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Yule 
Also called Yuletide, Yulefest, Yules, Jul, Juletid, Julfest, 

Jül, Jól, Jol, Joul, Joulu, Jõulud, Joelfeest, Géol, 
Feailley Geul, Midwinter, The Winter Solstice 

Observed by Northern Europeans and Various Anglo-

Type Cultural, Pagan then Christian 

Significance Winter Festival. 

Date December 25. Various celebrations also occur 
on the winter solstice. 

Celebrations Festivals, Burning Yule Logs, Feasting, Carol-
ing, Being with Loved Ones. 

Related to Christmas, The Solstice, Quarter days, Wheel 
of the Year, Winter Festivals 

Yule or Yuletide ("Yule-time") is a winter festival that 
was initially celebrated by the historical Germanic 
people as a pagan religious festival, though it was later 
absorbed into, and equated with, the Christian festival 
of Christmas. The festival was originally celebrated 
from late December to early January on a date 
determined by the lunar Germanic calendar. The 
festival was placed on December 25 when the 
Christian calendar (Julian calendar) was adopted. 
Scholars have connected the celebration to the Wild 
Hunt. 

Terms with an etymological equivalent to "Yule" are 
used in the Nordic countries for the Christian 
Christmas (with its religious rites), but also for other 
holidays of the season. Yule is also used to a lesser 
extent in English-speaking countries to refer to 
Christmas. Customs such as the Yule log, Yule goat, 
Yule boar, Yule singing, and others stem from Yule. 
The fact that Yule is not etymologically tied to 
Christianity means Yule in the Nordic countries is also 
celebrated by many non-Christians and even by the 
non-religious. The non-religious treat Yule as an 
entirely secular tradition. A number of Neopagans 
have introduced their own rites.  

Etymology  

Yule is the modern English representative of the Old 
English words ?éol or ?éohol and ?éola or ?éoli, with 
the former indicating "(the 12-day festival of) 
Yule" (later: "Christmastide") and the latter indicating 
"(the month of) Yule", whereby ?rra ?éola referred to 
the period before the Yule festival (December) and 
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æftera ?éola referred to the period after Yule 
(January). Both words are thought to be derived from 
Common Germanic *je??la-, and are cognate to 
Gothic (fruma) jiuleis and Old Norse (Icelandic) jól 
(Danish and Swedish jul and Norwegian jul or jol) as 
well as ýlir. The etymological pedigree of the word, 
however, remains uncertain, though numerous 
speculative attempts have been made to find Indo-
European cognates outside the Germanic group. 

 

Germanic Paganism 

 

Attestations 

Gothic and Old English 

Yule is attested early in the history of the Germanic 
peoples; from the 4th century Gothic language it 
appears in the month name fruma jiuleis. 

About AD 730, the English historian Bede wrote that 
the Anglo-Saxon calendar included the months geola 
or giuli corresponding with either modern December 
or December and January. He gave December 25 as 
the first day of the heathen year and wrote that the 
Anglo-Saxons celebrated all night long to honor the 
Germanic divine "mothers": 

They began the year with December 25, the day some 
now celebrate as Christmas; and the very night to 
which we attach special sanctity they designated by 
the heathen term Modraniht, that is, the mothers' night 
— a name bestowed, I suspect, on account of the 
ceremonies they performed while watching this night 
through. 

Old Norse 

In chapter 55 of the Prose Edda book Skáldskaparmál, 
different names for the gods are given. One of the 
names provided is "Yule-beings." A work by the skald 
Eyvindr skáldaspillir that uses the term is then quoted, 
which reads: 

Again we have produced Yule-being's feast 
[mead of poetry], our rulers' eulogy, like a 
bridge of masonry. 

Ynglinga saga, the first book of Heimskringla, first 
mentions a Yule feast in 840. Saga of Hákon the Good 
credits King Haakon I of Norway with the 
Christianization of Norway, as well as rescheduling 
the date of Yule to coincide with Christian 
celebrations held at the time. The saga states that 
when Haakon arrived in Norway he was confirmed a 
Christian, but since the land was still altogether 

heathen and they retained their practices, Haakon hid 
his Christianity to receive the help of "great 
chieftains." In time, Haakon had a law passed that 
established that Yule celebrations were to take place at 
the same time as when the Christians held their 
celebrations, "and at that time everyone was to have 
ale for the celebration with a measure of grain, or else 
pay fines, and had to keep the holiday while the ale 
lasted." 

Yule had previously been celebrated on midwinter 
night for three nights, according to the saga. Haakon 
planned that when he had solidly established himself 
and held power over the whole country, he would then 
"have the gospel preached." According to the saga, the 
result of this was that his popularity caused many to 
allow themselves to be baptized, and some people 
stopped making sacrifices. Haakon spent most of this 
time in Trondheim, Norway. When Haakon believed 
that he wielded enough power, he requested a bishop 
and other priests from England, and they came to 
Norway. Upon their arrival, "Haakon made it known 
that he would have the gospel preached in the whole 
country." The saga continues describing the reactions 
of various regional things as they differ the matter to 
one another. 

A description of "heathen" Yule practices is provided 
(notes are Hollander's own):  

It was ancient custom that when sacrifice was 
to be made, all farmers were to come to the 
heathen temple and bring along with them the 
food they needed while the feast lasted. At this 
feast all were to take part of the drinking of 
ale. Also all kinds of livestock were killed in 
connection with it, horses also; and all the 
blood from them was called hlaut [ sacrificial 
blood ], and hlautbolli, the vessel holding the 
blood; and hlautteinar, the sacrificial twigs 
[ aspergills ]. These were fashioned like 
sprinklers, and with them were to be smeared 
all over with blood the pedestals of the idols 
and also the walls of the temple within and 
without; and likewise the men present were to 
be sprinkled with blood. But the meat of the 
animals was to be boiled and served as food at 
the banquet. Fires were to be lighted in the 
middle of the temple floor, and kettles hung 
over them. The sacrificial beaker was to be 
borne around the fire, and he who made the 
feast and was chieftain, was to bless the 
beaker as well as all the sacrificial meat. 

The narrative continues that toasts were to be drunk. 
The first toast was to be drunk to Odin "for victory 
and power to the king", the second to the gods Njörðr 



and Freyr "for good harvests and for peace", and 
thirdly a beaker was to be drunk to the king himself. 
In addition, toasts were drunk to the memory of 
departed kinsfolk. This toast was called "minni 
[memorial toast]". 

The Svarfdæla saga records a story in which a 
berserker put off a duel until three days after Yule to 
honor the sanctity of the holiday. The Grettis Saga 
refers to Yule as a time of "greatest mirth and joyance 
among men." This saga is set soon after Iceland 
converted to Christianity and identifies Yule with 
Christmas: "No Christian man is wont to eat meat this 
day [Yule Eve], because that on the morrow is the first 
day of Yule," says she, "wherefore must men first fast 
today." 

Theories 

Customs 

Yule was an indigenous midwinter (winter solstice) 
festival celebrated by the pagan Scandinavian and 
other Germanic people. These people also called Jul, 
midvinterblot, Julblot, jólablót, and julofferfest. Yule 
was progressively absorbed into the Christian 
observations surrounding Christmas. Simek says that 
the Yule feast "had a pronounced religious character", 
and Simek cites section 7 of Gulaþingslög, where 
Yule is described as celebrated "for a fertile and 
peaceful season" and consists of a fertility sacrifice. 
Simek says that focus was not on the gods of the 
Vanir, but instead the god Odin, and he notes that one 
of Odin's many names is Jólnir (Old Norse "yule 
figure"). Simek says that Odin was associated with 
Yule, and that the tradition of the Wild Hunt 
undoubtedly contributed to the association of the two. 
According to Simek "it is uncertain whether the 
Germanic Yule feast still had a function in the cult of 
the dead and in the veneration of the ancestors, a 
function which the mid-winter sacrifice certainly held 
for the West European Stone and Bronze Ages." The 
traditions of the Yule log, Yule goat, Yule boar 
(Sonargöltr) reflected still in the Christmas ham, Yule 
singing, and others stem from Yule customs, and 
Simek says these customs "indicate the significance of 
the feast in pre-Christian times." 

