Bulgarian folklore - customs and ritual dances
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Many Bulgarian customs and ritual dances have their roots in pre-Christian times and are considered to be the remains of Dionysian rites practised by the Thracians and adopted by the Slavs. More than 10 000 rites accompany Bulgarians in their lifetime from their birthday to their death. Each custom or ritual dance "belongs" to a particular time of the year. The following descriptions follow the calendar sequence:

Christmas Eve, December 24 - KOLEDOUVANE
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Carol singers called Koledari dance from house to house carrying a koledarka, which is a richly carved, decorated oak stick. They wear hats decorated with flowers and "popcorn". Wine, bread and cheese is given to them in return for their songs. Near Sofia, and in some other regions, they may be accompanied by a couple disguised as a bride and an old man who dance a ruchenitsa.


New Year - SOURVAKARI
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Sourvakari are masked dancers who wear coats made of goat skin or "tatters" and pointed hats around six feet high. They have large bells tied around their waists which clang loudly as they move. They carry wooden swords and a decorated cornel twig called a sourvachka. They "appear" in Breznik and Radomir Districts, Shopluk Region around the time of the New Year, travel in groups of seven or nine dancers from house to house and bring with them wishes for good health. They are followed by various characters such as "gods", clowns, a physician, a bride, or animals. When two groups meet they often fight a "mock" battle. This custom is of Slav origin. 


  

Feast of St Basil, January 13-14 - LADOUVANE
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Ladouvane is the name for a "ring dance" which takes place in Samokov and Koprivshtitsa districts, in the Balkan Mountains and also in some areas along the Danube. During the ceremony young couples throw oats, barley and a bouquet of flowers to which is attached the girl's ring, into a cauldron containing spring water. This ceremony is accompanied by songs.

First week of Lent "Spring Carnival" - KOUKERI
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Koukeri are masked dancers similar to the sourvakari. Koukeri are found in Thrace and Dobrudzha, in the districts of Elhovo, Karlovo, Yambol, Bourgas, Stara Zagora, and Silistra. They are also known as startsi (old men) in the Plovdiv area. Koukeri dance at dawn, move in groups of seven or nine and perform various comic scenes representing everyday life. They are accompanied by other characters such as a bride, a king or an Arab. In some regions of east Thrace they dress in female soukmans and in the Strandza Mountains they dance on stilts.

In some areas a mast topped with a basket of straw is erected. This straw is ignited at the beginning of Lent and the local paydushko is danced round the mast.
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14 February - TRIFON ZAREZAN

This is vine growers' day. A Vine-king is chosen at a feast with dancing. Masks are also worn.

March 1st - MARTENITZA
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Martenitza symbolizes the end of winter and the coming of spring. It is a unique national custom of Thracian origin. Original Martenitzas were made of white and red woollen thread to which a silver or gold coin was tied. They can also now be made of white plastic. On March 1st martenitzas are tied on trees, house doors, cars or young animals. The red and white colours symbolize the snow and the blood. This derives from an old story where a stork brings the blessing of good health to a small child from its parents, who are far away. The arrival of the stork symbolizes that spring has arrived. 
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St Lazar's Day - 8 days before Easter - LAZAROUVANE

Lazarouvane is a custom of Slav origin and is the "coming out" of girls eligible to be married (under 12 years old!). It is also known as Lazaritsi or Buenek in Thrace and Danets in Dobrudzha. It is a string of ritual songs and dances learnt by young girls during Lent. The leader of the dance is called the Lazarki, Buenica or Bouyenets depending on the region. She leads the chain of 5-15 dancers from house to house and they pay a short visit to every family. They perform dances and songs in which they express good wishes for health, prosperity and fertility for all family members and livestock. A frequent theme for Lazarouvane songs is new romance.

The Lazarki wears a special ornate costume. In the area of Sandanski (in Pirin) this costume is a white saya with a richly embroidered chemise and apron and many multi-coloured handkerchiefs tucked into the apron. In Sofia the Lazarki wears a headdress with flowers attached to a metal forehead ornament. In Sliven and Yambol the headdress is made of a cylindrical pad decorated with flowers.





The dance of the Lazarouvane in the Sofia and Pomorie regions is one of the most beautiful Bulgarian ceremonies. 
May 6th - ST GEORGE'S DAY
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This marks the beginning of the agricultural summer. On St George's Eve houses and cattle pens are decorated with blossoming willow branches. On the following day a feast with a special type of bread and other local foods takes place. 

