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“We use our holidays to celebrate the sun. We celebrate the arrival of the sun, the summer
solstice, we journey to the mountains in search of the sun, and on the days we miss it the
most, because it is farthest away, we cheer ourselves with a grand Christmas fest.”

-Thor Heyerdahl

I. Introduction
We all love holidays! They are a time to have fun - a day for gathering with your family, eating
delicious foods, and playing special games. Often, we have the day off from school or work.
But holidays are more than just fun - they hold meaning and importance to the people who
celebrate them.
If someone from a different culture were studying America, he would see that one of our very
important holidays is Thanksgiving. What would this tell him about our culture? Well, it would
show him that as a nation we think it is important to set aside a day of the year to give thanks
for all of the blessings in our lives and to remember our immigrant past.
When trying to learn about a new country, gaining an understanding of the holidays of the
country is one of our most important tools. Plus, it can be a lot of fun! The Nordic people
have many unique and special holidays that can help us understand their culture and lives.
So, let’s get started!
Something to Keep in Mind
The countries of Scandinavia are home to a large and diverse group of people, living
throughout five different countries. While there are many similarities amongst the countries, it
would be a mistake to think that all people from Scandinavia are alike. In looking through this
guide, remember to keep in mind that even as the Scandinavian countries share many of the
same holidays, they each have their own traditions, and holidays, that make them unique.
Land of the Midnight Sun
Winter in Scandinavia is a hard time. Not only is it extremely cold, but there are very few
hours of sunshine during the day. In the northern parts of Finland, Norway, and Sweden,
which are above the Arctic Circle, the sun never rises for part of the winter! Denmark, in the
southernmost area of Scandinavia, only gets six hours of a sun a day in winter. This happens
because during the winter, while the earth orbits the sun, its tilt places the northern
hemisphere farthest away from the sun. But the opposite occurs during the summer, when
the northern hemisphere is pointed towards the sun. During the summer, the sun remains in
the sky late into the night, never setting in the northern parts of Scandinavia. This
phenomenon of 24 hours of sunlight gives Scandinavia the title of “The Land of the Midnight
Sun.”
But why is this important to our study of holidays and traditions? Since Scandinavia is
deprived of natural light for a large amount of the year, the sun has become extremely
important to the Scandinavian people. In ancient times, it was believed that the gods
controlled the return of the sun and if they were not worshipped properly the sun would not
return. Because of these superstitions, many Scandinavian holidays, such as Midsummer,
Santa Lucia Day, and Christmas, revolve around celebrating the sun and light. Knowing how
celebrations and traditions evolve is valuable to understanding them.
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II. The Nordic Countries
The Nordic countries are located in the northernmost part of Europe and are comprised of
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden. The term Nordic,
Nordic meaning north,
north refers to
the geographic position of these countries. Only Denmark, Norway, and Sweden officially
make up Scandinavia,
Scandinavia but the word is generally used to refer to all of the Nordic countries.
Before learning about the holidays and traditions of the Nordic people, it would be useful to
learn a little about the Nordic countries themselves!

Denmark - Danmark
Capital: Copenhagen - København
Area: 16,640 square miles (about ¼ the size of Washington
State)
Population: 5,435,000 (2006)
Denmark is made up of the Jutland Peninsula (which is
connected to Northern Germany) and the Danish Archipelago
(443 islands - 76 of which are occupied). Denmark is the
smallest of the Nordic countries, but is unique in that it is one of
two countries in the world that has its mainland on a continent
and its capital city on an island, Zealand. (The other country
with this distinction is Equitorial Guinea.) Denmark’s terrain is mostly flat or gently rolling, and
almost all of it is in productive use. The highest point, Yding Skovhøg at 568 feet, is among
the low range of hills found in the east central area of Denmark’s mainland. The Faroe
Islands and Greenland are territories of Denmark. During the Middle Ages the Danes were
among the fierce warriors, known as the Vikings, who conquered much of England.