Dating 

Specific dating is problematic. In the 13th century, the 
Old Norse month name ýlir (attested once) refers to 
the period of time between 14 November and 13 
December. The time of Yule falls within around the 
time of a month that corresponds with the end of the 
modern calendar year. Andy Orchard says that "in 
practice, it is difficult to specify the yule-tide period 
more accurately than at some point between about mid

-November and the beginning of January." Rudolf 
Simek says that the Old Norse timing "offers no point 
of reference for the sacrificial feast" and that "the 
identification with the mid-winter time of sacrifice is 
most likely." 

It should be noted that this festival celebrates the 
return of the Sun to the northern sky, and, as such, had 
to be determined by primitive means in most 
locations. Measuring the length of the shadow of a 
stick, or a standing stone, was imprecise, and 
dependent upon clear weather. Also, the solstice can 
occur on any one of three days, December 21st, 22nd, 
or 23rd, depending upon the year, and no noticeable 
change in the length of the shadows will occur until 
several days after the solstice.  

Other 

Scholar Andy Orchard and Rudolf Simek theorize a 
connection between Yule and the Wild Hunt.15 
According to authors Prudence Jones and Nigel 
Pennick, the Yule feast may have originated from the 
Roman winter festival of Saturnalia.16. Although such 
a theory is unlikely as the Romans never conquered 
Scandinavia and similarities maybe because pagan 
people across Europe shared a common winter 
festival, but with regional variations, especially as all 
of Europe at one point was pagan and traditions 
shared.  



Santa Claus 
Santa Claus, usually abbreviated Santa, is a figure in 
North American culture who reflects an amalgamation 
of the Dutch Sinterklaas, the English Father 
Christmas, and Christmas gift-bringers in other 
traditions. Santa Claus is said to bring gifts to the 
homes of good children during the late evening and 
overnight hours of Christmas Eve, December 24. 
Santa Claus in this contemporary understanding 
echoes aspects of hagiographical tales concerning the 
historical figure of gift-giver Saint 
Nicholas, the man from whom the 
name of Santa Claus derives and in 
whose honor Santa Claus may be 
referred to as Saint Nicholas or 
Saint Nick. 

Santa Claus is generally depicted as 
a plump, jolly, white-bearded man 
wearing a red coat with white collar 
and cuffs, white-cuffed red trousers, 
and black leather belt and boots 
(images of him rarely have a beard 
with no moustache). This image 
became popular in the United States 
and Canada in the 19th century due 
to the significant influence of 
caricaturist and political cartoonist 
Thomas Nast. This image has been 
maintained and reinforced through 
song, radio, television, children's 
books and films. The North 
American depiction of Santa Claus 
as it developed in the 19th and 20th 
century in turn influenced the 
modern perceptions of Father Christmas, Sinterklaas 
and Saint Nicholas in European culture.  

According to a tradition which can be traced to the 
1820s, Santa Claus lives at the North Pole, with a 
large number of magical elves, and nine (originally 
eight) flying reindeer. Since the 20th century, in an 
idea popularized by the 1934 song "Santa Claus Is 
Coming to Town", Santa Claus has been believed to 
make a list of children throughout the world, 
categorizing them according to their behavior 
("naughty" or "nice") and to deliver presents, 
including toys, and candy to all of the good boys and 
girls in the world, and sometimes coal to the naughty 
children, on the single night of Christmas Eve. He 
accomplishes this feat with the aid of the elves who 

make the toys in the workshop and the reindeer who 
pull his sleigh. 

Predecessor Figures 

Saint Nicholas 

Saint Nicholas of Myra is the primary inspiration for 
the Christian figure of Sinterklaas. He was a 4th 
century Greek Christian bishop of Myra (now Demre) 
in Lycia, a province of the Byzantine Anatolia, now in 
Turkey. Nicholas was famous for his generous gifts to 

the poor, in particular presenting the 
three impoverished daughters of a 
pious Christian with dowries so that 
they would not have to become 
prostitutes. He was very religious 
from an early age and devoted his 
life entirely to Christianity. In 
Europe (more precisely the 
Netherlands, Belgium, Austria and 
Germany) he is still portrayed as a 
bearded bishop in canonical robes. 
In 1087, the Italian city of Bari, 
wanting to enter the profitable 
pilgrimage industry of the times, 
mounted an expedition to locate the 
tomb of the Christian Saint and 
procure his remains. The reliquary 
of St. Nicholas was desecrated by 
Italian sailors and the spoils, 
including his relics, taken to Bari 
where they are kept to this day. A 
basilica was constructed the same 
year to store the loot and the area 
became a pilgrimage site for the 
devout, thus justifying the economic 

cost of the expedition. Saint Nicholas was later 
claimed as a patron saint of many diverse groups, 
from archers, sailors, and children to pawnbrokers. He 
is also the patron saint of both Amsterdam and 
Moscow. 

Influence of Germanic paganism and folklore 

Numerous parallels have been drawn between Santa 
Claus and the figure of Odin, a major god amongst the 
Germanic peoples prior to their Christianization. Since 
many of these elements are unrelated to Christianity, 
there are theories regarding the pagan origins of 
various customs of the holiday stemming from areas 
where the Germanic peoples were Christianized and 
retained elements of their indigenous traditions, 
surviving in various forms into modern depictions of 

Yule Figures 

St Nicholas and the Krampus 



Santa Claus. 

Odin was sometimes recorded, at the native Germanic 
holiday of Yule, as leading a great hunting party 
through the sky. Two books from Iceland, the Poetic 
Edda, compiled in the 13th century from earlier 
sources, and the Prose Edda, written in the 13th 
century by Snorri Sturluson, describe Odin as riding 
an eight-legged horse named Sleipnir that could leap 
great distances, giving rise to comparisons to Santa 
Claus's reindeer. Further, Odin was referred to by 
many names in Skaldic poetry, some of which 
describe his appearance or functions. These include 
Síðgrani, Síðskeggr, Langbarðr, (all meaning "long 
beard") and Jólnir ("Yule figure"). 

According to some traditions, children would place 
their boots, filled with carrots, straw, or sugar, near the 
chimney for Odin's flying horse, Sleipnir, to eat. Odin 
would then reward those children for their kindness by 
replacing Sleipnir's food with gifts or candy. This 
practice still survives in Germany, Belgium, and the 
Netherlands and became associated with Saint 
Nicholas since Christianization. In other countries it 
has been replaced by the hanging of stockings at the 
chimney in homes.  

Originating from pre-Christian Alpine traditions and 
influenced by later Christianization, the Krampus is 
represented as a Companion of Saint Nicholas. 
Traditionally, some young men dress up as the 
Krampus in the first two weeks of December and 
particularly on the evening of December 5 and roam 
the streets frightening children (and adults) with rusty 
chains and bells.  

Dutch folklore 

In the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg, Saint 
Nicolas, ("Sinterklaas", often called "De Goede Sint" 
— "The Good Saint") is aided by helpers commonly 
known as Zwarte Piet in Dutch ("Black Peter") or 
"Père Fouettard" in French. His feast on December 6 
came to be celebrated in many countries with the 
giving of gifts. However, in the Netherlands the Dutch 
celebrate on the evening of December 5, with a 
celebration called "pakjesavond". In the Reformation 
in 16th-17th century Europe, many Protestants and 
others changed the gift bringer to the Christ Child or 
Christkindl, and the date for giving gifts changed from 
December 6 to Christmas Eve. 

Tradition holds that Saint Nicholas (Sinterklaas) and 
his aides arrive each year by steam boat from Spain in 
mid November carrying a book that contains notes on 
all children that indicate whether the child has been 
good or naughty during the year and gifts, chocolate 
letters and spice nuts to be handed to the well-behaved 

children. During the subsequent three weeks, Saint 
Nicholas is believed to ride a white-grey horse over 
the rooftops at night, delivering gifts through the 
chimney to the well-behaved children, while the 
naughty children risk being caught by Saint Nicholas' 
aides that carry jute bags and willow canes for that 
purpose. 

In contrast to Santa Claus, Sinterklaas is an elderly, 
stately and serious man with white hair and a long, full 
beard. He wears a long red cape or chasuble over a 
traditional white bishop's alb and sometimes red stola, 
dons a red mitre, and holds a gold-coloured crosier, a 
long ceremonial shepherd's staff with a fancy curled 
top. He carries a big book that tells whether each 
individual child has been good or naughty in the past 
year. He traditionally rides a white gray. In 
Netherlands and Belgium the character of Santa Claus, 
is known as de Kerstman in Dutch ("the Christmas 
man") and Père Noël ("Father Christmas") in French. 
Although for kids Sinterklaas is the predominant gift-
giver in the Netherlands in December (36% of the 
population only give presents on Sinterklaas day), 
Christmas is used by another fifth of the Dutch 
population to give presents. (21% give presents on 
Christmas only). Some 26% of the Dutch population 
give presents on both days. In Belgium, presents are 
given to children only, but to almost all of them, on 
Sinterklaas day. On Christmas Day, everybody 
receives presents, but often without Santa Claus' help. 

