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The Image of People of Other 
Religions in Lithuanian Folklore 
Laima Anglickienė 

Introduction
In Lithuania, like in every other country, people of other nations and 
religions have lived since the old times. Not always have Lithuanians 
and other ethnic-religious groups lived together only in a friendly fash-
ion. The binary system of world classification is old just like mankind. 
Opposite “own/my” vs. “strange” is one of the most popular contra-posi-
tions. Living nearby one nation, one notices all differences of other eth-
nic groups, i.e. their other religion, different customs, other occupation 
(social strata), language, distinctive appearance and temperament (An-
glickienė 2002b: 82–85). This article analyses the only religious aspect: 
the image of people of other religions in Lithuanian folklore. The aims 
of the article are to introduce the most popular narratives and specify 
reasons, due to which they came into folklore. Folk motives are gath-
ered from the Lithuanian folklore manuscripts that are in the Institute 
of Lithuanian Literature and Folklore, from the published collections of 
folklore, and are written by the author herself during the expeditions. 
The examples of modern anecdotes, about these strangers, are taken 
from the Internet (mostly from www.delfi.lt).

Formerly religion was a major delimited factor more even than 
nationality. National identity in comparison with religious identity is 
formed rather late especially in Eastern and Middle Europe. During the 
population census of 1897, many tsarist officers, who gathered statisti-
cal data, did not understand what the concept “nationality” meant. Con-
sequently, in Lithuania the inhabitants who considered themselves as 
“locals” or “Catholics” were marked as Poles; Belorussians were called 
either Russians or Poles (according to their mentioned religion) and 
settlers of Protestant faith were attributed to Germans (Merkys 1958: 
86). But the majority of Lithuanians and inhabitants of Lithuania were 
always Roman Catholics.1  There were 85.72 % Catholics, 7.65 % Jews, 

 1 Catholics were not only Lithuanians but Poles and part of Belorussians, too.



82 Pro Ethnologia 17

1.59 % Old Believers, 1.13 % Orthodox Believers, 0.05 % Muslims, 
3.86 % people of other confessions according to the population census 
data of 1923 (Lietuvos… 1923: 40). One example can clarify the impor-
tance of religion in earlier times. The Lithuanians of Lithuania Minor 
(that was a region of Prussia, today – Kaliningrad oblast) belonged to 
the Protestant Church since 1525. That possibly weakened their ties 
with Lithuanian Catholics from the Great Duchy of Lithuania. In the 
19th century, the barrier of faith became more significant than the Lith-
uanian language. At first, Lit hu ani ans hated their colonisers, that is 
Germans, but eventually a common religion united them (Matulevičius 
1989: 128–129). Of course, the Ger -ma nization of this region influenced 
not only the Lutheran Church, but also the whole German system of 
education. In folklore, people tell that some Prussians (inhabitants of 
historical Prussia) are real Lithuanians, but because of their Lutheran 
faith they are called Prussians (Staugaitis 1921: 101).

Undoubtedly, various religions are regarded differently. Lithuanians 
consider Protestants or Orthodox Believers to be Christians like them-
selves.2  Confessors of other religions – Tartars, Karaites and especially 
Jews – are called pagans or infidels. Even officially, Jews were separated 
from Christians in 1388 by the Great Lithuanian Duke Vytautas in the 
privilege for Jews of Brasta. This tradition of separating Jews as well 
as other ethnic groups (Tartars, Karaites) from the part of community, 
which had status of local inhabitants lasted during all period of the 
Great Duchy of Lithuania. Moreover, even the elite’s understanding 
about non-Christian religions was superficial and incorrect; it raised 
untenable fear, which was conducive for spreading of exaggerated 
phobias. Christian society did not recognise strangers living nearby 
(Šiaučiūnaitė-Verbickienė 1999: 388–389). However, peasants under-
stood religion more super ficially: “Faith existed in forms, in symbols 

 2 Incidentally, it must be noticed that in Lithuanian folklore quite popular strangers are Gypsies. But 
speaking about them it is never mentioned that they profess any religion excepting that Gypsies 
always profess the dominant religion of the country (or region) in which they live. The flexibility of 
Gypsies can be shown in this example: “A Gypsy is asked: Which religion do you profess? Which you 
like. What languages do you know? All which I need. What is your citizenship? That’s no matter: we 
all are the children of Eve” (Bendoravičius 1933: 157). In folklore, Gypsy’s relation with religion is quite 
original: he is not afraid to cheat priests, to steal anything from them and even after stealing he man-
ages to get remission of sins from them (LTt 97;  AT 1807)
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and customs which sur rounded man, but not inside man. Forms and 
customs had Christian content, but common people did not perceive, 
understand or think about it” (Pakalniškis 1990: 160).

Consequently, people of other religions were evaluated according to 
the scale of their own values and Catholic norms. Folklore also partly 
reflects this reality and all stereotypes about strangers. But it will be ob-
served that in the verbal art every described subject or phenomenon is 
embellished with verisimilitude, an artistic effect is the most desirable 
while telling such stories. Therefore, further explanations about real 
facts of strangers’ religious customs and their reflections in folklore can 
not be under standable forthright; this information can help to explain 
what reasons have influenced the rise of folk motives.

Generally, in folklore people recognise faith according to the ethnic 
group which confesses this religion: faith of Jews (in Lithuanian lan-
guage these words are different: žydas means nationality, judėjas – reli-
gion), Tartars (= Muslims), Prussians (= Protestants).3 

Regarding several reasons: different popularity, variety of motives – 
Lithuanian folklore about people of other religions can be divided into 
two groups: 1) folk motives about non-Christians and 2) folklore about 
Christians, but non-Catholics.

Non-Christians Jews
In folklore, people of other religions and their religious ceremonies 
are very often mocked, because in folklore any distinguishable man or 
situation is always noticeable. Other peculiarities of religion and their 
interpretations are the most popular subject in folklore especially about 
Jews. It must be observed that generally a “Jew” was the most popular 
stranger in Lit huanian folklore.

This popularity was influenced by several reasons. First of all, we 
know that special cultural attributes are characteristic of people of a 
particular religious group. Only when one religion is typical for an en-
tire nation, this group is characterised by cultural affinity. That is why 
Jews, the only believers of Judaism, are distinguished for their cultural 
geniuses, which was and today is noticed by all other ethnic-religious 
groups. Whereas, other religions are practised by many nations. Sec-

 3 In religion the word Prussian was applied not only for inhabitants of Prussia – Lutherans but very 
often use for all Protestants (Slavėnienė 1991: 31).
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ondly, Jews lived in very closed communities and their social and cul-
tural life centred on the synagogue. This dissociation from other groups 
of inhabitants was palliative but also a provocative factor. The fewer 
strangers were known the worse and more forbidding features were as-
cribed to them. Sometimes, only human curiosity influenced disrespect 
and especially intolerance to differences of religious life. That was not 
essentially deliberate hostile acts, but they often had a contemptuous 
character (Mardosa 1999: 99). Thirdly, for a long time, until the Second 
World War, Jews were the largest ethnic group in Lithuania. All Lithua-
nian peasants met them as tradesmen and handicraftsmen. A lot of Jews 
lived in all European countries, too. Therefore, international stereo-
types and accordingly migration of folk motives influenced popularity 
of this personage in Lithuanian folklore.

Researchers define popular and elitist, traditional (religious) and 
modern anti-Semitism. Religious pre-modern anti-Semitism was 
grounded on the idea that Jews were collectively responsible for the 
killing of the Christian God. This collective responsibility separates 
them from all other religious-ethnic groups (Sirutavičius 1998: 34).

Even in the 19th century, the position of the Catholic Church in re-
gard to Jews did not differ from popular anti-Semitism. In the sermons 
of priests and prayer books it was mentioned that Jews crucified Jesus 
Christ and the image of the Jew, who lives according to the Talmud, full 
of various evils was formed (Sirutavičius 1998: 36–37; Vareikis 2002: 
99). Only in 1965, the II Vatican council eliminated some subtle points 
from theology, which were connected with the crucifixion. Christ died 
not because Jews crucified him, but because he “underwent His passion 
and death freely, because of the sins of men and out of infinite love, in 
order that all may reach salvation”  (Declaration… 1965, online).

All the above mentioned reasons formed a rather negative image of 
Jews, both in the Lithuanian society of 19th – the 1st half of the 20th cen-
tury, and in folklore. Moreover, non-Christian religions were evaluated 
as bad and false. Lithuanians called Jews, more rarely Tartars as pagans. 
Even more, they did not treat them as people but as speaking animals. 
It is said that Jews do not have a soul (LTR 1530[423]). It is connected 
with the belief that a strange God is not real and a strange religion is 
soulless or is devil-worship (Belova 1997: 29–30). The conception of 
the Jew infidel is widely spread not only in Lithuania, but also all over 
Europe. Christians often said after christening of a baby: “We bring to 
church a little Jew and bring back a Catholic (Mardosa 1999: 100) or 
Christian” (Belova 1997: 28). The supposed inferiority of the Jew is 
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reflected in the proverbs: “The Jew is not a man and one maid is not a 
fully hired family” (LTR 1011[123]). He is equal to the mythical being: 
“Jew or devil is the same” (LTR 3424[67]). But in Lithuanian proverbs, 
people of other nationalities or religions – Germans, Russians – are com-
pared with the devil, too.

