BULGARIAN CHRISTMAS TIME CELEBRATIONS

THE WINTER FEASTDAYS 


Since antiquity many traditions have helped people grow spiritually and to celebrate nature. In the Slavonic pagan calendar, Christmas represented the renewal of the sun. After the solstice it starts shining brighter and the days become longer. Bulgarian holidays evolved from those ancient customs..


Winter holiday festivities start with preparation for the Christmas holiday. In the Slavonic pagan calendar, Christmas represented the revival of the sun. Everything said or done during this time is related to fertility, rich harvest, well-being, happiness for the family, and health and fortune for every single member. The winter holiday festivities gave people something to do during the cold, dark times of the year. They created a way of  passing on wisdom and experience, cultural values and moral virtues from generation to generation.


Traditionally the New Year celebrations are more important than the Chirstmas ones.

BADNI VECHER / KRACHUN (CHRISTMAS EVE / SMALL CHRISTMAS) - December 24


The Christmas celebrations start on 24th December and continue until Stefanovden (St. Stephen’s Day), December 27th. All through these three days, according to Bulgarian national traditions, it is considered a serious sin if one works – it is time to celebrate the birth of God.


For most people the Small Christmas is a bigger holiday than Christmas day because that is the evening of Christ's birth. Children are the ones that enjoy it the most. Christmas Eve is the first censed evening. The most important traditions are the budnik, the table with ritual breads, the Christmas meals and the ritual singing of Christmas carols- koleduvane. 


Christmas Eve requires much preparation and effort. The women arise very early in the morning and spend the whole day preparing for the festivities. It is believed that if the Christmas Eve celebrations go well, and the traditions are observed, then the following year will go well. No work is done in the fields and everyone’s efforts become home-centered.  


The whole evening on Christmas Eve is dedicated to different predictions for future marriages, for health and well being.

BUDNIK


In the old days people used to place a thick log, called “budnik”, in their fire on the Christmas Eve. The budnik was an oak or a pear tree cut and brought home by a young man to keep the fire up throughout the night. Bringing it in the man asked: "Do you praise the young God?" The women answered: "We praise him, we praise him! Welcome!" The man added: "I am home and God is with me!" 


At one of the ends of the tree there was a hole, which was full of olive oil, wax and incense. That end was wrapped in a linen or cotton sheet and the budnik was put up by the fireplace. Meanwhile the women sang folk songs:

 "Oh, you tree, straight tree, 

     where have you grown so thin, 

     so thin and tall? 

     - I have grown up there, 

     on the mountain, on the hill, 

     by the fairy lake. 

     A dark-eyed shepherd cut me, 

     brought me here to sough me 

     by the fire place, by the table. 

     I am a tree, a golden tree, 

     a golden fertile tree. 

     I will grow tall up to the sky, 

     my branches will touch the ground, 

     my leaves will be like pearls, 

     my flowers will be like pure silver, 

     my vintage will be like gold. 

     The young God will come down to me, 

     He will give good gifts- 

     a pearl to the lass, 

     pure silver to the mother, 

     gold to the father, 

     gold- a house full 

     of children, of lambs, 

     of calves, of horses, 

     of kids, of pigs, 

     of light-winged bees, 

     of live, health and happiness… 

     Glorify the young God"  


The Budnik was the symbol of the never setting sun. From the tree that was cut for the budnik people made stakes for fencing the fields, to protect them from being robbed by tramps and magicians. 

RITUAL TABLE


One of the important elements of the Christmas celebration is the Christmas Eve table, lavishly laden with meatless dishes. For the Christmas eve table, each woman arranges a variety of dishes including dried plums, oshav (dried fruits boiled with sugar), walnuts, baked pumpkin, apples, honey, freshly baked bread, bean soup, cabbage or peppers stuffed with rice or boiled wheat, pumpkin pastry, garlic, walnuts, a bowl of boiled wheat with a candle in the middle of the plate, fruit, rite bread, cheese pastry, cabbage pastry, and more. The hosts seek to put on the table an item of everything they have produced during the year. 

Traditionally, in the old ways, there were odd number of meatless/vegetable dishes (five, seven or nine) on the table on Christmas Eve. The dinner started with the incensation of the whole house so that all evil spirits were chased away. A wooden plough was placed in the corner of the room right behind the door. 