Finland - Suomi
Capital: Helsinki - Helsingfors
Area: 130,559 square miles (about twice the size of Washington
State)
Population: 5,265,000 (2006)
Finland is a land of thousands of lakes and islands, and is covered
almost entirely by thick forests. Because of the forests and a short
growing season, there is not much arable land in Finland. The
landscape is mostly flat, but Finland can boast that it is one of the few
countries still growing! Due to glacial retreat, Finland grows by about
three square miles each year. Early Finns came from the Urals in
Russia, thus the Finnish language is unlike any of the other Nordic
languages, being more closely related to Eastern European
languages. Finland gained its independence in 1917, after being
ruled first by Sweden and then Russia. With independence came the
idea that all citizens should have full political rights - the Finns were
the third country (after New Zealand and Australia) to give women the right to vote.
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Iceland - Ísland
Capital: Reykjavík
Area: 39,741 square miles (about ½ the size of Washington State)
Population: 302,000 (2006)
Iceland is one the most geologically active places on Earth! The world’s
eighteenth largest island has dozens of active volcanoes, geysers, and
geothermal hot spots. Three-quarters of Iceland is an uninhabitable
wasteland made up of glaciers and a lava desert formed by previous
volcanic eruptions. The majority of Iceland’s population lives on the warmer coastline, with
more than half of Icelanders living in Reykjavík. Nordic and Celtic settlers originally
populated Iceland, and the Icelandic language, which has maintained its purity for over a
thousand years, is almost identical to the language of the Vikings. To this day, the people of
Iceland are extremely proud of their independence and preserve the things that differentiate
them from other Nordic countries. The Althing, the Icelandic parliament, was founded in
AD930, making it the oldest surviving parliament in the world.
Norway - Norge
Capital: Oslo
Area: 148,726 square miles (just over twice the size of Washington
State)
Population: 4,659,000 (2006)
Norway is a mountain plateau sliced by deep canyons that bring the
ocean far into the mainland - these narrow inlets are known as fjords.
There are so many fjords that today nearly three quarters of the
population lives within view of the water. Norway was united as one
nation in AD872, under the leadership of Harald the Fairheaded, the
first King of Norway. But Norway fell under the control of Denmark and
Sweden until 1905, when they finally achieved full statehood. Today,
the
people of Norway enjoy one of the highest qualities-of-life in the world.
Sweden - Sverige
Capital: Stockholm
Area: 173,860 square miles (about 2 ½ times the size of Washington State)
Population: 9,082,000 (2006)
Mountains cover over one-quarter of Sweden, pushing most of the
population and agriculture to the southern part of the country. In central and
southern Sweden the country is made up of generally flat or rolling terrain.
Due to the Gulf Stream, Sweden enjoys a primarily temperate climate. The
Swedes have been living in Sweden for over 5,000 years, longer than almost
any other European people. The Romans wrote about the people who lived
in the northern lands, referring to them as the Suiones tribe, from which the
word Sweden is derived. Tribes of raiders from Sweden took part in the fall
of the Roman Empire and later made up some of the Viking raiders who
terrorized Europe in the Middle Ages. In modern times, the Swedes have put
their warrior past behind them - they maintained neutrality in both World
Wars and are still not members of any military alliances.
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The Nordic Flags
You may have noticed that all of the five Nordic flags have a very similar design, the only
difference being the colors. All of the Nordic flags are based on the Dannebrog, the Danish
flag. The Dannebrog is the oldest state flag in the world, and the other Nordic countries
adopted its design of an off-center cross.

Denmark - The Dannebrog

Åland Islands - a Swedish
Speaking province of Finland

Finland

Faroe Islands - part of the
Kingdom of Denmark

Iceland

Greenland - part of the
Kingdom of Denmark
Norway

Sámi
Sweden

5

The Nordic Countries
Including the bottom portion of Greenland, the Faroe Islands (between Norway and Iceland),
and the Åland Islands (between Sweden and Finland).

Map from the Perry-Castañeda Library Map Collection
<http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/europe/europe_ref02.jpg>
University of Texas at Austin Library Web site
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III. Holidays Celebrated throughout Scandinavia
A. Easter
For the Christian Church, Easter, which commemorates the Resurrection of Jesus, is the
most important day of the year. It is on this day that Christians believe Jesus rose from the
dead, symbolizing rebirth for all mankind. But in Scandinavia, as in the United States, Easter
extends beyond the church and is seen as a time of celebration for everyone, Christian and
non-Christian alike. Easter, which falls in either March or April, comes when the Nordic
countries are just beginning to emerge from a long, dark winter and everyone joins to
celebrate the first signs of spring.
Throughout Scandinavia, Easter is a time to spend as much time as possible outside. In all of
the Nordic countries, the week preceding Easter is a national holiday. This vacation is a time
to get out of town and to enjoy the fresh air. People will begin a spring garden, open up a
country house, or go skiing in the mountains.
One Nordic tradition is also very popular here in the United States - decorating Easter eggs.
Traditionally, Christians were not supposed to eat eggs during Lent, the month leading up to
Easter. Because the people were not allowed to eat eggs, they saved them for Easter.
During the Easter festivities they would decorate them by boiling them wrapped in corn
husks or with other herbs that would turn the shells pretty colors. Today, children all over
Scandinavia decorate eggs, displaying them for family and friends.
In Denmark,
Denmark when the vintergækker (snowdrop flowers) come out, people send
gækkebrever to friends and family. A gækkebrev is a card with a cut out design and a rhyme
or little poem written on it. A gækkebrev is not signed - instead, the sender replaces his or
her name with a pin prick for each letter, and the person who receives the gækkebrev must
guess the sender. If the receiver can guess the giver’s name within a certain amount of time,
then he will receive a chocolate egg, if he cannot, he is a gæk, or fool, and must give a
chocolate egg to the writer. Easter in Denmark is celebrated with a great family reunion to
share a festive meal. The table is decorated with yellow and purple napkins and an
abundance of påskelijer (daffodils), which are the official flower of spring. Easter falls when
the hens start laying eggs after winter. Since eggs were an expensive commodity, normally
the women of the households would sell them at the market for a bit of pocket money. Only
at Easter did people eat the eggs laid by their hens.
In Finland,
Finland before Easter arrives children plant pots full of ryegrass seeds so there will be
some green in the house while everything is still frozen outside. The house is decorated with
pussy willow branches, paper flowers, and birch twigs, which are placed in vases where
they will start to bud. The week leading up to Easter is called the “silent week,” traditionally a
time when strict good behavior was expected, and people refrained from many
amusements. Today, rules about silent week are not as strict, but many people still see it as
a somber time. Silent week ends on Easter night, when children walk through their
neighborhoods with bells or horns, making as much noise as they can. On Palmusunnuntai
(Palm Sunday), children go out in the morning to gather pussy willow branches to make
vitsas. Once the branches are gathered, they are decorated with feathers, ribbons, small
eggs, and paper flowers. Children go from house to house with their vitsas and wave them in
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the air while reciting a poem (below). In exchange, the children are given treats. Early on
Easter, morning people gather to watch the sun coming up, which is believed to dance with
joy when it rises on this important morning. It is also a tradition to eat mämmi, a dark brown
rye pudding baked in birch baskets.
Virpoi, varpoi, vitsat käyvät,
Virpoi, varpoi, pussy willow wands wave,
Tuoreeks, terveeks, tulevaks vuodeks. A fresh start and health for the coming year.
Siulle vitsa, miulle palkka.
For you the wand, for me the reward.
Easter in Iceland is a time for the family to gather for a good meal and lots of outdoor fun.
Children and adults alike trade traditional Icelandic chocolate Easter eggs known as
paskaegg. These hollow chocolate eggs, which range from tiny to colossal, are stuffed with
yummy treats and something more. Inside each egg there is an Icelandic proverb known as
a málsháttur. These proverbs are drawn from Icelandic folklore, traditions, and history.
Everyone looks forward to reading their malshatt, just like we look forward to cracking open a
fortune cookie and reading our fortunes. On Easter Sunday, families gather to eat a
traditional meal of Icelandic lamb served with rhubarb jelly.
Easter in Norway is dominated by the appearance of hundreds of yellow chicks. As in
America, the fluffy baby bird has become a symbol of Easter and its image is everywhere
during the months of March and April. In addition to yellow chicks, decorating eggs, and
skiing in the mountains, Norwegians have a very unique Easter tradition - crime stories!
Nobody really knows why, but the Easter season has become a time to solve murders in
Norway. Referred to as “Easter-crime,” all of the television stations show detective series,
detective novels fly off of shelves, and everything from magazines to milk cartons feature
who-done-it murder stories.
In Sweden during Easter there is an explosion of vivid colors. Traditionally, it was believed
that birch twigs would speed up the arrival of spring. So, in the weeks
leading up to Easter, Swedes place birch twigs in vases and tie brightly
colored feathers to the branches. These Easter twigs, or påskris, are sold
by the hundreds in Swedish market stalls, turning the bleak grayness of
winter into a sea of bright colors. Long ago, Swedes believed that Easter
was a time when witches, påskkärring, would fly to meet with the devil at
Blåkulla, the blue mountain. Today, this belief has turned into a time when
little girls have their faces painted with rosy cheeks and dark freckles,
dress in head scarves and long skirts, and go from door to door looking to
have their coffee pots filled with treats. Firecrackers can also be heard on
Easter, an ancient method of getting rid of witches.