Scandinavian folklore 

In the 1840s, an elf in Nordic folklore called "Tomte" 
or "Nisse" started to deliver the Christmas presents in 
Denmark. The Tomte was portrayed as a short, 
bearded man dressed in gray clothes and a red hat. 
This new version of the age-old folkloric creature was 
obviously inspired by the Santa Claus traditions that 
were now spreading to Scandinavia. By the end of the 
19th century this tradition had also spread to Norway 
and Sweden, replacing the Yule Goat. The same thing 
happened in Finland, but there the more human figure 
retained the Yule Goat name. But even though the 
tradition of the Yule Goat as a bringer of presents is 
now all but extinct, a straw goat is still a common 
Christmas decoration in all of Scandinavia.  

 

Father Christmas 

Father Christmas dates back at least as far as the 17th 
century in Britain, and pictures of him survive from 
that era, portraying him as a jolly well-nourished 
bearded man dressed in a long, green, fur-lined robe. 
He typified the spirit of good cheer at Christmas, and 



was reflected as the "Ghost of Christmas Present", in 
Charles Dickens's festive classic A Christmas Carol, a 
great genial man in a green coat lined with fur who 
takes Scrooge through the bustling streets of London 
on the current Christmas morning, sprinkling the 
essence of Christmas onto the happy populace. 

Criticism 

Christian opposition 

Despite Santa Claus's mixed Christian roots, he has 
become a secular representation of Christmas. As 
such, some Protestants dislike the secular focus on 
Santa Claus and the materialist focus that gift giving 
brings to the holiday. Such a condemnation of 
Christmas is not a 20th century phenomenon, but 
originated among some Protestant groups of the 16th 
century and was prevalent among the Puritans of 17th 
century England and colonial America who banned 
the holiday as either pagan or Roman Catholic. 
Christmas was made legal with the Restoration but the 
Puritan opposition to the holiday persisted in New 
England for almost two centuries. 

Following the Restoration of the monarchy and with 
Puritans out of power in England, the ban on 
Christmas was satirized in works such as Josiah King's 
The Examination and Tryal of Old Father Christmas; 
Together with his Clearing by the Jury (1686) 
[Nissenbaum, chap. 1]. 

Rev. Paul Nedergaard, a clergyman in Copenhagen, 
Denmark, attracted controversy in 1958 when he 
declared Santa to be a "pagan goblin" after Santa's 
image was used on fund-raising materials for a Danish 
welfare organization [Clar, 337]. One prominent 
religious group that refuses to celebrate Santa Claus, 
or Christmas itself, for similar reasons is the Jehovah's 
Witnesses. A number of denominations of Christians 
have varying concerns about Santa Claus, which range 
from acceptance to denouncement. 

Some Christians prefer the holiday focus on the actual 
birth of Jesus, believing that Christmas stemmed from 
pagan festivals such as the Roman Saturnalia and 
Germanic Yule that were subsumed within ancient 
Christianity. An even smaller subset of Reformed 
Christians actually prefer the secularized version of 
the holiday for the same reasons, believing that to 
relegate Christ's birth to Christmas is wrong. 

 

 

Yule Goat 

 

The Yule Goat is one of the oldest Scandinavian and 
Northern European Yule and Christmas symbols and 
traditions. Originally denoting the goat that was 
slaughtered during the Germanic pagan festival of 
Yule, "Yule Goat" now typically refers to a goat-
figure made of straw. It is also associated with the 
custom of wassailing, sometimes referred to as "going 
Yule Goat" in Scandinavia. 

History 

Its origins might go as far back as to pre-Christian 
days, where goats were connected to the Norse god 
Thor, who rode the sky in a chariot drawn by two 
goats, Tanngrisnir and Tanngnjóstr, and carried his 
hammer Mjöllnir. The "Prose Edda", written by Snorri 
Sturluson in the 13th century, relates that when Thor 
kills and cooks the goats, their flesh provides 
sustenance for the god and his guests, and after Thor 
resurrects them with his hammer they are brought 
back to life the next day.  

function of the Yule Goat has differed throughout the 
ages. In Finland, the Yule Goat was originally said to 
be an ugly creature that frightened children, and 
demanded gifts at Christmas. In Scandinavia, people 
thought of the Yule Goat as an invisible creature that 
would appear some time before Christmas to make 
sure that the Yule preparations were done right. 
During the 19th century its role shifted towards 

Straw Julbokk 



becoming the giver of Christmas gifts, in Finland as 
well as the rest of Scandinavia, with one of the men in 
the family dressing up as the Yule Goat. The goat was 
replaced by jultomte or julenisse (Father Christmas/
Santa Claus) at the end of the century, although he is 
still called the Yule Goat (Joulupukki) in Finland, and 
the tradition of the man-sized goat disappeared. 

A Swedish custom that continued up to 1940–1960 in 
different parts of the country, was the Yule Sacrifice 
(Juleoffer) involving a person dressed as a goat which, 
after undergoing a mock-sacrifice, is resurrected. Sir 
James George Frazer described its performance as 
follows: 

The actor, hidden by a coverlet made of skins 
and wearing a pair of formidable horns, is led 
into the room by two men, who make believe to 
slaughter him, while they sing verses referring 
to the mantles of various colours, red, blue, 
white, and yellow, which they laid on him, one 
after the other. At the conclusion of the song, 
the Yule Goat, after feigning death, jumps up 
and skips about to the amusement of the 
spectators. 

The Yule Goat is nowadays best known as a 
Christmas ornament often made out of straw or 
roughly-hewn wood. In older Scandinavian society a 
popular prank was to place the Yule Goat in a 
neighbour's house without them noticing; the family 
successfully pranked had to get rid of it in the same 
way. The modern version of the Yule Goat figure is a 
decorative goat made out of straw and bound with red 
ribbons, a popular Christmas ornament often found 
under the Yule tree or Christmas tree. Large versions 
of this ornament are frequently erected in towns and 
cities around Christmas time – these goats tend to be 
illegally set on fire before Christmas. The Gävle goat 
was the first of these goats, and remains the most 
famous.  

Tomte 

AKA: Nisse 

A Tomte (Sweden), Nisse (Norway and Denmark) or 
Tonttu (Finland) is a mythical creature of 
Scandinavian folklore. The Tomte or Nisse was 
believed to take care of a farmer's home and children 
and protect them from misfortune, in particular at 
night, when the housefolk were asleep. The Swedish 
name Tomte is derived from a place of residence and 
area of influence: the house lot or tomt. Nisse is the 
common name in Norwegian, Danish and the Scanian 
dialect in southernmost Sweden; it is a nickname for 
Nils, and its usage in folklore comes from expressions 
such as Nisse god dräng ("Nisse good lad", cf. Robin 
Goodfellow). Other names are tuftekall, tomtegubbe 
or haugebonde ("mound farmer"), all names 
connecting the being to the origins of the farm (the 
building ground), or a burial mound. Those names are 
remembrances of the being's origins in an ancestral 
cult. 

Appearance 

The Tomte/Nisse was often imagined as a small, 
elderly man (size varies from a few inches to about 
half the height of an adult man), often with a full 
beard; dressed in the everyday clothing of a farmer. 
However, there are also folktales where he is believed 
to be a shapeshifter able to take a shape far larger than 
an adult man, and other tales where the Tomte/Nisse is 
believed to have a single, cyclopean eye. In modern 
Denmark, Nisses are often seen as beardless, wearing 
grey and red woolens with a red cap. Since Nisses are 
thought to be skilled in illusions and sometimes able 
to make themselves invisible, one was unlikely to get 
more than brief glimpses of him no matter what he 
looked like. Norwegian folklore states that he has four 
fingers, and is hairy all over, sometimes with pointed 
ears. His eyes glow in the dark.  

