BULGARIAN EASTER HOLIDAYS, ANCIENT TRADITIONS, AND CHURCH CELEBRATIONS

All of these Lent and Easter related holidays are "movable dates".  They depend on the cycle of the Easter holidays. Some of the listed traditions are old and only celebrated in isolated rural areas. In modern times, many of these customs have even died out.

Eastern Orthodox churches use the Julian calendar to calculate their Easter holiday, while Western churches use the Gregorian calendar or a revised Julian calendar. The Bulgaria celebration has to be after the Passover; that's why it is calculated differently.

GOLIAMA ZADOUSHNITSA (Great All Souls Day) - usually the Saturday before Mesni Zagovezni or St. Spas' day, St. Dimitar's day or St. Michael's day. In some regions that day is celebrated on Christmas, St. Todor's day, St. George's day or Virgin Mary's day.

On this day there is a mass and a memorial service is held in memory of the dead. Cheese, eggs and wheat are served. The souls of relatives that have passed away are honored. According to the tradition the relatives of the deceased visit their graves, pour wine and incense on them. Afterwards they treat the people that are present with boiled wheat and food and they say "May God forgives them". 

MESNI ZAGOVEZNI (Meat Fasting Day / Meat Shrovetide) - The second Sunday before lent, 8 weeks before Easter 

This is the last day until Easter when meat dishes are served, so the festive table contains only meat dishes. Traditional dishes for this day are pork meat, chicken, cheese pastry (banitsa). Feasts and games are organized all week long until the first Sunday before lent because after this day they are strictly forbidden. In the week following the Mesni Zagovezni Day people are allowed to eat dairy products: cheese, butter and eggs. This is the last week in which the young people can go to the village square, sing and dance the horo. 

SIRNI ZAGOVEZNI (Shrove Sunday / Cheese Fasting) - the first Sunday before lent, 7 weeks before Easter

According to the official church canon the period of the Easter fast continues for seven weeks. Bulgarians call the first week of the fast "sirnica", "sirni pokladi" or "proshka" (forgiveness), because the Orthodox religion allows the consumption of butter, cheese and eggs. 

The Sirni Sunday is rich with rituals. Before lunchtime the newly married visit their elder relatives. They kiss their hand and ask forgiveness, because in the evening when they sit on the table they should have reconciled and taken forgiveness from their relatives. In the evening the whole household gathers around the table. The festive dinner has the character of a ritual. The table traditionally includes the rite bread, fish, cheese & egg pastry, cheese pumpkin, milk, and white khalva with nuts.

The youngest members of the family are eager for start of the traditional "hamkane" or "lamkane". They sit on the floor, making a circle. The grandmother ties a piece of the khalva, a piece of cheese, a boiled egg, or a piece of coal with a red woolen thread. She ties the other end of the thread to the ceiling beam or to her staff. Then she swings the khalva around the sitting children who keep their hands behind their backs. Each of the children tries to bite the swinging tidbit with their mouth, which turns the ritual into a game. Then the grandmother sets the thread on fire and by the way it burns she predicts if the year to come will be fertile. The ashes from the burnt woolen thread are kept as a remedy. After dinner the men go out into the yard and shoot with rifles announcing the beginning of the Great fast. 

KURKOVNICI / ORATNICI / URBALKI / OIDELELII / OLELII - on Sirni Zagovezni

The Koukeri ritual at Sirni Zagovezni is a very important tradition. It is one of big bonfires and the jumping over them. The main participants are the bachelors and the elder boys. During the whole "sirna week" they gather branches and corn leaves which they carry to the high places outside the village. They pile the branches and the leaves around a high pike and they put the head of a rooster that has been slaughtered during the Mesni Zagovezni on top of the pike. The young people from different neighborhoods compete with each other and try to make the highest piles. In the evening of the Sirna Sunday they set the bonfires on fire. 

Right from the very dawn, a Koukeri band starts its walk around everybody’s home.  By means of various symbolic and ritual-magic actions, they are wishing health, land fertility and prosperity to the hosts. In Strandja the young men carry big wicker baskets with burning straw in them on pikes. That is why the tradition is also known as "Pali kosh" (burn the basket). In advance of the day the men make special kinds of arrows made of hazel and cornel trees. The arrows are called "chavgi", "chilki", "pernici" or "susamnici". They are shot away with the help of a split hazel tree "mashalgan". The arrows are set on fire and directed by the men to the home of the women that they love. 

