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Foreword

Contemporary linguistic studies are barely imaginable without the studies of the Lithu-
anian language and culture. Linguistics reveals the grammatical history of the language. 
However, without wider studies of Lithuania’s cultural history it is almost impossible 
to perceive why the oldest living Indo-European language remained almost unchanged 
for millenniums.

We may get acquainted with regional cultures by employing different means, as for 
instance, studying their political history or economic development, or being interested 
in their achievements in science, music or sports. Nevertheless, regional culture is best 
of all represented by its festive calendar, the festivals that are celebrated, as well as fes-
tive customs and traditions. Why? Collective memory is a necessary condition for the 
survival of any social group, and the festive ritual has performed the duty of collect-
ing and transmitting this collective memory throughout the millenniums. This included 
 everything from the flow of knowledge society used to single out vitally important ex-
periences useful both for practical purposes and the symbolic meaning, belonging to the 
sphere of the imaginable reality. By giving it the shape of festive beliefs and rituals, soci-
ety would place it among other festive events. Peasant customs and traditions preserved 
this purpose until the very end of the 19th century, i.e., until the model of communal vil-
lage life remained alive. Therefore, festive rituals always reflect not only particular kinds 
of cultural worldviews, but also the peculiarities of the social and economic structure of 
society or its dominant ideological powers.

For this reason, the studies of festive rituals can provide a lot of information on the 
peculiarities of the regional culture. However, here we face another problem – texts on 
national cultures are usually written in national languages or are very specialized and 
thus interesting only to a narrow circle of specialists, whereas texts conforming to the 
expectations of a wider circle of readers come to the light of the day quite rarely. For in-
stance, in English, the dominant language of the global world, only two books on Lithu-
anian calendar festivals have been released: a bilingual book “Lithuanian customs and 
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not provide information on New Year’s celebrations, 
St Valentine’s Day or other festivals that are popular 
now but were not known to Lithuanian peasants until 
the beginning of the 20th century.

The target readership of this book is manifold. 
While writing it, the author, first of all, thought about 
Lithuanians in diaspora, spread right around the 
world. Representatives of the third generation, re-
gardless of their affection towards their native culture, 
rarely speak Lithuanian. This is predetermined by the 
surroundings of where they live – the natural aim to 
integrate into the surrounding social environment, 
which always becomes a stimulus in the processes of 
acculturation. However, language is not the main fac-
tor that determines the individual’s national-cultural 
identity, and the relationship between generations 
sooner or later stimulates interest in the sources of the 
culture of one’s ancestors. 

Professors and students of the centres of Lithua-
nian studies were not overlooked, nor were foreign 
colleagues who continue to ask for different kinds of 
information or one or another element of Lithuanian 
culture that they had heard about at a conference or 
had read in an English summary of an article in the 
Lithuanian language. Paradoxically, a rather wide 
group of the target readership is determined by the 
contemporary European integration processes. Ex-
pansion of the European Union, its expansion to in-
corporate new countries, new tourist environments 
and economic zones prompt curious people to learn 
more about the features of regional cultures.

As the book is dedicated to a wide circle of readers, 
the author consciously avoids being overly academic 

traditions / Lietuvių papročiai ir tradicijos išeivijoje” 
by Danutė Brazytė-Bindokienė published in 1989 in 
Chicago and the translation of “The World Outlook 
of the Ancient Balts” by Norbertas Vėlius (1989). The 
first, based on data collected in inter-war ethnograph-
ic periodicals, has become antiquated both methodo-
logically and morally, whereas the second discusses 
calendar festivals in terms of a narrowly specialized 
conception by matching certain single festivals to the 
peculiarities of the geographically extrapolated tri-
nary world outlook of the Balts.

This aim of this book is to present ancient Lithu-
anian calendar festivals that were celebrated by peas-
ants living in the rural areas of Lithuania. The author’s 
main interest is focused on the in-depth meaning of 
customs and rituals. Chronologically the book consid-
ers the period from the 14th to the first half of the 20th 
century (even though the main focus is on the 19th to 
the first half of the 20th centuries), therefore, it does 
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and foregoes analysis of narrow scientific problems. 
However, nor does the author aim to simply present 
factographical material. The group of Lithuanian cal-
endar festivals here is described with reference to the 
theoretical approaches of contemporary anthropol-
ogists and ethnologists, focusing on the sources and 
continuity of the agrarian-ritual tradition as well as 
innovative changes that might be observed by tak-
ing into consideration both global and local econom-
ical-social-cultural alterations. A list of the most im-
portant books and articles that the author refers to is 
presented at the end of the book.

