
The Traditions and Origins of Twelfth Night 
 
 

Jan. 6, the “twelfth day of Christmas,” is celebrated as the Feast of the 

Epiphany, the day that the three wise men came to honor the birth of Jesus; 

it is also associated with the baptism of Jesus, and the turning of water into 

wine at the wedding at Cana. It was the original Christmas Day according to 

the Julian calendar, and is generally the date that Christmas is celebrated in the 

Orthodox traditions. During the Middle Ages, Epiphany was a more 

important holiday than Christmas. 
 

 

As with most Christian holidays, Epiphany piggybacked on pagan ones, in this 

case the Roman holiday of Saturnalia, which was characterized by 

merrymaking, gift-giving, and social topsy-turvyness (servants were masters 

for the day); the Egyptian festival of Aion, which celebrated turning water into 

wine; and the Nordic holiday of Yule. 
 

 

Western traditions include electing a “lord of misrule” or “king for the day” 

(generally, whomever found a bean representing the baby Jesus baked into a 

cake), burning the Yule log, wassail, singing, eating and drinking highly spiced 

fare (representing the spices brought by the three kings) such as mulled wine, 

fruit cake, or gingerbread, and eating various types of cakes. In addition, plays 

and pantomimes are often performed; Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night was written 

for the Christmastide season.   

 

In Spanish-speaking countries, Epiphany is called “Three Kings Day,” and in 

addition to eating cakes (some with a figure of the baby Jesus baked inside), 

children put their shoes out to receive gifts and leave out offerings of milk, 

fruit, water, and grass to welcome the kings and their camels. There are often 

processions featuring the kings on camelback.  

 

Eastern Epiphany traditions are often focused around water (recalling the 

baptism of Jesus), either blessing it or retrieving a crucifix from icy waters. In 

all cases, Epiphany and Twelfth Night revolve around the life, not just the 

birth, of Jesus. 
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