stir until the butter melts. Let cool for 15 minutes until room temperature. 

Combine the sifted flour and baking soda and add over the mixture in the bowl of the stand mixer.  Using 
the flat beater, mix everything very quickly until a soft dough forms.  Wrap the dough in plastic wrap and let 
it rest in the refrigerator between 24 and 48 hours. 

Preheat the convection oven to 400 F (200°C). 

Divide the dough into 3 equal pieces.  Start by working a piece of dough and place the other two in the 
refrigerator during this time.  On a floured work surface, roll out the dough thinly and form the pepparkakor 
using cutters in the shape of a heart, star, tree, snowman, or others. 

Place cookies on a baking sheet lined with parchment paper, bake for 4 to 6 minutes or until light brown.  
Watch the baking closely because pepparkakor tend to burn quickly.  Repeat the operation until all the 
dough set aside in the refrigerator is used up. 

Place the pepparkakor on a cooling rack and allow them to cool completely. 

Vera Abitbol. “Sweden: Pepparkakor”. 196 Flavors.  https://www.196flavors.com/sweden-pepparkakor/   
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Svyatki in Russia 
 Many of Russia's Christmas customs originated with the pagan culture that existed in Russia before the 
arrival of Christianity 9th Century. Pagan rituals designed to bring about a good year with a rich harvest were 
performed from the end of December until around mid-January. When Christianity arrived in Russia, these rituals 
transformed and merged with the customs of the newly arrived religion, creating a unique mixture of Christmas 
traditions that are still observed in Russia today.  This celebration is named Svyatki.  
  Svyatki lasts for 12 days, matching the number of days of the pre-Christian Kolyada festival. For agricultural 
societies, the lengthening of the week-days marked a natural moment to mark the turn of the year, commencing the 
march towards the next planting season.  Severe weather offered more spare time for frivolities and work was 
frowned upon during Svyatki. 
 Traditionally, Russian Christmas celebrations begin on Christmas Eve, called Сочельник (saCHYELnik). 
The name Сочельник comes from the word сочиво (SOHchiva), a special meal made from grains (usually wheat), 
seeds, nuts, honey, and sometimes dried fruit. Russians would feast to the point of excess during this time.  They 
believed that how they behaved during Svyatki would determine how fruitful the next year would be.  So, if they 
overate during Svyatki, then the next year would be fruitful and food would be abundant. 
 Russian Christmas is spent with family and is considered a time of forgiveness and love. Thoughtful gifts are 
given to loved ones, and homes are decorated with figures of angels, stars, and nativity scenes. Many Russians 
attend a Christmas mass on Christmas Eve.  After dark, once the fast is broken, families sit down for a celebration 
meal. Traditionally, various pickled items are served, including gherkins, pickled mushrooms, sauerkraut, and pickled 
apples. Other traditional dishes include meat pies with mushroom, fish, or vegetable fillings. A drink called сбитень 
(ZBEEtyn'), made with spices and honey, is also served.  
 The fortnight gave peasants a window to say farewell to the dead.  During formal meals, tables would be set 
and food prepared for the departed. Pyres would be kept burning outside the house so the locked-out spirits could 
stay warm. Symbolically, discarded objects and rubbish from the past year fueled the bonfires.   
 Svyatki was a time when disrespectful or irreverent behavior was 
permitted.  The festival encouraged people, emboldened by the anonymity of 
their masks, to temporarily abandon their ordinary personalities and roles, 
and break down social boundaries of wealth, profession, and good behavior.  
A band of men clad in animal disguises made ritual visits to houses with a lit 
candle in the window. These groups would burst into the house to perform 
songs and mummers’ plays. 
 Those that refused to open their doors, or did not place a candle in 
the window, could be subjected to a less welcome intrusion – perhaps cold 
water poured down the chimney – or even a home invasion, in which the 

human beasts would trash their 
possessions, and sometimes 
take valuables.  Channeling 
evil spirits, pranksters would 
hide sleighs in the forest, scatter wood piles, and commit more 
mischievous pranks. Stories of vengeful beatings of those caught are 
plentiful. 
 It was believed that the dead would visit during Svyatki.  
Villagers would set a place at the table for the deceased.  They didn’t 
take any food away from the table so their deceased ancestors would 
have something to eat.   
 Fortune-telling is a tradition that began in Russia's pre-
Christianity times. Traditionally, fortune-telling was performed by young, 
unmarried women who gathered at a house or a баня (BAnya) - a 
Russian sauna. The women wore only their nightgowns and kept their 
hair loose. Married women and men were not allowed to take part in 
fortune-telling rituals. Instead, older women performed заговоры 
(zagaVOry) - word-based rituals designed to bring prosperity to their 
families.  
   

