
 

 

 
 

Thursday, December 1, 2011 

10:30 am show, 11:45 am workshop 
 

Kupferberg Center, Queens College 

Constantine Kitsopoulos, QSO Music Director 
 



 
 

 

 

 

Dear Educators: 
 
It is always a pleasure for QSO to be able to provide a wonderful, unique musical experience 
for your school with the Queens Symphony Orchestra’s Arts-In-Education Program, Young 
People’s Concerts (YPC).  We hope that you enjoy the concert and that the students come 
away inspired to learn more about the world of music, maybe even start to learn an 
instrument!  
 
This Study Guide has been put together to help you prepare for the performance you will be 
attending with your students.  Feel free to copy pages of this study guide to pass out to them.  
It is also available in a downloadable version on our website at queenssymphony.org.   
 
QSO is proud to present Young People’s Concerts for the students of New York that reaches 
over 8,000 students per year.  Now in our 59th season, Queens Symphony Orchestra is the 
only professional symphony in the borough and the Arts-In-Education program is QSO’s way 
of educating the youth of Queens.   

 
QSO has a long history of offering Young People’s Concerts each year, following in the 
tradition of Leonard Bernstein’s youth concerts.  Please remember to include QSO events in 
your planning for the remainder of the school year.  We hope to see you at the next 2011-12 
Young People’s Concert on Thursday, May 3, 2012 entitled Gauchito & the Pony. Call in 
advance to make your reservation at 718-973-8080, or reserve your seats online at 
KupferbergCenter.org/revelations.  
 
Sincerely, 

 
Lynda Herndon 
Executive Director 
 

 

 

 



                  
Arts-In-Education Program 

As the only professional orchestra of Queens, the Queens Symphony Orchestra has the unique privilege and 
responsibility of exposing and educating students, city-wide, to the colorful and amazing world of orchestral and 

chamber music. 

MUSIC EDUCATION OPPORTUNITIES AVAILABLE FOR YOUR SCHOOL 

In-Class Workshops and In-School Residencies 
In-class workshops are presented year round and can be related to music in general or curriculum standards such as 

math, science, English, and social studies.  The workshop subject can be determined by your school’s needs.  This is 
a cost effective way of bringing a teaching artist/QSO musician into the classroom to interact in an intimate setting.  

In-school residencies are also provided to enhance or fill the void in a music program, in which QSO teaching 

artists give regular instrumental lessons for 6-12 weeks. 

In-School Performances 
The Queens Symphony comes to you! 

Brass, woodwind and string ensembles comprised of QSO professional musicians are available to visit your 
school, where they will present a fun, interactive and educational concert in your school auditorium.  This is a great 

way to bring additional music education into the school, and the kids will have a great time listening to and learning 

about all of the instruments. 

 

Young People’s Concerts 
Presented for over 40 years! 

The full Queens Symphony Orchestra performs these exciting, interactive and educational concerts for students 

twice a year.  It’s a wonderful opportunity for students to experience a live professional orchestra in a concert hall. 
These concerts are geared for primary and intermediate school children – Kindergarten through 8

th
 grades. 

Young Soloist Competition 
This competition offers our talented youth the opportunity to win cash prizes and the chance to perform with the 

orchestra the following season! The final round will be presented as a public recital at the Taiwan Center on 

Sunday, March 6, 2011 at 4 pm. Applications are available on our website. 

Symphony 101 
This brand-new, family friendly educational series is held in partnership with Queens Library in locations throughout 

the borough, free of charge. Symphony 101 explores topics through live musical demonstrations and an enlightening 

presentation by Music Director Constantine Kitsopoulos. 
For further information and pricing details, please contact our Education Coordinator at: 

 
Phone: 718-570-0909    Fax: 718-570-0912 

education@queenssymphony.org 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



MEET THE MAESTRO 
 

CONSTANTINE KITSOPOULOS – QSO Music Director 
 

Constantine Kitsopoulos has been at the artistic helm of the Queens Symphony Orchestra for six seasons, 

and is only the third Music Director in QSO’s 59-year history.  Constantine Kitsopoulos has made a name 

for himself as a conductor whose musical experiences comfortably span the worlds of opera and 

symphony, where he conducts in such venues as Carnegie Hall, Alice Tully Hall and Royal Albert Hall, 

and musical theater, where he can be found leading orchestras on Broadway.  Kitsopoulos has conducted 

symphony orchestras around the world including Pittsburgh, San Francisco, Detroit, Houston, Baltimore, 

Milwaukee, Colorado and New Jersey Symphonies; Tokyo, Hong Kong and Calgary Philharmonic 

Orchestras; the Russian National Orchestra; and New York Pops Orchestra at Carnegie Hall. On 

Broadway, Kitsopoulos was the Music Director and Conductor of productions including Coram Boy, La 

Boheme, Dracula, Les Miserables, Swan Lake, and A Catered Affair. For more information on our Music Director, 

visit www.kitsopoulos.com.  
 
 

MEET THE STAFF 
 

Constantine Kitsopoulos, Music Director 

Lynda Herndon, Executive Director 

Kate Oberjat, Marketing & Communications Manager 

Dale Turk, Librarian 
 
 

QUEENS SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA 
World-class music for the international community of Queens 

 

 

Now in our 59
th

 season, Queens Symphony Orchestra (QSO) is the borough’s only professional orchestra and the oldest 
and largest professional arts organization in Queens. QSO’s vision and mission statements reflect the organization’s priority 

of service to the culturally diverse members of the Queens community. QSO has several programs that enhance the musical 

offerings to the borough of Queens, presenting 10 to 20 concerts throughout the year, serving upwards of 30,000 residents. 
 

The Masterworks Concert Series presented in our artistic home, Queensborough Community College Performing Arts 

Center, provides access to outstanding, high-quality classical concerts for Queens residents at discounted and affordable 

prices. With the support of elected officials and corporations, we are able to provide free tickets and transportation for seniors 

and high school students with our Masterworks Ticket Enrichment Program: Seniors at the Symphony and Kids in the Hall.  
 

The Concerts on the Green – free summer parks series, offers classical, pop, Broadway and opera selections in beautiful park 

settings throughout the borough. This series brings seniors, families and young adults together for a fun and informal event. 
 

The Music on the Move! Chamber Series showcases QSO musicians in various venues such as libraries, senior and 

community centers and town halls in performances of different ensembles. This series is free of charge. 
 

The new Symphony 101 series in partnership with Queens Library offers family-friendly educational programs featuring live 

musical demonstrations at local libraries throughout Queens. 
 

The Arts-In-Education program is QSO’s vehicle for educating the youth of Queens, reaching over 8,000 students each year

The AIE program includes in-class workshops, in-school residencies, chamber ensemble in-school presentations, and Young 

People’s Concerts. With these concerts, students K-8 are exposed to a live, professional symphonic concert at an outside 

performance hall in an educational, interactive, and fun format. QSO also holds an annual Young Soloist Competition which 

offers cash prizes and an opportunity to perform with the orchestra during the season.   

    

 
 

 

 

 

 



 
 

2011-12 Season – Our 59
th

 Year 
 

ARTS-IN-EDUCATION PROGRAM 

Young People’s Concerts 
 

Holidays around the World 
 

Thursday, December 1, 2011 – 10:30 am 
 

–  presented at –  
 

Kupferberg Center, Queens College 
 

featuring 
  

Constantine Kitsopoulos, QSO Music Director 
 

 

PROGRAM 
 

Overture  
including: Frosty the Snowman by Walter Rollins and Steve Nelson; I Have a Little Dreidel

 
(also known as  

The Dreidel song) by Mikhl Gelbart
 
and Samuel Goldfarb; Ma'oz Tzur (or Rock of Ages) by Leopold Stein; 

Welcome O Ramadan by Zain Bhikha; Kwanzaa Theme Song by Okera Ras 

 

Christmas Concerto       Arcangelo Corelli 
 
Sleigh Ride          Leroy Anderson 

 

Sing Along 
 
 

 

                                   
 

 
This program is supported, in part, by public funds from the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs, in partnership with the City Council, 

New York State Council on the Arts, celebrating 50 years of building strong, creative communities in New York State’s 62 counties, Fund for the 

City of New York, New York State and City Department of Parks and Recreation, New York City Department of Education, Queens Delegations 

of the New York State Assembly and New York City Council with additional funding from New York State Senators Joseph Addabbo and 

George Onorato, Assembly Members Michael Gianaris and Audrey Pheffer, and City Council Members Leroy Comrie, Daniel Halloran, Peter 

Koo, Karen Koslowitz, Eric Ulrich and Mark Weprin. Corporate, foundation and community supporters include Astoria Federal Savings Bank, 

Con Edison, Deloitte & Touche, Meet the Composer, Open Society Foundations, Queens Chronicle, Queens Courier, Queens Tribune, St. John’s 

University, Times Ledger Newspapers and the Music Performance Fund of Local 802, American Federation of Musicians.  



