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Belarusians began to 
celebrate New Year only in 
the early 20th century, since 
our grandparents focused 
on Kolyady — which coin-
cided with the turn of each 
new year. “No fi xed date is 
attached to the origin of this 
holiday,” admits Mr. Kruk. 
“Sadly, we have little histori-
cal information.” 

Koliva and mushroom 
kvass

Kolyady is a two week 
holiday with its own start-
ing point and culmination. 
A festive ritual dinner is at 
its heart, since a richly laid 
table brings likelihood of 
a similarly well-provided 
year ahead.  We say: ‘Th e 
New Year will unfold as it’s 
met’. Twelve dishes are of-
fered, representing the 12 
months and 12 constella-
tions. Among them, it’s usual 
to fi nd mushroom and red 
bilberry kvass, cranberries, 
sausages, pancakes, mach-
anka (meat stewed in broth 
and eaten with pancakes) 
and saltison (pork stomach 
stuff ed with chopped meat).

Lean koliva has always 
been the main dish to ‘open’ 
the holiday, cooked in a clay 
pot. It’s made from oat or 
pearl barley — with honey, 
poppy seeds and dried apples 
and pears. Th e fi rst spoon is 
traditionally put aside for 
those who have died and 
then all the family begin. 

A-shroving is the usual 
entertainment on the sec-
ond day of Kolyady — or on 
the night of January 13th-
14th (also known as Gener-
ous Koliva). Villagers walk 
about in clothes turned in-
side out, in memory of their 
forefathers, and are accom-
panied by a ‘goat’ — which 
symbolises the sun in Slavic 
mythology. Th e goat enters 
a house, welcomes its hosts 
and then falls down as if 
dead. When the hosts take 
out gift s, the animal revives, 
as if born again, indicating 
the return of the sun in the 

new year. Aft erwards, those 
taking part in the Kolyady 
procession sing their good 
wishes to the family and 
hosts.

Generous Koliva falls 
on the night of the Old 
New Year celebrations and 
also traditionally features 
a generous table, including 
a newly killed pig: smoked, 

boiled and placed at the cen-
tre of all the other dishes. 
Th e family gathers, wearing 
new clothing to celebrate, 
and launches their feast with 
pancakes cut criss-cross.

Th e third (lean or water) 
Koliva party closes the holi-
day on the night of Epiphany 
(18th-19th January).

Upside-down fi r tree
It’s hard to imagine but 

fi r trees were once decorat-
ed upside-down. Of course, 
we can hardly imagine New 
Year without a decorated fi r 
tree. Th e custom originates 

from 16th century West-
ern Europe and was later 
adopted by Russia; Belarus 
joined the tradition in the 
early 20th century. However, 

in the 1920s, the Bolsheviks 
prohibited the custom and 
the celebration of New Year, 
hoping to end Christian 
practises and avoid the infl u-
ence of capitalism. Th e tradi-
tion went ‘underground’ but 
was restored in 1935.

In ancient times, fi r trees 
were commonly believed 
to have magical powers, so 
were treated with respect. 
Decorating them was an 
act of placation and off er-
ing. With time, this took 
the form of decorating with 
paper toys and clay whistles; 
balls came later.

By the late 1960s, urban 
Belarusians were beginning 
to adopt the fashion of hav-
ing a fir tree at home but 
those post-war years were 

hard for many, who viewed 
the notion as a luxury — es-
pecially in the villages. With 
the advent of the popularity 
of TV sets, fir trees were 
also seen with more regu-
larity. 

Betrothed, masked …
Kolyady is seen as an 

auspicious time for fortune 
telling, being a unique time 
between one year and the 
next. Various rituals have 
been handed down through 
the generations, aimed at 
bringing prosperity and 
peace. As ever, single girls 
are particularly eager to 
learn of their future desti-
ny, usually trying to foretell 
their fate on the nights of 
December 24th-25th, New 
Year’s night, January 6th-
7th and 13th-14th, as well 
as the evening of January 
19th (Epiphany). Methods 
include counting the boards 
in a fence: an even number 
indicates marriage in the 
forthcoming year. As the 
doorstep is seen as a point 
of contact with those who 
have entered the beyond, 
placing pancakes there is 
another custom. Girls each 
cook a pancake and a dog 
is then summoned; whoev-
er’s pancake is eaten first 
will marry before the oth-
ers. Another ritual involves 
sitting in darkness between 
two mirrors, with lit can-
dles. The future husband’s 
image is supposed to ap-
pear in the reflection.

Favourable time to learn 
about one’s future destiny
Belarus began celebrating the New Year a century ago, with Kolyady being the 
major holiday just beforehand. Ethnographer, writer and Rector of Belarus’ Culture 
Institute, Ivan Kruk, tells us about Belarusian customs and traditions.

T h e  M T ’s  re fe re n ce :

The most ancient document mentioning 
a New Year fir tree was discovered in the 
French city of Sélestat (dating from 1521).

Everything 
expected 
to happen 
very soon 
Expedition fi nanced by 
Belarusian departs for 
Myanmar

An expedition has left  
London for Yangon, aiming 
to search for Spitfi re planes 
presumably buried in Myan-
mar during WW2. A group of 
21 researchers hope to dig up 
the fi rst planes within the next 
month.

17 years ago, British farm-
er David Cundall picked up 
the trail of the planes, having 
heard from a veteran that the 
military buried unwanted air-
craft  in Myanmar on leaving. 
At last, with assistance from 
British PM David Cameron 
and fi nancial aid from Bela-
rusian Victor Kisly, his dreams 
are to come to life.

Th e expedition is heading 
to Mingaladon, where around 
36 battle planes should be 
found at a depth of about 10m. 
It’s hoped that the planes will 
be in good condition and fi t for 
fl ight aft er restoration.

“If we fi nd them, the dis-
covery will be like that of Tu-
tankhamen’s tomb!” Cundall 
told journalists from his Hea-
throw Airport hotel. “I’d like to 
repeat the words of archaeolo-
gist Howard Carter, when Lord 
Carnarvon asked if he could 
see anything. Carter replied: 
‘Yes, something wonderful’.”

One 
hundred 
years ago
Unique ethnographic 
album about Belarus 
launched for sale this year

Th e edition brings togeth-
er over 400 shots by Belarusian 
ethnographer Isaak Serbov, 
who visited the Brest, Mogilev 
and Minsk regions between 
1911 and 1912, at the order 
of the Imperial Russian Geo-
graphical Society. His photos 
reveal much about culture, 
folk costume and architecture 
across Belarus at that time. 

Th e book includes his per-
sonal observations on those 
he met during his trips, notes 
Tatiana Belova, Director of 
the Petrus Brovka Belarusian 
Encyclopaedia Publishing 
House. She tells us, “Th e edi-
tion is sure to be popular with 
all those keen to learn about 
the history and culture of our 
country. I’m convinced that it 
will help us reconnect with our 
ancestry, understanding how 
Belarusians lived a hundred 
years ago.”

According to her, the al-
bum was set to become a land-
mark edition of the previous 
year (the Year of Book). Mr. 
Serbov’s original photos are 
kept by the Vilnius University 
Library, which aided the re-
lease of the edition, supported 
by the Belarusian Embassy to 
Lithuania.

During Christmas holidays, traditional Kolyady celebrated in village of Usyazh, Smolevichi District