However, other strangers did not suffer so much because of their 
religion. Of course, Catholics made fun of the differences but seldom 
made mockery of the actions. Whereas Jews were disturbed during their 
prayers when they stayed at houses of Lithuanians or men behaved in-
tolerably during important Jewish feasts. Sometimes especially young 
men joked very roughly forgetting all moral and ethic norms. For exam-
ple, in the interwar period youngsters in Salakas, (district of Zarasai), 
disenterred  a deceased Jew, set him on a horseback, pushed a piece of 
pork into his mouth and left him by the synagogue (VDU ER F2 B2, 52). 
Sometimes, religious differences were turned to account knowingly: in 
the period of 1920–1940s, when Lithuanian children wanted to earn 
money, they admitted a crow to the synagogue. Then Jews asked them 
to catch the bird and paid for catching 5 Litas4  (Čepaitė 2001: 2). There 
are folk stories with analogical situations: boys come up on the roof of 
the synagogue and flow inward (LTR 1744[84]) / or admit an owl into 
the synagogue (LTR 1744[81]). Jews think that there is a Christian Holy 
Spirit / Catholic God.

Some details of Jewish religion were known quite well. Jews wait for 
their Messiah that is why in the tale, a trickster pretend to be the God 
and orders a Jew to marry his daughter to him because then Messiah 
will be born. But the girl is born and the trickster absconds with the 
funds (LPK 1846; AT 1855A). It is not allowed for Jews to touch the 
cross and a boy protects the cloth, which the Jew wants to steal when 
he put the cross on it (VDU ER 25–6, 6).

In the legends, faiths of Christians and Jews are compared in preju-
dice of the Jew. Priests and rabbis fight regarding whose God is stron-
ger: when the priest sprays the altar of synagogue with the holy water, 
crashes the one corner of the altar (LTR 422[14]).

But the most popular are terrible stories about Jews harming the 
Christians and even killing them because of Jewish religious rituals. 
These stories are popular all over Europe (The Blood Libel… 1991; Cała 

 4 Then one centner of grain costed such sum.
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1992, etc.). Periods of various incriminations for Jews can be delineated. 
For example, from the 5th–6th century Jews were blamed for profanation 
of the Host in Western Europe; from the 12th century on there was a ru-
mour about Christians children killed by Jews for their ritual purposes 
(Gurevich 1989: 305). The signs of intolerance for Jews appeared in the 
Great Duchy of Lithuania only in the middle of 16th century and Jews 
were not blamed for the profanation of the Host (Šiaučiūnaitė-Verbick-
ienė 1999: 419). Therefore, there are only a few folk-tales about that. 
The most popular motive: Catholics who serve in the houses of Jews 
bring the Host (= body of Christ) from the church and Jews knot it in 
order to obtain blood from it (LTR 1001[33]; 1248[84]).

But the myth about killing of Christians was expanded. The exist-
ing belief that Christ was killed by Jews is explained as if Jews needed 
Christian blood: “the Jews martyred Jesus and that is why their progeny 
have to do something bad for Christians that day [i.e. during Easter] 
(LTR 1000[60]).5  These stories tell about ways as to how Jews kill 
Christian children or even adults and the reasons for what purposes 
they use that blood are explained. It is told that they bake matzos with 
blood, moisten the eyes of new-borns Jews with this blood because 
Jews are born blind like dog puppies and Christian blood helps them 
to eliminate this defect. Jewish women put the scrap of cloth, which is 
moistened with blood into shoes in order to trample the people of other 
faith (Anglickienė 2003: 220).

That blood “spurts” from everywhere. One legend tells that a man 
moved out and left Calvary in his house. Jews found and martyred it, 
pierced the side of Christ. Blood began to flow continuously. All dishes 
were full of blood but Jews could not stop the spurt. Then they decided 
to scamper out of this small town (LTR 552[796]).

In other stories, Jews do harm to Christians in others different ways, 
too. It is told that Jews sell tainted and dirtily made food. Jews add their 
hair or lice into the cakes which are sold to Christians (VDU ER 38-7, 
5). A dead Jew is washed and that water is poured on the herring (VDU 
ER 32-6, 2). It was even said that no gifts could be taken from the hands 
of Jews because with the gift they would also hand over their bad luck 

 5 It is unbelievable but the same stereotypes exist today, too. In Lithuania during Easter of 2002 
3-year old girl disappeared from the yard of her parents. One unofficial version of this event was that 
Jews kidnapped the girl and killed her for their rituals. After a few weeks the girl was found drowned.
 6 URL: http://www.delfi.lt/jokes//scripts/s2f/s2f.php?type=joke&id=830714 (2002 03 08).
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(TŽ 360). In some stories there are explanations of people that Jews do 
harm for Christians because in such a way they diminish Christians and 
that their religion orders them to do so (LTR 1463[80]).

These terrible stories influenced real life, too. People who were em-
ployed by Jews avoided staying overnight in Jewish houses (VDU ER 30-
10, 7.4). People were afraid to go to their cellars or shops and especially 
children were warned of the dangers of kidnapping or killing.

Other neutral stories tell about strange, and as well as funny Jewish 
religious customs, (funny that means for Lithuanians Catholics and 
generally speaking for Christians). Sometimes such stories have a folk 
explanation. Most of such stories are international because all Chris-
tians noticed the same different patterns.

For example, when Jews pray they roll a special belt around their 
hand. And it is explained that they do so in order that devils would be 
afraid to disturb them because would be struck (LTR 1508[415]). People 
think that Jews martyr bread during Easter, beat it, but after the feast 
they apologise to it (LTR 552[795]).

Jewish religious customs and rituals, which were noticed by Lithua-
nians when Jews bagmen stayed at the houses of Catholics are reflected 
in the proverbs: “Don’t murmur like Jews the prayer” (LTR 1139[76]); 
“He rolls like Jews the prayer” (Bacevičienė 1993: 42). Noticed religious 
rituals are shown in these proverbs: “He is afraid like a Jew during a 
terrible night” (LTR 733[637]); “He shakes like a Jew sins into a swamp” 
(LTR 468[208/3]); “He is happy like a Jew with the Sabbath” (LTR 
733[631]).

Moreover, differences between Christian and Jewish religious rituals 
are shown: “He is afraid like a Jew of the crucifix” (LTR 4084[729]) or 
“He is afraid like a Jew of christening” (LTR 3767[26]).

Stories about different Jewish food, their menu are rather popular 
as well. They can not eat pork and people explain why Jews have such 
prohibition: “Christ turned to a pig a Jewish woman with children who 
were hidden under the tub when Jews wanted to examine if Christ 
knew everything. That is why Jew can not eat blood of a relative (LPK 
1867;  AT 1855). This fact is reflected very pointedly in the tales and 
anecdotes: people try to foist pork for Jews in various ways. A farm-
er trained a Jew to eat pork when the Jew was kept three days in the 
granary where only sausages were kept (LTR 4314[97]). Actually such 
things were done not only in tales. In reality, people often tested Jewish 
children by covering their lips with flitch (Mardosa 1999: 99).

The other peculiarity of the Jewish menu is a great consumption of 
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onions and garlic. That was not usual for the local menu and Lithua-
nians stated that Jews smell of these spicy vegetables. The bad smell is 
explained in such a way: Jews rubbed the body of Christ with garlic or 
do not obey commands of Moses (LPK 1867 B; AT 1855). That was like 
a penalty. Whereas in another story it is explained that Jews eat garlic in 
order that devils do not visit them because devils do not like to go there 
where is a bad smell (LTR 1508[117]). Jews do not eat pike because this 
fish has all the tools with which Christ was martyred (that means that 
bones have a similar form of a cross) (LTR 1415[25]).

Folklore about Christians
Lithuanians met Jews because they lived in all the territory of the coun-
try. But people of other confessions – Protestants, Old Believers, and Or-
thodox Believers were met rarely because their number was smaller. In 
some territories, they lived in whole communities, in other places, they 
lived severally. That is why folklore about people of other confessions is 
spread in these territories where they lived. It is interesting to note, that 
during the population census of 1897, tsarist authority counted Luther-
ans according to their ethnic composition – there were c. 37.5 thousand 
of Lithuanians and Latvians and c. 20.5 thousand of German Lutherans 
(Pervaya... 1904: 84–91). 