Audience Etiquette 
 
The audience is probably the most important participant in 

any live production! One of the most exciting aspects of 
attending a live performance is the interactive relationship 

between the audience and the musicians. It is a good idea to 
be prepared for your experience by learning these basic 

guidelines. 

 
 

RESPECT!  Live music is not like TV; the musicians on stage 
can see and hear you, too. Be respectful of all the hard work 

that has gone into the concert. Don’t get up, talk to your 

neighbor, or otherwise call attention to yourself by being 
disruptive. 
 

 

RESPOND!  It is OK to applaud at the end of a piece or at the 
end of the concert. It is also OK to laugh if the performance is 

funny, or cry if it makes you sad. You can even stand up and 
shout “Bravo!” when the musicians are finished with their 

performance and taking their bows. 

 
 

FOCUS!  In order to learn from the concert, you must focus 
and concentrate deeply. This requires a quiet environment for 

both you and the musicians. To appreciate a piece of music 

you must be silent and open to let the experience of the music 
flow through you. 

 
 

 

Students giving a standing ovation after a performance. 
 

 

 



Winter solstice in many cultures 

Winter solstice was overlaid with Christmas, and the observance of Christmas spread throughout 

the globe. An interesting fact in that winter solstice celebrations aren't just an invention of the 
ancient Europeans!  
 

Native Americans had winter solstice rites. The sun images at right are from rock paintings of the 

Chumash, who occupied coastal California for thousands of years before the Europeans arrived. 
Solstices were tremendously important to them, and the winter solstice celebration lasted several 

days. 
 

In Iran, there is the observance of Yalda, in which families kept vigil through the night and fires 

burned brightly to help the sun (and Goodness) battle darkness (thought evil).  
 

Winter solstice celebrations are also part of the cultural heritage of Pakistan and Tibet. And in 

China, even though the calendar is based on the moon, the day of winter solstice is called Dong 

Zhi, "The Arrival of Winter." The cold of winter made an excellent excuse for a feast, so that's 
how the Chinese observed it, with Ju Dong, "doing the winter." 

  

And what about Hanukkah, the Jewish Festival of Lights, that occurs around this time every year? 

Is it related to other celebrations of the season?  
 

The placement of Hanukkah is tied to both the lunar and solar calendars. It begins on the 25th of 

Kislev, three days before the new moon closest to the Winter Solstice. In fact, last year, the first 
night of Hanukkah occured on Winter Solstice! It commemorates an historic event — the 

Maccabees' victory over the Greeks and the rededication of the temple at Jerusalem. But the form 

of this celebration, a Festival of Lights (with candles at the heart of the ritual), makes Hanukkah 

wonderfully compatible with other celebrations at this time of year. As a symbolic celebration of 

growing light and as a commemoration of spiritual rebirth, it also seems closely related to other 

observances.  
 

The rising of the sun 

And the running of the deer, 

The playing of the merry organ, 

Sweet singing in the choir. 

 
Now, where do you suppose the first couple of lines of this carol came from?  

There is a whole series of medieval English carols on the subject of the rivalry between the holly 
and the ivy. In many of them, the holly and ivy symbolized male and female, and the songs 

narrated their often rowdy vying for mastery in the forest or in the house. 

 

So, the next time you hear of "the Carol of the Bells," consider this: it's a remnant of the pre-
Christian winter solstice celebration in the Ukraine. The Ukrainian carol called "Shchedryk" has 

the same melody as the Carol of the Bells, but different English words. The word "Shchedryk" 

means the "Generous One". It refers to the god of generosity, the Dazh Boh - the Giver God, 

which is the sun.  

 
For more information on Winter Solstice, visit these websites: 

www.candlegrove.com/solstice.html, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winter_solstice 

  
 

 

 

 

 



Turkey - Kurban Bayrami (The Sacrifice Festival) 

In 2011, it is celebrated Nov. 5th-9th!  

"Bayraminiz Kutlu Olsun!" (Buy-rahm-ihn-iz Koot-loo-ol-soon) or  

"Iyi Bayramlar!" (ee-yee-by-rahm-lahr) are the phrases you should use to wish your 

Turkish friends a happy sacrifice festival.  

Kurban Bayrami: Four-day festival when sacrificial sheep are slaughtered and their 

meat distributed to the poor. 

The dates of these religious festivals change according to the Islamic calendar and thus 

occur 10-11 days (exact difference between Gregorian and Lunar calendars is 10 days 

and 21 hrs) earlier each year.  

Called Kurban Bayram in Turkish, it occurs at varying times during the years, since it 

goes by the Muslim lunar calendar rather than the solar calendar. This causes the dates of 

all Muslim festivals and observances to change by ten or eleven days every year. During 

Kurban Bayram, most government offices are closed, and a holiday will be declared, 

sometimes lasting a week or more depending on where the holiday falls in relation to 

weekends. Sometimes it can mean a nine-day holiday! 

On the first day of the festival, thousands of sheep, goats, and calves will be slaughtered 

by Turks celebrating Kurban Bayram.  

On the festival's first day, all family members wake up early to make their final 

preparations. Male members go to the mosque to perform the special Bayram Namazi 

(sacrifice festival prayer). The actual sacrifice begins after the men return from the 

mosque.  

The meat is then divided into three portions--one is given to the poor, one to neighbors 

and relatives, and the third is kept for the household. The skin of the animal is donated, 

and the income obtained from the skins are shared with various social welfare 

organizations.  

Another tradition practiced is visiting the graves of deceased family members. That is 

mostly done one day prior to the festival. Therefore, the cemeteries are very crowded on 

that day. Friends, neighbors, and relatives visit each other celebrating the festival. 

Traditionally, people offer cologne, candy, and Turkish coffee during those visits. 

Children might be given pocket money as well. Kapicis (door keepers or apartment 

superintendents) are also tipped during the festival. 

You can learn more at this website: turkeycentral.com 

  
 

 

 

 

 



 

The Kwanzaa Celebration – Dec. 26
th

-Jan.1
st 

“Harambee Kwanzaa!” Is the way to wish a happy Kwanzaa.       

The 1960’s brought forth a new found awareness of self strength and empowerment for 

African-Americans. Further explorations transpired through traditional African community 

concepts, dress and hairstyles. As the desires for ties to an African past increased, Kwanzaa 

soon became an ideal forum to further explore their cultural roots; recognizing the unique 

heritage of African-Americans as fruits from both worlds. 

Kwanzaa was founded in 1966 by Dr. Karenga who was a leading theorist of The Black 

Movement in the 1960’s. Kwanzaa’s birth stems from a cultural idea and an expression of the 

US organization which Dr. Karenga headed. This new way of exploring self has blossomed 

into the only nationally celebrated, native, non-religious, non-heroic, non-political African-

American holiday.  

The name Kwanzaa is a Kiswahili word for "the first fruits of the harvest". Kiswahili was 

chosen because it is a non-tribal African language which encompasses a large portion of the 

African continent. As an added benefit its pronunciation is rather easy. Vowels are pronounced 

as they would be in Spanish and consonants, with few exceptions, as they are in English. For 

example: A=ah as in father; E=a as in day; I=ee as in free;O=oo as in too. One last note, the 

accent or stress is almost always on the next to last syllable.  

This holiday is observed from December 26th through January 1st. Though first inspired by 

African-Americans, many of African descent celebrate this occasion today.   Its’ concept is 

neither religious nor political, but is rooted strongly in a cultural awareness. This is not a 

substitute for Christmas; however, gifts may be exchanged with the principles of Nguzo Saba 

always in mind. Gifts are given to reinforce personal growth and achievement which benefits 

the collective community.  

The principles are: 

Umoja (unity) U-MO-JA 

Kujicahgulia (self determination) KU-JI-CHA-GU-LIA 

Ujima (collective work and responsibility) U-JI-MA 

Ujamaa (cooperative economics) U-JA-MA 

Nia (purpose) NIA 

Kuumba (creativity) KU-UM-BA 

Imani (faith) I-MANI  

Learn more at the Kwanzaa website: officialkwanzaawebsite.org 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

Baha'is celebrate the Birth of Baha'u'llah on Nov. 12th 

On November 12, Baha'is around the globe will celebrate the anniversary of the birth of 

Baha'u'llah, the founder of the Baha'i Faith. 

Gatherings are held in thousands of localities – in homes, at public facilities, at local and 

national Baha'i centers, and at Baha'i Houses of Worship. 

Baha'is invite their friends and the public to join them in offering prayers and celebrating 

with special programs, artistic performances, and refreshments. 

The date is one of nine holy days during the year when Baha'is suspend work. 

Baha'u'llah was born in 1817 into a noble family in Tehran, the capital of Persia. 

In 1853, he was exiled from his native land to Baghdad, where in 1863 he announced that 

he was the bearer of a new revelation from God that would bring unity to the peoples of 

the world. He was later exiled to Acre, in present-day Israel, where he passed away in 

1892. 

