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Pancake Week

Learning to appreciate one’s cultural heritage

Saturday 13 March 2004, by Svetlana Rodinskaia
This article touches upon the issue of developing ethnic tolerance among children. It explains the traditional Russian holiday "Pancake Week" giving some interesting details about the holiday itself and describes how it was celebrated at one of the St. Petersburg schools in February this year.

Ethnic conflicts are a serious problem in the modern world. They cause wars and destruction, thus preventing mankind from sustainable development. One of the ways to increase ethnic tolerance is to spread knowledge about various cultures and to teach people to respect cultural differences. It is very important to work with children, when their world outlook is still being developed.
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Our folklore ensemble "Rodnick" closely collaborates with St. Petersburg Student Community for Sustainable Development. We work a lot with children: tell them about Russian customs, teach them traditional songs and dances, and organize performances. Children get an unforgettable experience and learn to respect a nation’s culture, no matter if it is their own culture or a culture of another nation. We believe that after getting acquainted with their own culture, children become more interested in cultures of other nations as well, and it increases their tolerance to cultural differences that exist between different nations.

The following article is about an activity that our ensemble organized for the students of St. Petersburg school # 61. This activity was connected with the celebration of the traditional Russian holiday "Maslenitsa", or the Pancake Week, which lasted from February 16 till February 22. As you can guess from the name of the holiday, during this week people cook and eat a lot of pancakes (in Russian - blini). Pancake is a symbol of the sun. It is as round, gold and warm as the sun. People are happy that cold winter is coming to an end, and welcome the sunny warm spring to come sooner. Eating pancakes is just one of many other traditions and rituals that take place during this holiday week.

Maslenitsa is a purely Russian holiday, which dates back to the pagan times. Originally, it was a time for Russian peasants to say good bye to winter and to perform certain rituals that they believed will help them to grow more crops in the upcoming year. One of those rituals was to burn the Scarecrow that symbolized winter. Men and women used to take one sheaf of straw from their yards, piled up these sheaves in a one big pile whereof they made a big Scarecrow. They dressed her like a woman - in bright skirts, blouses and scarves, carried her in sledges around the town and sang songs about her. On Sunday they burned the Scarecrow, thus letting the winter out.

When Christianity was accepted, Russian Orthodox Church prohibited all pagan rituals. However, the holiday of Maslenitsa was loved by people so much that they continued to celebrate it, but gave it a religious meaning. It became not only celebration, but also part of the preparation for the Lent, or the Great Fast. The Lent started right after Maslenitsa week and lasted for 7 weeks, until Easter. During the Lent religious people do not eat meat, dairy products, fish and eggs. It is not that easy, so people start to prepare for the Lent three weeks in advance. Maslenitsa is the last one of these three weeks of preparations. It was prohibited to eat meat during this week, but dairy products were allowed. The word "Maslenitsa" is derived from the Russian word "maslo" meaning "butter". So it was called "butter week", and sometimes "cheese week", meaning that many dairy products such as butter and cheese were eaten during this week. Taking this into consideration, Maslenitsa for Russians is like a carnival for the Italians, especially because the initial sense of festivals is the same: the Italian word "carnival" (carne-vale) means "farewell the beef!". Traditional Russian food for Maslenitsa week is pancakes. People served them with caviar, honey, fresh cream and butter, and ate them in enormous amounts, knowing that during the following 7 weeks they will have to fast. Maslenitsa has always been the time to have fun! People used to build snow fortresses reinforced by two towers and with two gates. Many children gathered round these fortresses and divided themselves into two groups: the "cavalry" and the "infantry". The "infantry" occupied the fortress and the "cavalry" prepared for the attack. After the fight the cavalry victoriously entered the gates of the fortress. Then together with the "besieged" defenders they ruined the fortress singing cheerful songs.

Another entertainment was to sledge down the hills. The sleighing hills were built of snow and were decorated with two fancy turrets with fancy flags on their tops. Sledging is not just an entertainment, but also an ancient ceremony. In the old times people thought, that the longer way you slided, the higher your flags would be.

In the ancient times in Russia during Maslenitsa the Petrushka (Punch) comedies were quite popular. Petrushka is a popular Russian entertaining character. Petrushka’s comedies’ were quite charming and understandable because of their simplicity to most of the people of all ages and mentalities. Usually such performances began with a loud laughter or a song from behind the curtain and after that Petrushka appeared. He was wearing a red shirt, velveteen trousers tucked into the dandy boots and a fancy cap on his head.

Fist Fighting is another Maslenitsa entertainment. It was a chance for young guys to show how bold and strong they are. Young unmarried girls came to look at them and each girl tried to decide whom she would like to see as her future husband. The guys knew that the girls were looking at them, and it excited them even more. For married couples, Maslenitsa was a week of visiting their relatives. Certain relatives were visited on certain days of the week. Actually, each day of this holiday week had its own name.

Monday was called "The Greeting". On Monday Russian people welcomed Generous Madam Maslenitsa. The well-off people started the welcoming of Maslenitsa by visiting their relatives. Father and mother of the husband visited the parents of their daughter-in-law. All together they held a council and decided where to go for the celebration, which friends to invite and when to go sledging. If a husband in a young couple had no alive parents and this was the first Maslenitsa that such a couple was about to celebrate, the wife’s mother came to visit the newly-weds and taught her daughter to bake pancakes. By the first day of Maslenitsa people built sleighing hills, swings, balagans (Punch-and-Judy shows), laid the tables with the dainties.

Tuesday was called "Zaigryshi", meaning the start of merry games, sledging and other entertainments. The main idea of all Maslenitsa rites and games was matchmaking so that the young could get married after the Lent on the Red Hill (a Sunday after the Easter).