  
https://www.rt.com/news/415297-svyatki-pagan-festival-christianity/  
Nikitina, Maria.  “How Christmas Is Celebrated in Russia.”  ThoughtCo, Aug.28, 2020, www.thoughtco.com/russian-christmas-4178978. 
Manaev, Gregory.  “Russian Svyatki: The most unholy time of the year.  Russia Beyond.  Dec. 23, 2017.  https://www.rbth.com/lifestyle/327119-
russian-svyatki-most-unholy-time. 
Wikipedia contributors. "Christianity in Russia." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 17 Dec. 2020. Web. 10 Jan. 
2021. 

  

Russian fortune-telling cards. 
Unknown artist. 

Man wearing a traditional Svyatki  mask 
accompanying carolers in traditional costume.  
From “Russia Beyond.” 
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The Winter Festival of Koliada  
 Koliada, is celebrated in Slavic and Baltic Countries, including Poland, Bulgaria, Lithuania, Czech, Slovak, 
Serbia, Macedonian, Belarus, Ukraine, Croatia, and Slovene.   

 The origin of the celebration is lost to time.  Koleda, Koliada, Koljada, Kolyada are variations of the deity’s 
name that was celebrated during this season.   Some accountings say Koliada is a sun god, born anew after the 
Winter Solstice as an infant and grows to his prime in the summer and fades into old age in the autumn, similar to 
Saturn and Father Time. of peace and festivities. Some claim it was named after the Slavic god of winter.  Others say 
Koliada is the goddess who brings up a new sun every day and is honored for her peace and festivities.    One theory 
states that Koliada is the name of a cycle of winter rituals stemming from the ancient calendae.  

 The Koliada incorporated fall harvest rituals with spring rituals.  Harvested produce would be laid out, and 
the last sheaf of grain would be brought into the home.  There were livestock fertility rituals and magical acts were 
performed to ensure a good harvest and a life of plenty.  Bread, garlic and rose hips would be fed to livestock, 
chickens would be fed while chained, and a lamb would be brought into the home.   

 The Koliada cycle was a time of general merriment.  On Christmas Eve (Sviat-Vechir), there is a great feast.  
Twelve ritual meatless and milk less dishes are served.  In the Carpathian Mountains (Hutsul region), the dishes were 
beans, fish, boiled potato dumplings (pyrohy or varenyky), cabbage rolls (holubtsi), a dish of cooked whole wheat 

grains, honey, and ground poppy seeds (dzabavka or kutia), potatoes 
mashed with garlic, stewed fruit, peas with oil or honey (lohaza), plums with 
beans, pyrohy dumplings stuffed with poppy seeds, soup with sauerkraut 
juice and groats (rosivnytsia), millet porridge, and boiled corn (kokot.)  A pot 
of kutia was placed on a shelf in the corner of honor and was topped with a 
loaf of bread (knysh) and a lighted candle. 

 There were ceremonies that accompanied the feast.  The head of the 
house would take the first spoonful of kutia.  He opened the window or went 
out into the yard and invited the “frost to eat .” Then he returned inside and 
threw that first spoonful to the ceiling.  If many grains stuck to the ceiling, it 
signified a rich harvest and a good swarming of bees.  The head of house 
then took food from every dish and mixed it with flour in a trough.  He carried 
the trough out to the cattle and gave it to them to eat.  After the meal, three 
spoons full of each dish and placed on a separate plate for the souls of the 

deceased relatives who were represented by a sheaf of wheat called did or didukh 
(grandsire).  Spoons were also left for them. 

 All work was halted during Koliada.  Participants dress in fancy clothing 
and joined in singing and dancing, sharing good-will and enjoying friendship.  Gift-
giving, visiting homes of friends and relatives was customary. 