The bachelors and the boys jump over the fire and play around it until the morning comes. This is done to protect the house from fleas, the summer from rain and for a fertile year. In the evening when the bonfires are burning everyone goes out to the square for the last boys-and-girls horo. To make the crops grow tall, the horo is wild and bouncy. Horos are not allowed again until Easter, not during the Great fast.

At Shrove Sunday, the spirit gets purged by the forgiveness given and asked for, the body gets stronger if the person manages to jump over the fire, and the nature sends away evil forces by the ringing of the Koukeri bells. The dance of those masked men brings blessing and land fertility. 

ZAGOVEZNI (Great Lent) - for the 7 weeks before Easter

The Great Lent always begins on Clean Monday, the seventh Monday before Easter, lasts for 40 days, and ends on the Friday before Palm Sunday. Lent is a season of soul-searching and repentance. It is a season for reflection and taking stock. Lent originated in the very earliest days of the Church as a preparatory time for Easter, when the faithful rededicated themselves and when converts were instructed in the faith and prepared for baptism. By observing the forty days of Lent, the individual Christian imitates Jesus’ withdrawal into the wilderness for forty days. Lent has been observed in the church since apostolic times.

For centuries Bulgarians have established the required eating schedule throughout the year. The strict observation of the Fast is supported by a cycle of rituals and rules. "Starting fast" is a whole series of practices introducing man into a system of restrictions, and "breaking fast" is a return to the world of chaos and various temptations. 

Many older Bulgarians still follow the custom of fasting, but among younger generations it is fairly uncommon. Fasting in the folk mythology has its origin in the belief in the rhythmic change of chaos and order. From an aesthetic and biological point of view, fasting is connected to the rituals of seasonal transition and bringing biological processes of man in harmony with those of nature. Temporary abstinence from certain kinds of food or activities during fixed periods of time is a way of purification and attainment of spiritual and physical perfection. 

The Great Lent is the longest fast. It ends on Easter. The second longest fast is the Christmas fast – 40 days. There is two-week fasting before the feast days of some saints - e.g. Virgin Mary, St Peter, etc.

TODOROVDEN / TIDPROTSA (St. Theodore’s Day / Horse Easter) - First Saturday of the Easter Lent

The ancient roots of this folk festival lie in Thracian mythology. The horse is a sun symbol, while the horseman is known in the Bulgarian lands through the cult of the Thracian Horseman.

On this day the well-being of the horses is traditionally celebrated. Before sunrise the newly married women would make a ritual Theodore's round loaf of bread decorated with a dough-modeled image of a horse's head or a horseshoe. 

These are shaped and decorated with walnuts, garlic gloves and salt. Each woman gives away those breads while jumping, running, and generally imitating the movements and the neighing of the horses. Every woman tries not to be in the rear. Pieces of the ritual breads are put in the horses' food as well. Giving away boiled corn is said to bring health to the horses. Early in the morning of Todorovden the mothers give a bath to their children to protect them from getting ill. 

In the Rhodope Mountain area the ritual bekane (bleating) was popular. After the church service the hostess gave every member of the family a bite of the peas she had soaked in hot water the previous day. She would throw a handful of peas up to the ceiling for everyone and for the cattle as well. The girls thread rosaries of peas or gram soaked in water. They decorate them with silk threads and give them to the boys they have chosen for future husbands who, on their behalf, give different presents back.

Very early on Todor’s Day the mothers bathe their children so that they are healthy. At noon horse racings are organized. The whole village participates, and the riders are all boys or young men. The men clean their horses, adorn their reins with colorful beads, then put their new shirts on and take the horses out for the race. The winner in the race is awarded – the horse receives new reins and its owner a new shirt or towel. Then the rider mounts his horse again and visits all houses in the village to greet the hosts for the holiday. He is received with joy and his horse is offered water. A kerchief is tied around the neck of the winner-horse. 

Before the horse race all women wash their hair with water mixed with straw from the horses’ mangers. They throw the already used water in the street, behind the horses so that their hair is long and strong as the horse’s mane. In other parts of Bulgaria, after the races, the girls would expect the first rain to come and they wash their hair using the rainwater gathered in the horseshoe footmarks - so that their hair would grow long and flexible as the horse mane is. 

The ritual table for this holiday traditionally includes rite bread, lentils, and mushroom soup.

This is the Nameday of everyone named Todor, Todorka, Teodor/a, Theo, Dora. The feast has no fixed date - it depends on the date Easter is celebrated in the respective year. 