Wednesday was "The Sweet Tooth’s Day". On this day mothers-in-law (wives mothers) invited all their sons-in-law and their relatives for a party. During those times there used to be not one or two sons-in-law like in the modern families, but several! Therefore a mother-in-law had to offer the warmest reception to all. Thus, Maslenitsa was a rather wasteful holiday for the families where there were many daughters. There was a saying, "Sell your house but celebrate Maslenitsa!" In the evening people sang songs about caring mother-in-law treating her son-in-law with pancakes and put up circus performances with dressed-up bears showing how the mother-in-law baked the pancakes for her son-in-law, how he thanked her. It was believed that during Maslenitsa, and especially on the sweet tooth’s day, you had to eat as much as your stomach would please. They used to say, "Have as many meals, as many times a dog would wag its tail".

Thursday was "The Lavish Day". During the first three days of Maslenitsa peasants still continued doing their domestic chores, whereas on Thursday it was prohibited to work since on this day so called Generous Maslenitsa began. This included troika rides, fist fighting and many other entertainments, some of which we mentioned above.

Friday was called "Good Mother’s Evenings". On this day the sons-in-law were inviting their good-mothers (mothers of their wives) to their parties and treated them with pancakes and other dainties.

Saturday was the "Good Daughter’s Parties". On this day the young daughter-in-law used to invite her husbands’ relatives for a party.

Sunday was the last day of Maslenitsa week, and it was a culmination of the holiday. The Scarecrow (Maslenitsa Doll) was burned in fire and its ashes were swept across the fields "for a heavy crop". Sunday was also the "Forgiveness Day". It was a time to ask all your relatives and friends for forgiveness. Thus people cleared of old grudges and reconciled with each other.

This year, our folklore ensemble "Rodnick" organized several Maslenitsa festivities at St. Petersburg School # 61. Together with the students from the 9th, 8th, and 11th grades to put up a Petrushka show. It was a comedy about how Petrushka decided to marry and how he was looking for his fiancÃ©. The show was full of jokes and traditional Russian songs. Students’ parents and friends came to see the show. Students from junior school were also there enjoying the entertainment.

On Sunday, we organized the burning of Maslenitsa Doll. Maslenitsa Doll was made by the children themselves. They made a dress for her and painted her face. With songs and dances, we put the doll into the fire, celebrating the end of winter. Then everybody went to the school’s cafeteria, where piles of warm and tasty pancakes were awaiting us. We ate pancakes, and asked each other for forgiveness.

By taking part in the celebration of Maslenitsa, the students of school # 61 learnt a lot about Russian customs and traditions. Now they have a better understanding of their own culture. Some traditions seemed strange and meaningless to them in the beginning, when they first heard about them. But when we explained them the history of these traditions they looked at them quite differently. They realized that a nation’s culture is its heritage and that should be respected. Having this understanding, they will show more respect to cultures of other nations. Instead of just laughing at something they don’t understand, they will now ask questions and strive to learn more about different cultures. Such a positive view of cultural differences will promote ethnic tolerance, contributing to sustainable development of humankind.
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 Svetlana Rodinskaia

Easter Celebrations in Russia

Friday 14 May 2004, by Alexander Iona, Kostya Vasiliev, Svetlana Rodinskaia
Continuing on from the article "Pancake Week" by Svetlana Rodinskaia in the March issue of the E-Journal, this article aims to focus on another aspect of Russian culture. The idea for these articles came out of the workshop "Students’ Involvement in the Development of Ethnic Tolerance in Sustainable Cities" that we prepared for the WSC-SD Annual Meeting in March. We decided that the different student communities could share with others a description of some of their countries’ customs. This article will focus on Easter celebrations in Russia, and the events and activities that lead up to Easter.

As Svetlana described in her article on Pancake Week, Lent in the Russian Orthodox Church starts right after Pancake Week (or Maslenitsa) is over. Lent lasts eight weeks and finishes with Easter celebrations. This is the most severe fasting in the Russian Orthodox Church. It is only at the time of Easter that one can eat meat, eggs, and sweets. In the West, there is a different approach to both the start of Lent and its end. Lent exists in the Roman Catholic Church and it also starts with a special event, called Mardi Gras (or Fat Tuesday), whose principle is basically the same as that of Maslenitsa in Russia; hence its name, Fat Tuesday. In Russia, however, Lent always starts on the Monday after Maslenitsa; in Western countries, it starts on the Wednesday after Mardi Gras. Here we have to mention that in some places Mardi Gras events are in no way associated with Christianity or any religion. It is often associated with big gay or lesbian parades, like for example those in New Orleans in the USA.

In the West, Lent also finishes with Easter, but there are different traditions towards Easter celebrations (for example, chocolate bunnies, which are sold everywhere around Easter time in Germany) and quite often Easter in the West falls on a different day than the Russian Orthodox Easter. The coincidence of Easter Sundays in the West and in Russia in the year 2004 is a rare event. In the year 2002, we (Konstantine, Svetlana, and Alexander) were lucky to celebrate Easter twice. Firstly, we celebrated Easter at a special service that started at 9:00 p.m. at St. Michaelâ€™s Cathedral in Brussels, Belgium, on Saturday, March 30. Secondly, on May 5, we celebrated Easter at a Sunday service in Dmitrii Solunskii Church (near Pionerskaya Metro station), in Saint Petersburg, Russia. That year there was the biggest interval between Easter Sundays in Russia and the West in the past decade. Usually there is a separation of only a week or two between the Easters.