Temperament 

Despite his smallness, the Tomte/Nisse possessed an 
immense strength. Even though he was protective and 
caring he was easy to offend, and his retributions 
ranged from small pranks like a stout box on the ears 
to a more sociopathical punishment like killing off the 
livestock or ruining of the farm's fortune. The tomte/
Nisse was a traditionalist who did not like changes in 
the way things were done at the farm. Another easy 
way to offend him was rudeness: farm workers 
swearing, urinating in the barns, or not treating the 
creatures well would be soundly thrashed. If anyone 
spilled something on the floor in the house it was wise 



to shout a warning to the Tomte below. An angry 
Tomte is featured in the popular children's book by 
Swedish author Selma Lagerlöf, Nils Holgerssons 
underbara resa genom Sverige (Nils Holgersson's 
Wonderful Journey Through Sweden). The Tomte 
turns the naughty boy Nils into a Tomte in the 
beginning of the book, and Nils then travels across 
Sweden on the back of a goose. 

One was also required to 
please the spirit with gifts 
(see Blót) – a particular 
gift was a bowl of porridge 
on Christmas night. If the 
Tomte was not given his 
payment, he would leave 
the farm or house, or 
engage in mischief such as 
tying the cows' tails 
together in the barn, 
turning objects upside-
down, and breaking things 
(like a troll). The Tomte 
liked his porridge with a 
pat of butter on the top. In 
an often retold story, a 
farmer put the butter 
underneath the porridge. When the Tomte of his 
farmstead found that the butter was missing, he was 
filled with rage and killed the cow resting in the barn. 
But, as he thus became hungry, he went back to his 
porridge and ate it, and so found the butter at the 
bottom of the bowl. Full of grief, he then hurried to 
search the lands to find another farmer with an 
identical cow, and replaced the former with the latter. 

In another tale a Norwegian maid decided to eat the 
porridge herself, and ended up severely beaten by the 
Nisse. The being swore: "Have you eaten the porridge 
for the Tomte, you have to dance with him!". The 
farmer found her nearly lifeless the morning after.  

The Tomte is connected to farm animals in general, 
but his most treasured animal was the horse. Belief 
had it that one could see which horse was the Tomte's 
favourite as it would be especially healthy and well 
taken care of. Sometimes the Tomte would even braid 
its hair and tail. (These Tomte braids were in fact most 
likely caused by insufficient brushing.) Sometimes 
actually undoing these braids could mean misfortune 
or angering the Tomte. 

Other encounters 

Some stories tell how the Nisse could drive people 
mad, or bite them. The bite from a Nisse was 
poisonous, and otherworldly healing was required. As 
the story goes, the girl who was bitten withered and 

died before help arrived.  

The Tomte after Christianization 

The Tomte was in ancient times believed to be the 
"soul" of the first inhabitor of the farm; he who 
cleared the tomt (house lot). He had his dwellings in 
the burial mounds on the farm, hence the now 
somewhat archaic Swedish names tomtenisse and 
tomtekarl, the Swedish and Norwegian tomtegubbe 
and tomtebonde ("Tomte farmer"), the Norwegian 
haugkall ("mound man"), and the Finnish tonttu-ukko 
(lit. "house lot man"). Thus, the tradition of giving 
porridge to the Tomte at Christmas is a remainder of 
ancestral worship. 

The Tomte was not always a popular figure, 
particularly during and after the Christianization of 
Scandinavia. Like most creatures of folklore he would 
be seen as heathen (pre-Christian) and be demonized 
and connected to the Devil. Farmers believing in the 
house Tomte could be seen as worshipping false gods 
or demons; in a famous 14th century decree Saint 
Birgitta warns against the worship of tompta gudhi, 
"Tomte gods" (Revelationes, book VI, ch. 78). 
Folklore added other negative beliefs about the Tomte, 
such as that having a Tomte on the farm meant you 
put the fate of your soul at risk, or that you had to 
perform various non-Christian rites to lure a Tomte to 
your farm. 

The belief in a Tomte's tendency to bring riches to the 
farm by his unseen work could also be dragged into 
the conflicts between neighbours. If one farmer was 
doing far better for himself than the others, someone 
might say that it was because of him having a Tomte 
on the farm, doing "ungodly" work and stealing from 
the neighbours. These rumours could be very 
damaging for the farmer who found himself accused, 
much like accusations of witchcraft during the 
Inquisitions.  

Similar folklore 

The tomte/Nisse shares many aspects with other 
Scandinavian wights such as the Swedish vättar (from 
the Old Norse landvættir) or the Norwegian tusser. 
These beings are social, however, whereas the Tomte 
is always solitary (though he is now often pictured 
with other tomtar). Some synonyms of Tomte in 
Swedish and Norwegian include gårdbo ("(farm)yard-
dweller"), gardvord ("yard-warden", see vörðr), god 
bonde ("good farmer"), fjøsnisse ("barn gnome") or 
gårdsrå ("yard-spirit"). The Tomte could also take a 
ship for his home, and was then known as a 
skeppstomte/skibsnisse. In other European folklore, 
there are many beings similar to the Tomte, such as 
the Scots and English brownie, Northumbrian English 



hob, the German Heinzelmännchen or the Russian 
domovoi. The Finnish word tonttu has been borrowed 
from Swedish. 

The Tomte is one of the most familiar creatures of 
Scandinavian folklore, and he has appeared in many 
works of Scandinavian literature. With the 
romanticisation and collection of folklore during the 
19th century, the Tomte would gain popularity. In the 
English editions of the fairy tales of H. C. Andersen 
the word Nisse has been inaccurately translated as 
goblin (a more accurate translation is brownie or hob). 

The Modern Tomte 

In the 1840s the farm's Nisse became the bearer of 
Christmas presents in Denmark, and was then called 
julenisse (Yule Nisse). In 1881, the Swedish magazine 
Ny Illustrerad Tidning published Viktor Rydberg's 
poem "Tomten", where the Tomte is alone awake in 
the cold Christmas night, pondering the mysteries of 
life and death. This poem featured the first painting by 
Jenny Nyström of this traditional Swedish mythical 
character which she turned into the white-bearded, red
-capped friendly figure associated with Christmas ever 
since. Shortly afterwards, and obviously influenced by 
the emerging Father Christmas traditions as well as 
the new Danish tradition, a variant of the tomte/Nisse, 
called the jultomte in Sweden and julenisse in 
Norway, started bringing the Christmas presents in 
Sweden and Norway, instead of the traditional julbock 
(Yule Goat). 

Gradually, commercialism has made him look more 
and more like the American Santa Claus, but the 
Swedish jultomte, the Norwegian juleNisse, the 
Danish julemand and the Finnish joulupukki (in 
Finland he is still called the Yule Goat, although his 
animal features have disappeared) still has features 
and traditions that are rooted in the local culture. He 
doesn't live on the North Pole, but perhaps in a forest 
nearby, or in Denmark he lives on Greenland, and in 
Finland he lives in Lapland; he doesn’t come down the 
chimney at night, but through the front door, 
delivering the presents directly to the children, just 
like the Yule Goat did; he is not overweight; and even 
if he nowadays sometimes rides in a sleigh drawn by 
reindeer, instead of just walking around with his sack, 
his reindeer don’t fly - and in Sweden, Denmark and 
Norway some still put out a bowl of porridge for him 
on Christmas Eve. He is still often pictured on 
Christmas cards and house and garden decorations as 
the little man of Jenny Nyström's imagination, often 
with a horse or cat, or riding on a goat or in a sled 
pulled by a goat, and for many people the idea of the 
farm Tomte still lives on, if only in the imagination 
and literature. The use of the word Tomte in Swedish 

is now somewhat ambiguous, but often when one 
speaks of jultomten (definite article) or tomten 
(definite article) one is referring to the more modern 
version, while if one speaks of tomtar (plural) or 
tomtarna (plural, definite article) one could also likely 
be referring to the more traditional tomtar. The 
traditional word Tomte lives on in an idiom, referring 
to the human caretaker of a property (hustomten), as 
well as referring to someone in one's building who 
mysteriously does someone a favour, such as hanging 
up ones laundry. A person might also wish for a little 
hustomte to tidy up for them. A Tomte stars in one of 
author Jan Brett's children's stories, "Hedgie's 
Surprise". 

 

Ded Moroz 
Ded Moroz is 
a fictional 
character who 
in some 
Slavic 
cultures plays 
a role similar 
to that of 
Santa Claus. 
The literal 
translation of 
the name 
would be 
Grandfather 
Frost, 
although the 
name is often 
translated as 
Father Frost. 
Ded Moroz is 
said to bring 
presents to 
children, however, unlike the secretive Santa Claus, 
the gifts are often delivered "in person", at New Year's 
Eve parties and other New Year celebrations.  