People of other Christian confessions were evaluated to be friendlier 
in comparison to non-Christians. In one etiological legend, circum-
stances of the origin of Lutheranism is explained: one girl agreed to 
marry a devil and then she bore a son Martin (= Luther) who disfigured 
Catholicity (LTR 1542[385]). 

Commonly, in folklore, people of different confessions do not under-
stand each other’s religious customs or ceremonies in the Church. Espe-
cially that can be said about Protestants. For example, in a tale Lutheran 
German does not understand Catholic feasts: he thinks that hinds try to 
cheat him when they after All Saints’ Day (1st November) again want to 
celebrate St. Martin’s Day (11th November). And German landlord  forc-
es his hinds to work. Workers find a bear in the forest and call it Martin. 
German fight with “Martin” but after defeat he allows celebration of all 
Lithuanian (Catholic) feasts (LTt 66; AT 1705 B*).

Latvian Lutherans boasted that in the Catholic Church, a priest with 
some beautiful things went ahead of him and thus Latvia was graced 
(ŠLSA 114). Lutherans did not understand that there was a procession, a 
usual thing for Catholics. Or the Lutheran Germans did not understand 
the Latin words of the priest and promises to give two oxen (LLA 827).
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However, Lithuanians distinguished between Russians Old Believ-
ers and Orthodox Believers and regarded these groups differently. Old 
Believers had a better reputation than that of the Russian Orthodoxy. 
This example, with two Russian groups, is analogous to the example of 
Lithuanians (which was given in the introduction of this article) and 
proves the importance of religion in earlier times over again. Such a 
difference had been brought about by historical reasons. Old Believers 
came to Lithuania at the end of the 17th and in the beginning of the 18th 
centuries, because of religious persecution in their native country, in 
Russia. They were naturalised and become a local minority and most 
of them were peasants as local Lithuanians. When Lithuania was oc-
cupied by tsarist Russia, at the end of the 18th century, a lot of Russian 
Orthodox Believers came to Lithuania and became privileged people as 
far as religion, economy and language were concerned and Lithuanians 
became a minority in their native country. Of course, invaders were 
always hated and thus they were depicted in folklore as poor and bad 
people and very often also as thieves. Besides, Old Believers themselves 
drew distinction between themselves and Orthodox Believers and the 
following Russians were stranger than Lithuanians Catholics in spite of 
their common nationality. Old Believers married Catholics more often 
and such marriages were better estimated than marriages between Old 
Believers and Orthodox Believers (Čiubrinskas 1998: 94–95).

Confessional differences are more often reflected in the proverbs: 
“He does not make the sign of the cross like Prussians” (LTR 346[226]), 
“You are like a Prussian who does not go to the church for confession 
of sins” (LTR 346[223]). Lithuanians mocked at Lutheran reverends: 
“He is splay (or he yaps) like the Prussian reverend (LTR 346[218] / 
5224[19/46]). “Different” God of Protestants or Orthodox Believers was 
noticed, too: “He sits in the corner like a Russian God” (LTR 3631[118]); 
“He smiles like Prussian Jesus in the Moon” (LTR 5311[994]), “Foolish 
like the German God” (LTR 3892[260]) – such proverbs show that peo-
ple did not understand religious doctrine.

Strangers-magicians
In folklore, all strangers (people having some peculiar features) are 
mentioned as having magical powers. But sometimes, magical powers 
are ascribed namely to people of other religions or confessions. For 
example, plenty of superstitious beliefs in Northern Lithuania are ex-
plained by facts that the Latvian land – Curonia is nearby and moreover, 
a lot of Protestants lived in this part of Lithuania (Valančius 1972: 263). 
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In one mythological legend, German capability to conjure is explained 
by another religion: “they were Lutherans, not Catholics and knew var-
ious wizardry” (LTR 4220[56]).

On one hand, magicians can do harm to people, animals or plants, 
but on the other hand, there are folklorist stories which tell that exactly 
people of other religions can help. Researchers noticed that formerly 
Protestants believed that Catholic priests could conjure away demons, 
help to remove whammy, cure some diseases and even show thieves 
(Taylor 1989: 94). Actually, even Orthodox Church speaks damns (To-
karev 1990: 94). Lithuanian researchers Jurijus Novikovas and Ramūnas 
Trimakas who gathered incantations of Russians Old Believers have 
noticed that they consider people of other nations and religions as the 
most authoritative and dangerous magicians (Novikovas & Trimakas 
1997: 268).

When Lithuanians split with neighbours and wanted to do some-
thing bad for them they frighten each other: “we will buy Jews beggars 
in order to convert you into pigs” (Končius 1996: 238). Such a tradition 
was spread not only in Lithuania. Slavs explain that Jews were asked to 
pray in some intentions because Jews propitiate God sooner and wrong-
doer is punished more awfully (Belova 1997: 31). 

In folklore, it is fixed that sometimes a namely infidel was asked for 
help: “The horses of one Lithuanian peasant were stolen. He gets advice 
to bring one candle to the synagogue. The Jewish rabbi said that, after 
one year, a peasant would know who the thieves were. Everything hap-
pened so as the rabbi had said” (LTR 4551 [52]) .

Other religions of magician are not always mentioned in folklore. It 
is amalgamated with other attributes of strangeness: belonging to other 
ethnic groups or social strata, other anthropological types or speaking 
other unknown languages.

Infidels in modern folklore
Today, the theme of the other religion is popular in international genre – 
in anecdotes (Anglickienė 2002a: 191–196). Other Christian confession 
usually is not mentioned, but people of other religions – Jews, Muslims 
are mocked. In folklore, Muslims usually are named Arabs. These re-
ligious-ethnic groups in anecdotes are popularised by political events 
of latter years, which captured the attention of whole world. Strange 
peculiarities of these religions are noticed, i.e. for the Christian part of 
the world funny, unusual and even unacceptable customs, for example, 
Mussulman polygamy:
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Sultan gives for his messengers little crystal shoe and says:
– That girl for who fit this shoe will become wife of my son.
And messengers have found 2137 girls for whom that shoe has fit. And 
they became wives of this young sultan.6 

In another very short anecdote, two differences are mentioned: polyg-
amy and prohibition to drink alcohol: “Why is alcohol forbidden in 
Arabian countries? That is instinct of self-preservation: just imagine 
that you get home drunk in the morning and 10 wives with rolling pins 
wait for you!”7 

In the modern anecdotes about Jews, more popular is the theme 
with a clever, resourceful and sly businessman. Religious customs are 
reflected seldom: 

Jew asks rabbi:
– Please, say rabbi if I can parachute during Sabbath.
– Yes, of course, it is only forbidden to spread parachute!8 

In this case, it is intended to say that during the Sabbath Jews can not 
do anything even service himself. In the popular obscene anecdotes, it 
is told about circumcision of Jews.

The difference is that in former times peasants mocked such things, 
which they saw in their own eyes and wondered at those peculiarities; 
and today anecdotes reflect modern man’s deeper understanding of 
various religions and interest in world political events. Then such anec-
dotes are created: “Moses guided Jews from desert 40 years… And those 
who got behind, today we name Arabians”.9 

Conclusions
1. It is an international phenomenon that strangers and their religion 
are diminished. Other religion/confession is evaluated through the 
system of the professed, in this case the Catholic, religion. People do 
not try to understand the doctrine of other religions and deny it as bad 
and wrong, estimating their religious rituals and customs as strange or 
funny. These sometimes negative; sometimes-neutral estimations and 
interpretations of their religious customs are reflected in folklore.

 7 URL: http://www.delfi.lt/jokes//scripts/s2f/s2f.php?type=joke&id=820868 (2002 03 08).
8 URL: http://www.delfi.lt/jokes//scripts/s2f/s2f.php?type=joke&id=535091 (2002 03 08).
 9 URL: http://www.delfi.lt/jokes/index.php?sdate=&category=20653top=&search&no=30 (2004 04 15).
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2. Folklore about people of other religions can be divided into two groups 
because of different attitude to different religions and the popularity of 
motives: 1) folklore about non-Christians; 2) folklore about Christians, 
but non-Catholics.
3. In verbal art, other religions are reflected more often than other con-
fession. The most popular infidel is the Jew. That was influenced by 
international and local reasons. Other religion is denied as untrue, bad 
and it has more differences in comparison with Christian. 
4. Other confession is reflected less. It is more often spoken about Prot-
estants who do not understand rituals, which are officiated in the Cath-
olic Church or religious customs in narrative folklore. The attitude of 
Catholics towards other confessions and their differences are reflected 
in proverbs.
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The Role of Soviet Ideology in the 
Transformation of Komi Traditional 
Holiday Culture in the 1920s
Irina Kotyleva

Introduction. Setting the problem
A holiday, which is “a primary and constant category” of culture related 
to an entire complex of vital and aesthetic realities, assists in the forma-
tion and preservation (Baiburin 1993), of the structure-building mytho/
ideologems of the newly created world model. Therefore, it is not inci-
dental that in crucial epochs the holiday appears to be in the epicentre 
of transformations. A number of researches (e.g., Glebkin 1998; Yevzlin 
1993; Korotayev 1993, etc.) have pointed out that examining holiday 
culture, during crucial epochs, allows us to elicit the most significant 
tendencies in the development of society and highlight the main struc-
tural components of the world view.