An Easter Witch

For the Sámi people, Easter was traditionally a time when people from all over the Sápmi
region would gather at Kautokeino, the reindeer capital of the world. This was a very
important time for the nomadic Sámi people, as this was when they could meet up with all
their friends. Together, the people would celebrate the end of a long and dark winter by
participating in reindeer races and feasts. This was also the high season for weddings, when
everyone could see the ceremonies.
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B. Midsummer
Midsummer is the second most popular holiday in Scandinavia, following Christmas. It is a
celebration of the summer solstice, the longest day of the year, when the sun stays out for
nearly 24 hours. This celebration is an ancient practice, dating back to the days before
Christianity. Midsummer was originally a time strongly associated with nature, a time when
people would hope for a good harvest and a good summer season. When Christianity
arrived in Scandinavia, the day was rededicated to St. John the Baptist, an important
Catholic saint. Yet many of the ancient customs that were so important to the pre-Christian
people remained and are still celebrated today.
For many Scandinavians the promise of Midsummer gets them through the cold, dark
winters, and when the light-filled days finally arrive, people want to spend their time outside.
For city dwellers, Midsummer is a popular time to take a trip to the country or to vacation
homes. These trips are a little easier in Sweden and Finland, where Midsummer is a national
holiday, celebrated on the third Friday and Saturday of June. In Denmark and Norway,
Midsummer is celebrated on June 23, and while it is a time of festivity, it is not as important
as in Sweden and Finland. In Iceland, there are rarely organized Midsummer events.
Like many holidays in Scandinavia, food is very important to Midsummer celebrations.
Traditional delicacies include tiny new potatoes boiled with dill and pickled herring or
smoked fish from a nearby lake, all accompanied by sour cream. For dessert it is common to
see fresh strawberries, the first of the season. The foods served at Midsummer celebrate the
new summer season in all its glory.
In Denmark,
Denmark Midsummer is known as Sankt Hans Aften, or St. John’s Eve. According to
tradition, it was believed that Midsummer night was charged with special power and evil
forces and witches would come out. To keep these evil forces away people would burn great
bonfires. Today, these bonfires are topped with witches made out of old clothes and hay.
Before the bonfires are lit, people will sing the midsommervise (midsummer hymn): “Vi elsker
vort land…” (“We love our land”), a romantic hymn about peasant life. Sankt Hans Aften is
therefore much more low key in Denmark than in Sweden.
In Finland,
Finland Midsummer has two names, midsommar for the Swede-Finns, and Juhannus for
the Finnish-speaking population. Finland’s Flag Day is celebrated on the same day, so
Finnish flags are officially displayed all around the country from Midsummer’s Eve to the
evening of the following day. Bonfires, called kokko, are extremely popular throughout the
country, especially near lakes. These bonfires are linked to beliefs concerning fertility,
cleansing, and the banishing of evil spirits.
In Norway,
Norway Midsummer is referred to as Jonsok, or Johannes’ wake, a reference to St. John.
Today, it is regarded as a secular holiday, but in the nineteenth-century, Jonsok was an
important time of pilgrimage for Catholics. Today, Midsummer is celebrated with an all night
party outdoors that includes a bonfire by a lake or on the coastline. There is music, usually
accordion, and lots of food.
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For the Swedes,
Swedes midsommar celebrations start on Midsummer Eve, with the raising of the
majstång, or Midsummer Pole. The majstång is a tall pole that is completely covered with
flowers and leaves, most often birch leaves and twigs. Many families and friends gather to
raise the majstång and dance around it in their traditional finery. Midsummer Eve is a night
filled with magic and mystery for the Swedes, a time when ancient traditions still live. It is
believed that if young women pick seven different types of flowers and lay them under their
pillows that night, they will be able to see their future husbands in their dreams!
Below you will find a traditional Swedish dance and song that is performed at midsommar.
The song is called Små grodorna, or The Small Frogs. While singing the song, hop around
the majstång like a frog!