The "in-person" gifts usually occur at organized 
celebrations at kindergartens or schools and at circus 
performances around New Year time where the gifts 
can be standardized. Various agencies provide Ded 
Moroz visits to families and offices. In such cases 
specific gifts can be chosen for particular members at 
the parties. The clandestine placing of gifts under a 
New Year tree occurs when a Ded Moroz visit is not 
arranged for some reason. 

Depictions of Ded Moroz commonly show him 
accompanied by Snegurochka, or 'Snow Maiden,' his 



granddaughter. She is a unique attribute of Ded 
Moroz, no traditional gift-givers from other cultures 
are portrayed with a similar companion. 

The traditional appearance of Ded Moroz resembles 
that of Santa Claus, with his coat, boots and long 
white beard. Specifically, Ded Moroz is often shown 
wearing a heel-length fur coat, a semi-round fur hat, 
and valenki or jackboots on his feet. Unlike Santa 
Claus, he is often depicted as walking with a long 
magical staff. 

The official residence of Ded Moroz in Russia is 
considered to be the town of Veliky Ustyug. The 
residence of the Belarusian Ded Moroz (Dzied Maroz 
in Belarusian) is said to be in Belavezhskaya Pushcha. 

Development of the character 

The earliest tales of Ded Moroz presented him as a 
wicked and cruel sorcerer, similar to the Old Slavic 
gods 'Pozvizd' — the god of wind and good and bad 
weather, 'Zimnik' — god of winter, and the terrifying 
'Korochun' — an underworld god ruling over frosts. 
According to legend, Ded Moroz liked to freeze 
people and kidnap children, taking them away in his 
gigantic sack. Parents were said to have to give him 
presents as a ransom in return for their children. 
However, under the influence of Orthodox traditions, 
the character of Ded Moroz was completely 
transformed, later adopting certain traits from the 
Dutch Sinterklaas (or Saint Nicholas), the prototype of 
Santa Claus. 

Since the 19th century the attributes and legend of 
Ded Moroz have been shaped by literary influences. 
The fairy tale play Snegurochka by the famous 
Russian playwright Aleksandr Ostrovsky was 
influential in this respect, as was Rimsky-Korsakov's 
Snegurochka with libretto based on the play. By the 
end of the 19th century Ded Moroz had become the 
most popular of the various mythical New Year gift-
givers in Russia. 

Following the Russian Revolution, Christmas 
traditions were actively discouraged because they 
were considered to be "bourgeois and religious". 
Similarly, in 1928 Ded Moroz was declared "an ally of 
the priest and kulak". Nevertheless, the image of Ded 
Moroz took its current form during Soviet times, 
becoming the main symbol of the New Year’s holiday 
that replaced Christmas. Some Christmas traditions 
were revived following the famous letter by Pavel 
Postyshev, published in Pravda on December 28, 
1935. Postyshev believed that the origins of the 
holiday, which were pre-Christian in any case, were 
less important than the benefits it could bring to Soviet 
children. In 1937, a man playing Ded Moroz arrived at 

the Moscow Palace of Unions for the first time. 
Joseph Stalin ordered Palace of Unions' Ded Morozes 
to wear only blue coats, so that they would not be 
mistaken for Santa Claus. During Stalinist times, Ded 
Moroz, Snegurochka (or "Snow Maiden"), and New 
Year Boy were featured in Communist-type Nativity 
scenes, or public appearances, with Ded Moroz as the 
equivalent to Joseph, Snegurochka as the equivalent to 
Mary, and the New Year Boy as the equivalent to the 
Christ child.  

During the period of the Soviet Union's dominance 
over Eastern Europe, Ded Moroz was officially 
introduced to many nations, despite being alien to 
them. Following the fall of the Soviet Union, there 
have been efforts to revive local characters.  

Ded Moroz in modern Russia 

Ded Moroz is very popular in modern Russia. In 1998, 
the town of Veliky Ustyug in Vologda Oblast, Russia 
was declared the home of the Russian Ded Moroz by 
Yury Luzhkov, then Mayor of Moscow. Between 
2003 and 2010, the post office in Veliky Ustyug 
received approximately 2,000,000 letters from within 
Russia and from all over the world for Ded Moroz. On 
January 7, 2008, then President Putin of the Russian 
Federation was reported to have visited Ded Moroz' 
residence in the town of Veliky Ustyug as part of the 
Russian Orthodox Christmas Eve celebration. 

The western Santa Claus made inroads in the Russian 
Federation during the "turbulent" 1990's when many 
western ideas such as liberal democracy and market-
oriented capitalism were considered panacea solutions 
for Russia. The resurgence of Russia in the early 21st 
century brought about a renewed emphasis on the 
basic Slavic character of Ded Moroz. This included 
the Russian Federation and subordinate governments 
sponsoring courses about Ded Moroz every 
December, with the aim of establishing appropriate 
Slavic norms for Ded Moroz and Snegurochka ("Snow 
Maiden" - Ded Moroz' granddaughter) roles for the 
New Year holiday. People playing Ded Moroz and 
Snegurochka now typically make appearances at 
children's parties during the winter holiday season, 
distributing presents and fighting off the wicked 
witch, Baba Yaga, who children are told wants to steal 
the gifts. 

Ded Moroz, and on occasion the Belarus Dzied 
Maroz, are presented in the media as being in on-
going détente with various counterparts from other 
cultures, such as the Estonian Santa Claus (Jõuluvana 
or "Old man of Christmas"), the Finnish Santa Claus 
(Joulupukki or "Yule Goat"), and other Santa Claus, 
Father Christmas, and Saint Nicholas figures. The 



détente efforts portrayed have included one-on-one 
meetings, group meetings and friendly competitions, 
such as the annual November Santa Claus 
championships of Celle, Germany. 

In November and December 2010, Ded Moroz was 
one of the candidates in the running for consideration 
as a mascot for the 2014 Winter Olympics in Sochi, 
Russia. 

Regional differences 

There are equivalents of Ded Moroz and Snegurochka 
all over the former USSR, as well as the countries 
once in the so-called Soviet bloc and in the former 
Yugoslavia. 

 

Krampus 
Krampus is a beast-like creature from the folklore of 
Alpine countries thought to punish children during the 
Yule season who had misbehaved, in contrast with 
Saint Nicholas, who rewards well-behaved ones with 
gifts. Krampus is said to capture particularly naughty 
children in his sack and carry them away to his lair. 

Krampus is represented as a beast-like creature, 
generally demonic in appearance. The creature has 
roots in Germanic folklore; however, its influence has 
spread far beyond German borders. Traditionally 
young men dress up as the Krampus in Austria, 
southern Bavaria, South Tyrol, northern Friuli, 
Hungary, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, the Slovak 
Republic, the Netherlands and Croatia during the first 
week of December, particularly on the evening of 5 
December (the eve of Saint Nicholas day on many 
church calendars), and roam the streets frightening 
children with rusty chains and bells. Krampus is 
featured on holiday greeting cards called 
Krampuskarten. There are many names for Krampus, 
as well as many regional variations in portrayal and 
celebration. 

Origins 

The history of the Krampus figure stretches back to 
pre-Christian Germanic traditions. He is sometimes 
said to be the son of Hel, from Norse mythology. He 
also shares characteristics, including goat-like ears, 
legs, feet, with the satyrs and fauns of Greek 
mythology. The early Catholic Church discouraged 
celebrations based around the wild goat-like creatures, 
and during the Inquisition efforts were made to stamp 
them out. 

But Krampus figures persisted, and by the 17th 

century Krampus had been incorporated into Christian 
winter celebrations by pairing them with St. Nicholas. 

Countries of the former Habsburg empire have largely 
borrowed the tradition of Krampus accompanying 
St.Nicholas on 5 December from Austria. However, in 
the Czech Republic and Slovakia the mythological 
figure (called čert) evolved from the Slavic demon 
chort and although nearly the same in appearance, it 
comes from a tradition distinct from that of Alpine 
nations. 

Modern history 

In the 20th century, Austrian governments 
discouraged the practice. In the aftermath of the 1934 
Austrian Civil War, the Krampus tradition was 
prohibited by the Dollfuss regime under the 
Fatherland Front (Vaterländische Front) and the 
Christian Social Party. In the 1950s, the government 
distributed pamphlets titled "Krampus is an Evil 
Man". Towards the end of the century, a popular 
resurgence of Krampus celebrations occurred and 
continues today. There has been public debate in 
Austria in modern times about whether Krampus is 
appropriate for children. 