In the 19th–20th centuries, the festive calendar of 
Lithuanians had around twenty festive days of major 

significance. The most distinguished among them 
were Christmas, Shrovetide, St George’s Day, Easter, 
Pentecost, Midsummer Day, Assumption Day, and 
All Souls’ Day. In spoken language these festivals 
were called great (Lith. didžiosios) or annual (Lith. 
metinės) festivals. Most calendar festivals are celebrat-
ed on fixed dates, whereas dates of the movable Easter 
cycle festivals change every year. Therefore, dates of 
the feasts of Ascension, Pentecost, and Corpus Christi 
also change, because they are celebrated after a certain 
number of days after Easter. The date of Shrovetide 
also changes yearly and depends on the Easter date.

The book limits itself to presentation of the main 
festivals of the ritual year cycle, even though peasant 
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society used to perform rituals and referred to customs 
during all the moments of life that it considered exis-
tentially important. For instance, the right beginning 
and end of a task for a peasant who had preserved the 
fundamentals of magical thinking was no less relevant 
than the main calendar festivals, which were supposed 
to guarantee the existence to the whole community. 
Therefore, the beginning and the end of every specific 
task, such as driving animals out of the cowshed for 
the first time in spring, ploughing of the first furrow, 
sowing, haymaking, harvesting, flax-breaking, etc., 
was accompanied by various rituals, magic actions, 
superstitions, and beliefs, which were supposed to 
protect one’s present and future property from possi-
ble misfortunes or, on the contrary, guarantee fortune 
in advance, whereas after the successful completion of 
a task, peasants used to hold a festive banquet.

The author of this book, who remains indebted to 
his readers, has been carrying out research on the Lith-
uanian festive calendar and its historical transforma-
tions for more than two decades. Arūnas Vaicekaus-
kas has published both scientific studies and science 
books for the general public. The idea of writing a book 
about Lithuanian calendar festivals for English-speak-
ing readers had been stirring in the author’s head for 
some time. Contact with Lithuanians in diaspora and 
participation in the activities of the international sci-
entists’ community also confirmed the idea that such 
a publication was necessary. Thus, the project aimed 
at strengthening contacts with centres of Lithuanian 
studies implemented by Vytautas Magnus University 
and other Lithuanian universities provided an excel-
lent opportunity to turn this idea into reality.
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Culture and  
the Rhythms of 
Nature: the Peasant 
(Folk) Calendar

The contemporary calendar is based on the astronomical rhythms of the sun. 
However, it also contains certain traces of the much more ancient lunar calendar. 
For instance, Baltic languages have preserved the old word for calling a period 
of time – for example, month (Lith. moon, month – mėnuo), whereas a week most 
probably signified the full length of one phase of the moon. The oldest traces of the 
lunar calendar are found in Siberian Palaeolithic cultures. The lunar calendar must 
have been very convenient for the primordial hunter. The change of the phases of 
this largest nocturnal heavenly body are seen very clearly, whereas short periods 
make it possible to count time perceiving relatively few numerals.

Traces of the solar calendar in Europe are comparatively late and are known 
from around the second millennium B.C. The solar calendar found its way to 
Greece from the Near East. Since the 19th century, Ancient Egypt was considered 
the homeland of the solar cult and the solar calendar. However, more recent re-
search has shown that Egyptians were not the first. Inhabitants of the Stone Age 
cultures of the Sahara (Sudan) were familiar with a solar calendar already in the 
tenth millennium B.C.

Counting time based on the movement of heavenly bodies made it possible to 
create a calendar where time was marked both by longer periods (years, months, 
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weeks) and separate days. At first, this kind of calendar 
had to reveal seasonality, i.e., only the time of certain 
periods had to be counted in days. The full calendar, 
when every day of the year is counted, is a product 
of developed civilization and the human needs that 
it conditioned. Even in the early chronicles of the 
world’s first civilizations, we can notice that a mythi-
cal understanding of time predominated, and only the 
periods of time that related to significant events were 
recorded.

Christian Europe used the so-called Julian calen-
dar, which recalled the times of the Roman emperor 
Gaius Julius Caesar. At the very end of the 14th cen-
tury, it reached Lithuania together with Christianity. 
During the rule of the pope Gregory the Great, the 
Julian calendar was reformed and it spread through-
out Europe in less than a century. In 1795 when Lithu-
ania became part of tsarist Russia, time started being 
counted according to the Julian calendar that had 
already been forgotten long ago in Western Europe. 
Lithuania returned to the Gregorian calendar only 
in 1915. Moreover, as far back as the first half of the 
20th century, along with the official one, the so-called 
folk calendar also functioned. Most often it is defined 
as a generalization of the generations long peasant 
experience combined with the cycle of the most im-
portant agricultural jobs. This standpoint is virtually 
correct; however, it is one-sided and does not reflect 
the genetic aspects of the folk calendar. The folk cal-
endar, reflecting the peasant experience accumulated 
throughout generations, combined diverse ways of 
counting time that were used in different époques. In 
the late tradition of the first half of the 20th century, 