Research into the changes in Russian holiday culture, during the pe-
riod of establishing the Soviet power through juxtaposing the tradition-
al holiday culture with the novel Soviet culture, may serve as a basis 
for the analysis of the world view and world perception of the people 
of this period. This article is devoted to the problem of co-existence 
of the traditional and novel holiday cultures in the transition period, 
which resulted in the final transition to the administrative-repressive 
governing system in 1929.

The reports of the agitation and propaganda departments of the dis-
trict committees of the Komi oblast, from the years 1923–1931, serve 
as the basis for the analysis of the Komi-Zyrians’ holiday culture in 
the 1920s. During this period, the reports on the work of district orga-
nizations of the C(B)PSU (Communist (Bolshevist) Party of the Soviet 
Union) still represent a rather complete and non-formalistic characteri-
zation of current events and phenomena, while it can be observed that, 
by the year 1929, the reports increasingly acquire the characteristic 
features of “accounts of progress and achievements”. Certainly, when 
examining these sources it is necessary to take into consideration the 
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specific features of such documents; the same should be done when 
using, as sources, the regional and central newspapers and magazines. 

So, the central and regional newspapers Yugyd Tuj (Shining Path), 
Zyryanskaya Zhizn (Zyrian Life), Komi Sikt [Komi Village], Pravda 
(Truth) and magazines Krasnaya Derevnya (Red Village) and Bez bozhnik 
(Atheist) served as the basis for the analysis of the Komi-Zyrians’ holi-
day culture in the 1920s. References, namely to these publications, can 
be explained by the fact that these issues comprised varied materials on 
the topic that we took interest in, and they were also recommended for 
use in propaganda work, therefore these sources provide a basis for the 
analysis of the mec -hanism of introducing new holiday culture by the 
authorities. At the same time, these sources allow us to trace the pecu-
liarities in the existence of the traditional holiday culture during this 
period. The calendars of that period provide a special source connected 
with the subject of our research – Peasant Table Calendar, Calendar 
of the Communist and some others enable us to elicit a whole range 
of problems connected with the trans -formation of the chronotope. 
The minutes of the proceedings of parish church councils could have 
served as an interesting source concerning our topic, but unfortunately 
the numbers of such archives that have been preserved are rather neg-
ligible. The minutes of the Ib Church Council, used in the research, 
enable us to trace a whole range of aspects in the confrontation between 
the “new” and “old” churches in the region. The diversity of the used 
sources allows the applying of the principle of supplementation in the 
interpretation of facts.

Soviet calendar of the 1920s: semiotic fight between the “old” and 
the “new”
Holiday culture and ceremonial rituals of the Komi people, at the begin-
ning of the 20th century, were determined by the Orthodox world view; 
at the same time, the researchers of the late 19th – early 20th centuries 
noted that Christian holidays comprised a whole range of rituals that 
revealed more archaic conceptions (Dukart 1975; Dukart 1978; Konakov 
1993; etc.). The annual cycle in folk culture was interpreted namely 
through a number of Orthodox holidays and, first and foremost, the 
progress of time was determined by Great Holidays, which included the 
Holy Week, Easter Week, Ascension Day, two days of Holy Spirit, and 
local church holidays.

Great Holidays, being especially significant, had pre-celebrations 
and post-celebrations and revealed the sacral character of holiday time. 
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From the point of view of the Orthodox world outlook, these holidays 
determined the life of a person, family, community; it was namely these 
dates that the birth and eternal rebirth of the world were related to (Ze-
linski 1993; Pravoslavnaya… 2001; Bogdanov & Panchenko 1999).

In traditional culture, the holidays position themselves as sys-
tem-making axis-makers. It was the holiday, connected with the cal-
endar and family rituals, that organized and reformed the time of indi-
vidual and collective life, coordinated it with the rhythm of social and 
historical development and the rhythm of outer space, determined the 
entirety and succession of the socium. The sacral character of holiday 
time was connected with the unfolding of space, which had an espe-
cially significant status (a temple, the way of religious processions, a 
house, a road/river, a village fence, etc.) with built-up symbols, texts, 
speech formulas – everything that was provided by observing a number 
of fixed rites and rituals.

Beginning from the early 1920s, in the region, as well as throughout 
the whole territory of Russia, an active “building of socialist culture” 
started, which was supposed to “create a new person, a new world 
view”. The transformation of holiday culture became one of the most 
important directions in the work of the “builders of the new world”. 
Yuri Stepanov, in his contemplation of the concepts of Russian culture 
after 1917, made a pertinent remark, pointing out that “…the notion 
“new world” itself placed this “world” not so much in the space, but 
more in time”. “The new world” – it is the world that does not exist yet, 
but that will certainly come into existence” (Stepanov 2002: 236). 

A great number of researchers of Russian culture, in the first third of 
the 20th century, noted that in the communist way of thinking the notion 
of “time” predominated.

The calendar shift in post-revolutionary Russia from the “old” to the 
“new” style should have inevitably become one of the main directions 
in the concept of world transformation. The Calendar as a definite 
way of measuring time, as a system of establishing time periods (days, 
months) for all kinds of activities, and as a system of a time-fixing 
characteristic of one or another culture, is always related to a number 
of symbols and concepts. The substitution of the Gregorian calendar 
for the Julian one, proclaimed by the decree of January 24 (February 6), 
1918, gave impetus to the “splitting” of the unitary chronotope. The 
decree was drawn up by the People’s Commissariat of Foreign Affairs 
and the People’s Commissariat of Education. The People’s Commissariat 
of Education suggested that “due to the altered character of social and 
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industrial relations” the Christian era should be substituted for by the 
socialist era. November 7 was supposed to become the beginning of 
the new era (Kamentseva 1969: 161–162). The proposal of the People’s 
Commissariat of Education reflected the desire of the creators of the 
state of soviets to change the ‘WORLD, Time, and Space’. The proposal 
was not approved of; yet, November 7 became the “main” date in the 
Soviet holiday calendar and the year 1917 became the beginning of the 
new system of chronology in Russia for many decades and one of the 
central mythologems of Soviet ideology. 

The shift from the old to the new style caused confusion among the 
believers, including priests, and became one of the reasons, alongside 
the recognition of the Soviet power, for the confrontation between 
the so-called Vvedensky’s (Renovated) Church and Tikhon’s Church.1 
Therefore, it is only natural that the acceptance or rejection of the new 
style became one of the key issues in the confrontation between Tik-
hon’s and Vvedensky’s adherents. The issue, of unifying the Gregorian 
calendar with the Orthodox one, became a subject for a special dis-
cussion during the 2nd All-Russian Council of the Orthodox Church, 
which took place in Moscow from April 29 to May 9, 1923. The Council 
was summoned by the “new” church for denouncing Patriarch Tikhon’s 
actions. The report “On Calendar Reform” was heard at the meeting on 
May 5. The shorthand report reads as follows, ”Having considered the 
Julian and Gregorian calendars in terms of their historical perspective, 
Metropolitan Antonin proves the necessity of agreement with the West, 
totally accepting the Gregorian calendar, and suggests a project for the 
practical introduction of the new calendar.” The Church Conference re-
solved “…to transfer to the Gregorian style as of June 12, 1923, and for 
this purpose combine the two following Sundays into one on May 21, 
and, besides that, join two Sundays into one on June 10 (Deyaniya… 
1923: 12).

In officially published calendars, the Orthodox holidays were marked 
in accordance with the Renovated Church; yet, there are also calendars 

 1 In August 1917 Patriarchate was restored in Russian Orthodox Church and Tikhon who was elected 
as a Patriarch followed openly anti-Soviet line. In 1922 central offices of the Patriarchate were closed 
by the government and Tikhon was sentenced to the home arrest. Central administration of the 
church was taken over by the Renovated Church (Obnovlencheskaya Tserkov; sometimes Living 
Church (Zhivaya Tserkov), leaded by reformist priest Alexander Vvedensky. In 1923 Tikhon withdraw 
his anti-Soviet position and the social basis of Renovated Church started to weaken. Renovated 
Church vanished during the World War II, when Soviet authorities went to co-operation with official 
Russian Orthodox Church.
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where Orthodox holidays are marked according to the old style, for 
instance, “Calendar-Diary, Reference Book of District Statistician and 
Correspondent of the Komi Autonomous Region (Oblast) in 1924”. The 
aforementioned situation lasted until 1930, after which Orthodox hol-
idays were no longer marked in the published calendars. At the same 
time, Tikhon’s followers celebrated Orthodox holidays according to the 
old style, whereas the Vvedensky branch (“Living Church”) – kept to the 
new style. The new priesthood held festive religious services in honour 
of revolutionary holidays, which were the first to be correlated with the 
new style.

