
Summer Solstice:  Defined. By Rachel Gustin, MA, LMFT  

The word solstice is Latin for “sun – to stand still.”  The days lengthen and the sun rises higher 
and higher until it seems to stand still in the sky.  It is the longest day and the shortest night of 
the year.   Modern calendars refer to the Summer Solstice as the first day of summer, but 
according to the old folk calendars summer begins on May Day and ends on Lammas (Aug. 1) so 
the Summer Solstice is actually the halfway point between the two – so it’s sometimes called 
Midsummer. 

Civilizations have for centuries celebrated the first day of summer. Many celebrated with 
dancing and bonfires to help increase the sun’s energy.  The Chinese marked the day by honoring 
Li, the Chinese Goddess of Light.  We also honor Goddess Litha – a goddess of fertility, power 
and abundance.  These are the characteristics of the season.  Also reflects what’s going on within 
us, and with the land around us.  Ancient Pagans celebrated Midsummer with bonfires, when 
couples would leap through the flames, believing their crops would grow as high as the couples 
were able to jump.  

Midsummer was thought to be a time of magic, when spirits were said to appear. To thwart evil 
spirits, Pagans often wore protective garlands of herbs and flowers. One of the most powerful of 
them was a plant called 'chase-devil', which is known today as St. John's Wort and still used by 
modern herbalists as a mood stabilizer.  Five plants were thought to have special magical 
properties on Midsummer’s Eve – Rue, Roses, St. John’s Wort, Vervain (Verbena), and Trefoil.  
In Spain Midsummer’s Eve is called “the Night of the Verbena.”   

In Christianity, midsummer (or the solstice) is associated with the nativity of John the Baptist.  
Luke 1:26 and Luke 1:36 imply that John the Baptist was born six months earlier than Jesus.  
John the Baptist is considered the Saint of the Summer Solstice. 

With the native people in this country, they often did “Give-aways” or Potlatch during the 
summer festivals, where they gave away, shared, and distributed the surplus food to the village.  
This is where the term potluck comes from.  In the culture of native people, there was a high 
value placed on giving away any surplus food you have.  This was traditionally done during a 
festival around Summer Solstice.  This was how wealth was shown.  When the white man settled 
here and brought capitalism, the value changed and wealth became shown by keeping what you 
have.  We celebrate the old way by having a potluck.   

With regard to dress – in celebration of the warmth of summer celebrants most often wear short, 
tunic-style apparel.  I even read in one place that that as with longer gowns, tradition dictates that 
one should go “skyclad” and wear nothing underneath during the festivals (hinting back to the 
old joke, “What is worn underneath the Scottish kilt?”)  Skyclad – clad only by the sky.   
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