At the Christmas Eve table, fortunes are told. To predict what the year is going to be, everyone cracks a walnut. If it is good and delicious, the year is going to be lucky, if the walnut is empty, you can expect a bad year. Predictions are also made for the weather in each month of the new year, the expected crops, each family member's health, and for the coming marriages of the girls.


The straw over which the festive table was laid was used during different rituals – on Gergiovden it was spread under the trees so they would produce more fruit. It was also ritually burned over the fields so that the wheat crop was protected from hailstorms. The women that were about to give birth layed over the straw so that their children were healthy. 

CHRISTMAS RITUAL BREADS


After the incensing of the table, and the uttering of the blessings and good wishes, it was time for the ritual breaking of the rite bread. There are three kinds of ritual breads: real Christmas breads (bogovitsa, kolak, svetets (saint), krustash, pogacha), breads made by hosts (gumno, kolak, kashara, cherkovnik, bachva, bojichnik, ralo) and Christmas breads (kravaj – writhed).


On Christmas eve there must be a freshly baked round bread with a coin inside to invoke prosperity for the family throughout the coming new year Traditonally the head of the family, usually the oldest member, or the oldest woman, cuts the homemade bread and hands a piece to everyone around the table. The first piece always goes to the house itself, the second to all of the livestock, and then a piece to everyone according to their age, in descending order.  There is usually with a blessing for health. 


The one who gets the coin hidden in the rite bread will be healthy and fortunate all through the coming year. In the old days, the first bite of the rite bread was saved. The maidens put it under their pillows so that they dreamed of the man they would marry. 

KOLEDARI / KOLADNITSI / KOLEDARE

Carol singers, or as they are called in Bulgarian “koledari”, start visiting the houses on Christmas Eve. On Ignazhden the men start dividing into groups of 10 to 15 people. They choose a leader who is experienced and accustomed to Christmas blessings and all the carol songs, which in some areas can be as many as 80 songs! 


This is the night when everyone prays for the best in the future. Before dinner only young boys are allowed to participate in the caroling. With cornel-tree sticks called “koledarki” and bags in their hands they knock around on people’s doors, singing “God was born”. They inform the hosts of the houses that the Koledari are comeing. The hostess welcomes them and gives them special ring-shaped buns, walnuts, piece of bacon or sausage.


The adult “koledari” start going around after dinner, sometimes as late as midnight. Participants in this ritual are only men – bachelors, fiancés and young just married men. They are called different names in different regions of the country, but the traditions are similar. They gather in groups of around ten people, one of which is the leader. 


The carol singers go around during night – so that “the Sun should never reach them when on the roads”. They sing “The House Song” – a song meant to praise the well-being of the house and all the children in there, as well as to bring health to everyone. The hosts give the carol singers some money, a Christmas bun, meat, beans, flour, wine, white cheese, and other goodies as well.


The Koledari wear traditional festive costumes with specially decorated caps. They walk around the town from midnight till morning. On their way they stop in front of the house doors and sing special ritual songs, utter prayers that vary in accordance with the different hosts and houses they visit. In general the songs and prayers have the sense of a ritual blessing for family happiness and rich yield on the farm. The first song usually starts with the words:

Welcome us!

We sing for you dear hosts!

We are kind guests visiting,

Kind guests, Koledari!


After the songs, the leader of the party who holds in his hands the gifts from the hosts utters a Christmas blessing: “Health from God, Merriment from us!”. The Koleduvane custom ends up with a festive treat. The provisions that remain are sold and the money are given to the poor or to the church, the school, the reading club. 

The Koleduvane custom in western Bulgaria and the villages in the Sofia region is quite different. The party of men includes an “old man” dressed in a fur coat turned inside out, decorated with small bells and a stick in his hand, who utters blessings, also an “old woman” dressed like a bride, a “donkey” that carries the presents, a bagpipe player and a singer, one of which is called “chetnik” and says a prayer. 


The old custom says that young men and boys should visit the houses dressed in traditional clothes or like shepherds singing "tropara" – a holiday hymn.

BADNI VECHER NAME DAY


This is the Name Day for everyone named Evgeni, Evgenia, Bisser, Bissera, Bistra, Bozhin, Bozhana, Bojin, Mladen. 

