Holidays in Belarus
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Slonim, Belarus for Cultural festivals project by Lagos class, Nigeria
 We celebrate a lot of holidays religious and national:


Here is the whole calendar of the year cycle of holidays and special days. The main holidays are outlined in bold. Most of the traditional agricultural activity was tied up to particular days. The longterm weather forecasts were often made judging on the weather on particular day. Already the translations of the month names in Belarusian characterise the seasons:

Studzen' (January) - "Cold" month.
Liuty (February) - "Angry" month.
Sakavik (March) - "Juicy" month.
Krasavik (April) - "Beautiful" month.
Traven' (Maj) - "Grassy" month.
Cherven' (JUne) - "Red" month, which could also mean "beautiful".
Lipen' (July) - "Linden-Tree Blooming" month.
Zhniven' (August) - "Harvesting" month.
Verasen' (September) - "Verasok Blooming" month. Verasok is a local plant.
Kastrychnik (October) - "Fires" month. Peasants are burning leaves and grass.
Listapad (November) - "Leaves Fall" month.
Snezhan' (December) - "Snowy" month

	Date
	Name of the holiday
	Comments

	January 1
	New Year Eve
	-

	January 5
	Halodnaia kuccia (Kaliady)
	-

	January 6
	Vadohryshcha
	-

	January 18
	Apanas
	St. Apanas is a protector of cattle from frost. Middle of the winter in terms of food stored for cattle 

	January 24
	Aksinnia
	-

	February 2
	Hramnitsy
	-

	February 5
	Ahafia
	Sanctified food in church to protect house and cattle against fire.

	Saturday before "Miasapusnaia Niadzielia"
	Dziady (Fat Saturday)
	First commemorative Dziady

	Miasapusnaia Niadzielia
	Zapuski
	-

	Masliany Tydzen'
	Maslenitsa
	-

	February 11
	Aulas
	-

	Maslianaia Niadzielia
	Zapuski
	-

	Great Fast ( 7 weeks)
	-
	-

	March 1
	Audakeia
	-

	March 4 
	Ryhor
	On St. Ryhor Day winter is melting into a sea.

	March 9
	Saraki
	-

	Wednesday on 4th day of Great Fast.
	Hrestsy
	The type of weather on thuis day would show whether there will be wet or dry summer.

	March 1
	Aliaksiej
	-

	March 25
	Blahaveshchannie
	Verbny Tydzen' (Willow Week)

	Sunday on Verbny Tydzen'
	Verbnitsa
	-

	April 2
	Palikarp
	On St. Palikarp day peasants often begin to run out of bread and hunger starts.

	Thursday on the Vialikdny Tydzen' (Easter week)
	Chysty Chacver (Clean Thursday)
	The last day of Christ's life before crucifiction.

	Sunday on Easter week
	Vialikdzen' (Easter)
	The main religious holiday in Belarus

	April 11
	Antsip
	Is a saint of medicine men 

	April 15
	Andrej
	Time for sowing hemp

	April 16
	Iryna
	Sowing of cabbage.

	April 17
	Zasim
	Saint of bee-keepers

	Thursday after Easter
	Vialikdzen' Miortvyh (Easter of Dead)
	Relatives attend graves of dead in Palesse region

	Second Tuesday after Easter
	Radaunica
	Dziady celebration

	Following Wednesday
	Hradavaia serada (Hailing Wednesday)
	Any agricultural works are forbidden or else hail will destroy crops in the summer.

	April 23
	Yur'ia
	The greeting of spring

	April 24
	Aliaksiej
	Time to sow oats.

	April 25
	Mark
	If it rains on this day, then there will be no night frosts anymore.

	April 30
	Jakub
	First warm days.

	May 2
	Barys and Hlieb
	Sowing of summer wheat and rye.

	May 8
	Ivan Bahaslou
	Sowing of carrots, cucumbers, beats.

	May 9
	Mikola
	-

	May 15
	Pahom
	-

	5th Friday after yeaster 
	Hradabojnaia Piatnica
	Again no agricultural work is allowed to prevent hail.in the summer.

	May 21
	Alena
	Sowing of flux

	May 22
	Vasilisk
	First songs of nightingales.