Små grodorna

The Small Frogs

Små grodorna, små grodorna är lustiga att se.

The small frogs, the small frogs are funny to

see.

Små grodorna, små grodorna är lustiga att se.

The small frogs, the small frogs are funny to

see.

Ej öron, ej öron, ej svansar hava de.
Ej öron, ej öron, ej svansar hava de.

They have no ears, they have no tail.
They have no ears, they have no tail.

Kou-ack-ack-ack, kou-ack-ack-ack,
Kou-ack-ack-ack-ack-ka.

Kou-ack-ack-ack, kou-ack-ack-ack,
Kou-ack-ack-ack-ack-ka. (Frog sounds)

Dancing Around the Majstång
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C. Santa Lucia Day
Early on the morning of December 13, a young woman appears,
dressed in white and wearing a crown of blazing candles. She is
attended by a group of young boys and girls, and brings light
into the dark winter at homes, hospitals, schools, and offices,
serving steaming coffee with ginger biscuits and saffron bread.
The young woman is portraying St. Lucia and this is Luciadagen,
Santa Lucia Day, a particularly Swedish festival that has spread
throughout Scandinavia.
Story has it that Lucia was born in Sicily to a wealthy family in the
year 284, a time when Christians were persecuted by the Roman
Empire. She was a young girl engaged to a wealthy man, but
instead of marrying she gave her dowry to the poor and devoted
her life to Christ. Her fiancé turned her in to the police, she was
accused of witchcraft, and was killed on December 13, 304. Her
captivating story helped her to become a saint in the Catholic
church. Her name, Lucia, was derived from the Latin word lux,
meaning light - a light that brings hope in the midst of darkness.

Lucia Pageant
Children’s Christmas in Scandinavia
Nordic Heritage Museum, 2005

One harsh winter, the people living on Lake Vänern in Sweden
were so hungry that they were grinding up tree bark to make bread. The people saw a ship
on the lake with a maiden standing on the bow surrounded by a heavenly light. According to
legend, it was Santa Lucia bringing the starving people food and light in the middle of winter.
She became a symbol of light and the return of spring in the dark winter land. Since then,
Luciadagen has become one of the most important winter celebrations in Sweden and has
spread all over Scandinavia.

Lucia Pageant

Throughout the country, thousands of girls play
the part of Santa Lucia, bringing light and food
to their families and others. Lucia songs,
Christmas songs, and other winter songs are
sung at these celebrations. Lucia is attended by
other girls in white and boys dressed up as star
boys wearing tall, pointed hats. Many of the
Nordic countries hold beauty pageants in
newspapers to find an official “Queen of Light”
for the country, to bring in not only the
Christmas holiday but also the longer, brighter
days of spring.