The introduction of the “new” church was carried out directly with 
the support of the communist authorities, in this respect a remark made 
by Felix Dzerzhinsky is quite noteworthy: “In my opinion, the church is 
breaking down, that is why we have to help; yet, by no means, revive it 
in its new form. It is the All-Russian Special Commission for Combating 
Counter-Revolution and Sabotage, and not anybody else that should 
supervise the policy of church destruction. Official and semi-official 
relations with priests are prohibited. We stake on Communism, not 
on religion. Only the All-Russian Special Commission for Combating 
Counter-Revolution and Sabotage can manœuvre with one aim in view 
– the demoralization of priests” (Arkhivy Kremlya 1997: 9). The new 
power intended to destroy the church administration. To achieve this 
aim a separate organization, under the certain protection of the Soviet 
power, was formed out of a group of priests.

The conflict between the traditional and new churches was typical 
of the whole territory of Russia (Zhuravski 2000: 282–283), and the 
Komi Region was not an exception. The administration used this con-
flict for propaganda purposes. In this respect, a characteristic remark 
can be found in the report of the Komi Regional Committee about the 
party, Soviet, industrial and cultural conditions in the region in 1925: 
“… the conflict between the followers of the Living Church and those 
of Tikhon’s Church is gradually aggravating, which was especially 
clearly demonstrated in Ust-Sysolsk in February during the re-elec-
tions into a church council in the settlement of Kirul, where people, 
witnessing the fight among priests, were presented another proof of the 
priests’ extremely selfish interests. Most of the population now stands 
for terminating the activities of congregations and is interested in the 
issues of anti-religious propaganda, which is organized in the village 
reading-houses on the initiative of city commu nards ( KRGAOPDF fund 
328, descr. 1, file 104, p. 134). 
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The most fierce confrontation between Tikhon’s and Vvedensky’s 
adherents occurred in Ust-Sysolsk, where the support of the authorities 
for the “Living Church” was best organized. The division into the new 
and old churches also took place in other districts. By 1925, the follow-
ers of the new church had consolidated into one independent Eparchy 
of the Komi Region, whereas the followers of Tikhon’s church remained 
under the subordination of the Eparchy of Veliki Ustyug. The priests of 
Izhma-Pechorsk district preferred to preserve their connections with the 
administration of Tikhon’s Eparchy, which existed side by side with the 
eparchy of the new church in Arkhangelsk (Gagarin 1978: 246).

The believers had a very mixed (or sometimes even negative) atti-
tude towards the new calendar. This was also mentioned by the church 
leaders. At the 3rd Meeting of the Local Church Council, this issue was 
specially brought up by Archpriest Krasotin and his report and opinions 
were both represented in the Meeting Bulletin, which said, “we agree 
with the 2nd Local Church Council in the expediency of taking into use 
the new calendar in Russian Orthodox Church, yet, at the same time, 
considering the conditions of Russian everyday life, under which the 
immediate transition to the new style may often cause unfavourable 
relations, the 3rd Local Church Council gives its blessing to the use of 
both the new and old styles, depending on local conditions. We are of 
the opinion that the authority of the forthcoming All-Russian Church 
Council will finally find a solution to this problem and establish a 
uniform church calendar for all Orthodox churches (NARK, fund 1326, 
descr. 1, file 4, p. 8).

The people’s negative attitude towards the calendar shift found its 
reflection also in the reports of district committees. For instance, in the 
information report of Sysolsk District Committee of the C(B)PR (Com-
munist (Bolshevist) Party of Russia) from 1923, which touched upon the 
results of organizing anti-religious activities, we can find the following, 
“… as the clergy organizes different religious groupings through meet-
ings and conversations with people with the aim of finding out reli-
gious…(illegible)… the believers are not satisfied with divine services 
performed according to the new style, and some believers complain that 
priests take money from people, but at the same time serve Communists 
– this opinion is expressed mostly by elderly people; yet, it is difficult to 
define with what this situation can end (KRGAOPDF, fund 353, descr. 1, 
file 31, pp. 23–24).

The conflict between Tikhon’s adherents and the followers of the 
new church also occurred within parishes, which only aggravated the 
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situation. The preserved documents of the Ib Church Council very elo-
quently testify to the situation. This issue also remained on the agenda 
throughout 1929, the minutes of the meeting of the church council 
and groups of believers from January 14, 1929, read as follows: “El. S. 
Tomov, Chairman of the Church Council, was heard on his dismissal 
from the position of the Chairman, which he had held for two years, as 
mutual reproaches are voiced by Tikhon’s adherents and the followers 
of the new church (NARK, fund 1326, descr. 1, file 6, p. 3).

The co-existence of two calendars resulted in the destruction of the 
cultural constants. V. Tan-Bogoraz, precisely and thoroughly, described 
this situation in the introduction to the book “Revolution in Village” 
(1924), “Faith in the village is built up in three directions, even four: the 
first direction is the Orthodox religion, Living Church and dead church, 
Tikhon’s Church and Vvedensky’s Church, because Vvedensky’s church 
penetrates into the village. The main thing is two styles of the calendar, 
the old and the new one… In those calendars, fasting and holidays do 
not coincide. People are confused. Yet, it is even more complicated with 
Zyrians. Old men celebrate according to the new style, old women stick 
to the old calendar and young people do not celebrate at all. The Coun-
cil has lost its patience, gathered for a meeting and resolved that: in 
order to avoid disagreements, we have to close down churches and not 
disturb God until we decide which direction is correct” (Tan-Bogoraz 
1924: 9). The conclusions of Tan-Bogoraz, concerning the acceptance of 
the new style by Zyrian people, are based on the information provided 
by Georgi Startsev in the same book in the article “Revolution and Zyr-
ian People”, which reflects the main political and cultural tendencies 
of the 1920s. In a manner typical for that time, Georgi Afanasievich 
observes: “You can see only old men and women in church. Due to 
the fact that dogmas have changed, the new style has been established 
and holidays are celebrated in a new way, the latter sympathize with 
the Living Church”. During holidays, three directions are formed in the 
village: young people who do not recognise any holidays, old men who 
celebrate according to the new style and old women who support the 
old calendar. This kind of situation leads to the complete disintegration 
of both churches, the “living” and the “old” one (Startsev 1924: 119).

Parallel with the disintegration of the church, the introduction of the 
new style was carried out. From the analysis of calendars of 1918–1930 
(“Table Peasant Calendar”, “Calendar of the Communist” and a number 
of other specialized calendars served as the basis for analysis) it was 
possible to trace the tendency of gradual “ousting” of Orthodox holi-
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days from the calendar. For example, in the “Table Reference Book for 
Peasants and Calendar of 1926” Orthodox holidays (Easter, Ascension 
Day, Whitsun (Whitsunday), Whit Monday, Assumption, Christmas – 
the names of Orthodox holidays in this calendar are written in capital 
letters) and are marked equivalently to the new Soviet holidays (Jan-
uary 9, 1905; Lenin’s Memorial Day, the Overthrow of Autocracy, Day 
of the Paris Commune, Day of Internationale, Constitution Day, Day of 
Proletarian Revolution). In the calendar for 1927 holidays, “days-off” 
are already classified: in the beginning there is a list of Soviet holidays, 
which is followed by a list of Orthodox holidays. In the calendar of 
1928, “days-off” are marked, both the “new” and “old” holidays (but al-
ready written in small letters), and also “special days”, which included 
the anniversary of Lenin’s Death, Red Army Day, the Day of Working 
Women, Day of the International Society for Helping Revolutionaries 
and Political Prisoners, Memorial Day of the Lenin Shooting, Day of 
Press, Day of Red Navy, Day of Adoption of the Soviet Constitution, 
International Day of Cooperation, Day of OSOA VIAHIM (Society for 
Assistance to Defence and Aviation-Chemical Construction of the 
USSR), and International Youth Day. The gradual “renewal” of names 
of holidays from the church calendar can also be traced, i.e., new revo-
lutionary names or names from Greek mythology, etc., gradually occupy 
their places in the calendar. The arrangement of information inside the 
calendar became especially important and special attention was paid to 
the events from proletarian history, “scientific” information about the 
origin of Orthodox holidays was presented, etc.

