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food & drink

The feast of 
Christmas
Christmas in Spain is not just a big dinner 
but a two-week binge
Katie Goldstein loosens her belt

and it’s filled with many family gatherings 
with the requisite overeating. But it’s 
completely permissible at this time of year, so 
you’d do best to enjoy it. After January 6 you 
can start watching what you eat again.

Christmas (Navidad)
In Spanish homes the biggest and most 
important meal of Christmas falls on 
Nochebuena, or Christmas Eve, which is 
generally celebrated with the whole family. 
The menu varies from home to home and 
in the different regions, but seafood (in the 
form of king prawns, langostinos, or shellfish) 
is ubiquitous, as is a hearty meat dish, which 
commonly is lamb (cordero) but in some 
homes is a stuffed turkey or a suckling pig. 
Fish may be eaten instead of meat; besugo 
(red bream), cooked in the oven is one of the 
traditional dishes.

“The menu varies but 
seafood is ubiquitous, as is 
a hearty meat dish such as 
lamb or turkey, or else fish, 
such as red bream”

The Christmas Eve meal consists of four or 
five courses usually accompanied by copious 
amounts of wine—perhaps a good Rioja or 
other red. The meal begins with canapés and 
high-quality jamón, which are eaten as finger 
foods. Then the seafood appears, frequently in 
the form of king prawns, but really anything, 
from young eels (angulas) to octopus (pulpo), 
goes. There might be a clear soup at this 
point also, or a cooked vegetable dish like red 
cabbage (lombarda) or artichokes (alcachofas). 
But don’t get too full, the meal has only just 
begun; the roast lamb (cordero) or turkey is 
up next. When you’ve finished your succulent 
piece of meat, it’s time for dessert. This might 
be fruit-based, like peras al vino (pears in wine) 
or macedonia (fruit salad), or it might be a 
special bizcocho (cake) or flan. And after the 
table is cleared away, someone will surely bring 
out the tray of dulces Navideños (Christmas 
sweets): turrón (slabs of almond nougat), 
mantecados and polvorones (biscuits made 
with lard), and marzipan (mazapán). You 
can wash it all down with a glass of cava (the 
Spanish sparkling wine equivalent to French 
Champagne) when the time comes to brindar 
(toast).
On Christmas Day, the family will most likely 

The season of excess is upon us, fa la la la la, 
la la la la. The Spanish Christmas, like many 
Christmases around the world, is a time to be 
with family, to exchange gifts, and, perhaps 
most importantly, to eat and drink to your 
heart’s content.

Now what exactly to eat? Chances are you’ll 
spend the whole month of December (and 
the beginning of January) consuming much 
more than usual. In supermarkets, Christmas 
sweets displays take centre stage, filled with 
boxes of bombones, myriad varieties of turrón, 
mantecados, polvorones and the like, as well 
as nuts and dried fruit. Bottles of cava and 
sidra dominate the alcoholic section of the 
supermarket, and wine is bought by the 
trolley-load. Christmas in Spain lasts nearly 
two weeks: from Nochebuena (Christmas Eve, 
December 24) to Reyes (Epiphany, January 6), 
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eat leftovers from the previous night’s meal. 
In Catalunya, however, this is when the big 
meal takes place. It traditionally consists of 
escudella, a stew served in three parts: the first a 
broth with noodles, followed by a tray of meat 
cooked in the broth, and then the vegetables—
chickpeas, cabbage, and potatoes. After the 
escudella you might have some sort of poultry 
dish, which would be followed by the dessert 
traditions mentioned above and a bottle of 
sweet wine, such as moscatel. The Catalans, 
then, eat their leftovers on the 26th, or Sant 
Esteve, when they use the uneaten meat as the 
filling for canelons, or stuffed rolls of pasta, 
which are served with béchamel sauce.

New year (Año Nuevo)
When the clock strikes midnight across 
Spain on New Year’s Eve, you’ll find Spanish 
households filled with people stuffing grapes 
into their mouths. The tradition is to eat a 
grape with each of the 12 strokes of midnight 
for a prosperous new year. If you haven’t 
swallowed the 12 grapes by the time the 
clock has struck 12, well, your year may not 
be so prosperous. The tradition is great fun, 
but beware that most Spanish grapes have 
seeds, making this feat even trickier. In recent 
years, though, tiny cans of special “New Year’s 
grapes”—seeded and peeled so as to ease their 
entry—have started appearing on supermarket 
shelves. Once you’ve downed your grapes, grab 

a glass of cava or sidra to toast with everyone 
before going out for the night to celebrate. The 
traditional nightcap on New Year’s is the very 
non-alcoholic chocolate con churros, which are 
either eaten in a bar or prepared at home.
Mind you that before the grapes and what 

follows, you’ll have consumed another meal 
of great proportions. In many homes it’s quite 
similar to that of Christmas Eve, complete 
with king prawns and a hearty meat or fish 
dish. On New Year’s Day, you can recover from 
that resaca (hangover) with another great meal. 

Different types of cocido stews are 
typical around the country on 
this day and, like the escudella, 
usually consist of a broth with 
noodles, and then plates of meat 
and hearty vegetables cooked in 
the broth. 

Three Kings Day 
(Día de los Reyes)

The traditional day to give 
gifts in Spain has always been 
Reyes, celebrated on Epiphany. 
Nowadays, some families opt 
to give all or some gifts on 
Christmas Eve as gift-giving on 
Reyes, falling at the end of the 
lengthy holidays, means that 

children receive their toys just before going 
back to school rather than at the beginning 
of the school holidays. Either way, on the 
evening of January 5 the Three Kings ride 
in on camels and bring children their gifts 
at home. The regal figure gives rise to the 

following day’s culinary delight: the roscón de 
Reyes, a ring-shaped cake topped with candied 
fruit and sometimes filled with cream, which 
resembles a crown. As you sit eating this cake 
for breakfast or for the mid-afternoon snack 
with a cup of thick chocolate or a good café con 
leche, you’ll probably be happy Christmas has 
lasted this long

A note about Christmas 
drinks

Cava is, without a doubt, the Christmas 
beverage par excellence. The sparkling wine 
hails from Catalunya, where it is produced in 
the same way as French Champagne. You can 
find it in a range of tastes, from brut (dry) to 
semi-seco (medium) and sweet. Freixenet is the 
largest producer of cava and turns out quite 
good value wines, especially the Gran Cordón 
Negro, distinguished by its black bottle and 
perfect for a party. However, it is worth 
seeking advice on some of the many smaller 
bodegas that produce excellent but inexpensive 
cava. Sidra, another bubbly beverage, is also a 
favorite at this time of year.

The Asturian El Gaitero is preferred by
many and is a good option for those who
don’t like cava or prefer a different taste to 
their bubbles.