	Thursday on the 6th week after Easter (40th day)
	Ushesce
	The protective majical ritual "Strala" was performed.

	Saturday on the 7th week.
	Traeckiia (siomushnyia) Dziady
	Another Dziady commemoration of dead.

	Following Sunday
	Siomooha (Troitsa - Trinity)
	-

	Following Thursday of traecki tydzen' (trinity week).
	Dzeviatnik, suhi chacver (Dry Thursday)
	Agricultural work is forbidden to prevent drought.

	Next after traecki tydzen'
	Rusal'ny tydzen' (mermaid week)
	Mermaids were believed to come out of water and hide in the wheat field. Then they would stop lonely travelers and tickle them to death.

	10th week after Easter
	Dzesiatooha
	In some regions people were afraid of thunder on this day.

	June 8
	Tador
	If there is a lot of dew on Tador morning - the hemp crops will be good.

	June 12
	Anoofryj
	-

	June 13
	Akoolina-hrachyshnitsa
	Sowing of buckwheat

	June 21
	Kupalle
	-

	June 24
	Ivan
	-

	June 29
	Piatro
	-

	June 30
	Symon i Iuada
	-

	July 1
	Kooz'ma i Dziam'ian
	First haymaking time

	July 8
	Kazan' God Mother
	-

	July 12
	Prokl
	Since St. Prokl Day there are strong morning dews. So it was important to dry the hay until Prokl.

	July 19
	Makryna
	If this day is rainy - the rest of the summer will be rainy.

	July 20
	Iliia
	-

	July 24
	Barys i Hlieb
	-

	July 25
	Hanna
	Stuck hay sheafs

	August 1
	Pershy Spas, makavej
	Sanctifying poppy field

	August 6
	Druhi (vialiki) Spas
	-

	August 15
	Pershaia Prechystaia
	Sanctifying of the wheat and rye fields.

	August 16
	Maly (treci) Spas
	Sowing winter wheat and rye.

	August 18
	Flor i Laur
	Cannot use horses on this day. In some places its a holiday of herdsmen.

	August 23
	Loopa
	-

	August 25
	Varfalamij (Bautramej)
	If you haven't started to sow on Spas, then you can start on this day.

	August 28
	Maisej (Moses)
	Protecting against alcoholism.

	August 29
	Ivan Halavasek
	-

	September 1-8
	Babina Leta (women's summer)
	A sort of equivalent of Indian Summer in US.

	September 1
	Symon
	Birds start leaving South

	September 6
	Tsooda (tsoody)
	One can not start fire on this day.

	September 8
	Dryhaia (malaia) prychystaia
	-

	September 14
	Uzvizhanne
	-

	September 26
	Ivan Bahaslou
	Secret marriage arrangements are begun on theseday by svaty (chosen match-makers)

	October 1
	Pakrovy
	-

	October 7
	Siarhej
	Beginning of winter

	October 18
	Luka
	A holiday of icon artists

	Saturday before Zmitrau Dzen'
	Dziady. Zmitrouka. Parent Saturday.
	Commemoration of dead relatives.

	October 26
	Zmicer
	The soil freezes solid.

	October 28
	Paraskeva Piatnica
	Crafts are forbidden (making textiles etc.)

	November 1
	Kooz'ma i Dziam'ian
	Good for a day of marriage. Threshing-time. Holiday of blacksmiths.

	November 7
	Tador
	-

	November 14
	Zapooski na Pilipauku
	Beginning of evening gatherings and doing home crafts.

	November 15
	Beginning of Pilipauka
	-

	November 21
	Uvodziny
	It was believed that the weather on this day determines the weather throughout the winter

	November 22
	Prakop
	The roads are covered by snow.

	November 24
	Kaciaryna
	-

	November 26
	Autumn Yury
	Unlocks jaws to wolfs and they start attacking cattle from this day.

	November 30
	Andrej
	-

	December 1
	Navoom
	Beginning of teaching to read for peasants children

	December 4
	Varvara
	Rivers get locked with ice.

	December 5
	Sava
	-

	December 6
	Winter Mikola
	Horses are kept indoors since this day.

