
Why are the Christmas cactus and poinsettia popular Christmastime plants? 

It has to do with day length. Both the Christmas cactus and poinsettia are known as ‘short day’ plants. 

Long nights stimulate the plants to form flower buds. In the northern hemisphere, days become shorter 

(and nights are the longest) until the winter solstice (December 21) and then the days begin to get 

longer. This natural photoperiod that induces flowers just happens to take place right before Christmas, 

thus the association with the holidays. 

The jungle cactus is native to cool, shady, and humid regions of southeastern Brazil. It was first referred 

to as a Christmas cactus by Europeans because the plants were grown for sale just before Christmas. 

Related species of jungle cacti also bloom at other times of year- namely Thanksgiving and Easter. 

To ensure that your Christmas cactus blooms, give the plant 12 to 14 hours of continuous darkness per 

day for 6 weeks. This means no light of any type- even a lamp can disrupt the cycle!  A closet works 

great for this purpose provided no light enters. A temperature of 50 to 55 degrees is ideal- it will make 

the flowers last longer. Also cut back on watering. Once the six week period is over, go back to normal 

plant care and flowers will appear. 

The poinsettia is native to Mexico and the bright green and red bracts are another reason why it became 

a Christmas plant. Poinsettia also need at least 12 hours of uninterrupted dark in autumn to stimulate 

flowering and this occurs under greenhouse conditions so that the plants are ‘in flower’ when 

distributed to stores. The contrasting colors of red, pink or white that develop at the top of the plant are 

often referred to as ‘flowers’. Actually, they are not flowers, but leaves or bracts. The true poinsettia 

flower is small, yellow, and cup-like. They are found in clusters that are surrounded by the colorful 

bracts. 
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