 In different Slavic Countries, the Koliada winter festival was celebrated 
with local games and rituals.  Kolyadovannya is the most widespread form of 
celebrating during Koliada.  Groups of children and teens stroll house to house 
greeting people, singing and sifting grain to give their best wishes to the 
household.  In exchange, the young people receive candy and small amounts of 
money. The kolyadovannya is sometimes accompanied by a puppet theater, an 
individual dressed as a goat, and a handmade star. 
 
 
 
“Koliada.” Internet Encyclopedia of Ukraine. http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/display.asp?linkpath=pages\K\O\KoliadaIT.htm  
Peter J Allen and Chas Saunders.  “Koliada.”  Slavic Mythology. Godchecker: Your Guide to the Gods.  May 25, 2019.  https://www.godchecker.com/slavic-
mythology/KOLIADA/.  
Pedro Odarchenko. “Christmas”. Internet Encyclopedia of Ukraine. 2005. http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/display.asp?linkpath=pages%5CC%5CH%5CChristmas.htm  
Wikipedia contributors. "Koliada." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 11 Nov. 2020. Web. 1 Dec. 2020.  
Wikipedia contributors. "Koliada (deity)." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 13 Nov. 2020. Web. 13 Jan. 2021. 

 

  

Kutia. 
From claudiascookbook.com 

Koliada celebration with handmade stars.  
Image from Destinations.com.ua 
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Mayan Winter Solstice  

 The Mayan Civilization at one time ruled immense regions of Mexico and Central America, and the ancient 
peoples honored the winter solstice in December with several rituals. The Maya considered the winter solstice to be a 
symbol of renewal. They were comforted in knowing that spring was not far off and every day in the upcoming season 
would be longer than the last. Mayan priests even today pray and light incense to recognize the day of the year when 
the sun is situated farthest from the Earth in the Northern Hemisphere. 

 On significant days such as the winter solstice, 
Mayan archaeological sites are popular areas for people 
to gather in order to view the amazing occurrences that 
take place. Chichen Itza is home to one of the most 
remarkable natural events of the year on the winter and 
summer solstices.  Chichen Itza’s iconic pyramid is called 
El Castillo.  This magnificent structure was built between 
the 9th and 12th centuries. 

 El Castillo stands just over 82-foot tall meters 
and dedicated to Kukulan, the feathered snake god.  The 
pyramid was designated as a calendar.  The four-sided 
pyramid has staircases on each face.  Each staircase has 
91 steps.  Combined, this totals the 365 days of the solar 
year. 

 There are 9 terraces on each side of the staircase, 
representing the 18 months of the Mayan religious 
calendar.  Perpendicular to the terraces are the 52 
vertical panels, representing the 52-year cycle of the 
solar and religious calendars.  

 During the spring or autumn equinoxes, the structure 
of the building creates an optical illusion.  As the sun 
sets, the north-western corner of the terraces cast a 
shadow on the northern stairway, creating a diamond 

pattern representing a snake’s body. 

 On the winter and summer solstices, the sun appears to be climbing the temple while it ascends into the sky. 
During the same day, there is also a point when the temple’s northern and eastern sides are completely dark while 
the southern and western sides are illuminated in bright sunlight. This is one of the many ways that the Mayans 
honored this important day each year. 

“Celebrate the Mayan Winter Solstice in Riviera Maya.”  December 1, 2017. https://www.garzablancaresort.com/blog/riviera-maya/celebrate-mayan-
winter-solstice-riviera-
maya#:~:text=The%20Mayan%20Civilization%20at%20one%20time%20ruled%20immense,21st%20annually%29%20to%20be%20a%20symbol%20o
f%20renewal  
Litvack-u, Emily.  “The Winter Solstice was also a Big Deal for the Ancient Maya.”  Futurity. December 20th, 2017. https://www.futurity.org/winter-
solstice-maya-1636642-2/  
“Shadow of the Snake God – Winter Solstice at Chichen Itza.”  July 26, 203.  https://yourenotfromaroundhere.com/solstice-snake-chichen-itza/  

  