Appearance 

Although Krampus appears in many variations, most 
share some common physical characteristics. He is 
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hairy, usually brown or black, and has the cloven 
hooves and horns of a goat. His long pointed tongue 
lolls out. 

Krampus carries chains, thought to symbolize the 
binding of the Devil by the Christian Church. He 
thrashes the chains for dramatic effect. The chains are 
sometimes accompanied with bells of various sizes. 
Of more pagan origins are the ruten, bundles of birch 
branches that Krampus carries and occasionally swats 
children with. The ruten have significance in pre-
Christian pagan initiation rites. The birch branches are 
replaced with a whip in some representations. 
Sometimes Krampus appears with a sack or a washtub 
strapped to his back; this is to cart off evil children for 
drowning, eating, or transport to Hell. 

Krampusnacht 

The Feast of St. Nicholas is celebrated in parts of 
Europe on 6 December. In Alpine countries, Saint 
Nicholas has a devilish companion named Krampus 
On the preceding evening, Krampus Night or 
Krampusnacht, the hairy devil appears on the streets. 
Sometimes accompanying St. Nicholas and sometimes 
on his own, Krampus visits homes and businesses.[1] 
The Saint usually appears in the Eastern Rite 
vestments of a bishop, and he carries a ceremonial 
staff. Unlike North American versions of Santa Claus, 
in these celebrations Saint Nicholas concerns himself 
only with the good children, while Krampus is 
responsible for the bad. Nicholas dispenses gifts, 
while Krampus supplies coal and the ruten bundles.  

Krampuslaufen 

A Krampuslauf is a run of celebrants dressed as the 
beast, often fueled by alcohol. It is customary to offer 
a Krampus schnapps, a strong distilled fruit brandy. 
These runs may include perchten, similarly wild pagan 
spirits of Germanic folklore and sometimes female in 
representation, although the perchten are properly 
associated with the period between Winter Solstice 
and 6 January. 

Krampuskarten 

Europeans have been exchanging greeting cards 
featuring Krampus since the 1800s. Sometimes 
introduced with Gruß vom Krampus (Greetings from 
the Krampus), the cards usually have humorous 
rhymes and poems. Krampus is often featured 
looming menacingly over children. He is also shown 
as having one human foot and one cloven hoof. In 
some, Krampus has sexual overtones; he is pictured 
pursuing buxom women. Over time, the representation 
of Krampus in the cards has changed; older versions 
have a more frightening Krampus, while modern 

versions have a cuter, more Cupid-like creature. 
Krampus has also adorned postcards and candy 
containers. 

Regional variations 

Krampus appears in various forms, and as part of 
differing celebrations, throughout central Europe. In 
Styria, the ruten bundles are presented by Krampus to 
families. The twigs are painted gold and displayed 
year-round in the house – a reminder to any child who 
has temporarily forgotten Krampus. In smaller, more 
isolated villages, the character has other beastly 
companions, such as the antlered "wild man" figures, 
and St. Nicholas is nowhere to be seen. These Styrian 
companions of Krampus are called Schabmänner or 
Rauhen. 

A toned-down version is part of the popular Christmas 
markets in Austrian urban centres like Salzburg. In 
these, more tourist-friendly interpretations, Krampus 
is more humorous than fearsome. 

In the 1600s, the Lutheran Church presented a 
"christchild" figure in the place of the Catholic Saint 
Nicholas. Representing the baby Jesus but often 
appearing as a young maiden, this figure was also 
paired with Krampus in some areas. In France's Alsace 
region, Krampus is known as Hans Trapp and 
accompanies a "christchild" character during the 
holiday season. 

North American Krampus celebrations, though rare, 
are a growing phenomenon. Some traditional 
Germanic communities in the northeast of the United 
States have preserved a Krampus tradition; in these he 
goes by Bellsnichol and combines aspects of both the 
wild man and Saint Nicholas. 

Other names 

The word Krampus (sometimes spelled "Grampus") is 
a derivation of the old German word for claw, but the 
creature has many names. Klaubauf is used throughout 
Austria, while Bartl or Bartel, Niglobartl, and Wubartl 
are used in the southern part of the country. Outside 
Austria, Krampus and related creatures go by 
Pelzebock or Pelznickel in southern Germany, and 
Gumphinckel in Silesia.[2] In Hungary, he is Krampusz 
(often used to refer to the entire race of these 
creatures), and in Switzerland, Schmutzli. 
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 When the winter winds blow and the Yule fires 
are lit, from the north of Scandinavia down to 
Switzerland, it is best to stay indoors, safely shut away 
from the dark forest paths and the wild heaths. Those 
who wander out by themselves during the Yule-nights 
may hear a sudden rustling through the tops of the 
trees — a rustling that might be the wind, though the 
rest of the wood is still. But then the barking of dogs 
fills the air, with the hunters behind whooping “Wod! 
Wod!” a man’s voice cries from above, “Midden in 
dem Weg!” and the host of wild souls sweeps down, 
fire flashing from the eyes of the black hounds and 
hooves of the black horses. 
 The wise traveller falls down at once in the 
middle of the road, face down. (The Hunt leader 
spares only those who remain in the middle of the 
path. Therefore he often calls out to travelers, “In the 
middle of the path!”) If he is lucky, he will take no 
harm other than the cold feet of the black dogs 
running over his body. More foolish folk are swept up, 
coming to earth far from home or left dead behind the 
furious host. Those who join in the Hunter’s cry may 
get as their share of the booty a piece of human flesh. 
 This is the Wild Hunt of Germanic folklore. It 
is known by many names — Wutan’s or Wuet’s Army 
in the southern parts of Germany, the family of 
Harlequin in France, the Oskorei in Norway, 
Odensjakt in Denmark and Sweden — but the basic 
description is always much the same. A great noise of 
barking and shouting is heard; then a black rider on a 
black, white, or gray horse, storming through the air 

with his hounds, followed by a host of strange spirits, 
is seen. The rider is sometimes headless. Sometimes, 
particularly in Upper Germany, the spirits show signs 
of battle-wounds or death by other forms of 
mischance. Fire spurts from the hooves and eyes of 
the beasts in the procession. The horses and hounds 
may be two- or three-legged. Often the newly dead 
can be recognized in the train. The furious host is 
always a peril to the human being who comes into its 
way, though sometimes it leaves rewards as well. 
 At the root of the myth lies the Teutonic god 
Woden, or Odin, to use his Norse name. 
Odin, in his guise of wind-god, was thought to rushing 
through the skies astride his eight-legged steed, 
Sleipnir. As it was thought that the souls of the dead 
were wafted away on the winds of a storm, Odin 
became regarded as the leader of all disembodied 
spirits – the gatherer of the dead. Eventually, storms 
became associated with his passing. In this role he was 
known as the Wild Huntsman. The passage of his 
hunt, known as Odin’s Hunt, the Wild Ride, the 
Raging Host or Asgardreia, was said to presage 
misfortune such as pestilence, death or war. Odin, 
followed by the ghosts of the dead, would roam the 
skies, accompanied by furious winds, lightning and 
thunder. To the believers, the tumult must surely have 
been evidence of the god’s passing. 
 Throughout the years, the mythology of the 
hunt adapted to suit the geographical area and the time 
period. In the Middle Ages, for example, the lead 
huntsman included Charlemagne, Frederick 
Barbarossa and King Arthur. 
 Traditions of a Wild Hunt also existed in areas 
away from Norse influence. 
 In Wales, for example, the leader of the Hunt 
was Gwynn ap Nudd. The “Lord of the Dead”, Gwynn 
ap Nudd was followed by his pack of white hounds 
with blood-red ears. 
 These red-eared hounds are also found in 
northern England, where they were known as Gabriel 
Hounds. Their appearance was also a portent of doom. 
 In southern England, it was Herne the Hunter 
who led the hunt, while elsewhere it is also referred to 
as “Herlathing” – from the mythical King Herla, its 
supposed leader. 
 As recently as the 1940′s the Hunt was 
reportedly heard going through the English 
countryside near Taunton on Halloween night. And 
the unlucky visitor to the West Country of England 
may still meet the Hunt upon the moors. 
 But whether in chronicle or legend, in folk 
practice or personal experience, the Hunt’s underlying 
meaning and message remains one of remembrance: 
remember the dead, your kin, so your crops may grow 
by ancestral blessing; honor them lest they come like 
warriors to the field claiming tribute. 