 
 

Tehran, the city where Baha'u'llah was born in 1817. This photograph was taken 
around 1930.  
(photo copyright Baha'i International Community) 

 

Learn more at their website, http://www.bahai.us 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Hanukkah 2011 – Dec. 20th – Dec. 27th 

Everything you need to know to celebrate the Festival of Lights. 

Hanukkah begins at sundown on Tuesday, December 20, 2011. Its celebration continues 

on Wednesday, December 21, 2011, and finishes at nightfall on Tuesday, December 27, 

2011. 

What Is Hanukkah? 

 

Hanukkah (sometimes spelled "Chanukah") is known as the Festival of Lights, a Jewish 

holiday that commemorates Israel's freedom from the oppressive Syrian-Greek rule and 

the rededication of the Second Temple in Jerusalem. 

What Do We Do on Hanukkah? 

 

Most Hanukkah traditions take place at home. Each night we light a special lamp called 

called a menorah or hanukkiah, we play dreidel, and we sing songs. In recent times, 

under the influence of Christmas, Hanukkah has also become a popular gift-giving 

holiday. 

What Foods Are Traditionally Eaten on Hanukkah? 

 

It is customary to eat deep-fried foods to commemorate the miracle of Hanukkah, in 

which a cruse of oil lasted for eight days instead of one. Some of these foods include: 

•  Latkes 

•  Jelly donuts 

•  Fried torzelli 

•  Spiced hot chocolate 

•  Bimuelos 

Hanukkah Songs 

Hanukkah songs are a joyous and integral part of the experience of celebrating the 

Festival of Lights. Whether it's singing around the menorah or just rocking out together, 

songs play a vital role in brightening the happiness of the holiday. 

Hear songs and learn more at their website: myjewishlearning.com 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Thinkfinity Holiday Lesson Plans to use: see more at the following link: 

http://edsitement.neh.gov/monthly_feature.asp?id=134 

The Gift of Holiday Traditions: Kwanzaa, 
Hanukkah, and Christmas 
December is a month of holidays, celebrations, gift giving, and—to the glee of students and educators 

alike—school vacations. Before taking time off to enjoy the holidays, take the opportunity to discuss with 

students the way different cultures contribute to what becomes a popular holiday tradition. How do 

holidays develop over time and how do they relate to one another? And how do holidays figure in the 

popular imagination, such as in stories and novels? With this feature, teachers and parents can share with 

students the various gifts of tradition and culture countries around the world have contributed to December 

holiday celebrations in the United States.  

Beginning Activity: 

In order to prepare your students to explore the ways that holidays have evolved over time, teachers and 

parents might begin with the following simple exercise, appropriate for students of all ages. Have the 
student pick a favorite family holiday. Ask students to interview various family members, especially 

parents and grandparents, if possible, about their favorite traditions both now and when they were a child. 

Some might remember watching a favorite play, movie, or television show every year. Others might recall 

decorations, favorite food or drink, or even a family activity or game. Which of these activities are still part 

of their family holiday tradition, and which are no longer done? Ask students to investigate why certain 

traditions ended, and when others began. They might find that changes occurred when new family members 

were added, or when they moved from one place or another. Students can conclude by writing a brief essay 

about their family traditions, old and new, including those lost or recently added.  

Creating a Holiday: Kwanzaa 

The History Channel Exhibit on Kwanzaa, via the EDSITEment reviewed Internet Public Library, provides 

an extensive history of this relatively new, secular holiday, which is celebrated from December 26th until 

New Year’s Day. For each of these seven days, celebrants recognize a principle or value, like Unity or Self 

Determination. Each day is also associated with a symbol, such as Mazao, crops that “symbolize work and 

the basis of the holiday” or Zawadi, which are “meaningful gifts to encourage growth, self-determination, 

achievement, and success.” Kwanzaa itself is a word adapted from a Swahili phrase for “first fruits.”  

The exhibit details the history and development of Kwanzaa, created in 1966 by Dr. Maulana Karenga, a 

professor at California State University, Long Beach:  

After the Watts riots in Los Angeles, Dr. Karenga searched for ways to bring African-Americans together 
as a community. He founded US, a cultural organization, and started to research African "first fruit" 

(harvest) celebrations. Karenga combined aspects of several different harvest celebrations, such as those of 

the Ashanti and those of the Zulu, to form the basis of Kwanzaa.  
—via History Channel 

Kwanzaa is not only a wonderful celebration of family and culture, but also a fabulous example of how 

holidays develop through the creative combination of historical circumstances, cultural antecedents (in this 

case, African harvest celebrations), and creative thinking.  

Activity: 

Ask students to explore the Kwanzaa website, noting the specific features of the holiday and how it was 
created. If they have access to RealPlayer, you might consider encouraging them to watch the two minute 

video about Kwanzaa’s development, featuring Dr. Karenga. Provide students with the following chart to 

help track each day’s principle and symbol and their respective meanings. 
(http://www.history.com/topics/kwanzaa-history) 

 



Day Principle and Its Meaning Symbol and Its Meaning 

Dec. 26 
(Day 1) .    

Dec. 27 
(Day 2)     

Dec. 28 
(Day 3)     

Dec. 29 
(Day 4)     

Dec. 30 
(Day 5)     

Dec. 31 
(Day 6)     

Jan. 1 
(Day 7)     

 

Hanukkah: The Festival of Lights 
 

Of course, symbolism and principle values are at the heart of all winter holidays, and Hanukkah is no exception. Hanukkah is 

celebrated in Jewish communities from Paris to Syria and Boston to St. Louis where families can be found lighting one of the 

candles of the menorah and exchanging gifts for each of the holiday’s eight nights. Hanukkah celebrates a miracle that 

occurred after the Jewish people reclaimed their temple from Syrian conquerors. Refusing to worship the Syrian’s Greek 
deities, the Jews rebelled and eventually won back their temple after a three year war. As part of the celebration, the victors 

wanted to light the menorah, but they had only a single day’s worth of oil available. The oil, however, lasted for eight days, 

leading to the eight day celebration of Hanukkah, known also as “The Festival of Lights.” The History Channel exhibit on 

Hanukkah, available through the EDSITEment reviewed Internet Public Library, provides a history of the holiday, including 

descriptions of some traditions, like the Dreidel, a four sided top used in a game:  
The dreidel game was popular during the rule of Antiochus before the Maccabees' revolt, a time when soldiers executed any 

Jews who were caught practicing their religion. When pious Jews gathered to study the Torah, they had the top ready in case 

they heard soldiers approaching. If the soldiers appeared, they would hide the holy scriptures and pretend to play with the 

dreidel. 
—via History Channel 

Explore with students how objects take on a variety of meanings. After sharing with them the above example, discuss how 
symbolism can not only result from creative artistry, but also from necessity, such as in times of war or dispute.  

Activity: 
Explore with students the following questions (the difficulty of the questions can be adjusted according to the level of the 

student), using the History Channel exhibit on Hanukkah as a guide: (http://www.history.com/topics/hanukkah) 

• How did Hanukkah become a holiday?  

• How was the Maccabee family involved?  

• What does Hanukkah mean?  

• What is the significance of the menorah?  

• What are some popular foods available for Hanukkah?  

• What are two popular traditions for Hanukkah, and what do they represent? 

After discussing answers to the questions, ask them to consider the many meanings of the word “dedication,” (“dedication” is 

the translation of the Hebrew word “Hanukkah”). A dedication can be a consecration; it can also mean perseverance. Explore 

how both meanings are appropriate in this context. Finally, ask students to consider how these traditions compare those 

practiced by the students’ family today? For those students who do not celebrate Hanukkah, encourage them to investigate 

and share similarities and differences to their own holiday traditions. What are some symbols popular in their celebrations, 
and what is their significance?  



 
 

Christmas 
 
The Christmas holiday, which celebrates the nativity of Christ, is as diverse as the many countries that celebrate it. While the 

actual date of Christ’s birth is disputable, many suggest that the date of the holiday was a Christian replacement for pagan 

and polytheistic rituals related to the winter solstice. Many holiday traditions grew out of a combination of religious and 

secular celebrations and customs, but gift giving has become a consistent tradition in all of the December holidays. No one 

deliverer of goodies and gifts is more recognizable in the popular imagination than that jolly old fellow, Saint Nick, and his 

trusty elves and reindeer. With little more thanks than an occasional glass of milk, cookie, or carrot for Rudolph, Santa 
travels the world delivering presents to children and symbolizes the underlying theme of generosity during the holiday 

season.  