	December 9
	Winter Hanna
	-

	December 24
	Great (fast) Kuccia
	Beginning of Kaliady

	December 25 - January 7
	Kaliady
	-

	December 2
	Sciapan
	-

	December 31
	Bahataia (fat) Kuccia.
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Pagan celebrations
Before 990 A.D. belarusians (several eastern slavic and baltic tribes, mostly Kryvichi and their branches, Jatviags, Lits) were pagans. They believed in the God of Sun - Yaryla, celebrated seasons of nature according to sun and moon calendar. The cycles of folk songs that were sang at these celebrations still exist. The main festivities are listed below.


"Spring Greeting"- is a cycle of celebrations designed to "awake' mother Earth from the winter sleep which was important for such agricultural people as belarusians. This cycle includes such holidays as "Maslenitsa", "Vialikdzen'" (Easter), "Yur'ya" and others.Each celebration is characterized by specific cycles of "vesnavyia" (spring) songs. The most ancient celebration is "Yur'ia". Yur'ia is in fact christianized name for pagan God-Sun - Yaryla. The typical ritual on Yur'ia (reflected in "yur'iauskiia" songs is calling for Yaryla (Yur'ya), the Sun-God, to bring out the keys and open his mothers (Earth, Nature) womb - to let out the grass, and flowers, and animals. As usual these holidays are also celebrated by specific ritual food - eggs (symbol of life in most of indo-european cultures), pancakes (circle is an important magical shape - it depicts sun).
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Kupalle (Solstace, June 21) - is the most loved and charished pagan holiday in contemporary Belarus. The tradition is very ancient. Under different names this holiday is celebrated by all peoples of indo-european group. During the summer Solstice, Yaryla (God-Sun) was reaching its biggest power. Kupalle - is a gedonistic summer celebration of the lands fertillity in the name of a female God - Kupala. It seems like she is considered a lunar Goddess by some pagan sources, although direct translation of the name is "She Who Bathes". Lately it was renamed into a christian celebration of a male saint - Ivan Kupala. There is a whole complex of traditional rituals, beliefs, love and agricultural magic. Supposedly in ancient times Kupalle was celebrated in the night from July 6 to July 7. During the day of July 6 young girls were going into the meadows to collect different   "kupal'skiia" (made on Kupalle) plants and remedies - corn flower, ferns, etc. It was considered that the plants gathered at this time have particular strengths for curing and magic. Part of these plants were used in food. Some plants were used for magical protection and the wreaths of these plants were put on the walls of the houses to protect against bad spirits. Some of the plants were used in the "kupal'skiia" wreaths which were weared on the head by young men and women durin Kupalle celebration. Here is more of the description of Kupalle celebration. 
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 The central part in Kupalle celebration was a fire. This fire was symbolizing life and Yaryla, and was expelling deathj. During the day young men would prepare the place to start ther fire. They would go around the village collecting old things - clothes, broken barrels - and would take them out to the chosen for festivity place. Usually it would be a meadow, a forest glade, a bank of a river. Guys would. Then later the youth would go around the village calling with their special Kupalle songs for the celebration. Special ritual food was cooked on the fire - fried eggs (egg symbolized both sun and life), kulaha (a sort of a puding made of wheat powder), vareniki (dumplings stuffed with berries - blueberries, cherries, raspberies). The oiled wooden wheel would be set on fire to symbolize sun. 
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Kupalle usually involves youth going into the forests and the meadows, wearing flower and grass garlands and wreaths on their heads (see this modern picture of Katia on Kupala night). There will be many rituals ofl purification practiced - jumping through the fire, bathing in the river or rolling in the grass dew. There would be a lot of dancing in karagods, competing in strength. A popular type of magic practiced on Kupalle night was fortune telling. The girls would put their wreaths on the water and let the river carry them. The one that would come to the bank or get entangled with another mean that there will be a marriage. Also it was believed that if you pick the leaf of plantain growing at the crossroads and put it under the pillow - you are verylikely to dream your future spouse on Kupalle night. One could burn a bunch of flux plants in Kupalle fire and chant:"Flux, give birth", to increase its crops.

It was believed once in a year on Kupalle night near the midnight the fern has a glowing flower - "Paparac'-kvetka". The lucky couple that would find it would live happily and would be able to foresee the future. It was believed that on Kupalle night rivers are glowing with a special light, trees can speak in the human language and even walk from place to place. It was believed that the Sunset on Kupalle night is special. The Sun sets down "playing" - dividing into concentric circles that expand and contract.