The Wild Hunt 



How the plant came to be associated with 
Christmas kissing. 

By Christopher Beam 

How did mistletoe become synonymous with Christmas 
kissing? 

The Druids started it. Mistletoe, a hemi-parasitic plant that 
grows on trees, has long been considered a cure-all with spe-
cial properties: In the Aeneid, the hero brings a bough 
thought to be mistletoe—a symbol of vitality that remains 
green even in winter—to the underworld. But the earliest 
mention of mistletoe's romantic powers was by Roman natu-
ral historian Pliny the Elder, who scoffed at the Druids of 
the 1st Century A.D. for believing that "mistletoe, taken in 
drink, will impart fecundity to all animals that are barren." 
That romantic association was later expanded by the Norse 
myth about Baldur and his mother, Frigga, the goddess of 
love and marriage. According to legend, Frigga got all the 
plants and animals of the Earth to promise not to harm her 
son—except mistletoe. Loki, the god of mischief, took that 
opportunity to kill Baldur with a spear made of mistletoe. In 
some versions of the tale, Frigga's tears then turned into mis-
tletoe berries, which brought Baldur back to life, prompting 
Frigga to declare mistletoe a symbol of love. 

It wasn't until the 18th or 19th centuries, though, that the Brit-
ish started hanging mistletoe as part of Christmas celebra-

tions. In an 1820 story, Washington Irving described Christmas decorations that included "the mistletoe, with 
its white berries, hung up, to the imminent peril of all the pretty housemaids." In The Pickwick Papers(1836), 
Charles Dickens paints a scene of mass sub-
mistletoe kissing: Young women "screamed and 
struggled, and ran into corners, and did every-
thing but leave the room, until … they all at once 
found it useless to resist any longer and submit-
ted to be kissed with a good grace." In this con-
text, mistletoe was supposed to bring luck to two 
people who kissed underneath it and bad luck to 
those who didn't. Some say proper etiquette is to 
pick a berry off for every kiss and stop when all 
the berries are gone. Just don't eat them: Some 
species of mistletoe are poisonous. 

Mistletoe's reputation as a healing plant persists 
in the world of herbal remedies, but there's little 
clinical evidence that it can cure disease. Actress 
Suzanne Somers famously opted to treat her 
breast cancer with mistletoe extract instead of 
chemotherapy. Extract has even been shown to 
kill cancer cells in the lab. But the American 
Cancer Institute has concluded, "There is no evi-
dence that mistletoe's effects on the immune sys-
tem help the body fight cancer." 

Balder und Nanna by F. W. Heine 
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Regional Celebrations 
Denmark 

Danes celebrate on December 24,17 which is called 
Juleaftensdag (literally, Yule Eve Day), or simply Jul. 
An elaborate dinner is eaten with the family in the 
evening, consisting of roast pork, roast duck or roast 
goose with plain potatoes,caramelized potatoes, red 
cabbage and gravy. For dessert is rice pudding with a 
cherry sauce, traditionally with an almond hidden 
inside. The lucky finder of this almond is entitled to a 
small gift. After the meal is complete, the family 
gather around the Juletræ to sing Christmas carols and 
dance hand in hand around the tree. Then the children 
often hand out the presents which are opened 
immediately. This is followed by candy, chips, various 
nuts, clementines, and sometimes a mulled and spiced 
wine with almonds and raisins called Gløgg is served 
hot in small cups. Following the main celebration of 
Jul or Juleaften on December 24, December 25 and 
December 26 are, respectively, celebrated as Første 
Juledag (the first day of/after Christmas) and Anden 
Juledag (the second day of/after Christmas), both 
holidays, and are generally filled with relaxed familial 
socializing and the enjoying of leftovers from the 
Juleaften meal. Some Danish families also celebrate 
December 23 as Lillejuleaften (Little Christmas Eve). 
Traditions for this day might include decoration of the 
Juletræ, enjoying roast duck, and caroling. Throughout 
December it's a tradition to send a serialized 
"julekalender", directly translated Christmas calender, 
with one episode of a story each day for 24 days. 

United Kingdom 

In the United Kingdom and other parts of the 
Anglophone world, the modern Yule or Yuletide is 
commonly associated with Christmas (along with 
Christmastide) which generally supplanted it around 
the 11th century other than in North East England18 
where it remained the usual word (and had the variants 
of yel and yul),19 possibly being reinforced by the 
Norse influence (see Danelaw) on that region. 
However it should be noted that the easterm parts of 
England have had continuous cultural and linguistic 
influence from Northern Europe and certain groups 20 
suggest the north and east of England have always 
spoken a form of proto-english related to northern 
Europe well before the Vikings. Infact even beowulf 
and sutton hoo shown scandinavian connections, 
although there is no evidence the Scandinavians were 
ever a race of people. Also the north east of England 
was outside Danelaw control. Little is know of the 

form of Old English spoken or the customs in the 
north of England prior to the Vikings. Yule traditions 
are also found well outside the Danelaw. It was 
revived in regular use in standard English during the 
19th century however the name Yule log was recorded 
earlier in the 17th century. 

Estonia 

"Jõul" (singular), more commonly used in plural as 
"jõulud". Celebrated in line with the Finnish customs. 
The old tradition of celebrating the winter solstice has 
nowadays been predominantly replaced or mixed with 
Protestant or secularised Christmas holidays. 
Traditional "jõul" celebrations can still be 
encountered. 

Traditionally, "jõulud" were sacred days marking the 
end of one season and the beginning of the new one. 
The Earth turned herself towards light, warmth, food 
and life. It was believed that one's behaviour in the 
times of jõul determined the good fortune of oneself 
and the whole household. The souls of deceased 
relatives were awaited back home; they were seen 
having a great deal of influence on the fortune of the 
living. The household was thoroughly cleaned, 
decorated and the most abundant dishes of the year 
were prepared. Dried straws were laid across the 
cleaned floors to signify the start of "jõulud". During 
the Yule time from 21 to 27 December a light had to 
be on at all times. Also, it had to be made sure light 
would not escape the house through the windows, so 
the latter were carefully covered.  

It was a peaceful time for reflection and family, hence 
games and riddles were played.  

Finland 

On the eve of the Finnish Joulu, children are visited by 
Joulupukki, a character similar to Santa Claus. The 
word Joulupukki means "Yule Goat" and probably 
derives from an old Finnish tradition where people 
called nuuttipukkis dressed in goat hides circulated in 
homes after Joulu, eating leftover food. Joulupukki 
visits people's homes and rides a sleigh pulled by a 
number of reindeer. He knocks on the front door 
during Jouluaatto, rather than sneaking in through the 
chimney at night. When he comes in, his first words 
are usually "Onkos täällä kilttejä lapsia?", "Are there 
(any) good (well-behaved) children here?". Presents 
are given and opened immediately. He usually wears 
red, warm clothes and often carries a wooden walking 



stick. His workshop is in Korvatunturi, Lapland, 
Finland, rather than at the North Pole like Santa Claus, 
or in Greenland. He is married to Joulumuori (tr. 
Mother Yule). 

Typical Finnish yule dishes include ham, various root 
vegetable casseroles, beetroot salad, gingerbread and 
star-shaped plum-filled pastries. Other traditions with 
a non-Christian yule background include joulukuusi 
("Yule spruce") and joulusauna ("yule sauna"). 

Norway 

Although Yule proper starts with the chiming of the 
church-bells in the afternoon of julaften/joleftan 
("Yule Eve" or "Christmas Eve") on December 24, the 
previous day lillejulaften (little Christmas Eve), when 
the tree is put up and decorated, is increasingly the 
actual start date for the 13 day long Yule celebration 
in Norway. 

Julaften remains the main event, with a traditional 
lunch, dinner and the exchange of gifts. Traditional 
dishes vary by region, but ribbe (pork ribs), and 
pinnekjøtt, some places also codfish are eaten. As a 
continuation of older beliefs, a bowl of "rice 

porridge" (julegrøt) is sometimes left outside for the 
nisse that evening. 

Throughout December many gather for a julebord, 
Christmas parties sponsored by companies and 
institutions for their employees and associates to eat 
and drink traditional dishes.  