Star Boy
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D. Christmas
Christmas in Scandinavia, as in the United States, is a mixture of traditions: old and new,
religious and secular, native and foreign. Before Christianity arrived in the Nordic countries,
Christmastime was already a time of jubilant celebration. On December 22, the shortest day
of the year, a great feast was held in honor of Freya, the sun goddess, to hasten the return of
the sun in the spring. With the arrival of Christianity, the Nordic people began to celebrate
Christmas, the commemoration of the birth of Jesus, which coincided with their own
seasonal customs. Today, the rituals that make up Christmas in Scandinavia are drawn from
traditional customs to bring back the sun along with the Biblical message of peace on earth.
In Scandinavia, Christmas is more than just a one-day celebration, it’s a long joyful time that
starts in early December and extends into January. Towns are decked out in their Christmas
finery and street stalls sell traditional goods. One of the most popular ways of marking the
days of the season is the Advent calendar. These calendars take many different forms, the
most popular being woven wall hangings with numbered pockets containing one little gift for
every day. In Sweden, the television-advent calendar is very popular. A short episode is
shown on television each day, after which you open a door on your calendar. Many Nordic
people also light the traditional four Advent candles, adding one for each Sunday of Advent.
The Christmas season is a season of anticipation, a time when traditions come to the
forefront, and the people of Scandinavia celebrate with family and friends for the entire
month.
Every year in Denmark the Christmas season is memorialized with two unique items:
Christmas plates and Christmas seals (decorative stamps). These two traditional Christmas
items have become collectible all over the world. Danish children light the advent candle - a
candle with the numbers 1-24 painted on it - every night, burning it down until nothing is left
and Christmas day has arrived. In the workplace, bosses treat their employees to an annual
Christmas lunch where everyone can let their hair down. Lots of Danes attend a daytime
church service on Christmas Eve and then retire to have a great family dinner. This special
dinner traditionally consists of a roast duck, goose, or pork along with caramelized potatoes.
For dessert there is rice pudding in which is hidden a single almond - whomever finds the
almond wins a small marzipan pig. After dinner, the Christmas tree is lit - often with real
candles - and presents are opened. On the 25th, families gather in front of the television to
watch the annual Disney Christmas show, that features excerpts from Disney shows and
movies and a special Disney Christmas card!
In Finland,
Finland as in many other Nordic countries, Christmas Eve is the most important
celebration. The day’s festivities begin at noon, when the “Christmas Peace” is declared.
This declaration is broadcast live from Turku, the oldest Finnish city, and harkens in the rest
and relaxation of the season. With the ringing of the cathedral bells, the Christmas Eve
festivities begin. Finns might visit the sauna before sitting down to their traditional meal of
raw salmon, pickled herring, vegetable salad, and a dessert of pureed plums with cinnamon
biscuits. The highlight of the day for children is when Santa knocks at the door to deliver
presents. It is also traditional to visit the graves of loved ones on Christmas Eve and to light a
candle, creating a field of sparkling flames at graveyards. Christmas Day is a time of
relaxation and it is not until St. Stephen’s Day on December 26, that people begin to visit
family and friends.
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Christmas in Iceland is a time when folklore abounds, adding to the magical air of
Christmas. While other children are dreaming of Santa, Icelandic children are dreaming of
Gully Gawk, Window Peeper, Bowl Licker, Pot Scraper, and Door Slammer, among others.
These are a few of the 13 Yule Lads, elf-like spirits who live in the mountains and descend
on the people of Iceland during the holiday season, causing general mayhem and mischief.
For the 13 days before Christmas, children put their shoes in the window behind the curtain
and get a small gift from the Yule Lads. During the Christmas season, light is everywhere in
Iceland, decorating trees, buildings, and lampposts, adding a holiday glow to an otherwise
dark time. On Christmas Eve, everyone gathers for a traditional meal of hangikjot (smoked
lamb) and laufabraud (thin bread) with lots of cookies and kleinur (fried bread) for dessert.
Norway,
Norway with its huge forests of pine trees, has more Christmas trees available than any
other place on earth. The country has so many trees that it supplies nearly all of the
Christmas trees for Iceland, which has virtually no trees, and ships a large tree to London to
be displayed in Trafalgar Square. Many families cut down their own trees and decorate them
with straw ornaments and tiny Norwegian flags. On Christmas Eve Day, the family watches
Christmas cartoons on television. But at five o’clock, everything stops and the church bells
start ringing, calling everyone to church services. After church, families go home for a dinner
of pinnekjøtt (salted, dried sheep ribs) and a dessert of rice pudding with an almond, like in
Denmark. Afterwards, the julenisse (Santa) arrives to give out presents to all the good
children of the house. On Christmas morning, the children find that another Santa has
arrived at night and put gifts in their stockings.
In Sweden,
Sweden the day before Christmas Eve is traditionally reserved as the time when families
venture into the woods to fell a Christmas tree or into the town square to buy a Christmas
tree. Once the Christmas tree is up, celebrations can really start. On Christmas Eve Day, the
family gathers to watch old Disney movies, a tradition that has been going on since the
1960s. The Christmas Eve meal, a real smörgåsbord, includes meatballs, lutfisk (dried
herring reconstituted in lye), and a whole ham. In olden times, Swedes would anonymously
give presents by throwing them through doorways with little riddles attached. Today, the
Swedish Santa is called the jultomten. He comes to the door with a sack over his shoulder to
distribute presents. Before the tradition of the juletomten, the Christmas goat (a mean
creature) would come to the front door, knock, and throw in the sack of gifts! Many Swedes
still attend midnight service, julottan, in a church lit up with lots of tiny candles - a truly
magical picture.
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IV. Holidays by Countries
A. Other Holidays in Denmark
Fastelavn: Monday before Lent
Fastelavn traditionally marked the beginning of fasting during Lent when one would prepare
for the impending month of fasting by eating as much as possible. While today many people
no longer fast during Lent, fastelavn customs have remained.
Children start the day by waking their parents with pokes from willow or birch twigs they’ve
covered with silk, crepe paper, and ribbons. Parents stop the pokes by handing out special
fastelavn buns. This tradition probably originates from two customs: Vikings used to beat one
another with switches to drive out evil spirits and people used to hit women and young girls
with a fastelavnsris (or twig) to help make them fertile.
Later, dressed in masks and costumes, children go to their neighbors’
homes and receive coins, candy, and more buns - much like Halloween in
the United States. Children also play a game called slå kitten af tønden, or
“knock the cat out of the barrel.” In Medieval times, a live black cat would be
put in a barrel which was then beaten until it broke and the cat escaped. The
cat was chased out of town and people believed that it took the bad luck
and evil spirits of the town with it. Today, children hit a barrel filled with
candy and oranges and decorated with black cats. The person who makes
the first hole in the barrel is the Cat Queen, and the one who knocks down
the last part of the barrel is crowned Cat King .
Queen Margrethe’s Birthday:
Birthday April 16
On the Queen’s Birthday, residents of Copenhagen, particularly children and the elderly,
gather outside the palace. The queen traditionally comes onto the balcony just before
midday to wave and say a few words to the crowd and in return she is greeted with nine
cheers. The queen’s words are aired on television as well.