It was also believed that the witches could spoil things on this night. Different ways to protect yourself and your household were used. You could put garlands of special plants that have magical protective properties on the outside of your house. You can put into your rye burning coals from Kupalle fire. Of course the hands of working women were protected by red ornament on the sleves. Sometimes to be completely safe you have to drive all your cattle through the purifying Kupalle fire. The purifying power of Kupalle fire was so believed that people would dry out on it the shirts of the sick to cure them, or bring little children close to it to expell all bad spirits.

For those interested, you can watch a documentary "Night on Ivan Kupala" to learn more. 



Dzyady - prechristian celebration originating from the cult of ancestors. It is a ritual dinner (a sort of wake) for commemoration of the dead relatives. Usually "Dziady" is also called the day on which the ritual is performed and the same name is used for the commemorated dead persons. Dziady was celebrated during particular days 3-4 times a year (depends on the region). The main Dziady were "asianiny" - on the first Saturday preceeding St. Dzmitry day (October 26).Also Dziady were celebrated in early spring on "radaunitsa", "maslenitsa" and "siomuha". The special ritual food is cooked for Dziady dinner - "kyccia" (fine barley porridge with berries), "bliny" (pancakes), fried eggs, meat. According to the tradition part of the food and drink is left in a special plate and glass for the dead. At this day families are going to the graveyards to take care of the graves. Sometimes the have food by the grave. Then it is customary to pour some vodka on a grave. Unlike Haloween it's a light holiday of commemoration of dead. It does not involve any blood, fake teeth and other satanic stuff. 
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Kaliady (December 25 - January 7) - prechristian celebration of the end of year. It comes from Latin "Calendae", which is the name for the first day of each month. Another version of the origin of the word is the word "Kola" (the wheel) which is related tothe turn of the year. In the annual cycle of folk rituals and celebrations this holiday was the beginning. Later it was very nicely adopted for Christmas celebration by Orthodox and Catholic churches. Sine the Catholic Christmas is on December 25 and the Orthodox Christmas is on January 5 - Kaliady are now celebrated between these two dates. The ritual food was cooked for three ritual dinners: "posnaia viachera"(Engl.: fasting dinner) with no meat or fat in the beginning, "toustaia"(Engl.: fat) or "miasnaia" (Engl.: "meat") dinner with meat, eggs and sweets on New Year Eve and the last one - "halodnaia" (Engl.: hungry) or "vadzianaia" (Engl.: watery) at the end of Kaliady. During Kaliady there were a lot of fun going on. Folks would dress themselves as animals and fantastic beasts,  carry the sun and the goat's head on a stick and visit different houses  trick-or-treating. They would sing special Kaliady carrols in which the performers greet the house owners, wish them success and plentitude. The youth were playing games, perform in folk theatre plays for public, "skamarohs" would entertain the crowd, play jokes on people.



Mardi Gras, Carnival, Carnaval, Carnivale . . . that’s Maslenitsa by any other name. And if you haven’t heard of it, no one would blame you—it wasn’t celebrated much extent for 85 years in Russia. However, Maslenitsa is back in full force. Since 2002 it’s been officially organized by an advertising firm called Maxima, and is again becoming a mainstay of Minks's holiday calendar. 

Maslenitsa week began as a pagan ritual and has since been absorbed into the Eastern Orthodox religion. As it stands, Maslenitsa serves many purposes. Maslenitsa signals the exit of winter and heralds the coming of spring. As a part of pre-Lenten celebrations, it is also a pre-emptive strike to the upcoming fast. Because meat and dairy would traditionally be forbidden, Maslenitsa is the time for feasting (especially on pancakes). The name of the festival has its roots in the Russian word for butter, “maslo.” 

Maslenitsa (Russian: Ма́сленица), also known as Cheesefare Week, Butter Week, or Pancake week is a Belarusian religious and folk holiday. It is celebrated during the last week before Great Lent—that is, the seventh week before Pascha (Easter). Maslenitsa corresponds to the Western Christian Carnival, except that Orthodox Lent begins on a Monday instead of a Wednesday, and the Orthodox date of Easter can differ greatly from the Western Christian date. In 2008, Maslenitsa will be celebrated from March 2 to March 8.