The time period between Christmas Eve and New 
Year's Eve, is called romjul. Occasionally children 
dress up in costumes and visit neighbours, where they 
sing Yuletide carols and receive treats like candy, nuts 
and clementines. This tradition is called julebukk. 

In the old days in certain areas, primarily Setesdalen, 
adults commonly went from house to house drinking, 
an event called Toftirus, during the 13 days 
surrounding Christmas eve. Although increasingly 
rare and localized, this tradition had developed into 
today's Drammebukk, where adults visit neighbors in 
the evening. 

For some it is a tradition to watch television shows on 
Yule Eve. The popular shows are "Tre Nøtter Til 
Askepott" (Three Nuts for Cinderella), a Czech-
German fairy-tale, and "Reisen til Julestjernen", a 



Norwegian film.  

Shetland Islands 

In the Shetland Islands of Scotland the Yules are 
considered to last a month beginning on December 18 
and ending January 18. The main Yules celebration 
occurs on December 31. The rest of Scotland 
eventually adopted "Hogmanay" (the name of the New 
Years presents) as the name for the festival.21 

Sweden 

As in many other countries in northern Europe 
Jultomten brings gifts on julafton ("Yule Eve"), 
December 24, the day generally thought of as the main 
jul celebration. Many Swedes22 watch Kalle Anka 
och hans vänner (lit. Donald Duck and his friends), a 
compilation of Disney shorts that broadcast at 3pm on 
the public service television. 

Almost all Swedish families celebrate with a julbord 
(variety of smörgåsbord), which traditionally includes 
julskinka (baked ham), sill (pickled herring), janssons 
frestelse, and a collection of meatballs, sausages, 
meats and patés. The julbord is traditionally served 
with beer, julmust, grog (a mix of beer, liquor and soft 
drinks) and snaps. The dishes vary throughout the 
country. Businesses invite staff to a julbord dinner or 
lunch in preceding weeks, and people go privately to 
restaurants offering julbord during December. Swedes 
also enjoy glögg. Glögg is a mulled wine (with spices 
like cinnamon, cardamom, ginger, cloves and bitter 
orange) often "topped" with some vodka and then 
served hot with raisins and almonds. Yulegifts are 
distributed either by Jultomten (usually from a sack) 
or from under the Christmas tree. In older days a 
julbock (yule goat, still used in Finland called 
Joulupukki) was an alternative to Jultomten; now it is 
used as an ornament, ranging in size from 10 cm to 
huge constructions like the Gävle goat. The following 
day some people attend a julotta mass in a church - 
prefferably on a horsesled. These days even more 
people venture to the movies as December 25 is a day 
of big premieres. 

Iceland 

The peak of Icelandic jól is when presents are 
exchanged on aðfangadagskvöld, the evening of 
December 24, then the gifts are given. It is a custom to 
eat hamborgarhryggur (smoked pork loin) or rock 
ptarmigan. Before Christmas some people cut patterns 
into laufabrauð (e. leaf bread) and bake piparkökur (e. 
ginger biscuits). 

On Þorláksmessa (mass of Saint Thorlakur), 
December 23, there is a tradition (originally from the 

Westfjords) to serve fermented skate with melted 
tallow and boiled potatoes. Boiling the Christmas 
hangikjöt (smoked leg or shoulder of lamb) on 
Þorláksmessa evening is said to dispel the strong smell 
which otherwise tends to linger around the house for 
days. The hangikjöt and laufabrauð are usually served 
at Christmas Day, December 25.  

Unlike other countries there are 13 traditional 
jólasveinar Yule Lads that play the same role as the 
Santa Claus. The first one comes to town from the 
mountains December 11 and the last one arrives 13 
days later on December 24. Children leave their shoe 
in the window and the Yule Lads leave something in 
the shoe when they arrive in town. If the children are 
naughty they might get a potato but if they are nice 
they might get something good, like candy, 
clementines or a toy. The Yule Lads all carry a 
specific name that describes his actions. For instance, 
the sixth one is Pot-Scraper and what he does best is to 
scrape leftovers from pots. 

December 26 is generally reserved for family 
gatherings. It involves a lot of eating with relatives, 
usually with cousins and aunts and uncles.  

Þorrablót 

Þorrablót (Icelandic pronunciation: [???r?aplout]), or 
Thurseblot, is an Icelandic midwinter festival that 
takes place in the month of Þorri, according to the Old 
Icelandic Calendar, which starts in late January and 
ends in late February. These festivals were started by 
Icelandic student associations in the latter half of the 
19th century. The first one was reportedly organised 
by the association of Icelandic students in Copenhagen 
in 1873. Related to other nationalistic feasts invented 
in the 18th and 19th centuries, such as Burns night in 
Scotland, the Þorrablót is an evening with dinner 
where participants hold speeches and recite poems, 
originally to honour the Norse god Thor, after whom 
the month is presumed to be named. Calling the feast a 
blót (a feast held in honor of a god in Norse paganism) 
makes clear the reference to pagan times, which many 
nationalists of the 19th century considered a golden 
age of Icelandic history. 

Þorrablót soon caught on as a tradition in Iceland and 
these feasts were organised by many other 
associations, especially youth organisations and 
student associations, which were most actively 
involved in the independence movement.  

In 1958 a restaurant in Reykjavík, Naustið, started 
offering a platter with a selection of foods that had 
previously been common in the Icelandic countryside, 
but had become rare by that time. The food was 
arranged in slices on a wood trough made in the 



likeness of old troughs on display in the National 
Museum of Iceland. The restaurant advertised this 
platter as Þorramatur, thereby linking it with the 
tradition of the Þorrablót. The idea was well received 
and the serving of Þorramatur has since become a 
defining feature of Þorrablót.  

Today Þorrablót are common events among Icelanders 
everywhere and can be anything from an informal 
dinner with friends and family to large organised 
events with stage performances and an after-dinner 
dance. These large Þorrablót are usually arranged by 
membership associations, associations of Icelanders 
living abroad, and as regional festivals in the 
countryside.  

Minor feast honoring Thor, the protector of Midgard, 
held on the first full moon of January. During this 
time, the height of the Storm season, Thor's power is 
invoked to drive back the frost Jotuns so that Spring 
may return to Midgard.  

Up Helly Aa 

Up Helly Aa refers to any of a variety of fire festivals 
held in Shetland, in Scotland, annually in the middle 
of winter to mark the end of the yule season. The 
festival involves a procession of up to a thousand 
guizers in Lerwick and considerably lower numbers in 
the more rural festivals, formed into squads who 
march through the town or village in a variety of 
themed costumes.  

The current Lerwick celebration grew out of the older 
yule tradition of tar barrelling which took place at 
Christmas and New Year as well as Up Helly-Aa. 
Squads of young men would drag barrels of 
burning tar through town on sledges, making 
mischief. After the abolition of tar barrelling 
around 1874-1880, permission was eventually 
obtained for torch processions. The first yule 
torch procession took place in 1876. The first 
torch celebration on Up Helly-Aa day took 
place in 1881. The following year the torchlit 
procession was significantly enhanced and 
institutionalised through a request by a 
Lerwick civic body to hold another Up Helly
-Aa torch procession for the visit of the Duke 
of Edinburgh.27 The first galley was burned 
in 1889.  

There is a main guizer who is dubbed the 
"Jarl". There is a committee which you must be 
part of for fifteen years before you can be a jarl, 
and only one person is elected to this committee 
each year.  

The procession culminates in the torches being 

thrown into a replica Viking longship or galley. The 
event happens all over Shetland and is currently 
celebrated at 10 locations - Scalloway, Lerwick, 
Nesting & Girlsta, Uyeasound, Northmavine, Bressay, 
Cullivoe, Norwick, the South Mainland and Delting.  

After the procession, the squads visit local halls 
(including schools, sports facilities and hotels), where 
private parties are held. At each hall, each squad 
performs its act, which may be a send-up of a popular 
TV show or film, a skit on local events, or singing or 
dancing, usually in flamboyant costume.  

Due to the often-flamboyant costumes and the large 
quantity of males dressing up as females 
(Traditionally, the Capital festival does not permit 
women to partake in the squads) in the Lerwick 
festival, it has earned the joke name 'Transvestite 
Tuesday'. The photos below show a few examples of 
the festival's highlights.  

The Lerwick Up Helly Aa 

Up Helly Aa, the largest fire festival in Europe, has 
been celebrated as an end to the old Yule season in 
Shetland for over 100 years, though its exact origins 
are obscure. 