In some non-central publications, the co-existence of Orthodox and 
Soviet holidays can be observed until the year 1929. At the same time, 
for instance, in the “Notebook and Calendar-Reference Book of Region-
al Statistician and Correspondent of the Komi Autonomous Oblast in 
1925” Orthodox holidays are already not mentioned; these holidays, 
to be exact, also the dates, are marked in the general table calendar as 
days-off. It is noteworthy that in the calendar, that is preserved in the 
National Museum of the Republic of the Komi, some Orthodox holidays 
are marked in pencil.

The discussions concerning the eligibility of Orthodox holidays 
in the new Soviet calendar gradually intensified in 1929. That same 
year, a number of public speeches were made, which focused on the 
inadmissibility of the co-existence of Orthodox and Soviet holidays (at 
least, within one “calendar”, which had formerly been a widely spread 
practice). For example, Minkov in the article “Calendar Must be Soviet”, 
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which was published in the section “Reader’s Voice” in the 11th issue 
of the magazine “Revolution and Culture”, in 1929, writes indignantly: 
“Church Orthodox holidays in our calendar occupy far more place than 
our revolutionary and Soviet holidays. The Soviet calendar comprises 
6–7 Soviet holidays, which are marked in red in the calendar. But there 
are dozens of religious Orthodox holidays. 52 days a year are “Sun-
days” (!!). There is a dozen of other church holidays, some of them last 
two or three days… With what purpose, for whose pleasure does our 
Soviet calendar mark “Sundays” in red? Isn’t it high time to oust all 
those “Assumptions”, “Epiphanies” and the like from our calendars? 
Including such holidays in the calendar and marking them out in red 
colour we do a great favour to priests, we spread religious propaganda. 
In establishments, schools, higher educational institutions, in houses 
for workers, peasants and office workers such calendars remind people 
of old religious holidays, pre serving them in people’s minds and even 
strengthening their belief in these holidays. Schoolchildren, members 
of the Komsomol, pioneers, atheists, workers and progressive collective 
farmers resolutely demand to clean up the Soviet calendar from reli-
gious trash” (Minkov 1929: 75–76). The “Reader’s Letter” finishes with 
some suggestions: 

1. Before the publication of the next issue of the calendar (for 1930) 
it is necessary to cross out all the religious holidays, including (and 
above all) Sundays. 

2. Only revolutionary and Soviet holidays should be marked out in 
red. 

3. Corresponding government bodies are to establish a corresponding 
number of days-off (instead of the religious ones), conforming them to 
the fixed cultural and political events and days: “Forest Day”, “Harvest 
Day”, “Sowing Day”, “Day of Science and Engineering”, “Re-Election 
of Soviets” and anniversaries of establishing Soviet Republics as well 
as other cultural events. We have made progress in all aspects, even in 
everyday life. The calendar must reflect our cultural development and 
satisfy our cultural and everyday demands. The calendar must be Sovi-
et!” (Minkov 1929: 75–76).

Beginning from 1930, Orthodox holidays were no longer marked in 
Soviet calendars. The new division into holidays and working days, 
which from 1930 regarded only new Soviet holidays as “official” ones, 
declared “the victory of the new world”.
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Introduction of Soviet holidays in the Komi Oblast (Region) in the 
1920s
Throughout the 1920s, religious holidays officially existed side by side 
with the newly established socialist holidays. The communist admi-
nistration paid special attention to the celebration of new Soviet holi-
days, whereas, in the early 1920s, these kinds of holidays were created 
spontaneously. For instance, the report of Platon Kerzhentsev, one of 
the leaders of Soviet culture, declared, “… with the aim of further work 
in the sphere of celebrating public holidays, it is necessary…to estab-
lish, apart from October 25 and May 1, some other major holidays, for 
example, Labour Day (in the autumn), which would coincide with the 
harvest season and would signify the union of the town and the village, 
as well as a number of local holidays” (Kerzhentsev 1923: 170–171).

By the 10th anniversary of the October Revolution, the following 
“main” holidays of the year (i.e., the days when people did not have to 
work) had been established: January 22 – Execution of Workers in St. 
Petersburg and Day of Mourning (Lenin’s Death); March 12 – Overthrow 
of Autocracy; March 18 – Day of the Paris Commune; May 1 – Day of 
Internationale; July 3 – Day of the Ratification of the Constitution of the 
Soviet Union; November 7 – Day of the Proletarian Revolution.

The creators of the new culture focused on the break with the past; 
yet, consciously or unconsciously, the traditional holiday culture was 
preserved on the level of “syntax”. The programme for celebrating Sovi-
et holidays with lectures, performances, sports competitions and other 
events was planned for several days, reminding of a system of new pre- 
and post-celebrations.

It is self-evident that November 7, as the main day of “world cre-
ation”, had a special programme of celebration with its own “pre-cele-
brations” and “post-celebrations”. For instance, the programme for cel-
ebrating the 10th anniversary of the October Revolution in Ust-Sysolsk 
was divided into several days, and included a “pre-holiday” lecture, 
holiday processions and “post-holiday” theatricals with solid ideologi-
cal content.

The orientation of Soviet holiday organizers to traditional holiday 
culture manifests itself in staging demonstrations. The most vivid ex-
ample of this is the organization of revolutionary holidays in the first 
years of the “new era”. In this aspect, the reports about the celebrations 
of the October Revolution in 1918, published in the newspaper Zyry-
anskaya Zhizn (Zyrian Life) (later on extracts from this newspaper were 
published in the magazine Komi Mu (Komi Land) in 1925, in the section 
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“Cultural Life of the Region”) present certain interest. The report about 
celebrations in the village of Syuzyaib reads: “On the day of celebration, 
November 7, at 6 o’clock, all people gather in front of the building of 
the Local Executive Committee. The students of local schools and the 
members of the Communist (Bolshevist) Party also come. After a short 
speech of greeting, the celebrations begin. People line up and march 
along the street to the village with red flags and banners, singing rev-
olutionary songs, accompanied by the toll of bells (Zyryanskaya Zhizn 
1918: No. 14: 3).

New Soviet holidays were connected with reinterpreting of village/
town space from the positions of the Communist world view, it was 
the holiday time when the new sacral character of spatial loci was 
established. For instance, the resolution of Ust-Sysolsk Committee of 
the Russian Communist Party concerning the celebration of the Day of 
Internationale from April 21, 1920, specially emphasized: “On May 1, 
the foundation of the public garden of the town should be started in 
Ust-Sysolsk, which will be called “The Garden of May 1” (KRGAOPDF, 
fund 274, descr.1, file 25, page 31). Actually the city garden had been 
founded already earlier, in 1880, and it was situated near Troitski Ca-
thedral Church, so it also constituted a part of sacral space. Therefore, it 
was not occasionally that the idea of founding a new garden developed, 
which was supposed to clearly symbolize the establishment of a new 
world outlook.

The elaboration of new sacral loci, to a greater extent, occurred 
during demonstrations on “great Soviet holidays”. A vivid example is 
provided by the demonstration in honour of the 10th anniversary of the 
October Revolution, which was organized in Ust-Sysolsk on November 
7, 1927. First of all, the plan for the arrival of participants to the main 
square of the city – Red Square (its former, pre-revolution name was 
Stephanovskaya Square) was outlined:

1. People from Kodzvilskaya commune and from the 1st, 5th, 6th, 7th 
and 8th and part of the 4th tenth (äåñÿòû) gather to the building of the 
District Executive Committee (1 Internatsionalnaya St.) at 9.30 a.m., 
from where they march with their flags and banners, led by the Chair-
man of the Regional Executive Committee; along the Internatsionalnaya 
and Respublikanskaya Streets up to the building of the Regional Trade 
Union Council, where at 10 o’clock they join the columns of the repre-
sentatives of trade unions.

2. Factory and office workers of Ust-Sysolsk and Elektroles gather 
at 9.30 in their enterprises and institutions, then they march with their 
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flags and banners, under the lead of jubilee committees, or specially 
appointed comrades up to the building of the Regional Trade Union 
Council (the corner of Respublikanskaya and Lenin Streets), where the 
representatives of trade union organizations greet each other and march 
to the accompaniment of a brass band, led by Comrade A. N. Kosyrev, 
member of the Presidium of the Regional Trade Union Council, along 
the Respublikanskaya, Sovetskaya and Kommunisticheskaya Streets 
and come to Red Square by 11 o’clock.

3. Pioneers and students gather at their schools at 9.30 and pro-
ceed under the direct leadership of school headmasters with their flags 
and banners by 10 o’clock in the morning to the building of the Regional 
Komsomol Committee (the corner of Respublikanskaya and Sovetskaya 
Streets), where they also greet each other, and when the columns of 
trade unions pass them, they jointly march to the square.

4. The citizens of Ust-Sysolsk 2nd, 3rd and part of the 4th tenth 
gather at 10 o’clock near the building of the City Council at the corner 
of Sovetskaya and Kommunisticheskaya Streets, from where, under the 
leadership of the Presidium of the City Council they proceed with their 
flags and banners to the parade-rally by 11 o’clock, on the way they join 
trade unions and citizens of Kodzvilskaya commune.