Pentecost - ROUSSALII

[image: image10.jpg]


Roussalii are found in Pirin and around Nikopol and Oryakhovo, in northern Bulgaria. This tradition also exists in Romania and "Yugoslav" Macedonia. A group of dancers, always odd in number, gather round a chief who carries a standard. The dancers in northern Bulgaria wear white costumes, bells, medicinal herbs on their hats and carry special sticks. The dance is meant to cure the sick. It is a fast, lively dance. The leader hits the dancers with his stick if they make a mistake.

June 2 & 3 - NESTINARKI
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Fire dancing is found in the Strandzha Mountains on the feasts of St Helen and St Constantine. The nestinarka (fire dancers) perform in a chapel specially erected for the occasion. The day starts with music played on the tapan and gaida. The whole village forms a procession and dances around the chapel and also round a mineral spring reputed to have supernatural healing powers. Dancing carries on all day and into the evening. A fire is lit and allowed to burn down to a bed of glowing coals. The climax occurs when the nestinarka goes into a trance and circles the live coals with icons in her arms and then finally steps into the fire and dances across the live coals. 

Harvest time - DJAMALI

All night feasts with singing and dancing are organized to attract good weather for the harvest and also to celebrate the completion of the harvest. In Elhovo district a "camel" (similar to a hobby horse) visits farms and wishes the farmers luck with the harvest. In return the farmers give him grain or wheat.

Bulgarian wedding
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Most weddings in Bulgaria take place on Sunday. On the preceding Thursday the bride’s mother performs the ritual kneading of the bread (pitka). The rising of the dough symbolizes the creation of a new family unit. 








At the same time the best man must make the wedding banner. There is a great deal of rituals associated with the wedding banner. The pole for the banner must be from a fruit-bearing tree and the 6-foot-long pole must be chopped from the tree with a single ax stroke. An apple or an onion wrapped in foil is pierced onto the top of the pole, and a hand-woven kerchief is attached to the pole along with colorful ribbons, ivy, and strings of popcorn. 

Early on the morning of the wedding the groom’s family and friends gather at his home. His friends pour barley over him and fire rifles into the air to ward off any evil spirits. This is also where the groom bids farewell to his parents and asks for their blessing. There is then a procession to the best man’s home. The procession is joyful with much dancing, music and singing. The groom presents the best man with wine and a baked chicken – and from that point on the best man’s word is law as far as the wedding plans go. The best woman (often the best man’s wife) and the best man then lead the procession to the bride’s house where they present the bride with wine, the bridal veil, candles and baked candies. 





Once the wedding party arrives at the bride’s home there is much merrymaking and the bride is locked in a room and only the best woman can visit her until the groom and the best man bargain to be let in. The best woman then tries to put the bride’s veil on three times; twice the bride rejects the veil and only accepts it on the third attempt. 



The procession from the bride’s house to the church is noisy and cheerful. Fireworks are often set off, there is the beating of drums, and the procession often stops to dance. However, it is considered bad luck for two unmarried brides-to-be to meet face-to-face, so if two bridal processions are winding through the streets they take great care not to meet each other. 

The marriage ceremony rituals

It is considered good luck for the bride and the groom to each step into the church with their right foot first. The wedding ceremony itself is often rather short, but interspersed with folk songs. At the conclusion of the ceremony the bride and groom exchange rings and the traditional wedding kiss. Once the official wedding papers are signed another wedding custom is the “stepping.” Whoever steps on the other’s foot first will be dominate and provide for the new family. 

The reception

In the past there would be a loud and boisterous wedding procession to the groom’s house for the wedding reception. In modern times the reception is generally held in a restaurant. It is at the reception that the groom’s mother traditionally meets the new family. She lays a long, white hand-woven cloth at the door for the newly-married couple to enter on and she throws flowers in their path as a symbol of health, happiness and purity in their new life together. The groom’s mother feeds the newlyweds a sweet honeyed cake and wine and wishes them a long and sweet life together. 

Bulgarian music
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    Bulgarian music is part of the Balkan tradition, which stretches across Southeastern Europe, and has its own distinctive sound. Traditional Bulgarian music has had more international success, due to the breakout international success of Le Mystère des Voix Bulgares, a woman's choir that has topped world music charts across Europe and even farther abroad. Bulgarians always sing – even they feel like crying because the song accompany them in good and bad times no matters if  they feel joy or sorrow. Bulgaria music is rich of various time combinations, the so called unmeasured times which are unique and can’t be found anywhere else in the rest of the European countries.  A Bulgarian folklore song flies on the space crafts Voyager 1 and 2.  
  