Snake carvings at the base of the northern staircase of El Castillo in Chichen Itza.  
https://yourenotfromaroundhere.com/solstice-snake-chichen-itza/  
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Mayan Cacao 
 
 Sometime around 1500 BC, the societies of Mesoamerica learned how to turn cocoa beans from the pods of 
the cacao plant into a form of chocolate.  According to the Smithsonian, “the Olmecs of southern Mexico were 
probably the first to ferment, roast and grind cacao beans for drinks and gruels.”  The knowledge of chocolate was 
passed to the Mayan and other cultures.   
 The Mayans would harvest the beans and turn it into a liquid which was quite bitter and was often flavored 
with herbs and chilies.  Chocolate played a very important social role.  It was expensive, therefore associated with 
those of a higher social status.  It was drunk at special events such as marriages and religious ceremonies, such as 
the equinox or solstice. 
 Joanne Baron, an archaeologist with the Bard Early College network conducted a study of Classic Mayan 
artwork from 250 to 900 AD.  She studied a variety of objects of artwork, including murals, ceramics and carvings.  
During her study, she discovered that chocolate became prevalent in artwork during the 8th Century AD.  In the 
murals, Baron also noted depictions of exchange.  She surmised that cacao beans were a form of currency and were 
given to monarchs and other leaders as a form of tribute, or even to pay taxes. 
 According to both archeologists and Mayan spiritual elders, the Cacao Spirit was one of the most powerful 
deities in ancient Mayan cosmology.  Ancient Mayans used cacao in shamanic ceremonies to experience awakening, 
revelation and inner healing.  Cacao is used in a sacred medicinal ritual reported to unlock euphoric states, release 
negative emotions are connect to ourselves.  Raw cacao has been used for centuries to heal.  Cacao for ceremonies 
is made from ground cacao beans, water, cacao butter and a little bit of sugar.  The liquid is high in iron, magnesium 
and B-complex vitamins, caffeine, theobromine, serotonin, and phenylethylamine, chocolate enhances pleasurable 
activities.   
 The Cacao Ceremony was conducted at celebrations, such as Equinox, Solstice and as part of a Marriage 
Ritual.  Chocolate colored with achiote to create a red color which symbolized a sacrificial victim’s blood, a sacred 
liquid that was the foundation of the Maya ritual universe. 
 
 This is one possible recipe of preparing the cacao for a 
ceremony.  It will yield for one half cup of cacao.  

Ingredients: 

1-2 oz of cacao  
Half a cup of water  
Pinch of chili or cayenne pepper  
Optional sweetener such as coconut sugar, honey or agave  
Optional spices such as ginger, vanilla, cardamom or cinnamon 

Instructions: 

Chop the cacao with a meditative and reflective mindset. Heat the 
water to just before a boil. Add the cacao and stir until you find a 
smooth texture. Add the pinch of chili.  

To finish, add optional sweetener and spices to taste. 

 

Maeve Nelligan.  “Cacao Ceremonies – What, Why and How?”  Bali Spirit Festival.  https://www.balispiritfestival.com/cacao-ceremonies-what-why-and-
how/#:~:text=Cacao%20ceremonies%20have%20actually%20been%20around%20for%20thousands,to%20safely%20experience%20awakening%2C
%20revelation%20and%20inner%20healing.  
https://www.thecacaoconnection.com/cacao-roots.html  
.  
“The History of Chocolate as an Aphrodisiac: Exploring the Marriage Rituals of Mayan and Aztec Culture.”  February 20, 2015. 
https://chocolateclass.wordpress.com/2015/02/20/the-history-of-chocolate-as-an-aphrodisiac-exploring-the-marriage-rituals-of-mayan-and-aztec-
culture/  
Ed Whelan. “Failed Crops Caused Economic Crash for Mayan Chocolate Currency.”  June 28, 2018.  Ancient Origins, Reconstructing the Story of 
Humanity’s Past.  https://www.ancient-origins.net/news-history-archaeology/crops-economic-crash-mayan-chocolate-currency-0010285  

 

 

  

Modern depiction of an ancient Cacao Ceremony. 
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Soyaluna of the Hopi 
 