5. The population of the 1st, 9th and 10th tenth of the villages of 
Kirul, Kochpan, and Chit (Kodzvilskaya commune) gather near the 
reading house in Kirul at 10 a.m., then with their flags and banners they 
proceed along Sovetskaya and Kommunisticheskaya Streets, heading 
for Red Square by 11 o’clock (Yugyd Tuj, November 6, 1927).

In the programmes of celebrations special attention was paid to the 
procession (all in all 14 columns), which started after the rally; it was 
specially emphasised that “… columns are formed so that four people 
are in one line, during the demonstration each participant should al-
ways keep to the fixed place, it is not allowed to enter the column from 
the side”, the procession “… makes its way to Kommunisticheskaya 
Street, the first eight columns turn left to Sovetskaya Street and proceed 
along Rabochaya, Naberezhnaya, Trudovaya, Sovetskaya and Kommu-
nisticheskaya Streets up to the Common Grave. The other columns 
(9–14) proceed along Kommunisticheskaya Street to Sovetskaya Street, 
where they turn right and march along Trudovaya, Naberezhnaya, Rab-
ochaya, and Lenin Streets up to the Common Grave. Note: the columns 
greet each other when they meet”. Then further on according to the 
plan: “… they stop at the Common Grave, listen to the reminiscences 
about the fighters who died for the dictatorship of the proletariat (Yugyd 
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Tuj, November 6, 1927). It was namely Kommunisticheskaya, Sovetska-
ya and Lenin Streets that hap pe ned to be included in the celebrations 
of proletarian holidays, the reasons being their location (central streets) 
and their new significance, which they had acquired through renaming 
in 1918, on the eve of the 1st anniversary of the October Revolution. On 
November 6, 1918, the streets and squares of Ust-Sysolsk were renamed 
as follows: Spasskaya Street became Sovets kaya, Market Square became 
Narodnaya, Trekhsvyatitelskaya was renamed into Kommunisticheska-
ya, Predtechenskaya – into Trudo vaya, Pokrovs kaya – into Respublikan-
skaya, Troitskaya – into Lenin, Geor gievskaya – into Internatsionalnaya, 
Nikolskaya – into Proletarskaya, Sukhanovskaya – into Rabochaya, Yu-
zhno-Zagorodnaya – into Krestyans kaya, Stephanovs kaya Square – into 
Red Square (Zherebtsov et al. 2002: 93).

 The evaluation of the new holiday culture by the local population 
was varied, which was reflected in documents up to the middle of the 
1920s. In the report from the village of Votcha, (November 12, 1920) it 
is said that “the local committee of Votcha informs the regional com-
mittee that the celebration of the anniversary of the October Revolution 
lasted for three days, and that, in the morning of November 7, a play 
was performed for schoolchildren, and after the performance there was 
a mass meeting dedicated to public education, with the emphasis on 
the 3rd anniversary. A play, entitled “Under the Red Banner of Freedom”, 
was staged in the evening and afterwards there was mass meeting under 
the slogan sent out by your committee... The attitude of the population 
to all these events was difficult to understand. The requests of the pro-
pagandist and the military commissar to keep silence were like voices 
in the wilderness. Afterwards comments of some participants could be 
heard, who said, “We do not need any performances and mass meet-
ings” (KRGAOPDF, fund 274, descr.1, file 35, p.15).

The co-existence of the traditional annual holiday cycle with the 
newly created Soviet calendar failed to promote the strengthening of the 
basic ideologems/mythologems of the Soviet world view. Therefore, it is 
not accidental that, from the very beginning, party organs adopted the 
strategy of ousting the traditional holiday culture, and the implementa-
tion of this strategy was under special control.

From the middle of the 1920s, a tendency could be observed to or-
ganize different mass events, which promoted the new lifestyle, on the 
days of Christian holidays. From among Holy Holidays, special atten-
tion was paid to Christmas and Easter, less frequently to Epiphany and 
Transfiguration. The attempt to convert “old” holidays into new ones 
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was a kind of realization of the archetype of the “transformed world”, 
which was newly incarnated in Bolshevist ideology and practice. It is 
natural and symbolic that special attention was paid to the transforma-
tion of Christmas and Easter – the holidays that most vividly revealed 
the idea of eternal rebirth, eternal renewal of the world, space, the hu-
man being in Christian culture. The transformed, “newly born” world, 
from the point of view of revolutionaries-“demiurges”, had a principally 
new explanation for birth and was focused on different aims in its de-
velopment.

A vivid example of this was the slogan, which opened the first page 
of the newspaper Yugyd Tuj on April 27, 1924 (namely, in 1924 Easter 
(Good Friday) fell on April 27): “Russian Proletariat acknowledges only 
one SUNDAY – the Victory of Labour over Capital – the Red October 
Day! Then comes the Universal Sunday of Working People – the INTER-
NATIONAL PROLETARIAN REVOLUTION”. The whole issue of the 
newspaper is devoted to the “unmasking” of Easter holidays and the 
Christian religion with the active presentation of “scientific” and satir-
ical materials concerning the topic of the day. The materials were pub-
lished both in the Russian and Komi languages. Several days earlier, the 
newspaper had published a detailed “Programme for Celebrating Kom-
somol Easter in Ust-Sysolsk” with a complete timetable of planned lec-
tures, theatricals, concerts, and dancing parties. It was planned to start 
celebrations already on April 26, that is, on Holy Saturday; besides, on 
several stages, in addition to anti-religious lectures, it was planned to 
perform plays: “At the theatre, the play “Bourgeois in Hell” (in one act 
and two scenes) is staged by a group called Ilyich. The play is followed 
by a dancing party; in the school of the second stage “Trade House – 
God, Son and his Company” and “Joyful Slapstick – about How One 
Should not Live” will be staged. (Yugyd Tuj, April 25, 1924.) Already 
beginning from May 8, the newspaper started publishing reports about 
the celebration of Komsomol Easter in local centres. Here are some ex-
tracts from reports as examples: “Aikino. At 12 midnight, the members 
of Aikino Bolshevist Party cell, as well as the members of the C(B)PR, 
gathered in a vocational school to celebrate Komsomol Easter. The event 
was started by a “service”, which was followed by numerous anti-reli-
gious lectures. It was already morning when all the papers had been 
read. Unfortunately, the audience was rather small, and obviously our 
fellow villagers are not yet absolutely free from religious daze... What 
surprised most was that the teachers of Aikino school were not present” 
(Yugyd Tuj, May 8, 1924). “Ust-Vym. At 9 o’clock on the evening of April 
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26, I went to the club “Zarya” to celebrate Komsomol Easter. There is the 
crossroads. People divide into two almost equal groups – some of them 
turn left to the club, and the others turn right to the church. I notice the 
disapproving glances of one of the believers at a young local man, who 
followed me and dared to go to the atheist, “evil” club, decorated with 
a coat of arms depicting a hammer and a sickle. Above the entrance 
there is a welcome sign in bright letters, which asks everybody to come 
in. I enter a half-open corridor and read a glittering slogan on the wall, 
saying, “Oppressors Need Religion”. At 12 o’clock, the last bell rings and 
the public proceeds to the unusually lightened hall, decorated with slo-
gans and caricatures. People curiously look at the walls with humorous 
pictures of priests. The evening is opened by Comrade Vezhev with a 
speech on the topic “Why the Komsomol Celebrates Komsomol Easter”. 
The audience listens very attentively to the 15-minute speech, made by 
Comrade Grachev, about the origin of Easter.

Accompanied by the toll of church bells Comrade Lekanov reads 
his paper “about the new living conditions”. At 10 p.m., the curtain 
goes up. An improvised play by Comrades Kharlamychev and Pyatiev 
is presented to the audience. It consists of songs and humorous four-
line folk verses from the old issues of Youth Truth and Atheist. The hall, 
over crowded with young people and office workers, is filled with joyful 
songs of the choir:

Komsomol has risen from the dead,
It does not acknowledge living churches,
And has driven away all Gods.

It looks like “matins”. Two priests and a deacon appear on the stage. 
The latter says, “Let’s all together fight against gods!” And the choir 
un animously answers: “Death to all parasites”. The “liturgy” continues 
in the same spirit, and it is finished by a choral song “Long Live Inter-
national Komsomol!” During the performance part of the adult peasant 
population “deserted” from the church to the club, but some people 
managed to swap between the church and the club several times during 
the evening. 

On April 28, with the same aim in view, an excursion was organized 
to the village of Ib. When the priest from the stage greeted the audience 
with the words “Komsomol has resurrected!”, the people responded: “It 
has, indeed!” (Yugyd Tuj, May 10, 1924).