Grundlovsdag / Constitution Day:
Day June 5
The Danish constitutions of 1849 (which established Denmark as a constitutional monarchy)
and 1953 were signed and adopted on June 5. Most workplaces and shops close at noon
on this day, although there are not public events celebrating the constitution as are common
in other countries. June 5 is also Father’s Day in Denmark, so the shortened work day gives
families a chance to spend time with each other.
Mortensaften / The Feast of Saint Martin:
Martin November 10
In the fourth-century, Saint Martin of Tours (Sankt Morten in Danish) was forced by his
parishioners to become a bishop. A humble man, Saint Martin did not want to become a
bishop and hid in a barn. However, the noisy geese betrayed his hiding place, and it is now
tradition to eat goose on Mortensaften.
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B. Other Holidays in Finland
Kalevala Day:
Day February 28
The most important piece of Finnish literature is the Kalevala, a collection of folk poems from
Finland and Karelia that was first published in 1835. The Kalevala was immediately hailed as a
national epic that inspired people to take pride in their heritage and language. The main character
in the Kalevala is Väinämöinen, who has the magical power of songs and plays the kantele, a
stringed instrument from Finland. Louhi is another character from the Kalevala. She is a witch who
has the power to shut the sun and moon up in a cave. Elias Lonnrot, Finnish physician and poet,
collected the material in the Kalevala from the people of eastern Finland. February 28 is Kalevala
Day, with celebrations all over the country in honor of the national epic that inspired Finns to
appreciate the Finnish language and heritage. There are concerts, poetry recitals, singing, and
plays performed in schools and theaters.

Unikeon Päivä / Sleepyhead Day:
Day July 27
According to tradition, in the early Middle Ages there were seven Christian martyrs who slept in a
cave in Ephesus for 200 years as they hid from the wrath of an evil Roman emperor. When the
celebration of this event was imported to Finland in the sixth-century, the Finns believed that the
same fate would befall those who slept late on July 27. Today, the last person to get up on Unikeon
Päivä, or Sleepyhead Day, is the laziest of the house and must be woken up by being dowsed with
water. In the Finnish town of Naantali, a well known resident is selected every year to be taken from
his or her bed and thrown into the water.
Independence Day:
Day December 6
December 6 is one of Finland’s most important dates, commemorating the day in 1917 when
Finland became an independent republic. Finns take their independence celebrations very
seriously. During the early decades, Independence Day was a very solemn occasion with
speeches and church services. Today, there are still some solemn events, but the day has taken on
a lighter feel, much like the Fourth of July in America. The day begins with the raising of the Finnish
flag in Helsinki and everyone flies their flags at home. In the evening, there is a procession of
students through Senate Square holding candles to commemorate those who died in Finland’s fight
for independence.

Vappu: April 30 / May 1
Historically tied to pagan spring customs, Vappu is now a celebration of the female St. Walpura,
who was made a saint on May 1, 779. Vappu is a day when people can let loose, discard their
reserved images, and party in the streets. Current and graduated students don their white caps
and have a great party in Helsinki. Every year, students place a white student cap on Havis
Amanda, a statue of a mermaid that symbolizes Helsinki. May 1 is also a time when the country
celebrates the working class and all workers have the day off. There are parades and speeches
throughout the country and the day marks the end of winter.
Name Day
What a treat! The Finns celebrate not one, but two birthdays a year! One is the day you were born
and the other is your Name Day. The days of the Finnish calendar have one or more names
associated with them, a tradition that evolved from the Roman Catholic Church’s calendar of saints’
days. Traditional Finnish names fill the days of the calendar - the day bearing your name is your
Name Day. Name Days are celebrated just like birthdays with presents and a Name Day cake with
candles. People who might not remember actual birthdays will always know your Name Day!
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C. Other Holidays in Iceland
Þorrablót: February - a month long celebration
The people of Iceland are extremely proud of their Viking heritage. What better way to
celebrate that heritage than by sitting down for an annual Viking midwinter feast! This time is
called Þorrablót, pronounced “thorrablot.” Celebrated in February, the fourth month of winter
for Vikings, it is a time of dancing, singing, and hearty food. Viking specialties such as slatur
(sheep’s blood pudding rolled in lard and sewn up in the stomach), svid (boiled lamb head),
and rotten shark are prepared for these feasts. These foods are no longer a regular part of
the Icelandic diet, but Icelanders still like to sample them during this special feast-time to
remember the ways of the Vikings.
For a video on the preparation of rotten shark go to:
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2005/11/1117_051117_sharkmeat_video.html

Bolludagur / Bun Day:
Day Monday before Ash Wednesday
On Bolludagur, the Monday before the beginning of Lent, children get up extra early to try
and catch their parents still in bed. If they do, they beat them out of bed (hopefully in a
gentle manner!) with bolludagsvöndur, or “Bun Day wands.” Bolludagsvöndur are made out
of small branches decorated with crepe paper and ribbons. For every blow they receive, the
parents must give their children a cream-filled bun called a rómabolla.
Sumardagurinn fyrsti / First Day of Summer:
Summer a Thursday between April 19 and April 25
For centuries, Iceland had a unique calendar, dividing the year into two seasons of 26weeks each. The first day of summer was a major holiday. People hoped to find frost the
evening before, because it was a sign that summer and winter had “frozen together,” a good
omen. The next day, they held feasts and gave each other summertime presents. These
traditions are no longer observed, but the first day summer according to Iceland’s old
calendar is still a national holiday, celebrated with parades, sporting events, and
entertainment all over the country.
Icelandic Independence Day:
Day June 17
Iceland was granted independence from Denmark in 1944. The date
June 17 was chosen as the official date in honor of the birthday of
Jón SigurÝsson, considered the leader in the nineteenth-century
campaign for independence. The celebration of Independence Day
traditionally takes the form of a parade led by a brass band. After
the parade, there are several speeches. Traditionally, there is also a
woman dressed as Fjallkonan (the Woman of the Mountains), clad in
the most festive national dress of Iceland, who recites a poem.
Fjallkonan represents the fierce spirit of the Icelandic nation. After
the speeches and other official items of business comes the less
formal celebration, with musicians, huge quantities of candy, and
helium balloons.
Fjallkonan
J.B. Zwecker
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D. Other Holidays in Norway
Soldag / Sun Day:
Day January / February
In the middle of winter, the sun doesn’t shine at all in some parts of northern Norway. When it
does begin to appear again, at the end of January or early February, many villages celebrate
a Sun Day, or soldag, calling for a day off from school. A prince of the sun presides over a
masked ball held at night. When the sun comes up, people remove their masks and light
fireworks.