KUSHIJA - on Todorovden

These rituals involve young women in the first year of their marriage and young unmarried women. 

In the western part of Bulgaria the woman, festively dressed in her wedding gown, goes to the church on Friday. Her mother-in-law accompanies her and carries a baking-dish with boiled corn and a special kind of ring-shaped bread or cake in it. The brides stay outside and the mothers-in-law go inside where the priest blesses what has been brought. On their way back the mothers-in-law and the other women kick the brides. The corn that has been brought back home is spread over the gardens to be sowed and to grow. In other regions there are other rituals designed to bring health and fertility. 

Before sunrise on Todorovden the woman makes rite bread in the shape of a horse or a horseshoe and decorates them with walnuts, garlic and salt. Every housewife visits her neighbors and gives them from the bread she has baked and while she does so she hops runs and imitates the movements and whinnying of the horses. Her ambition is to be first. Pieces from the rite bread are mixed with the food of the horses. 

LAZAROVDEN (St. Lazarus’ Day) - The last Saturday before Easter. 

This is a feast dedicated to youth and fertility - young girls, pastures, fields and woods. There are two main elements of the holiday - the tradition called lazaruvane and the rituals for the dead. 

This is the Nameday for everyone named Lazar, Lazo, Lazarina, Lara. 

LAZARUVANE - on Lazarovden

Young women take part in the lazaruvane. They start preparing before the fast starts and make groups of about 10 girls, according to their age. There are singers in the groups and one of the girls carries an egg-basket. The only gifts that the girls get are white eggs. On Saturday afternoon and on Sunday before noon the girls go around the village, enter in every house and sing songs to each family member. There is a different song for the young woman, the young man, the girl, the child, the host, the shepherd, the ploughman, etc.

A girl that does not take part in the lazaruvane cannot get married. Lazarovden is an event in the life of every young girl, because then she could demonstrate to her village community the fact of her becoming a grown-up maiden.

There is a woman in each village that all the people admit to be the most beautiful one. This is where the girls gather. They sing a special song to her, in which there is a dialogue between a girl named Rada and her first love. The lad wants her to come out of the house so he could see her slim figure, her white-skinned face and her black eyes. Rada answers that if he has seen a poplar tree, fresh cream and black cherries he would know how her figure, skin and eyes look like. Then they start going around the village singing and dancing their special "Lazar Day" tunes. The songs sung on the Lazar Day praise the beauty of the maiden and her beloved one, the industry of the farmer, the purity of maternal love, and they are associated with wishes for happiness and prosperity.

On Sunday the elder girls go around the pubs and the shops, to the horo and they sing songs to the people there, who are usually men. When the lazaruvane ends the girls share the gifts they have received.

VRUBNICA (Rituals for the Dead) - on Lazarovden

The rituals for the dead are carried out mostly in the northwest parts of Bulgaria. It is believed that on Vrubnica all the dead people come out of their graves and expect their relatives to bring them something. That is why there is a ritual called Lazarska dushnica on Saturday, when everyone gives away food and say that it is for the dead. The women prepare ritual breads with no oil in it and boil wheat. At the evening of the same day the women take bread, the wheat and a bottle of wine and go to the cemetery. They also bring along a censer with incense chars. They cense the grave and pour wine on it. 

TSVETNITSA-VRUBNITSA (Palm Sunday / Flowers Day) - Sunday before Easter

Tsvetnitsa-Vrubnitsa is a big church holiday, one of the biggest Bulgarian holidays. It is rich in a variety of customs and songs. This is the holiday of the fields, meadows and forests. Being one of the most beautiful spring holidays it celebrates the day of the entrance of Jesus Christ into Jerusalem, when he was welcomed with palms and olive branches. 

Ever since pagan times, the Slavs believed that willow had the feature to protect people from evil black magic and help people, animals and crops escape diseases and natural disaster. Everybody goes to an official service where they take a young willow twig to get it sanctified by the priest. They then and get the twigs sanctified by the priest. Then people put them on the gates of their houses.

If anyone from the family goes ill they set that willow branch on fire and cense the ill man with it. If any of the children has become a victim of an evil eye they put the willow branch in water and wash the eyes of the child with that water. They also put willow branches on their head and waist to prevent themselves from pain in those areas. 

