BULGARIAN NEW YEAR CELEBERATIONS

VASILYOVDEN /VASSILEVDEN / SURVAKI (St. Vasil or Basil the Great Day / New Year’s Day)

St. Vassilij the Great (St.Basil) lived around 330-379. It was he who popularized the ideas of “active forgiveness” and “doing good deeds as an implementation of Christ’s concept of love and forgiveness”. 

Bulgarians celebrate the first day of the New Year, New Year’s Day and Vasilyovden, by a large number of traditional rituals and rites. The most popular and exciting is the "singing of the rings", the “survakane” and the cheese pastry with the "fortunes" inside.

This is a holiday characterized by the rich and many rituals. This is the day of the winter eqiunox, which makes it very convenient for various rituals and interpretations of omens. The rituals performed on this day are: preparation of a ritual table, sourvakane, masked and disguised company of people and laduvane.

Traditionally Bulgarians have a variety of ancient and symbolic customs associated with the New Year as a major component of their winter festivities. Of course these days many Bulgarians tend to celebrate more of a Western style Christmas, with decorated Christmas trees, especially in the big cities. However these activities are not part of the Bulgarian folk tradition and are relatively recent foreign imports.  In many Bulgarian villages the old customs and traditions survive, at least in one form or another. Many rural villages continue to hold onto traditional and are resistant to change to the "modern" ways.

Bulgarian winter traditions are ancient and full of symbols and secrets. It is evident that these customs were rooted in ancient religious beliefs. Around the Winter Solstice families gathered together because this was the time that the sun was born. According to these ancient beliefs, the sun wasn't strong enough to vanquish the darkness. The people developed songs, ceremonies, blessings and rituals to help the sun. The roots of the Bulgarian celebrations called the “Survakari” festivals and the “Survakane” are very old, far before Christianity. In ancient times the people in Bulgaria celebrated with a festival in honor of the Slavonic gold Surva. He was apparently similar to the Aryan Surya, the sun; god of heat, fertility & abundance. The ancient Bulgarians worshiped Surva, and consecrated New Years Day to this god, praying to him to bless their fields with fertility and send them happiness and prosperity.  This custom has remained in some areas, especially in Western Bulgaria, although it varies according to localities. The rituals are basically the same.

When the Soviets did away with private land ownership in the 1950s many traditional rural-oriented celebrations disappeared, but the Winter Solstice rituals remained as a symbol of the culture. Those who participated in these rituals were reportedly persecuted by the Soviets. The participants were labeled as “class enemies”. Old Bulgarians were reluctant to sing traditional songs associated with the New Year celebrations in front of “outsides”. Many were distrustful and resentful of others, so it has come to pass that some of the old songs and rituals have died with the elders, who were the only ones that remembered them.  Over time, new concepts were incorporated into the songs and traditions; especially because the songs were not written down, but passed on orally.

In modern times more of these rituals have been revived again in Bulgaria. Decades had passed while the traditional Bulgarian holiday system was changed in the name of Communism. Now much of the old ritual has lost its meaning and is regarded more as a cultural art form.
NEW YEAR'S EVE DINNER

The New Year's Eve dinner is the second Christmas dinner. On the eve of the feast the family gathers round the table, piled with all kinds of dishes - everything that the family had wished to have throughout the year. The mistress of the house should smoke four grains of incense over the ploughshare and by circular motions from left to right she smokes over the whole table, so that evil spirits should fly away. Then she turns three times the pan with the large pastry (“banitsa’).  

Traditionally on the table there are meat dishes, a flat cake, a pig's head, cheese pastry, dried fruit compote, wheat, walnuts, and honey. The pig's head is the second course of the meal. It is only on Vasil's day that pork is served and censed. This is not to be done on any other occasion. 

After dinner the leavings are gathered and thrown into the fire with the words : "Let it thrive: wine, wheat, silk, tobacoo etc." On the evening one may foretell the forth-coming fortunes during the New Year. This is usually done in front of the fireplace or by the table. If the walnuts are strong and big so will be the people of the family. If someone sneezes during the meal this is taken as a good omen and the first born animals for the year is named after the person who has sneezed. Cornel-tree nuts are to be broken and whose bud breaks and makes a bonnee then its omen will be healthy and quick all year long. In some villages the censed onions are cut into 12 rolls. Each roll is salted and then is named after each of the months of the year. These rolls are checked the next morning and if the salt on the roll has melted then the month after which the roll is named will be rainy. If the salt has not melted then the weather during this month will be cloudless and dry. After the table has been cleared the remains of the candle, the walnuts, the raw/uncooked wheat, the plough share and the dust from the previous Christmas dinner are carefully preserved.

NEW YEAR CAKE

The flat cake is a cheese banitsa. It is not decorated and it is put on the table while it is still warm. When the oldest member of the family censes the table, he/she raises the banitsa, breaks it into pieces and gives them to the others by order of their age. 

The cake contains a silver coin and fortune slips ("kusmets"). The luck-wishing pieces are made of small pieces of paper woven around cornel-tree buds. It is turned around three times and everyone is quick to take the piece in front of him or her in order to see the respective prediction for luck for the year to come. The rest of the pastry is kept "for Virgin Mary". The maidens and the young bachelors should not eat the first morsel of their piece and later put it under their pillow believing that whomever they see in their during the night, it is him or her that they will marry. 