Yet the legend of Santa Claus and other traditions as we know them in the United States, such as the Christmas tree, were 

created through a compilation of legends and customs from around the world. In the EDSITEment lesson plan, What They 
Left Behind: Early Multi-National Influences in the United States, students explore European influences on the development 

of all aspects of America, including a song about “Sinter Klaas” from the Netherlands. For more background information on 

how Sinter Klaas became Santa Claus in the United States, encourage students to visit History Channel, available via the 

EDSITEment reviewed Internet Public Library. Younger students just learning the history and culture of Christmas 

celebrations may want to visit the brief history of Christmas at America’s Story, a part of the EDSITEment-reviewed Library 

of Congress American Memory website.  Christmas Tradition from around the world: 

(http://www.history.com/topics/christmas-traditions-worldwide) 

Activity: 
Students can explore this map, made available through the History Channel, which describes the celebration of Christmas in a 

variety of cultures. Students, individually or in groups, can choose one culture or place to explore. Using the map as a starting 

place, students can research the region’s contributions to the Christmas holiday. Students might consider the following 
questions:  

• How does the tradition compare with those practiced by the students’ family today? For those students who do not 

celebrate Christmas, encourage them to investigate and share similarities and differences to their own holiday 

traditions.  

• What does the tradition reveal about the culture that developed it?  

• How has the tradition changed over time, if at all?  

• What does the tradition represent or symbolize? 

Students can use the websites listed above to continue their research. They should keep track of how a holiday ritual 

originated and which cultures contributed to its development.  

 

A Gift Giving Season 
 
Exchanging gifts has certainly become a favorite holiday tradition in many families, and many can relate to the difficulty of 

finding that one special gift for a loved one. O. Henry, the pseudonym of William Sydney Porter, captured such a spirit in his 

ironic tale, “The Gift of the Magi,” available as an electronic text via the EDSITEment reviewed Center for Liberal Arts. In 

this Christmas tale, Della longs to buy a special gift for her husband, Jim, but is hampered by her meager savings of less than 

two dollars. With love trumping vanity, Della sells her glorious, waist-long hair for twenty dollars so that she can buy Jim’s 

present, a watch chain. O. Henry, famous for his “surprise” endings, concludes this tale with rich situational irony.  
Of course, some curmudgeons do not feel any pressure to find gifts at all. Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, first 

published in 1843, popularized “humbug” for holiday scrooges everywhere in this enduring holiday classic about redemption 

and family. On one fateful Christmas Eve, Ebenezer Scrooge watches his past, present, and future life from an outside 

perspective while being accompanied by three ghosts. An electronic text version from the UVA e-text center is available via 

the EDSITEment reviewed Center for Liberal Arts 

 



 

 

Final Activity (appropriate for all ages): 
 
Using the resources in this feature, students can examine their own family traditions, how holidays develop in different 

cultures, and the role of holidays in literature. For an enjoyable final activity, ask students to write a poem or a story about 

their favorite holiday, incorporating at least one special family tradition within the story. Students can focus on a favorite 
food that is a staple in their celebration, a game (like the one played with the dreidel), or some other aspect of the holiday.  

Selected EDSITEment Websites 
Internet Public Library  

• History Channel Exhibit on Kwanzaa    

• History Channel Exhibit on Hanukkah  

• History Channel Exhibit on Christmas 

American Memory  

• Christmas Day December 25 — America’s Story  

(http://www.americaslibrary.gov/jb/modern/jb_modern_xmas_1.html) 

Standards 
NCTE/IRA 

1, 2, 3, 5, 5, 8, 9, 12 

National Council for Social Studies 

I — Culture 

II — Time, continuity, and change 

III — Peoples, places, and environments 

IV — Individual Development and Identity  

V — Individuals, groups, and institutions 

IX — Global Connections 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Christmas Around the World! 
 

Christmas in AUSTRALIA 

The major difference is one of WEATHER....Christmas Down Under is never White. Snow has rarely 

fallen if ever on this date, Down Under. 80% of the time we are blessed with blue skies and depending 

on our Australian location, temperatures ranging from 25-38 degrees centigrade. Currently it is Summer 

Down Under and daily temperatures range from 30-40 degrees centigrade on the mainland.  

Christmas is special to the majority of Australians for it is our Summer Holiday season and students 

especially are "wrapping" up their school year. That means sitting for end of Semester tests or exams 

and waiting for their results, as well as getting ready for the Summer Holidays. For students it means an 

end to homework and school studies and the beginning of lots of time for family, relatives and "mates". 

Our neighbours, the "Kiwis" or New Zealanders are actually the first ones to really celebrate the joyous 

day of Christmas. New Zealand is the first country immediately west of the international date line. So 

we're sorry most of American friends have to wait an extra day for Christmas.  

Up until 30 years ago, our Christmas celebrations were heavily influenced by our original Anglo-Celtic 

influences. The English style of Christmas served as our model for celebrating Christmas.......right down 

to the traditional roast turkey and steamed pudding in over 35 degree heat. Today with the huge influx of 

overseas migrants our Christmas celebrations are heavily influenced by the ethnicity of families 

involved. Traditional dinners have been replaced with family gatherings in back yards, picnics in parks, 

gardens and on the beach. For many, it is the occasion to be with friends and relatives, to share love and 

friendship and not to forget, the exchange of gifts in the traditional manner. A typical Christmas menu 

could include seafood, glazed ham, cold chicken, duck or turkey, cold deli meats, pasta, salads galore, 

desserts of all types, fruit salad, pavlovas, ice-cream plus Christmas edibles of all varieties such as 

mince pies, fruit cake, shortbread, chocolates etc.  

There has been a suggestion that "Swag Man" take over Santa's franchise Down Under!!! There is a lot 

of concern about Santa Claus perhaps suffering heat stroke whilst Down Under. "Swag Man" wears a 

brown Akubra, a blue singlet and long baggy shorts. He spends all winter under Uluru with his merry 

dingoes and then at Christmas time, he gets in his huge four-wheel drive and sets off through the red 

dust to deliver his presents.  

Currently everyone is beginning to get ready for the "silly season". Everyone is busily planning 

Christmas break-up parties. Children are writing letters to Santa Claus. Decorations are being bought 

and set up. Shopping centres and malls are experiencing record breaking crowds. In homes, many of the 

traditional Christmas rituals are being followed. Many children are helping to decorate the family 

Christmas tree. We have yet to follow the American ritual of getting "real" Christmas trees......though 

some do use gum tree branches. Children are learning Christmas Carols so that they may be sung at 

festive occasions such as public "Carols by Candlelight" and school concerts. Christmas stockings are 

being hung in homes....though fireplaces are in short supply. Cards galore are being written and posted. 

Everyone awaits.......the anticipation is high!  

For many, Christmas will begin with families attending a mid-night mass. 70% of Australians are 

Catholic, Anglican or Lutheran. After the mid-night Mass, a little sleep is attempted. For many, the 

children in various households wake up the family at dawn. Gifts are unwrapped and the joy of 

Christmas begins.  



 

Christmas in BETHLEHEM 

The little town where Jesus is said to have been born is the site of the Church of the Nativity, which 

is ablaze with flags and decorations every Christmas. On Christmas Eve natives and visitors alike crowd 

the church's doorways and stand on the roof to watch for the dramatic annual procession. Galloping 

horsemen and police mounted on Arabian horses lead the parade. They are followed by solitary 

horseman carrying a cross and sitting astride a coal-black steed. Then come the churchmen and 

government officials. The procession solemnly enters the doors and places an ancient effigy of the Holy 

Child in the church. Deep winding stairs lead to a grotto where visitors find a silver star marking the site 

of the birth of Jesus.  

Christian homes in Bethlehem are marked by a cross painted over the door and each home displays a 

homemade manger scene. A star is set up on a pole in the village square.   

Christmas in BRAZIL 

Brazilians are a mix of people from many parts of the world, and as a former Portuguese colony, they 

have many Christmas customs which originate from this heritage.  

One tradition is to create a nativity scene or Presépio. The word origins from the Hebrew word 

"presepium" which means the bed of straw upon which Jesus first slept in Bethlehem. The Presépio is 

common in northeastern Brazil (Bahia, Sergipe, Rio Grande do Norte, Paraíba, Maranhão, Ceará, 

Pernambuco, Piauí and Alagoas). The Presépio was introduced in the 17th century, in the city of Olinda 

in the state of Pernambuco by a Franciscan friar named Gaspar de Santo Agostinho. Nowadays 

presépios are set up in December and displayed in churches, homes, and stores.  

The people of Northern Brazil, as in Mexico, enjoy a version of the folk play Los Pastores or "The 

Shepherds." In the Brazilian version, there are shepherdesses rather than shepherds and a gypsy who 

attempts to kidnap the Christ Child.  

Papai Noel (Father Noel) is the gift-bringer in Brazil. According to legend, he lives in Greenland. When 

he arrives in Brazil, he usually wears silk clothing due to the summer heat.  

A huge Christmas dinner, unusual in the hot summertime, includes turkey, ham, colored rice, and 

wonderful vegetable and fruit dishes.  

Devout Catholics often attend Midnight Mass or Missa do Galo. (A galo is a rooster.) The mass has this 

name because the rooster announces the coming day and the Missa do Galo finishes at 1 AM on 

Christmas morning! On December 25th, Catholics go to church, but the masses are mostly late 

afternoon, because people enjoy sleeping late after the dinner (Ceia de Natal) or going to the beach.  