Why is there this separation? Easter is a holiday that moves on the calendar, unlike Christmas, which is always January 7 in Russia (or December 25 in the West), and the exact day of Easter needs to be calculated in a special way. The Church has developed a whole system of methods to find out the exact Sunday when we should celebrate the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and these dates are calculated many, many years ahead. This system is quite complicated and will be explained later; all that I can say now is that these calculations depend on the phases of the Moon, and since we (both Russia and the West) are not living according to the Lunar calendar, the consequence is that Easter is celebrate on a different day each year. Going back to answering the question raised above, we can say that the Russian Orthodox Church and the Roman Catholic Church (read the West, for even the Protestant Churches tend to be living according to the Catholic calendar) calculate the date of Easter differently. Sometimes the results of their calculations coincide, such as for the year 2004, but usually the results differ.

The funny thing is that these are the kinds of slight differences in religions that can cause wars â€” even just the differences in the way the date of Easter is calculated. And we must not forget that this is the same holiday with the same meaning, with Easter marking the resurrection of Jesus Christ. As Erasmus of Rotterdam noted centuries ago, in most conflicts what is â€œmost absurd is the fact that Christ is on both sides as if he fights with himself."

Moreover, Jews have a holiday of the same kind, but with a slightly different meaning. Five thousand years ago, Judaic tribes celebrated this spring day as a feast of calving of cattle. Later, Easter was connected with the beginning of the harvest, and later still, with the Jews’ exodus from Egypt. Christians have given a different significance to this day, celebrating it in connection with the resurrection of Christ. The First Ecumenical Council established the method of calculating the date of Easter in the year 325: the first Sunday after the first spring full moon. Later, it was decided that an Orthodox feast would be transferred to one week after the Jewish holiday. But the first spring full moon is calculated in a different way because the Russian Orthodox Church still follows the Julian calendar, which is 13 days behind the calendar used in the West. For example, when it is December 25 in the civil or Western calendar, for the Russian Orthodox Church it is December 12. Christmas arrives for the Russian Orthodox Church when it is already January 7 on the calendars of most people.

Easter celebrations are by far the most important in the Russian Orthodox Church, and the Quadragesima (forty days before Easter) abruptly changes the mode of life of religious Russians. In the past, all entertainment like theatrical presentations and music were forbidden within the first week of the Fast. Only public bathing houses operated. Nowadays, only the deeply religious follow these strict rules. It is said that during these forty days, Christ and his apostles wander the earth in beggarly vestment. They test human mercy, awarding the kind and punishing the greedy and malicious.

The last week of the Fast is called Holy Week. The eve of Holy Week is called Palm Sunday, a holiday celebrating the entrance of Christ to Jerusalem. In Orthodox temples, liturgy consecration of willow branches takes place. The willow branches represent the palm branches with which the way of Christ was covered on the way to the capital of Judea. Everyone tries to get some willow branches to put them by icons until the next "Willow Sunday."

Paskha is the Russian word for "Easter." Paskha is also a dessert, a sort of cheesecake, which is traditionally eaten on Easter. The word "pasqua" is actually of Jewish origin, meaning passing with Christ to the other life, or deliverance from death. In the ordinary meaning, Easter is meant as a sacred week celebrating the Resurrection of Christ, during which the Holy gates in churches remain open, meaning that the Resurrection of Christ has opened heaven for all.

The Russian Easter church service starts the night before. Directly after this ceremony and for several days thereafter, a ritual takes place, usually between friends (though complete strangers may also participate). One person goes to another and says "Khristos voskres!" (Christ is risen!) The other must answer, "Voistinu voskres!" (He is risen indeed!) and then they kiss three times and give Easter eggs to each other. Directly after church that night, the Lenten fast is broken. Now meals with eggs, butter, and meat are allowed by the Church.

All Paskha week, celebratory tables burst with many different dishes. People feast with rich meals including meat, eggs, and other items that were forbidden during the forty days of the Fast. On eve of Easter, people cook special dishes. They bake a wide variety of Easter cakes, including Easter cottage cheese cakes. People also usually paint eggs on the day before Easter and take them to the church to be consecrated.

Some of the symbols of the Russian Easter celebrations may seem familiar to Christians, such as the Easter night service and Easter eggs. Russian Easter eggs are of two different types. Some, called â€œkrashenki,â€ are dyed red by boiling eggs with onion skins. Others, known as â€œpysanky,â€ are equally impressive. Some of them have become famous as true masterpieces. Take, for example, the bejeweled and bedazzling enameled eggs created by court jeweler and artist Karl FabergÃ©. These fabulous works of art were first commissioned in 1884 by Czar Alexander III as a special Easter present for his wife.
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Russian Easter egg
Usually the Easter eggs in Russia are red. Red is the colour of blood on the cross that Christ shed for the atonement of the sins of the world. The choice of this colour for Easter eggs is very old. When Mary Magdalene came to the emperor, Tiberius, she brought him as a gift a red egg with the salutation "Christ has arisen!" To dye eggs red, it is possible to use fuchsine, onion peels, and bright scraps of silk. In different regions, Paskha eggs have their own distinct decorations.

For colouring eggs, it is best to use onion peels, which are gathered in advance. Depending on the colour of the peels, the colour of the eggs can vary from bright red to dark brown. To make the colour more saturated, more peels are used and the eggs are boiled for about 30 minutes. To protect the eggs from cracking during boiling, salt is added to the water. Cold eggs (from a refrigerator) must be allowed to warm at room temperature for half an hour before being placed into the boiling water.