KOLEDA (CHRISTMAS DAY / THE 1ST DAY OF CHIRSTMAS / BIG CHRISTMAS) - December 25


Bulgarians celebrate Christmas for three days. Christmas, or Big Christmas, is one of the richest holiday in rituala, known in Bulgaria since pagan days. Even though Ignazhden is considered the beginning of the Christmas holidays Christmas is the most important of all and it coincides with the period of the winter solstice. The relation of the holiday to that turning point in nature determines the opulence of the festive ritualism and its place in the national calendar. Usually the festive complex that marks the beginning of the new solar year is abundant in divination and predictions about the future, magic rituals, protecting rites that provide fertility and family welfare. 

STANINIK


In the past, on the first day, after going to church, in the village square there was an auction for the buns baked by the girls. It was a matter of honor for a young man, who was in love with a girl, to buy off her bun from the staninik, no matter how much he had to pay. 

RITUAL DINNER


      After the long Christmas fasting people eat some of the Christmas offering after church – especially the pig.  The Christmas ritual dinner typically consists of roasted pork, freshly baked bread, meat pastry, milk pastry, roasted liver, dried meat with cheese, and roasted chicken.

RELATED CUSTOMS


Folk legends say that if you borrow salt on Christmas and don’t return it, you will have trouble with your eyes. If your ear aches on Christmas this is an indication that an angel has passed by you. And you have to make the sign of the cross three times and whatever you think of will come true. Children must not play with fire on Christmas for they will wet their bed the whole year. You must not count the stars on that night or your hands will be covered with warts. 


There are no special rites that characterize Christmas. Only the festive folklore dance is of ritual nature. During the 20th century the Bulgarians added to the Christmas ceremony another element, introduced by Western Europe, the Christmas tree which is connected to a number of ancient myths and legends and is now a symbol of the holiday. 

KOLEDA NAME DAYS

      The first day of Christmas is the name day of all whose name begins with "R" – Radka, Radko, Radostin, Radost, Russi, Rumen, Rumyana, Radomir. The ones who have a nameday are given gifts and bathed, people sing songs and play the horo dance. Name day for Christmas is a peculiar continuation of Christmas Eve, because it starts at midnight with the “Koleduvane” custom. 

(FEAST OF ST. JOSEPH / THE 2ND DAY OF CHIRSTMAS) - December 26

In the Orthodox Church, the Feast of Saint Joseph falls on the day after Christmas in honor of Saint Joseph, spouse of Mary and foster-father of Jesus. 
NAME DAY


The second day is the day of those who have the names of Hristo, Hristina, Yosif, David, Kolio, Christina.  

STEFANOVDEN (ST. STEPHEN’S DAY / THE 3RD DAY OF CHRISTMAS) - December 27 


This is the third day of Christnas and the last of the year for which people say that "encloses the circle". Families gahter on the table with meat meals on it, sing songs and have fun. In some parts of Bulgaria the young families visit their godfathers and parents. In other places the holidays of the mice start at that day and continue until Krustovden. The restrictions that are specific for the holiday Mrasnite dni (the Dirty days) are strongly observed.

RITUAL TABLE

     The ritual table for the 3rd day of Christmas includes pork and sauerkraut stew, intestines or meat pastry.

NAME DAY


The name Stephen means “crown”. This is the Name Day for Stefan, Stefanka, Stoil, Stoyan, Stoyanka, Stanimir, Stephen, Stoyo, Stoyka, Stoycho, Stoimen, Stoichko, Stanka, Tanya, Tanyo, Tsonko/a, Tsanko/a, Stanimir/a, Stamen, Zapryan/a; Ventsislav/a.  The ones who have a nameday are given gifts and bathed, people sing songs and play the horo dance. They dance for the last time in the square the “Christmas buenek”. 

MRASNI DNI / Poganni dni (i.e. “Dirty Days”) - December 25–January 6 


In some parts of the country these are also called “Karakondjo days” (Goblin Days). The folk myth tells the story that during these days the earth is visited by evil spirits – vampires, goblins and bugbears, who want to do evil to people. During this period people don’t arrange engagements, weddings, or commemoration ceremonies. They put a clove of garlic in the children’s clothes to protect them during these days.