Maslenitsa has a dual ancestry: pagan and Christian. In Slavic mythology, Maslenitsa is a sun festival, celebrating the imminent end of the winter.

On the Christian side, Maslenitsa is the last week before the onset of Great Lent. During Maslenitsa week, meat is already forbidden to Orthodox Christians, making it a myasopustnaya nedelya (Russian: мясопустная неделя, English "meat-empty week" or "meat-fast week"). 

The Maslenitsa Pancake 
Blini are Russian pancakes, and they are essential to the celebration of Maslenitsa. Said to symbolize the sun—being warm, round, and golden—they are an appropriate warning to the lingering cold weather. Blini are given to friends and family all through the week and are topped with caviar, mushrooms, jam, sour cream, and of course, lots of butter.

 During Lent, meat, fish, dairy products and eggs are forbidden. Furthermore, Lent also excludes parties, secular music, dancing and other distractions from the spiritual life. Thus, Maslenitsa represents the last chance to partake of dairy products and those social activities that are not appropriate during the more prayerful, sober and introspective Lenten season.

Maslenitsa also includes masquerades, snowball fights, sledding, riding on swings and plenty of sleigh rides. In some regions, each day of Maslenitsa had its traditional activity: one day for sleigh-riding, another for the sons-in-law to visit their parents-in-law, another day for visiting the godparents, etc. The mascot of the celebration is usually a brightly dressed straw effigy of Lady Maslenitsa, formerly known as Kostroma.

As the culmination of the celebration, on Sunday evening, Lady Maslenitsa is stripped of her finery and put to the flames of a bonfire. Any remaining blintzes are also thrown on the fire, and Lady Maslenitsa's ashes are buried in the snow (to "fertilize the crops").

Sunday of Forgiveness
The last day of Cheesefare Week is called "Forgiveness Sunday", indicating the desire for God's forgiveness that lies at the heart of Great Lent. At Vespers on Sunday evening, all the people ask forgiveness of one another, and thus Great Lent begins. Another name for Forgiveness Sunday is "Cheesefare Sunday," because for devout Orthodox Christians, it is the last day on which dairy products may be consumed until Pascha. Fish, wine, and olive oil will also be forbidden on most days of Great Lent. The day following Cheesefare Sunday is called Clean Monday, because everyone has confessed their sins, asked forgiveness, and begun Great Lent with a clean slate.

Modern Times
During Soviet times Maslenitsa, like all the other religious holidays, was officially not celebrated. However, it was widely observed in the families without its religious significance, just as an opportunity to prepare the pancakes with all sorts of fillings and coverings and to eat them with friends. After Perestroika the outdoor celebrations resumed, although they are seen by some as an artificial restoration of a dead tradition.

Many countries with a significant number of Russian immigrants consider Maslenitsa a suitable occasion to celebrate Russian culture, although the celebrations are usually reduced to one day and may not coincide with the exact date of the religious celebrations.

Fist Fighting 
Group fist fights are undertaken during the week of Maslenitsa. This may sound strange to Westerners, but it's all a part of the interesting absurdity of Maslenitsa. Fist fighting commemorates Russian military history, when soldiers supposedly fought each other in hand-to-hand combat, but this fist fighting is just in good fun!

Performing Bears 
Bears are still frequent sights in Minsk—unfortunately for the bears. In the past, bears and their tamers would perform at Maslenitsa, and both would be served large quantities of vodka. This ended in a wrestling match between tamer and bear, with the bear often gaining the upper hand.

Bonfires and Maslenitsa Personified 
Bonfires will be lit and a straw personification of Maslenitsa may be burned during the festivities in order to say farewell to winter. Sometimes a woman from the community will be chosen to dress as Maslenitsa. Tradition says that this woman should be cheerfully thrown in a snowbank in order to complete the welcome of spring.

Other Traditions Troika rides, sledding, theater, puppets, singing, and fireworks are all a part of the Maslenitsa celebrations. There is usually a "storming" of a snow fort. That these traditions are still alive today is a testament to Russians' long memory and preservation of their heritage. 