Decorations include fresh flowers picked from the garden. Fireworks go off in the skies over the cites 

and huge Christmas "trees" of electric lights can be seen against the night skies in major cities such as 

Brasilia, San Paolo, and Rio de Janeiro. 

 

 



Christmas in BRITISH ISLES 

Many of our current American ideals about the way Christmas ought to be derive from the English 

Victorian Christmas, such as that described in Charles Dickens' A Christmas Carol. The caroling, the 

gifts, the feast, and the wishing of good cheer to all - these ingredients came together to create that 

special Christmas atmosphere.  

The custom of gift-giving on Christmas dates only to Victorian times. Before then it was more common 

to exchange gifts on New Year's Day or Twelfth Night. Santa Claus is known by British children as 

Father Christmas. Father Christmas, these days, is quite similar to the American Santa, but his direct 

ancestor is a certain pagan spirit who regularly appeared in medieval mummer's plays. The old-

fashioned Father Christmas was depicted wearing long robes with sprigs of holly in his long white hair. 

Children write letters to Father Christmas detailing their requests, but instead of dropping them in the 

mailbox, the letters are tossed into the fireplace. The draft carries the letters up the chimney, and 

theoretically, Father Christmas reads the smoke. Gifts are opened Christmas afternoon.  

From the English we get a story to explain the custom of hanging stockings from the mantelpiece. Father 

Christmas once dropped some gold coins while coming down the chimney. The coins would have fallen 

through the ash grate and been lost if they hadn't landed in a stocking that had been hung out to dry. 
Since that time children have continued to hang out stockings in hopes of finding them filled with gifts.  

The custom of singing carols at Christmas is also of English origin. During the middle ages, groups of 

serenades called "waits" would travel around from house to house singing ancient carols and spreading 

the holiday spirit. The word "carol" means "song of joy." Most of the popular old carols we sing today 

were written in the nineteenth century.  

The hanging of greens, such as holly and ivy, is a British winter tradition with origins far before the 

Christian era. Greenery was probably used to lift sagging winter spirits and remind the people that 

spring was not far away. The custom of kissing under the mistletoe is descended from ancient Druid 

rites. The decorating of Christmas trees, though primarily a German custom, has been widely popular in 

England since 1841 when Prince Albert had a Christmas tree set up in Windsor Castle for his wife 

Queen Victoria, and their children.  

The word "wassail" is derived from the Anglo-Saxon phrase waes hael, which means "good health." 

Originally, wassail was a beverage made of mulled ale, curdled cream, roasted apples, nuts, eggs, and 

spices. It was served for the purpose of enhancing the general merriment of the season. Like many of the 

ancient customs, "wassailing" has a legend to explain its origin. It seems that a beautiful Saxon maiden 

named Rowena presented Prince Vortigen with a bowl of wine while toasting him with the words "Waes 

hael." Over the centuries a great deal of ceremony had developed around the custom of drinking wassail. 

The bowl is carried into a room with great fanfare, a traditional carol about the drink is sung, and finally, 

the steaming hot beverage is served.  

For many years in England, a roasted boar's head has been associated with Holiday feasting. The custom 

probably goes back to the Norse practice of sacrificing a boar at Yuletide in honor of the god Freyr. One 

story tells of a student at Oxford's Queen College who was attacked on Christmas Day by a wild boar. 

All he had in his hand to use as a weapon was his copy of Aristotle, so he shoved the book down the 

boar's throat. Wanting to retrieve his book, the student cut off the animal's head and brought it back to 

the college where it was served for Christmas dinner with much pomp and ceremony.  

The celebration of Boxing Day, which takes place on December 26 - the feast of St. Stephen, is a part of 

the holiday season unique to Great Britain. Traditionally, it is on this day that the alms box at every 

English church is opened and the contents are distributed to the poor. Also, this is the day that servants 



traditionally got the day off to celebrate with their families. It became traditional for working people 

to break open their tip boxes on this day. Boxing Day began in the mid-nineteenth century when the 

custom of tipping by rich persons to persons in service positions had apparently gotten out of hand. 

Children and others pretended to be in the trades and solicited tips. The custom was expanded to 

giving to anyone and everyone who had less money than you did, and soon the streets at 

Christmastime were full of aggressive soliciting of tips. To contain the nuisance "Boxing Day" was 

designated as the one day for giving to the less fortunate.  

Christmas in CANADA 

In Canada, from 1875 onwards, Christmas lost its essentially religious character, at least for 

Anglophones and the upper middle class. Little by little it became a community festival which gave rise 

to much family merry-making. New customs began to take root. Henceforth, the decorated Christmas 

tree with its plaster figures, gifts and the Christmas "raveillon" became part of family tradition. 

We decorate a pine tree with ornaments representing Christmas, buy or make each other presents that 

get wrapped in wrapping paper to be put under the tree so they can be opened on Christmas Day. Santa 

Claus is the person that who brings the presents. You aren't supposed to know what you're going to get, 

so that is part of the fun of Christmas Day. On Christmas Eve, December 24th, there is usually a turkey 

dinner and in the middle of the night, Santa Claus is said to come down the chimney and place the 

presents under the tree. Then he goes back up the chimney (he's magic) and flies to the next house in his 

sleigh with 9 reindeer pulling it through the air (it flies). On Christmas Day, all the presents are opened.  

Noël à QUÉBEC 

Francophones, however, incorporated these new practices into their culture much later. After the First 

World War, increasing commercial advertising drew Francophones into the dizzy festive activities. 

During the 1930s, the working classes also joined this happy Christmas rush.  

In Quebec, which is the French-speaking part of Canada, we celebrate Christmas by putting up a big 

Christmas tree, sometime before Christmas. Many people also put a Christmas tree outside with colored 

lights. Usually we have lots of snow by the time Christmas comes around and it looks very festive. Most 

people eat turkey for their Christmas dinner, but in the old days people used to eat Tourtiure, which is a 

sort of stew made of a layer of meat, a layer of potatoes, a layer of onions, another layer of meat, 

potatoes, onions and so on till it is big enough. A layer of pastry goes on top to cover and then you cook 

it for a long time. Christmas dinner is called "Reveillon" (waking up) and it is eaten when people come 

back from Midnight Mass, maybe at two o'clock in the morning.  

In our family we get a Christmas tree just before Christmas and the next day we decorate it. For 

Christmas Eve we usually eat duck and then rice pudding with almonds. Afterwards we open the 

presents from our family - and the next morning we open the ones from Santa Claus. Then my sister and 

I play with our presents and my parents read the newspaper. For Christmas dinner we have nut loaf and 

Christmas pudding with custard.  

In Quebec the end of Christmas is called La fete du Roi (on the 6th of January). For this you make a 

cake which has a bean inside it. The person who gets the bean is the king (or queen).  

 
Christmas in CHINA 



Christians in China celebrate by lighting their houses with beautiful paper lanterns and decorating 

their Christmas trees, which they call "Trees of Light," with paper chains, paper flowers, and paper 

lanterns. Chinese Children hang muslin stockings and await a visit from Santa Claus, whom they call 

Dun Che Lao Ren (dwyn-chuh-lau-oh-run) which means "Christmas Old Man.".  

Since the vast majority of the Chinese people are not Christian, the main winter festival in China the 

Chinese New Year which takes place toward the end of January. Now officially called the "Spring 

Festival," it is a time when children receive new clothing, eat luxurious meals, receive new toys, and 

enjoy firecracker displays. An important aspect of the New Year celebration is the worship of ancestors. 

Portraits and paintings of ancestors are brought out and hung in the main room of the home.  

Christmas in CZECHOSLOVAKIA 

Centuries ago, the western half of Czechoslovakia was known as Bohemia. This was the 10th century 

home of Good King Wenceslaus, the main character in the familiar English Christmas carol. It is said 

that English troops, fighting in Bohemia hundreds of years later, brought the song home with them.  

In Czechoslovakia, St. Nicholas is called Svaty Mikalas and is believed to climb to earth down from 

heaven on a golden rope along with his companions: an angel and a whip-carrying devil.  

An ancient tradition shared by Czechoslovakia and Poland involves cutting a branch from a cherry tree 

putting it in water indoors to bloom. If the bloom opens in time for Christmas it is considered good luck, 

and also a sign that the winter may be short. The hope of early spring helps keep spirits up during the 

long dark winter.  

Christmas in DENMARK 

The Christmas feast, in Denmark, is celebrated at midnight Christmas Eve. Everyone looks forward to 

dessert when a special rice pudding is served in which a single almond is hidden. Whoever finds the 

almond will have good luck for the coming year.  

The jolly bringer of gifts is known as Julemanden and arrives in a sleigh drawn by reindeer, a sack over 

his back. He is assisted with his Yuletide chores by elves called Juul Nisse, who are said to live in attics. 

Children leave out saucers of milk or rice pudding for them and are delighted to find the food gone on 

Christmas morning.  