Potetserie / Potato Days:
Days October
Traditionally, a school vacation in the fall freed children in Norway to help with the potato
harvest. As recently as 30 years ago, every Norwegian farmer requested the number of
children he would need to help him bring in his harvest and he fed them for the week they
worked for him. There is no longer a systematic procedure, but some children still pitch in
with the potato harvest on their families’ farms, and the fall vacation is still unofficially known
as the potetserie, the potato vacation.

Russefeiring / Russ Festivities:
Festivities early May
In Norway, high school students celebrate their graduation in a unique way. The students
don their russ robes and engage in a three-week long celebration to commemorate their
graduation. The term russ originates from the term for university-bound students, who were
called rod russer, or red russ, because of their red graduation robes. Russ students are
allowed to let loose, with basically no consequences. Students can make as much noise as
they want, anytime they want, and have as much fun as possible. It is popular to serenade
teachers in the early morning.

Syttende Mai / 17th of May or Constitution Day:
Day May 17
For hundreds of years, the people of Norway were under the rule of foreign nations. First
Denmark and then Sweden controlled this large nation. It wasn’t until May 17, 1814, that the
Norwegian people themselves wrote a constitution and elected a president. Syttende Mai
has been celebrated in various ways over the past decades. Initially, Syttende Mai focused
on Norway’s new nationhood and emphasized national pride. During the Nazi occupation of
Norway during WWII, people were forbidden from celebrating. Ever since WWII, constitution
celebrations have focused on democratic rights, freedom of the press, and constitutional
government.
Everyone in Norway celebrates on Syttende Mai.
One of the main attractions is the barnetoget, or
children’s parade. School children practice
patriotic songs and everyone carries a flag.
Bands play throughout the day, choirs sing,
speeches are made, games are played, and
tons of food is eaten. The largest parade takes
place in Oslo, where some 100,000 people
participate in the festivities. The largest Syttende
Mai parade outside of Norway takes place in
Ballard, right in Seattle!
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E. Other Holidays in Sweden
Valborgsmässoafton / Walpurgis Eve:
Eve April 30
Valborgsmässoafton, or Walpurgis Eve, is a celebration in honor of the German St.
Walburga, and is a night of song. At dusk, bonfires are lit and as the fires grow, choral
groups sing songs celebrating the arrival of spring. Today, the bonfires are used to get rid of
junk. In olden times, they were also used to scare away wild animals, as this is the day when
cattle are brought out to pasture. One of the most famous Walpurgis celebrations is at
Uppsala University, where students gather in the thousands all afternoon to celebrate not
only St. Walpurgis, but the end of exams as well. At exactly three o’clock in the afternoon,
they all put on their white caps, a symbol of their student status, and sing songs welcoming
spring.
National Day:
Day June 6
Sweden has not taken part in any of the wars of the modern era, which may explain the
Swedes’ somewhat guarded attitude towards celebrating a national day. They are proud of
their country, but don’t seem to feel any great need to show it. June 6 only became the
official National Day in 2005, by an act of parliament. Today, the day is celebrated in
numerous ceremonies around the country welcoming new Swedish citizens. The King and
Queen also take part in the festivities at Skansen, in Stockholm, where they hand out
Swedish flags.
Crayfish Parties:
Parties August
As the Swedish summer draws to a close, people
have one last hurrah before the warm nights
disappear for several long months. Swedes
gather together and have parties featuring the
crayfish, a small lobster like animal, as the main
dish. For a long time, only the aristocracy partook
of these little delicacies, but now, with crayfish
being imported from China and Louisiana,
everyone can have a party. Crayfish are served
outdoors, with decorations of festive paper
lanterns depicting a smiling moon called kräftskiva.
The Surströmming Premiere:
Premiere End of August
All countries have their own dreaded delicacies and in Sweden that delicacy is
surströmming. The dish is made from small herring that are salted, fermented, and then
canned. Because of all the gasses released during the fermentation process, these cans
must be opened under water, or else the opener will be sprayed with a shot of rotten fish
water. Smelling surströmming for the first time can cause people to gag, and while many will
eat it for tradition, no one eats it for fun!
Name Day
As in Finland, Name Day is celebrated in Sweden. The names on the Swedish calendar
have been modernized to reflect the changes in what names are being given to children and
also include multiple versions of names (ie Anna, Ana, Ann, Anne…).
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V. Nordic Holiday Craft Projects
No children’s holiday would be complete without a fun craft project! In celebration of Nordic
holidays, a representative craft project has been chosen from each of the five Nordic
countries for you to enjoy as a group or as an individual. Easy instructions will help you to
create your own Nordic craft, using inexpensive supplies, or things that you can find around
your house.
A. Danish Gækkebreve
An anonymous letter decorated with spring-like cutouts made right before Easter and
given to friends.
B. Finnish Vitsas
Pussy willow branches adorned with ribbons and feathers used to collect treats on
Easter.
C. Icelandic Bolludagsvöndur
A Bun Day wand that children use to get rómabolla (cream buns) from their parents.
D. Norwegian Flag Pins
Make a fun piece of jewelry depicting the Norwegian flag using safety pins and seed
beads.
E. Swedish Snappers
A traditional Swedish Christmas tree decoration with a special treat inside.
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Danish Gækkebrev
Gækkebreve are made in Denmark right before Easter, when the
vintergækker (snowdrops) come out. Do not sign your name on
your gækkebrev, instead, poke a dot with a pin for each letter of
your name. If the person to whom you send your gækkebrev
cannot guess who sent the letter before Easter, he is a gæk, or
fool, and owes you a present. If he does guess, you owe him a
present!
snowdrops
Materials
square piece of white paper
colored piece of paper
scissors
pen/pencil
pin
glue stick
Directions
Making a gækkebrev is similar to making a paper snowflake!
1. Fold the square piece of paper into a triangle two or three times and
cut out flowers and other spring-like designs along the folds. See the
tulip and rabbit examples to the right.
2. Open your paper and write a short poem on it.
3. Do not sign your name! Use the pin to poke one hole for each letter in your name.
4. Glue your cut out onto the colored piece of paper and deliver.