Speckled eggs can be created by first wetting the eggs and placing them in dry rice. The eggs are then wrapped in gauze and fastened closed by a thread to allow the rice to stick. Finally, the eggs are boiled in a dying solution in the usual manner. Painted eggs can be made shiny by first being wiped dry and then greased with sunflower oil.

For the Easter celebrations there are more people in churches than usual, although a majority of Russians stay at home. Even if they do not go to church on Easter Sunday, most families still dye eggs and partake in a family ritual that takes place in most homes. The ritual is a game, almost like a competition. The family sits at the table and everyone chooses an egg, then one of the family members (for example, a child) holds his egg firmly in his hands and lets another family member (for example, the mother) hit the egg in his hands with her egg. One of the eggs breaks, and the one with the unbroken egg wins and has the opportunity to hit the eggs of other family members. Eventually, one egg will remain unbroken and it may be saved for other tournaments since it is now Easter time and one may eat as much as he wants. The last person to win can eat an egg, can choose another egg and repeat the tournament with somebody, or somebody may lend him his egg if he does not want it. Even those who do not go to church on Easter Sunday go through this competition. It is especially popular in families with young children.

Easter celebrations that start on Sunday continue all week. The Sunday after Easter is called "Krasnaya Gorka," meaning "the Red Hill". Many folklore ensembles in Saint Petersburg gather together on this day in Shuvalovsky Park. They sing special Easter songs and play Easter games (for example, rolling eggs). This year, as usual, the folklore ensemble "Rodnick," our student communityâ€™s partner, participated in this event. People who come for a walk to the park on this day have a good chance of taking part in traditional Easter festivities and learning more about Russian culture. Our ensemble not only performed in front of the park visitors but also tried to involve the audience into playing games, dancing with us, and participating in all kinds of traditional Russian entertainment.

In this article, we described the peculiarities of the Russian Easter celebration. We hope that you have found it interesting. In the next issues of the E-Journal â€” according to the outcome of the workshop â€œStudentsâ€™ Involvement in the Development of Ethnic Tolerance in Sustainable Citiesâ€ that we prepared for the WSC-SD Annual Meeting in March â€” we would love to see your articles about your culture and about events that have taken place in the past two or three months. We await your feedback!
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 Konstantin Vassiliev, Svetlana Rodinskaia, and Alexander Iona of the Saint Petersburg Student Community for Sustainable Development

Celebration of Ivan Kupala Day in Russia

Monday 12 July 2004, by Alexander Iona, Svetlana Rodinskaia
Continuing on from the article "Pancake Week" by Svetlana Rodinskaia in the March issue of the E-Journal and "Easter Celebrations in Russia" by Konstantin Vasiliev, Svetlana, and Alexander Iona in the May issue, this article aims to focus on another aspect of Russian culture. The idea for these articles came out of the workshop "Studentsâ€™ Involvement in the Development of Ethnic Tolerance in Sustainable Cities" that Konstantin Vasiliev and Svetlana Rodinskaia prepared for the WSC-SD Annual Meeting in March. We decided that the different student communities could share with others a description of some of their countries’ customs. This article will focus on Ivan Kupala Day in Russia.

Ivan Kupala Day is a holiday that has existed since pagan times. Originally, it was known as â€œSolntsevorot Day,â€ which refers to the day of the Summer Solstice, the longest day and the shortest night of the year. This year, Ivan Kupala Day was celebrated on 23-24 June (according to the old calendar). The ancient belief was that the sun is forced down from his way and the girl with beautiful eyes, Zarya (Daybreak), helps him on his way again. She washes him with the early-morning dew from the grassy fields. People believed that water on this day had a specific cleansing force. Thatâ€™s why many rites of this holiday are connected with water. The word â€œKupalaâ€ has the same root as the Russian word kupat’sya, meaning â€œto bathe.â€ Originally, the holiday was called just â€œKupala,â€ in the name of the pagan goddess. But also on this day the Russian Orthodox Church celebrates the birth of St. John the Baptist (whose name is pronounced in Russian as â€œIoannâ€ or â€œIvanâ€ ). This is the origin of the first part of the holidayâ€™s name. Two holidays â€“ the birthday of St. John and Kupalaâ€™s Day â€“ merged into one, but the celebrations remained mostly pagan in nature.
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Bonfire on Ivan Kupala Day
According to the modern calendar, Ivan Kupala Day is celebrated on 7 July, but the festivities start during the night, from 6-7 July. The holiday was especially loved by young people â€“ it was a time for wild fun. Young men often used this occasion to gain the attention of beautiful young ladies. One of the most important attributes of this holiday is Kupalaâ€™s bonfires. These fires, prepared by rubbing wood together, were named â€œliving fire.â€ The fire was the symbolic representation of the sunâ€™s power and the ritual worship based on the increasing reproductive activity of both humans and Nature (fertility of the land and fruiting of the trees). People gathered around bonfires, sang songs, danced, played noisy games, and jumped through the fire, believing that it cleansed them from all sin. Couples jumped through the fire holding their hands. If they managed not to unclasp their hands when they jumped, it was thought to be a sign that they would stay together for a long time.

As mentioned above, most rites of this holiday has something to do with water. Young guys and girls used to bathe in the rivers and lakes together in the night. Girls made beautiful diadems from flowers and then threw them in the water, which they used to guess their fate. Whichever direction the diadem drifted, that is where their fiancÃ© would be from. Young men would try to take the diadems from the water. If a man managed to retrieve a diadem, the girl who made the diadem was to spend an evening with him. Another custom related to water was to wash oneâ€™s face with morning dew. Young people tried to dunk or splash each other with a pail of water. They ran after each other with buckets filled with water, got wet, laughed, and had fun.