Christmas in FRANCE 

Nearly every French home at Christmastime displays a Nativity scene or creche, which serves as the 

focus for the Christmas celebration. The creche is often peopled with little clay figures called santons or 

"little saints." An extensive tradition has evolved around these little figures which are made by 

craftsmen in the south of France throughout the year. In addition to the usual Holy Family, shepherds, 

and Magi, the craftsmen also produce figures in the form of local dignitaries and characters. The 

craftsmanship involved in creating the gaily colored santons is quite astounding and the molds have 

been passed from generation to generation since the seventeenth century. Throughout December the 

figures are sold at annual Christmas fairs in Marseille and Aix.  

The Christmas tree has never been particularly popular in France, and though the use of the Yule log has 

faded, the French make a traditional Yule log-shaped cake called the buche de Nol, which means 

"Christmas Log." The cake, among other food in great abundance is served at the grand feast of the 

season, which is called le reveillon. Le reveillon is a very late supper held after midnight mass on 



Christmas Eve. The menu for the meal varies according to regional culinary tradition. In Alsace, 

goose is the main course, in Burgundy it is turkey with chestnuts, and the Parisians feast upon oysters 

and pate de foie gras.  

French children receive gifts from Pere Noel who travels with his stern disciplinarian companion Pre 

Fouettard. Pre Fouettard reminds Pere Noel of just how each child has behaved during the past year. In 

some parts of France Pere Noel brings small gifts on St. Nicholas Eve (December 6) and visits again on 

Christmas. In other places it is le petit Jesus who brings the gifts. Generally adults wait until New Year's 

Day to exchange gifts.  

Christmas in GREECE 

St. Nicholas is important in Greece as the patron saint of sailors. According to Greek tradition, his 

clothes are drenched with brine, his beard drips with seawater, and his face is covered with perspiration 

because he has been working hard against the waves to reach sinking ships and rescue them from the 

angry sea. Greek ships never leave port without some sort of St. Nicholas icon on board. To members of 

the Eastern Orthodox Church, as are most Greek Christians, Christmas ranks second to Easter in the 

roster of important holidays. Yet there are a number of unique customs associated with Christmas that 

are uniquely Greek. On Christmas Eve, village children travel from house to house offering good wishes 

and singing kalanda, the equivalent of carols. Often the songs are accompanied by small metal triangles 

and little clay drums. The children are frequently rewarded with sweets and dried fruits.  

After 40 days of fasting, the Christmas feast is looked forward to with great anticipation by adults and 

children alike. Pigs are slaughtered and on almost every table are loaves of christopsomo ("Christ 

Bread"). This bread is made in large sweet loaves of various shapes and the crusts are engraved and 

decorated in some way that reflects the family's profession.  

Christmas trees are not commonly used in Greece. In almost every home the main symbol of the season 

is a shallow wooden bowl with a piece of wire is suspended across the rim; from that hangs a sprig of 

basil wrapped around a wooden cross. A small amount of water is kept in the bowl to keep the basil 

alive and fresh. Once a day, a family member (usually the mother) dips the cross and basil into some 

holy water and uses it to sprinkle water in each room of the house. This ritual is believed to keep the 

Killantzaroi away from the house.  

There are a number of beliefs connected with the Killantzaroi, which are a species of goblins or sprites 

who appear only during the 12-day period from Christmas to the Epiphany (January 6). These creatures 

are believed to emerge from the center of the earth and to slip into people's house through the chimney. 

More mischievous than actually evil, the Killantzaroi do things like extinguish fires, ride astride people's 

backs, braid horses' tails, and sour the milk. To further repel the undesirable sprites, the hearth is kept 

burning day and night throughout the twelve days. Gifts are exchanged on St. Basil's Day (January 1). 

On this day the "renewal of waters" also takes place, a ritual in which all water jugs in the house are 

emptied and refilled with new "St. Basil's Water." The ceremony is often accompanied by offerings to 

the naiads, spirits of springs.  

 
 
Christmas in INDIA 

Christians in India decorate mango or banana trees at Christmas time. Sometimes they also decorate 

their houses with mango leaves. In some parts of India, small clay oil-burning lamps are used as 



Christmas decorations; they are placed on the edges of flat roofs and on the tops of walls. Churches are 

decorated with poinsettias and lit with candles for the Christmas Evening service.  

Christmas in IRAN 

Iran, formerly Persia, is the land where the Three Wise men are believed to have lived when Jesus was 

born. Today Christians in Iran begin fasting from animal products on December 1. This is called "Little 

Fast." "Big Fast" occurs during Lent, the six weeks preceding Easter. After Church service of 

December 25 they enjoy Christmas dinner which they call "Little Feast." A traditional dish is a 

chicken stew called harasa. Gifts are generally not exchanged but children get new clothes which 

they wear proudly on Christmas Day.  

Christmas in IRAQ 

On Christmas Eve, Iraqi Christian families gather together and one of the children read about the 

birth of Jesus while other family members hold lighted candles. Afterward the reading, a bonfire of 

thorn bushes is let and everyone sings. If the thorns burn to ashes, good luck will be granted for the 

coming year. When the fire dies, each person jumps over the ashes three times and makes a wish.  

On Christmas Day another bonfire is lit in the churchyard. The bishop, carrying a figure of the Baby 

Jesus leads the service. Afterwards he blesses one person with a touch. That person touches the person 

next to him or her and the touch is passed around until all present have felt the "touch of peace."  

Christmas in IRELAND 

St. Stephen's Day is celebrated in Ireland in a different way, but is similar to Boxing Day in that it also 

has to do with the solicitation of money. Young men in extravagant dress, sometimes wearing masks, 

parade noisily through the streets in the Wren Boys' Procession. They carry long pole on top of which is 

attached a holly bush. The bush supposedly contains a captured wren, and for whose sake the young 

men beg for money.  

Christmas in ITALY 

The popularity of the Nativity scene, one of the most beloved and enduring symbols of the holiday 

season, originated in Italy. St. Francis of Assisi asked a man named Giovanni Vellita of the village of 

Greccio to create a manger scene. St. Francis performed mass in front of this early Nativity scene, which 

inspired awe and devotion in all who saw it. The creation of the figures or pastori became an entire 

genre of folk art.  

In Rome, cannon are fired from Castel St. Angelo of Christmas Eve to announce the beginning of the 

holiday season. A 24-hour fast ends with an elaborate Christmas feast. Small presents are drawn from 

the Urn of Fate.  

The main exchange of gifts takes place on January 6, the feast of the Epiphany, the celebration in 

remembrance of the Magi's visit to the Christ Child. Children anxiously await a visit from La Befana 

who brings gifts for the good and punishment for the bad. According to legend, the three wise men 

stopped during their journey and asked an old woman for food and shelter. She refused them and they 

continued on their way. Within a few hours the woman had a change of heart but the Magi were long 

gone. La Befana, which means Epiphany, still wonders the earth searching for the Christ Child. She is 

depicted in various ways: as a fairy queen, a crone, or a witch.  



Christmas in JAPAN 

Christmas was introduced in Japan by the Christian missionaries, and for many years the only people 

who celebrated it were those who had turned to the Christian faith. But now the Christmas season in 

Japan is full of meaning and is almost universally observed. The idea of exchanging gifts seems to 

appeal strongly to the Japanese people. The tradesmen have commercialized Christmas just as our 

western shops have done. For several weeks before the day, the stores shout Christmas. There are 

decorations and wonderful displays of appropriate gifts for men, women, and children -- especially 

children. 

In the scene of the Nativity they become familiar for the first time with a cradle, for Japanese babies 

never sleep in cradles. 

Many western customs in observing Christmas have been adopted by the Japanese. Besides exchanging 

gifts they eat turkey on Christmas Day, and in some places there are even community Christmas trees. 

They decorate their houses with evergreens and mistletoe, and in some homes Christmas carols are sung 

gaily. 

In Japan there is a god or priest known as Hoteiosho, who closely resembles our Santa Claus. He is 

always pictured as a kind old man carrying a huge pack. He is thought to have eyes in the back of his 

head. It is well for the children to be good when this all-seeing gentleman is abroad. 

New Year's Day is the most important day of the whole calendar in Japan. On New Year's Eve the 

houses are cleaned thoroughly from top to bottom, and are decorated for the morrow. when everything 

has been made clean and neat the people of the house dress themselves in their finest clothes. Then the 

father of the household marches through the house, followed by all the family, and drives the evil spirits 

out. He throws dried beans into every corner bidding the evil spirits withdraw and good luck enter.  

Christmas in MEXICO 

Several weeks before Christmas, elaborately decorated market stalls or puestos are set up in the plazas 

of every town and city. Some people travel for days from remote areas to get to these markets. The 

puestos offer crafts of every conceivable kind, foods such as cheese, bananas, nuts, and cookies, and 

flowers such as orchids and poinsettias.  

The poinsettia is native to Mexico and is believed to have first been used in connection with Christmas 

in the 17th century when Mexican Franciscans included the flowers in their Christmas celebration. 

There is a legend connected with the flower. A little boy named Pablo was walking to the church in his 

village to visit the Nativity scene, when he realized he had nothing to offer the Christ Child. He saw 

some green branches growing along the roadside and gathered them up. Other children scoffed, but 

when he laid them by the manger, a brilliant red star-shaped flower appeared on each branch.  