On the Sunday after Lazaritsa, the maids that had danced as lazarki would gather and go to the river. They would tie their rings with red threads and drop them into a vessel full of “silent water”. The girl that was having a Nameday was the hostess of that gathering. She would take the rings out, with her eyes blindfolded, and predict who the husband of the girl whose ring has been just taken out would be. They would pick blossoming willow twigs and twine them into wreaths. That's how the present-day tradition of buying willow twigs and have them blessed at the church was born. It is still a common practice to fix willow twigs on the front door to ensure the good health and vigor of the family. On Tsvetnitsa people go to church carrying flowers and this particular custom has given the name of the festival.

This is the Nameday of everyone named after a flower, bush or tree (Tsvetelina, Lilia, Yavor, Yassen, Roza, Iglika, Violeta, Varban, Latinka, Temenuga, Karamfila, Zdravko, Kamelia etc). 

KUMICHENE - on Vrubnitsa

The young women that have taken part in the Lazaruvane (who have been ‘lazarki') gather in one place and proceed together to the nearest river because the komichene takes place only by the river. A doll (a kind of ritual bread) or a wreath made of willow tree is used for the kumichene. Each girl takes the doll, the kravai or the kolak (all ritual breads) wrapped in a clean cloth and goes to the river. They choose a place where the water runs calmly. Each girl cuts a small piece of the bread with a small knife and floats it to the surface of the water. 

The girl whose piece is farthest becomes kumitsa. She invites everybody to her house where they all sit down to table on which traditional bread, hominy and mashed nettle are served. Groups of young girls, wearing the traditional national costumes, carry hand baskets to collect eggs as gifts. 

The ritual can also be carried out with a willow wreath. When the ritual ends the lasses have their kumitsa and are not afraid that a dragon may take them. In the evening on Vrubnitsa the lazarsko horo is played for the last time. This is the first horo played in circle after the Easter fast.      

Holy Week / Great Week / Passion Week

Holy Week is the last week of Lent, the week immediately preceding Easter Sunday. It is observed in many Christian churches as a time to commemorate and enact the death of Jesus through various observances and services of worship.

VELIKI CHETVORTUK (Great and Holy Thursday / Maunday Thursday) - The Thursday before Easter

On the Great Thursday the eldest women get to paint the eggs. The first one is always painted in red (vapsuvat). The cheeks of the children are rubbed with it for the children to be healthy and red-cheeked. It is believed that the red Easter egg has curing powers, that it can eradicate spells and you can harp with its help. One of the eggs is left in front of the icon and stays day for the rest of the year. The Easter eggs or "perashki" as they call them in the Western parts of Bulgaria can be eaten till Spasovden.

The painting of the eggs is done by the hostess of the house and until the red paint finishes she has to be alone in the room. On this day the lasses write on the eggs. The native folklore songs tell us stories about the written eggs. The lass or the bride has put her heart and feelings as well as her craftsmanship in each pattern of the written egg. A lot of the meanders and the writhes symbolize joy, love, respect, health, etc. While writing on the egg the girl sings songs about the tender and true love that she feels to her husband or husband-to-be. There are specific instruments used for the writing on the eggs - "kezapa", "vitriola", a feather from an eagle. The feathers are dipped in melted wax and the women write on the eggs before they put them in the paint. The areas covered with wax remain uncolored and that is how the written egg is made.

This day is celebrated as a protection from the hail and that is why women do not work and men do not reap. The same restrictions go for the next six Thursdays (until Spasovden).

The bright red colored egg is the symbol of Easter (or Pascha) for the Orthodox Christians all over the world. Nowadays other colors are used as well (not for political reasons only). People take one of their red eggs to church for the service of the 12 Passion Gospels. After the service they bury the egg in the vineyard so that God keeps them from hailstorms (gradushka) and to give them a good harvest (bereket). They were buried in fields to prevent hail, and their shells were fed to livestock and glued to the ceilings and walls of the house for protection. People who died on Easter were buried with red eggs, and those who suffered from boils were given red eggs to rub on their skin. Children’s faces were touched with eggs in order to ensure future prosperity. People believed that a Holy Thursday egg would last that way all year.

Historically, it was the tradition in Bulgaria to give Turkish neighbors eggs and bread. One or two days before Easter each Christian family would send presents to their Turkish friends: a loaf of bread and 10-15 red eggs. The Turks were honored by the gifts. The person who delivered, usually received a little money in thanks. In Bulgarian houses, hostesses would present every guest on Easter with an egg. Today, adults are left out of this Bulgarian custom and it is the children who are given eggs on Easter.