It was believed that on Kupalaâ€™s Day, many grasses and plants acquired specific health-care powers. People went out into the fields to collect such herbs as kupalenka, medvezhye ushko (meaning â€œbearâ€™s little earâ€ ), bogatenka (meaning â€œthe grass of rich menâ€ ), and razryv-trava (meaning â€œlove-breaking grassâ€ ). Some of those herbs were then placed under the head of the bed to stimulate dreams that were considered to be prophetic. People believed that certain herbs collected on this day were magical, that they could make a young man fall in love with a girl or, conversely, turn away from her.

Many spooky tales and legends are connected with Kupala Night, tales concerning witches, good and bad omens, spirits of the forests and rivers, and snakes. One of these stories tells about the fern flower, which allegedly appears exactly at midnight and is so fiery and bright that it hurts the eyes to look at it. A human who is lucky enough to find this mythical flower can use it as a key to all hidden treasures. The riches, however, bring trouble as well as joy, for they are guarded by evil spirits. They chirp and twitter in the humanâ€™s ears as he hunts for the treasures and lure him away from the simple and righteous life.

Ivan Kupala Night is one of the most expressive and wild Russian folk holidays. Many rites and traditions connected with it, but the most important meaning of all those celebrations is to get in harmony with nature and to feel happy, healthy, and young.
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 Svetlana Rodinskaia and Alexander Iona, St. Petersburg Students for Sustainability, St. Petersburg, Russia

Celebration of Pokrov in Russia

Monday 15 November 2004, by Alexander Iona, Svetlana Rodinskaia
This article is another in the series of articles on Russian culture, which has included Pancake Week: Learning to Appreciate Oneâ€™s Cultural Heritage, by Svetlana Rodinskaia, in the March issue of the VISION; Easter Celebrations in Russia, by Konstantin Vasiliev, Svetlana Rodinskaia, and Alexander Iona, in the May issue; Celebration of Ivan Kupala Day in Russia, by Svetlana Rodinskaia and Alexander Iona, in the July issue; and Holy Trinity Day and the Days of the Three Saviors in Russia, by Konstantin Vasiliev, in the September issue. The idea for these articles came out of the workshop Studentsâ€™ Involvement in the Development of Ethnic Tolerance in Sustainable Cities that Konstantin Vasiliev and Svetlana Rodinskaia prepared for the WSC-SD Annual Meeting in March. We decided that the different Student Communities could share with others a description of some of their countriesâ€™ customs. The present article will look at the holiday of Pokrov.

Pokrov, or the Feast of the Intercession of the Holy Virgin, is a religious holiday celebrated by the Russian Orthodox Church on 14 October (according to the new Gregorian calendar), which is 1 October according to the old Julian calendar, which is still used by the Russian Orthodox Church. The Russian word â€œPokrovâ€ has a complex meaning. First of all â€œpokrovâ€ is a cloak or shroud, but it also means protection or intercession. The origin of the holiday is explained by the legend about the miraculous appearance of the Mother of God in the mid-10th century in Constantinople, in the Blachernae church, where her robe, veil, and part of her belt were preserved after being transferred from Palestine in the 5th century.
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A Russian Orthodox icon depicting Pokrov, or the Feast of the Intercession of the Holy Virgin

On the night of 1 October in that year nearly a millennium ago, when the church in Constantinople was overflowing with praying people at the All-Night Vigil, St. Andrew and his disciple, St. Epiphanios, saw the Holy Virgin coming through the air, resplendent with heavenly light and surrounded by an assembly of the Saints. The Holy Virgin bent on her knees and tearfully prayed for Christians for a long time. She implored the Lord Jesus Christ to accept the prayers of all the people and to respond to her intercession. After completing her prayer, she took her veil and spread it over the people praying in the church, protecting them from enemies both visible and invisible. At the Blachernae church, the memory of the miraculous appearance of the Mother of God was remembered. In the 14th century the Russian pilgrim Alexander saw in the church an icon of the Holy Virgin praying for the world, depicting St. Andrew in contemplation of her. In his Primary Chronicle, St. Nestor says that the protective intercession of the Mother of God was needed because of the attack of a large pagan Russian fleet under the leadership of Askole and Dir. The fleet threatened Constantinople but was eventually defeated. Ironically, nowadays this Feast is considered important by the Slavic Churches but not by the Greeks.

The prologue of a Russian book from the 12th century describes the establishment of the special Feast marking this event. Churches named in honor of the Protection of the Mother of God began to appear in Russia in the 12th century. Widely known for its architectural merit is the Temple of the Protection in Nerl, built in 1165 by Holy Prince Andrew Bogoliubsky. The monastery of the Intercession of Our Lady (the so-called Zverin Monastery) in Novgorod was also built at about this time, as was the Cathedral of the Intercession of the Mother of God, built on the site of the Church of the Holy Trinity (also known as the Church of St. Basil the Blessed) under the rule of Tsar Ivan the Terrible. There is even a town in Russia named Pokrov. The miraculous appearance of the Holy Virgin covering praying people with her veil is also a common subject in Russian religious icons. The icon-painters usually used the image of a cloth or cloak above the Virginâ€™s head as a metaphor, a symbol of the all-embracing kindness and love of Our Lady.