 Soyaluna is the winter solstice ceremony of the Hopi peoples.  The Hopi People are 
some of the earliest inhabitants of northern Arizona for over three thousand years.  They 
celebrate when the Kachinas come down from their mountainous home to bring the sun back to 
the world.  Soyaluna is a sixteen-day ceremonial cycle where sacred rituals are performed in 
underground chambers called kivas 
 In preparation for the kachinas’ arrival, the Hopi make prayer sticks of tied feathers and 
pinyon needles called Pahos. These are exchanged among friends and relatives during the day. 
Sometimes this is done by tying them in the recipient's hair.  Pahos are used to bless the 
community, including their homes, animals and plants.  
 Children are given replicas of the kachinas, intricately carved and dressed like the 
dancers, to help them learn about the hundreds of kachina spirits. Sixteen days before the 
winter solstice, one of the chief kachinas enters the Pueblo. He appears like a tired, old man 
who has just awakened from a deep slumber, teetering and on the verge of losing his balance. 
People follow his every move. He typically staggers over to the dance plaza where with great 
exaggeration, he dances and sings a song in a very low voice.  This song is regarded as too 
sacred for the public to hear. 
 Ceremonies involve dancing and singing.  The Kachinas may even bring gifts to the 
children.  Elders pass down stories to children, teaching important lessons like sharing and 
respecting others.  The Hopi believe that everything that will occur during the upcoming year is 
arranged at Soyaluna.   
 The black Plumed Snake is one of the Hopi's most sacred ceremonies.  It is also called 
the "Prayer-Offering Ceremony." Prayers are spoken for the New Year and for wishing each 
other prosperity and health. 

 The main celebration includes telling the story of 
the holiday. Members of the tribe dress as snakes, 
warriors, and most importantly, the Sun God. In the 
ceremony, they depict the Sun God is leaving earth 
forever in darkness. The black snake symbolizes the 
evil influences that are driving the sun away. The 
assembled chiefs make their offerings of prayer and 
meal to the black Plumed Snake to try to persuade 
him not to "swallow" the sun, like he does when there 
is an eclipse. The warriors must convince the Sun 
God to return by offering gifts.  When the Sun God 
returns, they celebrate. 
 

Wikipedia contributors. "Soyal." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 5 Jan. 2021. Web. 15 Jan. 2021. 

https://christmas.lovetoknow.com/christmas-history-traditions/native-american-christmas-traditions  
Rob Cook, editor.  Winter Stories: Hopi.  Winter Stories: Hopi (americanindiansource.com) 

https://www.northernexpress.com/news/feature/article-5543-the-indians-in-winter/   

Hopi warriors dancing in a kiva.  
http://nativeamericansintheunitedstates.blogspot.com/2015/04/native-
american-celebrations.html  
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Makahiki  
 Aloha, and welcome to Makahiki, the ancient Hawaiian New Year festival.   

 Makahiki coves four consecutive lunar months, approximately from October through 
February.  The festival is a time for men and women and chiefs to rest.  During Makahiki 
season, labor is prohibited.  Days are dedicated to regaining strength, resting and 
commemorative feasts, called ʻahaʻaina hoʻomanaʻo,  

 Ancient Hawaiians gave thanks to the god Lonoikamakahiki for his care.  
Lonoikamakahiki brought life, blessings, peace and victory to the land.  They also prayed to the 

gods to thank them for the death of their enemies.  
 Many religious ceremonies occurred during this 
period.  Commoners stopped work, made offerings 
to the chief, and practiced sports, feasting, dancing 
and renewing community bonds.  

 The Makahiki festival consists of three phases.  
The first phase, ho’okupu, was a time of spiritual 
cleansing and honoring the gods.  The tax 
collectors of the tribes, called Konohiki, collected 
hoʻokupu .  Hoʻokupu consisted of offerings of pigs, 
taro, sweet potatoes, dry fish, kapa fabric, feathers 
and mats.   

 The Akua Loa is a representation of Lonomakua, 
the main makahiki god.   It was a 16-foot-long pole with a carved human head at the top, a 
crosspiece hung with sheets of tapa (fabric), fern and feather streamers.  It was carried around 
the island, stopping to receive the people’s tribute.  At these stops, games were held to 
demonstrate physical prowess before the Akua Loa. 