Each dye is mixed in a separate, new pot. The first egg to color should be red. It is placed next to the home icon. In the past, women used natural pigments - infusions of walnut tree leaves, onion peelings (to dye yellow), blueberries (to dye purple), infusion of fir-cones (to dye beige), boiled beet (to dye red), corn-flower (to dye blue). Eggs are also decorated using various streaking techniques.

RECIPE TO COLOR EASTER EGGS

Recipe Author: Galia 

This give a step by step guide on how to dye eggs for Easter weekend done in true Bulgarian tradition. The effects of colored eggs are quite spectacular and a must in Bulgarian Easter weekend. 

Ingredients:

Eggs 

Egg dye (normally in capsule form with 6 colors) 

Vinegar 

Sunflower Oil 

Newspaper 

Cotton wool 

Six plastic yoghurt cartons (6 cours six cartons!)

Preparation:

Place the eggs carefully into a big pan and cover with cold water. 

Bring to the boil and simmer for 7 minutes. Gently place the eggs onto a plate or tray, (with a rimmed edge so they don't roll off.) 

The boiled water now should half fill the six yoghurt cartons with equal amounts of liquid. This should be done underneath newspaper to protect the work surface. 

To each container add five tablespoons of vinegar. 

Add a different dye to each container, mix well and add one egg to each, lowering it in with a tablespoon. 

Start off with the red dye first. Once all in, leave for ten minutes. 

Whilst waiting wrap up some eggs in cotton wool and then drip different colored dyes and compress gently and leave these for ten minutes. 

Take the eggs form the yoghurt containers and replace with other eggs to be dyed a further ten minutes. 

The eggs wrapped in dyed cotton wool should be carefully unwrapped and another set of eggs wrapped in to replace them. 

Once all the eggs have been dyed lightly oil a clean cloth or paper towel and wipe each egg with this to give is a glossy finish. 

Place the eggs in a lined basket or bowl and you have eggs to play with and eat for the coming weekend! 

Notes:

To get extra vibrant colors double the quantity of the recommended dye on the instructions. You will then have the best colored eggs around!

Preparation Time: 1 Hour 30 Min 

VELIKI PETUK (Great and Holy Friday / Good Friday) - the Friday before Easter

At the morning of the Great Friday Christ has been crucified. This day is also called the Crucified Friday. 

During the service on this day the cloak that Christ's body has been wrapped in after he has been laid down from the cross is taken from the altar and a burial service is held. People go under the shroud praying for good health, God's protection and Blessings. Circles around the temple are made and the cloak is carried along. After that the funeral of Christ is performed symbolically. 

The hostesses prepare kozunak (Easter cake) and other Easter cookies on this day and on the day before (Maunday Thursday). There are a wide variety of patterns of ritual Easter breads. Both ritual and regular breads are made, as well as Easter cakes (kozunatzi). The different kinds of ritual bread are called Lord's bread (bogovitza), Easter ring-shaped buns (kravai), or Easter rolls (kolatzi). One loaf is baked to be large enough to be shared by the whole family. In some areas the top of this bread is embedded with red and white eggs – white eggs represent male members of the household and red eggs represent the female members. 

The Easter breads are a worldwide Orthodox tradition. They are big and small and decorated. The bread is called "kolache" or "kozunak". There is no exact English translation, although the Italian "Panettone" (sold under that name in the USA, for example) tastes somewhat similarly. 

One of these Easter breads is specially decorated with one or more (but an odd number) of red eggs are incrusted into it. This bread is taken to church on Saturday evening when a special sequence of services takes place. These are actually the services of Great and Holy Pascha (Velikden). After the service the clergy blesses the breads and eggs brought by the people and they take them home. Such breads and eggs are presented to the Spiritual parents (God parents, krustnitcite), to the biological parents, and also to other relatives, friends, etc.

KOZUNAK - EASTER CAKE - The Traditional Bulgarian Cake

(It's mazanec in Czech nations, babka in Poland, pannatone in Italy, tsoureki in Greece and kulich in Russia. The Finns bake pasiaisleipa, and the Portuguese knead a masa savada)

INGREDIENTS: 

1/2 cup water 

1 1/2 cups white sugar 

12 eggs 

1 teaspoon salt 

1 teaspoon cream of tartar 

2 cups cake flour 

1 teaspoon almond extract 

1 teaspoon orange extract 

-------------------------- 

DIRECTIONS: 

  Preheat oven to 350 degrees F (175 degrees C). 