Russians used to follow certain customs and traditions connected with this holiday. Pokrov supposedly gave the first glimpse of winter. Before this day, all agricultural work had to be completed. There are Russian sayings about Pokrov, such as â€œFall in the morning, winter in the afternoonâ€ or â€œOn Pokrov, before dinner it is autumn; after dinner, winter.â€ These sayings came about because in October, right around Pokrov, the weather got very cold and the first snow fell. On Pokrov, people started to cover all the cracks in their houses with cloths, and other preparations for winter began. Apple trees that had been cut down for firewood were never burned before Pokrov. It was believed that if you burned an apple tree on Pokrov your house would stay warm all winter long. Some people said, â€œFather Pokrov, make our house warm without firewood.â€ People carefully watched the weather on Pokrov. If it was cold and snowy on this day, it was believed that the whole winter would be very cold. Winds blowing from the south meant the coming winter would be warm; winds from the west meant a snowy winter.

Pokrov is also rich with traditions of marriage. Early in the morning on Pokrov, girls would run to the church to light a candle in front of the icon of the Intercession of the Holy Virgin. The belief was that whoever lit the first candle would be the first to get married. When coming out of the house in the morning, a girl used to say, â€œFather Pokrov, cover the ground with snow and cover me with a veil.â€ (A veil was a symbol of marriage.) Beginning on Pokrov, boys and girls would gather together at someoneâ€™s house for so-called â€œsit-down gatheringsâ€ (the Russian word for it is posidelki). Girls would spin flax and the boys would watch them. They would also sing songs together and dance and play games. During such evenings, young people got to know each other better and decided whom they wanted to marry. Every girl wanted to get married first, before her girlfriends did.

The folklore ensemble Rodnick from St. Petersburg continues the traditions of Pokrov. Usually on this day, our ensemble goes to a Pokrov â€œsit-down gatheringâ€ organized by our friends from the folklore ensemble Gornitsa. Other folklore ensembles gather there, as well. We sing songs, play games, and enjoy meeting new people. Everyone who wants to learn more about Russian culture is invited to this gathering. Our St. Petersburg Student Community helps to spread information about this event. Sometimes foreign students who are in St. Petersburg on exchange programs join us to participate in this gathering. It is a great chance for them to learn more about Russian culture and to share interesting facts about their own cultures, as well.

In future editions of VISION, we will continue to describe various aspects of Russian culture. We encourage all VISION readers to share their stories about holidays, life, and culture in other countries.
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 Svetlana Rodinskaia and Alexander Iona; St. Petersburg State Polytechnic University, St. Petersburg, Russia; members of St. Petersburg Students for Sustainability (SSS)

Christmas and New Year Celebrations in Russia

Tuesday 15 February 2005, by Alexander Iona, Svetlana Rodinskaia
This article is part of a series of articles on Russian culture. The series has included Pancake Week: Learning to Appreciate Oneâ€™s Cultural Heritage, by Svetlana Rodinskaia, in the March-April 2004 issue of VISION; Easter Celebrations in Russia, by Konstantin Vasiliev, Svetlana Rodinskaia, and Alexander Iona, in the May-June 2004 issue; Celebration of Ivan Kupala Day in Russia, by Svetlana Rodinskaia and Alexander Iona, in the July-August 2004 issue; Holy Trinity Day and the Days of the Three Saviors in Russia, by Konstantin Vasiliev, in the September-October 2004 issue; and Celebration of Pokrov in Russia, by Svetlana Rodinskaia and Alexander Iona, in the November-December 2004 issue. The idea for these articles came out of a workshop on Studentsâ€™ Involvement in the Development of Ethnic Tolerance in Sustainable Cities that Konstantin Vasiliev and Svetlana Rodinskaia prepared for the WSC-SD Annual Meeting in March 2004. We decided that the different Student Communities could share a description of some of their countriesâ€™ customs. The present article will look at the celebration of Christmas and New Year in Russia.

In Russia, we celebrate Christmas not on the 25th of December, but on the 7th of January. This is because the Russian Church, like the Serbian, Bulgarian and other Orthodox Churches, still uses the Julian calendar instead of the Gregorian calendar. In everyday, however, life we use the Gregorian calendar, and the beginning of the New Year is therefore celebrated on the same day as in the rest of the world. This means that, unlike much of the world, in Russia the New Year celebration comes before Christmas. Perhaps as a result, the tradition of celebrating the New Year has become more important in recent years.

Russia began celebrating the New Year as a separate holiday in 1700, when, on the order of Czar Peter the Great, Russia started to count the new year as beginning in January rather than September, as had been done previously. At the same time, an order "about the celebration of the new year" was issued and people began a tradition of decorating their houses with pine boughs. In spite of this, Christmas remained the main holiday until the revolution in 1917 when the new government tried to minimize the role of faith in peoplesâ€™ lives and persuaded them to pay more attention to New Year celebrations than Christmas celebrations. Today, more and more people are trying to restore the Orthodox traditions, but the New Year is still the main winter holiday for most Russians.

[image: image9.jpg]



Wherever you celebrate New Year in Russia, you will encounter the same New Year symbols and traditions. The New Year’s Tree (Novogodnaya Yolka), decorated with tinsel and sweets (during Soviet times we also used to put a big red star on top of the tree) is always in the centre of attention. Old Man Frost (Ded Moroz) and his granddaughter Snowgirl (Snegurochka) bring New Year presents and put them under the tree. To get a present, children must sing a song or read a poem for Old Man Frost. The better they do, the better presents they get.

The most common food for the New Year table is Olivie salad (consisting of meat, potatoes, pickles, green peas, onion, carrots, and mayonnaise), while the most common drink is champagne. After listening to the traditional New Year speech from the president, everybody tries to open a bottle of champagne and make a wish within the first seconds of the New Year. Soon after, many go outdoors to wish â€œHappy New Yearâ€ to one another, to launch New Year rockets and fireworks, and to light Bengal lights.