 The second phase was a time of celebration.  People participated in hula dancing, 
boxing, wrestling, javelin marksmanship, bowling, surfing, canoe races, Hawaiian land sledding, 
swimming, singing and feasting, as well as riddles, recitation of genealogies, proverbs, and 
knowledge of hidden meanings.   

 During the final phase, the wa’a’auhau (the tax canoe) was loaded with hoʻokupu that 
had been collected during the first phase of Makahiki.  The wa’a’auhau was taken out to sea 
where it was set adrift as a gift to Lonomakua.  At the end of the Makahiki festival, the chief 
would leave the shore in a canoe.  When he came back in and stepped on shore, a group of 
warriors threw spears at him.  The chief must be able to deflect or parry the spears in order to 
prove his worthiness to rule. 

Wikipedia contributors. "Makahiki." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 2 Dec. 2020. Web. 15 
Jan. 2021. 
“The Makahiki Season.” https://www.undakava808.com/history-of-makahiki.html  
 

  

 “Boxing Match before Captain Cook.”  James Cook 
discovered the Hawaiian Islands on January 18, 1778.  The 
Akua Loa can be seen on the left. 
https://www.undakava808.com/history-of-makahiki.html  
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Christ Mass in Paris, France 17th Century 

 Christmas, as we know it now with tinsel and presents, was not celebrated in 
early 17th Century France.  

 Called Noel, from the French phrase les bonnes Nouvelles, which means “the 
good news” and refers to the gospel.  In Paris, all good Catholics, including the King 
and family, would spend Christmas Eve and day in a marathon of Masses.  

 On Christmas Eve, children leave their shoes by the fireplace to be filled with 
gifts from Pere Noel.  In the morning they also find sweets, fruit, nuts and small toys. 

 Nativity scenes, called creche, of colorful clay figures were all the rage in a 
French Catholic home. In addition to the usual Holy Family, shepherds, and Magi, the 
local craftsmen also produce figures in the form of local dignitaries and characters.  The 
craftsmanship involved in creating the gaily colored santons is quite astounding and the 
molds have been passed from generation to generation since the 17th century.  The 
nativity remained the mainstay until well into the 19th century. 

 Christmas trees or sapin de noel, were a German tradition and only found in 
some French border towns. In France, the first Christmas tree was mentioned in a 
record dated 21 December 1521 in the town of Selestat, Alsace, between Colmar and 
Strasbourg. These trees would be decorated with nuts, apples, paper roses and candy if 
one could afford it.  

  The giving of gifts was also uncommon. In Germany, it was done by families that 
had the means to do so. So, in following with the name Christ Mass, it was exactly that, 
Mass. Seems rather somber and bleak. I hope that there was some celebration going 
on but, perhaps this was a time that was reserved and viewed with reverence. 

-Baron Sionainn, Living in 1624 Paris. 

Christmas Customs in 17th Century France.  Golden Keyes Parsons.  Heroes, Heroines & History  

Seventeenth century creche and santons, from the Musee des Santons, Provence.  Artist unknown 
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Zalkuubar’s Guide to Mythical Creatures 

 
Befana: 

In Italian folklore, La Befana delivers gifts to children on Epiphany Eve (the night of January 5).  
She fills the children’s’ socks with candy and presents if they are good, or with a lump of coal 
or dark candy if they were bad.  Befana is a good housekeeper and is said to sweep the floor 
before she leaves.  In this way, she not only leaves gifts but is sweeping away the problems of 
the year.  The child’s family typically leaves a small glass of wine and a plate with small pieces 
of food.  Befana is a hag who rides a broomstick through the air.  She wears a black shawl an 
dis covered in soot.  She is often smiling and carries a bag or basket filled with candy, gifts or 
both. 

 

Picture by Unknown Artist 

This is a children’s song chanted in her honor: 

La Befana comes at night 
In tattered shoes 
Dressed in the Roman style 
Long live La Befana! 
She brings cinders and coals 
To the naughty children 
To the good children 
She brings sweets and lots of gifts. 
 
Wikipedia contributors. "Befana." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 6 Jan. 2021. Web. 10 Jan. 2021. 