  In a saucepan over medium heat combine the water and the white sugar, boil until mixture spins a thread approximately 225 degrees F (110 degrees C). 

  Beat egg whites, salt and cream of tartar until light and fluffy but not stiff. Add hot syrup slowly to egg whites, beating until cool. Beat egg yolks until thick and lemon colored. Stir 1/3 cup of the egg whites into the beaten egg yolks. Sift 1 cup flour over the egg whites and gently fold in. Add almond flavoring. 

  Sift remaining flour over egg yolks and fold in orange flavoring. Spoon egg white batter and egg yolk batter alternately into one ungreased 9 inch tube pan. 

  Bake at 350 degrees F (175 degrees C) for 1 hour. Once cool frost with yellow tinted Seven Minute  

On Great and Holy Friday each family always buys a new pottery dish. The Easter markets are generally very busy on Good Friday.

VELIKDEN (Bulgarian Easter Sunday) - The Sunday after the first springtime full moon

The date of Bulgarian Easter is not the same as Western Easter (or the Catholic Easter). It changes every year, but is always on a Sunday.  In 2009 it will be on April 19th, in 2010 it will be on April 4th.

This great feast is also known as Veliden, Vliden, or Vazkresenie Hristovo. It is one of the greatest springtime holidays, celebrated by the Church as a day of the Resurrection of Church, in the folk tradition Velikden is associated with a multitude of pre-Christian conceptions. Its place in the calendar coincides with the rebirth and flowering of Nature, with the triumph of Sun and of Life. Bulgarian Easter lasts for three days.

Due to the long years of religious oppression, beliefs across the country have been diluted and often vary. Most families do celebrate Easter day, however, which marks the end of the fast, with feasts of hams or other meats, vegetables, hard-boiled eggs and Kozunak, the traditional, braided, sweet bread, symbolizing the body of Christ. 

Bulgarian people go to a solemn church service, the Great Liturgy, late the night before Velikiden. Under the melody of the bells they greet one another with the words: Hristos Voskrese - `Christ has risen!' and the answer is Voistina Voskrese - `So has he.' They kiss each other and wish one another health and luck. In the wee hours of the morning on the first holiday (always a Sunday) the kindled midnight candle, that is carried throughout the service, is to be carried home silently while it is still burning. 

The eggs are cracked after the midnight service and during the next days. One egg is cracked on the wall of the church (and this is the first egg eaten after the long Great Fast). 

The ritual of cracking the eggs takes place before the Easter lunch. Each person selects his/her egg. Then people take turns tapping their egg against the eggs of others, and the person who ends up with the last unbroken egg is believed to be the strongest and will have a year of good luck and health, much like Westerners may break a wishbone to see who is destined to have better luck. On Easter everyone in Bulgaria may wish something, as long as one does it sincerely, but one also should hold a coin in their hand. If one is faithful to their religion the wish will come true.

During the whole day people visit their neighbors and relatives. Newlyweds go visit their first witnesses and the parents of the bride. They bring them painted eggs and kozunak (Easter bread with sugar, made of special yeast) and receive the same things in return. 

The girls that have taken part in the kumichene go to the house of the one they have chosen for their kumitsa and bring red eggs. Each girl is nicely dressed with a string, a wreath and a flower and asks forgiveness from the kumitsa. After that the ritual "ljulenki; is performed. After the lunch has finished everyone goes to a place where there are high trees and hang cradles. The boys come as well. Everybody rocks to protect themselves from dragons and diseases. An Easter horo is played on the square.

A typical Bulgarian Easter includes hot Bulgarian pastries or banitsa, palachinki (a type of pancake), baklava, Lamb drob sarma and wine kebap, which are prepared on the Easter Sunday and feasted by the whole family. 

This is the Nameday of everyone named Velichko, Velichka, Velika, Veliana, Velina, Villi, Svetla. 
RAZTURNI (2nd day of Easter / Messed Up Monday)

This day is connected with the ritual "flourishing of eggs" which is done as a protection from hail and for fertility. The young men and women go to a meadow and roll red eggs to each other. 

TOMA (The week after Easter / the week of St. Thomas)
This is the first week after Easter and it puts the end of the Easter holiday cycle. This week is called Empty because of the restriction against doing any work whatsoever.