Of course, the main celebration takes place during the night from December 31st to January 1st, but many people continue visiting their friends and relatives with New Year greetings for several days or even weeks. It is also quite common to have a New Year party with colleagues from work several days before December 31st. The big New Year celebration usually ends after January 13th, when the country celebrates the so-called Old-Style New Year. This event is unofficial but is a very popular holiday and represents the beginning of a new year according to the old Julian calendar. After that, people remove the decorations from their houses, discard the New Year’s Trees, and get back to work.

We will continue to describe various aspects of Russian culture in future editions of VISION. We encourage all VISION readers to share their stories about holidays, life, and culture in other countries.
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 Alexander Iona and Svetlana Rodinskaia; St. Petersburg State Polytechnic University, St. Petersburg, Russia; members of St. Petersburg Students for Sustainability (SSS)

International Womenâ€™s Day: A Celebration and a Sobering Reminder

Tuesday 19 April 2005, by Marina Stroganova
All of us are used to International Womenâ€™s Day, the holiday we celebrate in honor of our wives, mothers, daughters, brides, grandmothers, and sweethearts. This is a day to pay tribute to women. As this day comes closer, men try in one day to compensate the â€œweaker sexâ€ for the deficit of attention, concern, and tenderness they normally justify by reference to a lack of time.

But not everyone remembers how this day of womenâ€™s international solidarity began. The idea of an International Womenâ€™s Day first arose at the turn of the 20th century, which in the industrialized world was a period of expansion and turbulence, booming population growth and radical ideologies.

On 8 March 1857, garment workers in New York City staged a protest. They were fighting against inhumane working conditions and low wages. The police attacked the protestors and dispersed them. Two years later, again in March, these women formed their first labor union to try to protect themselves and gain some basic rights in the workplace.

An international conference, held by socialist organizations from around the world, met in Copenhagen, Denmark, in 1910. The conference of the Socialist International proposed a Womenâ€™s Day, which was designed to be international in character. The proposal initially came from Clara Zetkin, a German socialist, who suggested an International Day to mark the strike of garment workers in the US. The proposal was greeted with unanimous approval by the conference of over 100 women from 17 countries, including the first three women elected to the parliament of Finland. The Day was established to honor the movement for womenâ€™s rights, including the right to vote. At that time, no fixed date was selected for the observance.

With 2 million Russian soldiers dead in the First World War, Russian women chose the last Sunday in February 1917 to strike for â€œbread and peace.â€ Political leaders opposed the timing of the strike, but the women went on anyway. The rest is history: Four days later, the Czar of Russia was forced to abdicate and the provisional government granted women the right to vote. That historic Sunday fell on February 23 on the Julian calendar then in use in Russia, but coincided with 8 March on the Gregorian calendar used in the rest of the world.

Since those early years, International Womenâ€™s Day has assumed a new global dimension for women in industrialized and developing countries alike. In December 1977, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution proclaiming a UN Day for Womenâ€™s Rights and International Peace. Four global UN womenâ€™s conferences have helped make the demand for womenâ€™s rights and participation in the political and economic process a growing reality.

In 1975, the UN drew global attention to womenâ€™s concerns by calling for an International Womenâ€™s Year and convening the first global conference on women in Mexico City. Another convention was held in Copenhagen, Denmark in 1980. In 1985, the UN convened a third conference on women in Nairobi, Kenya, to look at what had been achieved in the decade since the first meeting. In 1995, Beijing hosted the Fourth World Conference on Women. Representatives from 189 different countries agreed that inequalities between women and men have serious consequences for the well-being of all people. The conference declared a set of goals for the progress of women in various spheres, including politics, health, and education. The final document issued by the conference, called the â€œPlatform for Action,â€ had this to say: â€œThe advancement of women and the achievement of equality between women and men are a matter of human rights and a condition for social justice and should not be seen in isolation as a womenâ€™s issue.â€

Five years later, a special session of the UN General Assembly called â€œWomen 2000: Gender Equality, Development, and Peace for the 21st Centuryâ€ reviewed the progress the world has made towards achieving the goals set out by the Beijing conference. This conference has come to be known as the â€œBeijing +5â€ conference. Delegates found both progress and continuing obstacles. The delegates made further agreements to continue carrying out the initiatives of the 1995 womenâ€™s conference.

Overall, there are slightly fewer women than men in the world: For every 100 men, there are 98.6 women. If take just the adult population, the ratio is different: There are nearly 1 billion adults in the world, and two out of three of them are women.

The UN General Assembly celebrates International Womenâ€™s Day to recognize that peace and social progress require the active participation and equality of women, and to acknowledge the contribution of women to international peace and security. For the women of the world, the Day is an occasion to review how far they have come in their struggle for equality, peace and development.

You might think that womenâ€™s equality benefits mostly women, but every one-percentile growth in female secondary schooling results in a 0.3 percent growth in the economy. Yet girls are often kept from receiving education in the poorest countries that would benefit most from such economic growth.

In recent decades, much progress has been made. On a worldwide level, womenâ€™s access to education and proper health care has increased, their participation in the paid labor force has grown, and legislation that promises equal opportunities for women and respect for their human rights has been adopted in many countries. The world now has an ever-growing number of women participating in society as policy-makers.