The main Christmas celebration in Mexico is called las posadas, which refers to processions reenacting 

Joseph and Mary's search for a place to stay in Bethlehem. The processions begin nine days before 

Christmas because the original journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem took nine days. Friends and family 

members divide themselves into two groups - pilgrims and innkeepers. The pilgrims travel from house 

to house asking for a shelter and are refused at each until they finally reach the house where an alter and 

Nativity scene have been set up. Here the pilgrims are admitted with great rejoicing, a traditional prayer 

is spoken, and the party begins. Food and drink are served and then children take turns trying to break 

open the pinata.  



Christmas in NETHERLANDS 

In the Netherlands St. Nicholas is known as Sinterklaas. Dutch 

children are told that he sails from Spain on his feast day, December 

5. They fill their shoes with hay and sugar for his horse and awake to 

find them filled with gifts such as nuts and candy. Sometimes 

Sinterklaas appears in person in the children's homes, bearing a 

striking resemblance to the children's father or an uncle. He questions 

the children about their behavior during the past year. In the past he 

carried a birch rod, but these days he is more kindly.  

The people of Twente in east Holland hold a special Advent 

ceremony in which special horns are blown to chase away evil spirits 

and to announce the birth of Christ. Horns are homemade out of one-

year-old saplings and are three or four feet long. Blown over wells, 

they sound a deep tone, similar to a foghorn. 

 
 

 
Christmas in NICARAGUA 

Like many Latin American countries, Nicaragua retains many of the customs of old Spain. In the 

weeks leading up to Christmas people stroll the streets where there are many things to buy: candles, 

Nativity pictures, toys and foods. Children carry fragrant bouquets to the alter of the Virgin and sing 

carols. On Christmas Eve, church bells beckon the people to Midnight Mass. On January 6, the feast 

of the Epiphany, it is the three wise men who brings gifts for the children. Often the Holiday season 

concludes with a brilliant display of fireworks.  

Christmas in NORWAY 

Like the other Scandinavian countries, Norway has its gift-bearing little gnome or elf. Known as 
Julebukk or "Christmas buck," he appears as a goat-like creature. Julebukk harkens back to Viking 

times when pagans worshipped Thor and his goat. During pagan celebrations a person dressed in a 

goatskin, carrying a goat head, would burst in upon the party and during the course of evening would 

"die" and return to life. 

During the early Christian era, the goat began to take the form of the devil, and would appear during 

times of wild merry-making and jubilation. By the end of the Middle Ages, the game was forbidden by 

the Church and the state. In more recent times the goat has emerged in the tamer form of Julebukk.  

 
 
Christmas in POLAND 

In Poland, an elaborate tradition called Wigilia is celebrated. Beginning on Christmas Eve, a strict 24-

hour fast is observed which ends with a huge Christmas feast. In honor of the star of Bethlehem, the 

meal cannot begin until the first star of night appears. Though Christmas is Poland is officially known as 



Bozz Narodzenie, it is most often referred to as Gwiazdka, which means "little star." Once the star 

appears, a special rice wafer blessed by the parish priest called oplatek, is broken into pieces and shared 

by all. Finally the meal can begin. The feast consists of twelve courses, one for each Apostle. The table 

is always set with one extra seat in case a stranger or the Holy Spirit should appear to share the meal. 

Christmas in PORTUGAL 

Christmas is celebrated in much the same way in Portugal as it is in Spain. The Portugese enjoy an 

additional feast, called consoada, in the early morning hours of Christmas Day. They set extra places at 

the table for alminhas a penar ("the souls of the dead"). In some areas crumbs are left on the hearth for 

these souls, a custom that derives from the ancient practice of entrusting seeds to the dead in hopes 

that they will provide a bountiful harvest.  

 
Christmas in ROMANIA 

The tradition in Romania is for children to travel from house to house singing carols and reciting 

poetry and legends throughout the Christmas season. The leader carries a large wooden star called a 

steaua, which is covered with shiny paper and decorated with bells and colored ribbon. A picture of the 

Holy Family is pasted in the star's center, and the entire creation is attached to a broomstick or stout 

pole.  

Christmas in RUSSIA 

St. Nicholas is especially popular in Russia. The legend is that the 11th-century Prince Vladimir traveled 

to Constantinople to be baptized, and returned with stories of miracles performed by St. Nicholas of 

Myra. Since then many Eastern Orthodox Churches have been named for the saint, and to this day, 

Nicholas is one of the most common names for Russian boys. The feast of St. Nicholas (December 6) 

was observed for many centuries, but after the communist revolution, the celebration of the feast was 

suppressed. During the communist years St. Nicholas was transformed into Grandfather Frost.  

Other religious traditions were suppressed during the communist era. Before the revolution, a figure 

called Babouschka would bring gifts for the children. Like Italy's La Befana, the story is that 

Babouschka failed to give food and shelter to the three wise men during their journey to visit the Christ 

Child. According to tradition, she still roams the countryside searching for the Christ Child and visiting 

the homes of children during the Christmas season. Babouschka never completely disappeared, and now 

in the post-communist era, has returned openly. Christmas trees were also banned by the Communist 

regime, but people continued to trim their "New Year's" trees.  

Most Christian Russians belong to the Eastern Orthodox Church, and it is customary to fast until after 

the first church service on Christmas Eve. Christmas Eve dinner is meatless but festive. The most 

important ingredient is a special porridge called kutya. It is made of wheat berries or other grains which 

symbolize hope and immortality, and honey and poppy seeds which ensure happiness, success, and 

untroubled rest. A ceremony involving the blessing of the home is frequently observed. A priest visits 

the home accompanied by boys carrying vessels of holy water, and a little water is sprinkled in each 

room. The kutya is eaten from a common dish to symbolize unity.  

Christmas in SCANDINAVIA 



It is from Scandinavia that most of our yule log traditions derive. The dark cold winters inspired the 

development of traditions concerned with warmth and light. Yuletide, meaning "the turning of the 

sun" or the winter solstice, has traditionally been a time of extreme importance in Scandinavia - a 

time when fortunes for the coming year were determined and when the dead were thought to walk the 

earth. For a long time, it was considered dangerous to sleep alone on Christmas Eve. The extended 

family, master and servant, alike would sleep together on a freshly spread bed of straw.  

The Yule log was originally an entire tree, carefully chosen, and brought into the house with great 

ceremony. The butt end would be place into the hearth while the rest of the tree stuck out into the room. 

The tree would be slowly fed into the fire and the entire process was carefully timed to last the entire 

Yule season.  

Christmas in SCOTLAND 

The Scots celebrate Christmas rather somberly and reserve their merriment for New Year's Eve which is 

called Hogmanay. This word may derive from a kind of oat cake that was traditionally given to children 

on New Year's Eve. The first person to set foot in a residence in a New Year is thought to profoundly 

affect the fortunes of the inhabitants. Generally strangers are thought to bring good luck. Depending on 

the area, it may be better to have a dark-haired or fair-haired stranger set foot in the house. This tradition 

is widely known as "first footing."  

Christmas in SOUTH AMERICA 

Throughout South America Christmas is celebrated in a deeply religious way. The main focus of the 

season throughout the continent is the presepio ("the manger"). Often a whole room is devoted to the 

presepio display, complete with landscape and tiny figures made to scale. Though the central feature is 

the manger at Bethlehem, elaborate scenes will include hills full of shepherds gazing upon the heavenly 

host, the Wise Men crossing the desert on their camels, water mills, grottos, electric trains, and even 

sailboats on the sea.  

Christmas in SPAIN 

Christmas is a deeply religious holiday in Spain. The country's patron saint is the Virgin Mary and the 

Christmas season officially begins December 8, the feast of the Immaculate Conception. It is celebrated 

each year in front of the great Gothic cathedral in Seville with a ceremony called los Seises or the 

"dance of six." Oddly, the elaborate ritual dance is now performed by not six but ten elaborately 

costumed boys. It is a series of precise movements and gestures and is said to be quite moving and 

beautiful.  

Christmas Eve is known as Nochebuena or "the Good Night." It is a time for family members to gather 

together to rejoice and feast around the Nativity scenes that are present in nearly every home. A 

traditional Christmas treat is turron, a kind of almond candy.  

December 28 is the feast of the Holy Innocents. Young boys of a town or village light bonfires and one 

of them acts as the mayor who orders townspeople to perform civic chores such as sweeping the streets.  

As in many European countries, the children of Spain receive gifts on the feast of the Epiphany. The 

Magi are particularly revered in Spain. It is believed that they travel through the countryside reenacting 

their journey to Bethlehem every year at this time. Children leave their shoes on the windowsills and fill 

them with straw, carrots, and barley or the horses of the Wise Men. Their favorite is Balthazar who 

rides a donkey and is the one believed to leave the gifts.  