TOMAS SUNDAY (St. Thomas Day) - Sunday of the Empty week / Lightened Week

Young unmarried men and women, as well as elderly men and women, gather at the village horo circle.

Nameday of Toma (the BG version of Thomas).

SOFINDEN - the Monday after Tomas Sunday

It is celebrated for a protection against drought. The women do not wash clothes or if they wash they do not dry the clothes. The men do not dig nor sow in the field so that the crops do not dry out. Those restrictions are kept for the people and the cattle to be healthy. They do not eat eggs to prevent themselves from getting boils. To prevent themselves from pimples and wounds everybody washes their faces and hands on Sofinden with water that has a red egg in it. Milk should not be boiled, because then the cattle will not have any milk and will have lots of wounds. The cattle should not be harnessed; no one should go to the fields because the cattle may become lame.

LADINO HORO (Nymphs’ Wednesday) - The Wednesday of the New Week after Easter

Two rituals are performed, which according to the folklore traditions are directed towards the prayer for rain, fertility, protection against hail, evil powers or bad diseases. In western parts of the country a ritual circle dancing is danced, called Ladino Horo. People believe that mythic creatures, the nymphs, are ready to go on a trip, therefore women do not work

Young unmarried men and women, as well as elderly men and women, gather at the village horo circle. The young women form a large circle and dance, while two of them (one inside, and the other outside the circle) are waving kerchiefs over the horo circle. They cut the circle three times and thus form three branches of the former circle, which eventually get together back again. 

SPASSOVDEN (Ascension Day) - 40 Days after Easter

This is the last Great Thursday. It is believed that the souls of the dead that were set free on the first Great Thursday go back to their graves on this day. That is why a service for the dead is held. On the evening on Wednesday on the holiday the women go to the cemetery and do the rituals typical for every All Soul's Day. 

There are restrictions such as no washing, no sowing, no weaving and no ploughing. The rituals for more rain are typical for this holiday. The girls are dressed like brides and play a horo. It is believed that they will get married by the next Spasovden.

The ritual "waking on fraxinella" is performed on that day. The people believe that the fraxinella blossoms on Spasovden and the rousalii come to pick it and decorate themselves with its flowers. In the evening before the holiday people suffering from diseases go to places where fraxinella is known to grow. They lie on the ground and a new cloth, specially prepared bread and a cup full of water are left next to them. According to what they find on the cloth or in the cup on the next morning they foretell the destiny of the ill man. If there is a green leave this means that he will get better and if there is dirt or a dry leave they foretell death. The things that were brought are left on the meadow. The ill man often drinks the water from the cup or he rolls himself in the dewy grass with the hope that he might get better.

This great feast is connected to the eternal human wish for health and joy. Spassovden is also considered to be the day of the bakers and pastry-producers in Bulgaria – that is why they produce a large amount of bread, sweets and pastry and very often send them over as a gift to the poor ones and the orphans

This is the Nameday of everyone named Spas, Spaska. 

ZADOUSHNITSA (The Cherry All Soul's Day) - Saturday before Petdesetnica

One of the five Saturdays throughout the year specially dedicated to the remembrance of the dead. People go to the graveyard and besides decanting, lighting candles, handing out and holding memorial feasts, they leave walnut leaves as they do on Spassovden. 

In the Thrace region they call it "Spassovska Zadoushnitza", while in North Bulgaria it is known as "Petdesetnishka" (Pentecost's) because it is on Sunday before Pentecost. 

PETDESETNICA (Pentecost / Holy Trinity / Whitsunday) - 50 Days after Easter on a Sunday

A solemn service in the day and in the evening is held in the temples as it is believed that the Christian church was found on that day. The priests throw walnut leaves as a symbol of the descent of the Holy Ghost over the apostles. It evolved from the ancient Jewish festival called the "feast of weeks" 

This is the Nameday of everyone called Trayko, Trayan, Trayana. 

The Holy Ghost feast day - the day after Petdesetnica

ROUSALSKA SUNDAY

The ancient Slavic cults always involved Mother Earth, the forests, the trees, the grass, the flowers and the waters and the  spirits which inhabited them. One cult, believed to have derived from ancient Greek and Roman sources, called ANTHESTERIA in Greek, and ROSALIA in Latin, is called RUSALIYA in the Slavic languages. The spirits associated with this cult are called RUSALKI, which in Christian times were considered the souls of children and others who died unbaptized, or who drowned or who committed suicide or were executed. Such spirits dwelt in the forests or the waters and could be either benevolent or harmful to people, depending on mood.