Despite this progress, nowhere in the world today can women claim to have all the same rights and opportunities as men. Until men and women work together to secure the rights and full potential of women, lasting solutions to the worldâ€™s most serious social, economic, and political problems are unlikely to be found.
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 Marina Stroganova, Faculty of Humanities, St. Petersburg State Polytechnic University, St. Petersburg Russia; member of St. Petersburg Students for Sustainability (SSS)

May 9th - "Victory Day" in Russia

Friday 10 March 2006, by Marina Stroganova
May 9 - Victory Day in Russia, a national holiday which remembers the defeat of Nazi Germany in World War II and honors 20 million Soviets who died in the war. In Russia almost all the families have at least one person who took part in the war. The number of survivors is getting less every year. Victory Day honors those people who took part in a ’patriotic war’.

This article is part of a series of articles on Russian culture. The series has included Pancake Week: Learning to Appreciate Oneâ€™s Cultural Heritage, by Svetlana Rodinskaia; Easter Celebrations in Russia, by Konstantin Vasiliev, Svetlana Rodinskaia, and Alexander Iona; Celebration of Ivan Kupala Day in Russia, by Svetlana Rodinskaia and Alexander Iona; Holy Trinity Day and the Days of the Three Saviors in Russia, by Konstantin Vasiliev; and Celebration of Pokrov in Russia and and Christmas and New Year Celebrations in Russia by Svetlana Rodinskaia and Alexander Iona; as well as The 900-day Siege of Leningrad (Blokada) by Marina Stroganova.

THE HISTORY OF ’VICTORY DAY’
The fighting of WWII in Europe ended on May 2nd, 1945. The surrender of German troops was signed on May 4th and 5th but officially the war ended at midnight on May 8th 1945. To remember this important event, the Russians created a national holiday called Victory Day which is celebrated on May 9th in Russia.

When Nazi Germany attacked Russia or the Soviet Union, as it was known then, the Russian army pushed the Germans all the way back to Berlin which helped to defeat Hitler’s forces.

The main reason for the celebration of Victory Day was to remember the people who died in the war. On that day, flowers are laid on their graves and veterans, that are still alive, go out in the streets wearing their medals and orders. There are few of them left now a days and the number is getting smaller every year.

Russia mainly fought a war to defend itself, which is called a "patriotic war". That is what most Russians call WWII. In Russia almost all families have at least one person who took part in the war. The other old citizens who did not fight during the war had to work in factories to make guns and preparations, which wasn’t easier than fighting. They too are honored on Victory Day.

"VICTORY DAY" IN RUSSIA TODAY To celebrate Victory Day the President of Russia sends congratulating letters to all the veterans. There are parades, feasts, presents and flowers to give thanks to the people who fought for the defense of Russia. In all the cities there are meetings in which a leader or the mayor of the city gives speeches about the achievement of people in the war and the veterans tell about their adventures in the war. The food consists of traditional Russian food like pirozki, which is dough, filled with meat or mashed potato, pelmeni and cakes and pies for dessert.

The 900-day Siege of Leningrad (Blokada)

Friday 10 March 2006, by Marina Stroganova
This article is part of a series of articles on Russian culture. The series has included Pancake Week: Learning to Appreciate Oneâ€™s Cultural Heritage, by Svetlana Rodinskaia; Easter Celebrations in Russia, by Konstantin Vasiliev, Svetlana Rodinskaia, and Alexander Iona; Celebration of Ivan Kupala Day in Russia, by Svetlana Rodinskaia and Alexander Iona; Holy Trinity Day and the Days of the Three Saviors in Russia, by Konstantin Vasiliev; and Celebration of Pokrov in Russia and Christmas and New Year Celebrations in Russia by Alexander Iona and Svetlana Rodinskaia, as well as May 9th - "Victory Day" in Russia by Marina Stroganova.

This was undoubtedly the most tragic period in the history of the city, a period full of suffering and heroism. For everyone who lives in St. Petersburg the Blokada (the Siege) of Leningrad is an important part of the city’s heritage and a painful memory for the population’s older generations.

Less than two and a half months after the Soviet Union was attacked by Nazi Germany, German troops were already approaching Leningrad. The Red Army was outflanked and on September 8 1941 the Germans had fully encircled Leningrad and the siege began. The siege lasted for a total of 900 days, from September 8 1941 until January 27 1944. The city’s almost 3 million civilians (including about 400,000 children) refused to surrender and endured rapidly increasing hardships in the encircled city. Food and fuel stocks were limited to a mere 1-2 month supply, public transport was not operational and by the winter of 1941-42 there was no heating, no water supply, almost no electricity and very little food. In January 1942 in the depths of an unusually cold winter, the city’s food rations reached an all time low of only 125 grams (about 1/4 of a pound) of bread per person per day. In just two months, January and February of 1942, 200,000 people died in Leningrad of cold and starvation. Despite these tragic losses and the inhuman conditions the city’s war industries still continued to work and the city did not surrender.

Several hundred thousand people were evacuated from the city across Lake Ladoga via the famous "Road of Life" ("Doroga Zhizni") - the only route that connected the besieged city with the mainland. During the warm season people were ferried to the mainland, and in winter - carried by trucks that drove across the frozen lake under constant enemy bombardment.

Meanwhile, the city lived on. The treasures of the Hermitage and the suburban palaces of Petrodvorets and Pushkin were hidden in the basements of the Hermitage and St Isaac’s Cathedral. Many of the city’s students continued their studies and even passed their finals exams. Dmitry Shostakovich wrote his Seventh "Leningrad" Symphony and it was performed in the besieged city.

In January 1943 the Siege was broken and a year later, on January 27 1944 it was fully lifted. At least 641,000 people had died in Leningrad during the Siege (some estimates put this figure closer to 800,000). Most of them were buried in mass graves in different cemeteries, with the majority in the Piskariovskoye Memorial Cemetery, resting place to over 500,000 people and a timeless reminder of the heroic deeds of the city.