Christmas in SWEDEN 

A thousand years ago in Sweden, King Canute declared that Christmas would last a month, from 

December 13, the feast of St. Lucia until January 13, or Tjugondag Knut (St. Canute's Day). No one 

is quite sure why Lucia, a 4th century Sicilian saint, came to be so revered in Sweden. Some say she 

once visited the country, and others believe missionaries brought stories of her life which entranced the 

Swedish people. Her story is that in the days of early Christian persecution, Lucia carried food to 

Christians hiding in dark underground tunnels. To light the way she wore a wreath of candles on her 

head. Eventually Lucia was arrested and martyred. 

On her feast day the eldest daughter in each family dresses in a white dress with a red sash, and wears an 

evergreen wreath with seven lighted candles on her head. She (very carefully) carries coffee and buns to 

each family member in his or her room. Many schools, offices, and communities sponsor Lucia 

processions in which carol are sung and everyone thanks the Queen of Light for bringing hope during 

the darkest time of the year.  

On Christmas Eve a certain Christmas gnome, known as the tomte, emerges from his home under the 

floor of the house or the barn. He carries a sack over his shoulder and leaves gifts for all.  

Christmas in VENEZUELA 

Venezuelans attend a daily early morning church service between December 16th and 24th called Misa 

de Aguinaldo ("Early Morning Mass.") In Caracas, the capital city, it is customary to roller-skate to this 

service and many neighborhoods close the streets to cars until 8 a.m. Before bedtime children tie one 

end of a piece of string to their big toe and hang the other out the window. The next morning, 

rollerskaters give a tug to any string they see hanging. After Mass everyone enjoys tostados and coffee.  

Christmas in WALES 

Caroling is particularly popular in Wales where it is called eisteddfodde and is often accompanied by a 

harp. In some rural areas a villager is chosen to be the Mari llwyd. This person travels around the town 

draped in white and carrying a horse's skull on a long pole. Anyone given the "bite" by the horse's jaws 

must pay a fine. 

 

For more information, visit this website: http://www.the-north-pole.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Ramadan Lantern - Fanoos 

Fanoos (Lantern) is just pure fun for kids during Ramadan. Of all the Islamic countries, 

Fanoos is most common in Egypt, as part of the culture, a tradition that goes back all the 

way to the reign of the Fatimid Caliphate. The night before Ramadan, the Caliph would 

go outside to look for the moon signaling the beginning of the month of Ramadan. The 

children of the town would go out with the Caliph and light the way for him. Each child 

would carry a fanoos and sing songs to welcome in the new month of Ramadan.  

Fanoos is traditionally made of tin and colored glass, with a candle inside.  

Kids who grew up in the past century, before electricity was available, loved Fanoos. It 

was a way to have a colorful light of his or her own. Going out of their homes after they 

broke their fast (if they fasted) at sunset, the streets would be dark (with no electricity) 

and the only light would be coming from their fanoos. They got together and sang songs 

(such as "wahawy ya wahawy") and played games, or would visit an elder who would tell 

them stories. Fanoos comes in different sizes and colors and even different shapes. Some 

manufacturers make it in modern shapes, like a car, rocket, or airplane in addition to 

more traditional shapes of minarate, tree, and crescent. The painting by the Egyptian 

artist Ali Dessouqi's bright and deceptively simple pantheon shows children playing with 

their fanoos.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Make your own Ramadan 

Lantern! 

 

Ramadan Lantern (Fanoos)  

 

Use white or different colored construction paper.   
Use a stencil or trace the shape of the lantern on your right.  

       

 

Next, color it with red, yellow, blue, green, purple, gold or silver  
crayons, pencils, or markers. Every section of the fanoos should have a  
different bright color. Otherwise, make all the sections of the fanoos from  
different colored construction paper and glue them together on a cardboard  
backing to be able to hang them on a string.  

If you prefer, you can trace the 3-D model (right) and color it in. Fold one half on the other to 
complete the circle and transform it into a stand-alone fanoos. You may glue the fanoos on a base 
of cardboard to make it easy to stand.   

------   ---- -      --------   

 

 

 

 

 

 



What Country Matches Which Holiday Gift-giver??? 
 

(Draw a line connecting the correct winter celebrity with 

its proper country) 
 

 

Swag Man      Italy 

 

Papai Noel      Czechoslovakia 

 

Father Christmas    Denmark  

 

Dun Che Lao Ren    Netherlands 

 

Svaty Mikalas     Brazil 

 

Julemanden     British Isles 

 

Pere Noel      Australia 

 

St. Nicholas     Russia  

 

La Befana      Greece 

 

Hoteiosho      Spain  

 

Sinterklaas      China 

 

Julebukk      France  

 

Babouschka     Canada 

 

Balthazar      Japan 

 

Santa Claus     Norway 
 

  
 

 



A Holiday Word 
Search! 

 

Find 8 words that are associated with the holidays 
discussed in Holidays Around the World 

 

KWANZAA    DREIDEL   CAROLS    FEAST 
BOXINGDAY   SWAG-MAN POINSETTIA GIFTS 

 

 

 
 

  B    P     L    E    D    I    E    R   D   G    
 

  C    O    T    E    F    R    L   T   E    I   
 

  T    I     X    E    I     B    M   U   S    F    
 

  U    N    A    I    N    B    C   W   L   T  
 

  V    S    D   M    N   G    A   N   O    S 
 

  T    E    W   E    S    G   O   G   K    L 
 

  A    T    J     A   M   E    D   S    A    O 
 

 M    T    L    A    T   O    T   A    S    R 
 

  B    I     N    E     E    L   Y   E   Y    A 
 

  A    A    Z    N    A    W  K   B   R    C 
 

      
 

 

 



Answer Sheet 
 

 

Holiday Word Search 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Holiday Gift-Giver Match Up 
 

1. Swag Man = Australia 

2. Papai Noel = Brazil 

3. Father Christmas = British Isles 

4. Dun Che Lao Ren = China 

5. Svaty Mikalas = Czechoslovakia 

6. Julemanden = Denmark 

7. Pere Noel = France 

8. St. Nicholas = Greece 

9. La Befana = Italy 

10. Hoteiosho = Japan 

11. Sinterklaas = Netherlands 

12. Julebukk = Norway 

13. Babouschka = Russia 

14. Balthazar = Spain 

15. Santa Claus = Canada 

 
 

 

 

B    P    L    E     D    I    E    R   D   G    
C   O    T    E     F    R    L   T    E    I   
T    I     X    E     I    B    M   U   S    F    
U   N    A     I     N   B    C   W   L   T  
V    S    D   M    N   G    A   N   O    S 
T    E   W    E    S    G   O   G   K    L 
A    T    J    A    M   E    D   S    A   O 
M   T    L    A    T   O    T   A    S    R 
B    I     N    E    E    L   Y   E    Y    A 
A   A    Z     N    A   W  K   B    R    C 

 

 
 



Write your own review! 
 

A music critic’s job is to point out the strong and weak points in a performance. After 

you watch QSO’s performance of Holidays around the World you be the critic! Include 

your opinions of the music, guest musicians, the images, and overall experience….any 

aspect of the event that stood out to you as good or bad. 

 

 

 

 

(Headline) 

 

       by_________________________ 

        (Your Name) 

 

_______________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(draw a picture to run with your review and 

write a caption for it above) 

 

 
 

 

 



 
    

TEACHER COMMENT FORM 
 

1. Please comment on the Young People’s Concert your class attended. 

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. What aspects of the concert did the students respond most positively?  Why?  

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. What components, activities or resources included in the study guide were the most useful to you?  

What would you recommend to improve the study guide? 

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. How did you hear about the event? Was registering for the event easy or difficult? Was the 

Kupferberg Center helpful during the process?  

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

            _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. Prior to this performance, had your students had any exposure to orchestral music?____________ 

 

6. Do you have any other comments? __________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Thank you for your time.  Your comments will help us plan our future education programs. Please send all 

evaluation forms and other student responses such as letters and pictures to:  
                                                   
              Queens Symphony Orchestra 

c/o Queens College 

65-30 Kissena Blvd. 

Flushing, NY  11367 

(718) 570-0909     Fax:  (718) 570-0912 

education@queenssymphony.org 



 
STUDENT EVALUATION FORM 

 

 

NAME_____________________________________  AGE________________________ 
 

SCHOOL___________________________________ GRADE_____________________ 
 
I ATTENDED THE CONCERT ON ___________________________________________ 
 

MY FAVORITE PART OF THE CONCERT WAS: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MY FAVORITE MUSICAL INSTRUMENT IS: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WHEN I ATTENDED THE CONCERT I LEARNED: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We encourage letters and pictures from the students depicting their experience of the 
Young People’s Concert.  Please label then with name, grade, and school and send to 

QSO.  We look forward to hearing from everyone!!! 
 

Queens Symphony Orchestra 
c/o Queens College 
65-30 Kissena Blvd. 
Flushing, NY 11367 

(718) 570-0909   Fax: (718) 570-0912 
education@queenssymphony.org  