It is believed that during that week the rousalii which are evil spirits come. That is why all the different rituals try to propitiate and influence them to insure fertility, health and wellbeing for the family. People decorate their homes with wreaths made of flowers and grass, walnut leaves and absinth. Different games are played, songs are sung and sacrifices are made. 

According to the people's belief the rousal soughing that has begun on Spasovden ends during these days. Absinth and walnut leaves are kept in the house during the whole week. They also carry absinth around their feet to protest themselves from rousal disease. Strong restrictions about work are observed. The women do not paint, spin, weave nor wash. People do not sleep during the day especially not in the open. People try not to walk in the fields and the meadows so that they don't step on the rousal table which is considered the most dangerous place and it is believed that if someone steps on it that someone gets ill or even dies. The rousal Wednesday and Friday are considered the most dangerous day of the whole week. 

If someone gets ill during that week he or she will not get better or it will be very hard for him or her to get better. 

During the whole period rousalii go around the houses, they sing songs and dance. They are dressed in special attires and make magical movements. They aim to make the mermaids happy so that they make the corn grow tall, the vines and the fruit-tree to be fruity. In the places where the rousals have been no one gets ill. 

In the Northwestern Bulgaria rousalci and kalushari go around the houses and sing songs. They have a leader, called fatafin, who knows how to practice magic and spells and can recognize magic herbs. This title goes from one generation to another. The fatafin tells who the other participants will be, they should be honest, spry and gritty. The kalushari are always an odd number, usually seven. Each member of the group gives a vow and kisses the flag and the staff of the fatafin and they give him a rousal staff. All of them should have fasted for three days before the vow. The rousal flag is made of white linen attached to a long stick on the top of which there is a bunch of healing herbs. Some of those herbs are also put in the four edges of the linen. The rousal staff is made of cornel-tree, ash-tree or sycamore and it is decorated with metal gauds. This staff is used every year. They do not make a new one. The rousalii put a wreath on their caps and small bells and metal gauds on their sandals. There is a man in the group that plays different instruments, he plays the kaval, the bag-pipe, the wooden pipe or the zourla. They carry along a pot with healing water, a new green cup, garlic and vinegar. There are two kinds of kalushar games - one is played for fertility and the other one for health. When they visit an ill man they cover him with a rug and dance around him, lined up according to their age. The fatafin stays out of the circle and holds the flag and the cup. The dance changes from a calm one to a brisk. They toss the ill man up and the fatafin massages him with the vinegar while the flag hangs over the ill man. The dance starts again after that but this time the rousalii jump over the ill man three times. The ill man drinks from the water in the cup. Then they crash the pot and the water splashes around him. The ill man gets up and starts running. Two or three of the kalushari fall down to his place, hypnotized by the fatafin. 

ROUSSALSKA NEDELIA (Midsummer Week / Mermaid Week) - The week after Pentecost/Whitsunday 

The week after Pentecost/Whitsunday is called Rousalska Nedelya. It is the week from Spirits' Day until next Sunday, when healers called "kaloushari" visit people's homes. People believe that after their visit there will be only health. It is believed that until the day of the Holy Ghost the mermaids have already done their job on earth – they have sown the seeds of fertility.

Houses are decorated with wormwood and young girls put sprigs of it in their bosom, young men in their left pocket, and the children on their neck, in a small cotton bag like a charm amulet. In this way people protect themselves against the mischief of the mermaids. A man never starts alone on a journey on that day for he may lose his mind – get the mermaid disease. And only the mermaids can heal him. 

Rousalii Games: The “rousalii” are men who go in groups of uneven numbers (3, 5, etc) the whole week and give people and nature health and fertility. They are dear guests in every house. In Western Bulgaria the rousalii are also called “kalushari”. The leader of the kalushari is called "Vataf" and the position is hereditary – following the male line. It is only the Vataf who is allowed to pick medicinal herbs and only he knows the incantation, which is pronounced over the herbs and the flag. By verbal magic he transmits the magical force of nature to the chosen kalushari. They are young married men, who are healthy and quick, they don’t drink, they are honest and goodhearted, can keep secrets and suffer privation for they may not go back to their homes during the whole Midsummer Week. After each of them has endured the fasting period determined by the Vataf, he is consecrated by the leader and he has to learn the rituals. 

It is only then that the consecrated kalushar makes an oath before the flag, the mermaid stick and the other kalushars.
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