The gækkebrev to the left says:
Danish
Mit navn det står med prikker.
Pas på det ikke stikker.
English
My name is spelled with dots.
Beware it doesn't sting.
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Finnish Vitsa
On Palmusunnuntai (Palm Sunday) in Finland, children go out in
the morning to gather pussy willow branches to make vitsas. Once
the branches are gathered they are decorated with feathers,
ribbons, small eggs, and paper flowers. Children dress up as
witches and go from house to house with their decorated vitsas,
waving them in the air while reciting a poem. In exchange, the
children are given treats!

Materials
pussy willow branch
feathers
ribbons
small imitation eggs
paper/fabric flowers
florist tape
Directions
1. Decorate your pussy willow branch with any of the items listed above. You can use
florist tape to tie things on as needed.

Here is a verse you can say while
waving your vitsa:
Finnish
Virpoi, varpoi, vitsat käyvät.
Tuoreeks, terveeks, tulevaks vuodeks.
Siulle vitsa, miulle palkka.
English
Virpoi, varpoi, pussy willow wands wave.
A fresh start and health for the coming year.
For you the wand, for me the reward.
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Icelandic Bolluvöndur
In Iceland, Bolludagur (Bun Day) is the Monday before Lent starts. On Bolludagur,
children get up early in the morning to catch their parents still in bed. Then, while
shouting “Bolla! Bolla!” (“Bun! Bun!”) they beat them out of bed with blows from a
bolluvöndur (bun wand), which is colorfully decorated with strips of paper and
gleaming ribbon. For each blow the children give their parents the reward is one
rómabolla, or cream bun!
Materials
a branch (or dowel)
crepe paper
ribbons
scissors
tape/glue
Directions
1. Wrap long, thin strips of crepe paper or ribbon in two different colors tightly
around the branch. Fasten the end with tape.
2. Cut slightly thicker strips of crepe paper or ribbon in three colors and fasten
bunches of the paper to your stick at different levels using glue or tape. (Or a
staple gun with an adult’s help.)
For another version, staple two paper plates together at the top of your stick. Before
stapling them, fill them with something that rattles. You can draw a face on the plates
and attach strips of crepe paper at the top to look like hair.

Photo used with permission by icelandreview.com

Many thanks to icelandreview.com for the instructions on how to make bolluvöndur.
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Norwegian Flag Pin
Syttende Mai, Norwegian Constitution Day, is May 17th and everyone in Norway
celebrates. One of the main attractions is the barnetoget, or children’s parade. The
largest Syttende Mai parade takes place in Oslo, where some 100,000 people
participate in the festivities. The largest Syttende Mai parade outside of Norway takes
place in Ballard, right in Seattle!
Make your own Norwegian flag pin to celebrate Syttende Mai.
Materials
9 medium safety pins (#1 size)
30 small red seed beads
26 small white seed beads
16 small blue seed beads
Directions
1. On pin #1, place the following beads in this order: 3 red, 1 white, 1 blue, 1 white, 3
red.
2. On pin #2, repeat the same order as pin #1.
3. On pin #3, place the following beads in this order: 4 white, 1 blue, 4 white.
4. Fill pin #4, with 9 blue beads.
5. On pin #5, repeat the same order as pin #3.
6. On pins #6, 7, and 8, place the beads in the same order as pin #1.
7. Place pins #1 through #8 in order from left to right on the remaining safety pin.

#1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 #7 #8
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Swedish Snapper
Snappers are made by Swedish children and hung
on Christmas trees. They’re left up until the
Christmas tree is taken down on January 13–the
20th day after Christmas and King Knut’s name
day.
Materials
two pieces of colored tissue paper, 10” x 13”
empty toilet paper roll
pencil
scissors
tape
ribbon
a treat, such as a piece of candy or a small toy
stickers
Directions
1. Place the two sheets of tissue paper together and
center the toilet paper roll on the paper.
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2. Use the pencil to mark the ends of the tube on the
paper . Draw a line from edge to edge–this will be your
folding line.
3. Accordion fold both sides (like a fan), folding ends
toward the center. Stop at the folding line.

3
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4. Cut through the pleats to the folding line. You must cut
through all the folds. The closer together you make your
cuts, the finer the fringe will be. Do this on both sides.

5

5. Place the toilet paper roll on the edge of the paper between
the cut pleats. Tape on the tissue paper and roll it up. Tape
closed.
6. Tie one end with a piece of ribbon. Put your treat inside. Tie the
other end with a piece of ribbon. If you plan to hang your
snapper on a tree, use one long piece of ribbon to tie both ends,
creating a hanger. Decorate with stickers.
7. Hold the tube in your hand so that the ends
stick out and shake, shake, shake. The ends
will fluff out into two colors of pretty fringe.
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