SINGING OF THE RINGS

The night before New Year’s Day, the young single women are supposed to gather around a kettle filled with water and oats and a cornel-tree twig to which they attach their maiden rings by means of a red string. The next day, with songs and blessings, the ritual of taking the rings out of the kettle starts, as well as calling fortunes for each young woman – how lucky she would be and when she would get married.

SURVAKANE
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In modern times more of these rituals have been revived again in Bulgaria. Decades had passed while the traditional Bulgarian holiday system was changed in the name of Communism. Now much of the old ritual has lost its meaning and is regarded more as a cultural art form.

Bulgarians celebrate the first day of the New Year by a large number of traditional rituals. The most popular among them is the “sourvakane” - tapping the back of each member of the family by means of a specially decorated cornel-tree twig called "sourvaknitza" - for health and good luck.  Other names: “Sourvaki”, “Souroka”, “Vassilitza” or “Sourozdru”

Every child, under the age of 14, decorates his/her own sourvachki trying for beauty and originality.  School children do this starting in kindergarten.

Traditionally cornel cherry tree twigs are gathered to be decorated by the children. It is chosen for its sturdiness and because it is the first tree to bud and then blossom in the spring (although it is the last to ripen). Its branches and twigs grow in pairs on either side of the main stem and may be tied into a series of circles.  When a branch is placed in water its buds will soon open into yellow blossoms. Dogwood, mulberry, pear, hazel or tartar maple twigs are also used.  Any early blossoming tree twig, like pussy willow, could be substituted. It should be a branch with many buds, usually 2-3 feet long. 

The sourvachka (the twig) is differently decorated in the country's different regions. One common method of decoration is to first wind the stem and branches with different colored strips of paper or yarn.  Then loop the opposing branches back to the stem and tie in place in a series of circles. 

Next the twig is hung traditionally with natural materials and/or materials that are important to the region.  Decorations may include pierced small coins, berries, cloves of garlic, dried fruits (especially plums), popcorn strings (which symbolize the snow and good crops), bits of wool, miniature round buns and breads, metal rings, bows, paper strips, beans, chili peppers, pumpkin seeds, and colorful thread.

In mythology the cornel-tree stands for the live power of the good forces. On this day, people in masks, called "sourvakari"  (also "camilari", "babougeri", "startzi" and "djamali") visit peoples' homes and give blessings for health and fertility. 

Today this tradition is continued in the home and in school. All over the country children create interesting and beautiful Survaski, keeping alive the old traditions. Survaski are also sold in the streets of the cities. Those who do not buy wands may buy a few springs of cherry or dogwood which they leave to flower in a vase. The children in schools are taught New Year songs. These days in many places in Bulgaria this tradition has become similar to the way that Halloween is celebrated in the USA. It is a festival for children.

Traditional celebrations in the old way:  On the eve of the feast the family gathers round the table, piled with all kinds of dishes - everything that the family had wished to have throughout the year. The mistress of the house should smoke four grains of incense over the ploughshare and by circular motions from left to right she smokes over the whole table, so that evil spirits should fly away. Then she turns three times the pan with the large pastry (“banitsa’) in which she had put the silver coin and the luck-wishing pieces ("kusmets"), made of small pieces of paper woven around cornel-tree buds. Each member of the family is quick to take their piece in order to see the respective prediction for luck for the year to come. 

Next morning, very early, the little children with their sourvaki gather in groups of 3 or 4 and go around house to house. They tap lightly on the backs of the heads of house with their beautifully decorated twigs, wishing them health, long life, and good luck in the family and business matters. They sing New Year songs connected to the profession of the householder.  The youngest boy was traditionally taken into the house to stir up the colas in the hearth and sing a little verse wishing the household male children and female lambs. The children receive various gifts at every home they visit - usually dried fruit, pastries, or coins.

One of the blessings the children may say is this:

“Sourva, sourva, the year, merry and prosperous year!

Lots of wheat in the field, red apples in the orchard,

Gold coin in the cupboard, large grapes on the vine,

Hives full of honey, young chickens everywhere!

May you be alive and healthy this year and forever!"

The traditional concept and the ritual function of the New Year “sourvachka” cornel twigs has always been connected to mythological culture - the myth presents the sourva-twig as a form of the “Tree of the World”, and the “sourvakari” boys as the mediators between the different worlds that predetermine future prosperity. 

After the sourva ritual, toward evening, the houses are visited by young men, disguised in a “camel” or “djamalo” – their function is to wish health and fertility to the hosts during the coming year. The man who defines the directions the “djamalo” takes pronounces the following blessing:

“May there be joy and prosperity where the djamalo sets its foot!

May people be as strong as my mace!

May children be as many as the bees in the hive! “

Then the djamalo “dies” symbolically, so that evil in the house also dies, and “comes to life” again, symbolizing nature waking up again to give more prosperity to people. In return for their vivid performance – a true verbal and imitative magic, the young men receive food, money and a good treat.

NAME DAY


On this day everyone named Vasil, or similarly, celebrate their name. 
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