All in all, Maslenitsa is a good excuse to go out and have a good time, eat until you burst, and do something you wouldn't do any other time of the year. 

If you want to see Maslenitsa how it was during the beginning of the century, be sure to watch the movie "The Barber of Siberia," (Sibirskiy Tsirlyunik). The plot undergoes a wonderful twist during a raucous Maslenitsa celebration in Moscow. 



 Maslenitsa Tuesday by the Troitsa Lavra, painting by Boris Kustodiev, 1916 (private collection).





Maslenitsa, Boris Kustodiev, 1919 (Isaak Brodsky Museum, St. Petersburg).
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The Story of Easter

Easter is a time of springtime festivals. In Christian countries Easter is celebrated as the religious holiday commemorating the resurrection of Jesus Christ, the son of God. But the celebrations of Easter have many customs and legends that are pagan in origin and have nothing to do with Christianity.




Scholars, accepting the derivation proposed by the 8th-century English scholar St. Bede, believe the name Easter is thought to come from the Scandinavian "Ostra" and the Teutonic "Ostern" or "Eastre," both Goddesses of mythology signifying spring and fertility whose festival was celebrated on the day of the vernal equinox.

Traditions associated with the festival survive in the Easter rabbit, a symbol of fertility, and in colored Easter eggs, originally painted with bright colors to represent the sunlight of spring, and used in Easter-egg rolling contests or given as gifts.



            

                   




Russian Orthodox Easter Customs

Easter is the predominant springtime feast celebrated by the Russian Orthodox. For religious Russians, the entire Lenten Season, referred to as the Quadragesima, has a markedly different feel than normal, day-to-day life. Historically, all theatre and music performances were banned during Lent, as they were considered distraction from the Lenten proscription to reflect and repent. Today, these public restrictions have lessened, although many individuals still maintain a strict adherence to the requirements of Lent, including not eating meat, eggs or other animal products during the 40 day "fast". 

Holy week, beginning with Palm Sunday, is a time of great activity in Russian homes, including spring cleaning and baking Easter bread. On Holy Thursday, Russians paint their Easter eggs using their traditional method of boiling onion peels and scraps of silk together with the eggs. Painted eggs are a universal symbol of Easter, but in Russia they take on even greater significance. Russian Easter eggs are believed to possess magical powers-from protecting crops to warding off evil spirits. Many hide an Easter egg in the foundation of their home, believing that it will bring prosperity.
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Easter Eggs

Of all the symbols associated with Easter the egg, the symbol of fertility and new life, is the most identifiable. The customs and traditions of using eggs have been associated with Easter for centuries.

Originally Easter eggs were painted with bright colors to represent the sunlight of spring and were used in Easter-egg rolling contests or given as gifts. After they were colored and etched with various designs the eggs were exchanged by lovers and romantic admirers, much the same as valentines. In medieval time eggs were traditionally given at Easter to the servants. In Germany eggs were given to children along with other Easter gifts.

Different cultures have developed their own ways of decorating Easter eggs. Crimson eggs, to honor the blood of Christ, are exchanged in Greece. In parts of Germany and Austria green eggs are used on Maundy Thursday (Holy Thursday). Slavic peoples decorate their eggs in special patterns of gold and silver.

Austrian artists design patterns by fastening ferns and tiny plants around the eggs, which are then boiled. The plants are then removed revealing a striking white pattern. The Poles and Ukrainians decorate eggs with simple designs and colors. A number of eggs are made in the distinctive manner called pysanki (to design, to write).

Pysanki eggs are a masterpiece of skill and workmanship. Melted beeswax is applied to the fresh white egg. It is then dipped in successive baths of dye. After each dip wax is painted over the area where the preceding color is to remain. Eventually a complex pattern of lines and colors emerges into a work of art.

In Germany and other countries eggs used for cooking where not broken, but the contents were removed by piercing the end of each egg with a needle and blowing the contents into a bowl. The hollow eggs were dyed and hung from shrubs and trees during the Easter Week. The Armenians would decorate hollow eggs with pictures of Christ, the Virgin Mary, and other religious designs.



These are the popular holidays that have roots in pagan celebrations and stand out most. 