 

Cailleach:  

The Cailleach is the goddess of the cold and the winds.  Sometimes known as the Veiled 
One or the Beira, Queen of Winter, she determined winter’s length and harshness.  The 
Cailleach appears primarily as a veiled hag, sometimes with only one eye. Her skin was 
deathly pale or blue, while her teeth are red. She dwelled in Scotland, Ireland, and the Isle 
of Man. 

Her staff freezes the ground and she can leap across mountains and ride storms. She was 
the patron of hungry wolves and served as a deer herder.  On February 1st, she will gather 
firewood.  If she intends winter to last longer, then the weather will be bright and sunny; if 
she is ready for spring, then she will sleep in and the day will be foul weather.  She may 
take the form of a bird, carrying firewood in her beak. 

Wright, Gregory. “Cailleach.” Mythopedia. Accessed on . https://mythopedia.com/celtic-mythology/gods/cailleach/. 

 

Jólakötturinn: 

The story of the Jólakötturinn dates back to the Dark Ages.  In Iceland, children who finished 
their chores before Christmas would receive new clothes as a reward.  Lazy children would have 
to face the Jólakötturinn.   

Otherwise known as the Yule Cat, the Jólakötturinn towers above the tallest houses.  As it prowls 
around on Christmas Night, it will peer through the windows to see which children received new 
clothes, even socks, for Christmas.  If the child did not receive new clothes, the Yule Cat would 
sneak inside the house, and eat the dinner of the lazy child.   

Picture by Unknown Artist 

Danny Lewis.  “Each Christmas, Iceland’s Yule Cat Takes Fashion Policing Policing to the Extreme.”  Smithsonian Magazine.  December 19, 2016. 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/each-christmas-icelands-yule-cat-takes-fashion-policing-extreme-180961420/  

 

Picture by Unknown Artist 
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Krampus:   

This creature’s name derives from the German word “krampen”, which means 
“claw.”  He originated in the Alpine regions of Germany.  This horrible companion of 
St. Nicholas has the horns and cloven hooves of a goat and a disgusting, pointed, 
lolling tongue.  Hair covers his body and evil-looking fangs protrude from his mouth.   

Krampus carries rusted chains, a bundle of birch sticks and a sack of coal.  On 
Saint Nicholas Day Eve, December 5th, he skulks about, rattling his chains to scare 
children into behaving.  He whips bad children with his birch switches and leaves 
them a lump of coal.  Particularly bad children were dragged back to his lair. 

 

Picture By Unknown author - Historie čertů KrampusUploaded by Kohelet, Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=27970733 

Wikipedia contributors. "Krampus." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 25 Dec. 2020. Web. 6 Jan. 2021. 

 

 

Jultomten: The Jultomten is a portly gnome with a white beard and pointed red cap.  
During most of the year, this creature hides under the staircase, in the attic, or any other 
dark corner of the house.  He emerges on Christmas Eve, tucking small gifts into unlikely 
locations about the house.  Capricious by nature, the Jultomten may reward or punish 
people in the house, depending on his mood.  Old customs suggest that the family leave 
small offerings or porridge and milk, or even liquor and tobacco, to appease him.   

In Denmark, Christmas Elves are known as Julnissen, in Norway as Julenissen and in 
Finland they are called the Joulutonttuja. 

 

"Jultomten." Encyclopedia of Christmas and New Year\'s Celebrations, 2nd ed.. 2003. Omnigraphics, Inc. 10 Jan. 2021 https://encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.com/Jultomten 

 

 

Nian: 

According to traditional folk mythology, there was once a 
bloodthirsty hunter called Nian who lived in the mountains.  It had 
the body of a bull and the head of a lion.  When there was nothing 
to eat near the end of winter, the Nian preyed on villages every 
Spring Festival. In order to frighten the hungry beast, the villagers 
decorated their homes with red trimmings, wore red clothes, hung 
red scrolls, burned bamboo and made loud noises. The ruse 
worked, and the bright colors and lights that scared off Nian 
eventually became integrated into the customs that are still seen 
today.  

Wikipedia contributors. "Chinese New Year." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 6 Jan. 2021. Web. 9 Jan. 2021. 

https://www.ancient-origins.net/myths-legends-asia/origin-lunar-new-year-and-legend-nian-001289  

 

 

 

Picture by Unknown Author 