The anti-religious activities in the form of theatricals, lectures, 
parties, etc., were highly recommended at Easter time. In 1926, when 
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Easter coincided with the Holiday of the International (May 1–2), to 
be more exact, May 1 coincided with Holy Saturday, the fight against 
the old life style acquired more elaborated forms. Numerous exposing 
publications by specialists, letters from local people and caricatures 
were published in newspapers. Activists were suggested to use different 
forms of the already gained experience in organizing spectacular mass 
events. The ideal version was that all holiday celebrations would take 
place around the traditional sacral centre, i.e., the church, and some-
times even inside the church, and processions (“new” religious ones) 
were encouraged. The best illustration of putting this programme into 
practice is the play “The Old and the Young”, which was published in 
the 17th issue of the magazine Krasnaya Derevnya (Red Village) (1926). 
This play, with great exhortation, shows how, through the transforma-
tion of the old sacral space (the church is converted into a club, a red 
flag appears instead of the cross) and both the world and the human 
being undergo great changes.

Performances became an obligatory part of the newly established 
holidays of the 1920s, a specific instrument of the authorities, which al-
lowed of an active introduction of the mythologems of the “new” Soviet 
model of the world into the traditional one. The content of these perfor-
mances was mostly of propagandistic character. In villages, they were 
staged in the Komi language. Sometimes certain plays “not topical, but 
with the purpose of attracting the audience” were staged (KRGAOPDF), 
because before the performances papers were usually read, which “ex-
plained the party guidelines”. The performances were a powerful device 
for consolidating ideologems and symbols of the “new world” in people’s 
minds in a vivid and active form. This common task and tendency is 
well reflected in the article about the tours of a group of amateur actors 
led by V. A. Savin, which was published in the newspaper Zyryanskaya 
Zhizn in 1920. The author of the article mentions, with satisfaction, 
that “the repertoire of the group consisted exclusively of Zyrian plays: 
“Øîíäi ïåòiãöí äçîðèäç êîñüìèñ” (“The Flower Faded at Sunrise”), a rev-
olutionary drama in three acts..., “À÷ûì ëîà áîëüøåâè÷êà” (“I will Be a 
Bolshevik”), a modern play in one act, a translation from Russian “Ìè÷à 
íûâ” (“A Beautiful Girl”), a musical comedy in one act… (and a number 
of other plays are also mentioned). It was a diverse repertoire, consist-
ing of performances, songs, music and recitations. Such performances 
were very enlightening for the village people. As they were performed 
in the native and understandable language, which aroused admiration, 
these plays, serving propagandistic purposes, opened the eyes of many 
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people, dispelled the ignorance and prejudice of Zyrians. In spite of the 
repertoire, propagandists also went on tours together with the group of 
actors in order to explain the tasks and aims of the new regime in simple 
Zyrian language. The group of actors achieved great success in bringing 
closer together the peasants and the Soviet government” (Zyryanskaya 
Zhizn, No. 19, March 10, 1920).

The theatricality and playful beginning of the holiday allowed the 
introduction of new lexis into the language, which served as one of the 
ways to involve Komi-Zyrian culture in the Soviet political discourse. 
One of the main tasks of the new holidays was to implant the symbols of 
the “prosperous communist world” in people’s minds and to introduce 
“the revolutionary word” to the language.

The necessity of doing propaganda work, among the population in 
the native language, was emphasized in the plans and reports of propa-
ganda boards. For instance, the report of the Sysolsk District Committee, 
from 1924, made a special mention of the fact that “educational work in 
party cells is carried out in the native Zyrian language, although with 
certain distortions, because we lack skills of translating phrases from 
Russian into the native language (KRGAOPDF, fund 353, descr.1, file 
40, p. 3).

The stability of the traditional world view did not allow the ousting 
of religious holidays by the Soviet ones. The report of the Bolshevist 
Party cell of the village of Kokvino from 1927 reads as follows, “… the 
disposition of the population towards religion is still positive, except 
for a small part of them; yet, as regards rituals, nearly all people are 
religious and consider them as a necessary component... Most young 
people think that religion is unnecessary; yet, they stick to traditions 
under their parents’ influence. Of course, it is just eyewash” (KRGA-
OPDF, fund 221, descr.1, file 270, p. 3). However, by the end of the 
1920s, Soviet holidays had already become part and parcel of culture.

Revolutionary holidays (the holidays of the “new calendar” and 
“transformations” of traditional holidays) were supposed to constitute 
a breach separating two historic epochs. The aim of the new socialist 
holiday culture was to create the feeling of the birth of a new age, new 
space, new world, and a new human being in the minds of people, 
which found its reflection in the content of the performances and in the 
scripts of celebrations.

The combining of the traditional Christian annual cycle, which 
had been fixed in the course of centuries, with the new calendar was a 
complicated and dramatic process, which proved again that the “time 
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matrix” was directly connected with communication within society, 
with its mechanisms of physical life.

In 1929, N. Bukharin in his speech at the 2nd All-Russian Conference 
of Atheists emphasized that “… we have to intensify the connection of 
our anti-religious propaganda with practical, above all, economic tasks 
of the reconstruction period…” (Bukharin 1929: 11). “The connection 
of our anti-religious propaganda with… the tasks of the reconstruction 
period” has become one of the decisive factors in the intensification of 
pressure on the traditional holiday culture at the end of the 1920s.

Conclusion
The Soviet administration did not entirely succeed in transforming the 
traditional holiday culture into the “new” one, of which much evidence 
can be found. Even the repressions carried out towards clergymen, the 
closing down and demolishing of churches did not entail the total re-
jection of “old holidays” by the population. 

At the same time, holidays of “the new era” promoted the formation 
of the new world view. The inculcation of the new holiday culture oc-
curred side by side with the introduction of the new calendar, which 
was built up on the basis of the new style and sequence of Soviet holi-
days. A characteristic feature of the Soviet calendar, of the 1920s, is its 
formation of a new structure of the annual holiday cycle. The changes, 
which occurred in Russian calendars during the 1920s, were aimed at 
the re-orientation of the mind, both the public and the individual one, 
and the switching-over of the cultural code. One of the most significant 
tasks, which had to be borne in mind at the introduction of the Soviet 
calendar, was “ousting from liturgical time”, which presented a power-
ful factor in the collective memory of the people and their culture, the 
organizer of the world model. 

Beginning from 1930, the Soviet calendars did not mark Orthodox 
holidays any more. The new division into holidays and working days 
(whereas beginning from 1930 only the new Soviet holidays were con-
sidered as official ones) declared “the victory of the new world”. 

The celebration of the revolutionary holidays was initially con-
sidered as an opportunity to influence the minds of wide masses, the 
inculcation of the basic concepts of the “new world”; therefore it is not 
incidental that the authorities insisted on recommending to “organise 
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festivities on the spot”. The universal inculcation of Soviet holidays 
started already with the end of the Civil War. The reports of the meet-
ings of propaganda boards of regional committees and the materials 
of periodicals testify to the fact that a systematic introduction of the 
holidays of the “red calendar” in Komi Oblast started already in 1921, 
whereas from the very beginning the basic structure and symbols were 
observed, which had been suggested by the ideologists from Moscow 
and St. Petersburg.2 

Theatricals, which made it possible to actively form the mytholo-
gems of the “new”, Soviet world model, became an obligatory part, a 
specific instrument of the newly-created holidays of the 1920s. These 
per formances – “live newspapers” – were regarded by conceptualists of 
the “new world” as an antithesis to religious services. 

The “revolutionary” tinge in the theatrical beginning of the tradition-
al holiday culture existed only on the level of external form – syntax; 
yet, it gave an impetus to the growing interest of the public in propagan-
distic theatricals. An important role in the increase of this interest was 
played by the fact that the plays were performed in the native language. 
The aforementioned enabled the active implanting in people’s minds of 
the ideologems/mythologems of Soviet culture, and introduce the new 
politicized lexis into the language. The theatricality and playful begin-
ning of the new holidays and performances made it possible to actively 
introduce into the language the new lexis, which constituted one way 
for alluring “the masses” into the Soviet political discourse. The intro-
duction of the “revolutionary word” into the language constitutes one 
of the most significant tasks of the new holidays. 

Considering the fact that a great part of the peasantry did not man-
ifest much interest in periodicals and different kinds of propagandistic 
literature, it was the holidays and propagandistic performances that 
became the main translators of communist ideology.

The implementation of the programmes for celebrating Soviet hol-
idays assisted in the inculcation of new semantic loci in the general 
structure of the cultural landscape. It is also important that the incul-
cation of the new “sacred” …, sacred in the context of the developing 
Soviet world view, during the first stages, occurred through the use of 
already existing cultural traditions. The creators of the new culture 
tried to break the connection with the past; yet, the traditional world 
view continued to exist in the framework of the new structure, on the 
level of “syntax”. The changing of names in topography became the be-
ginning of the transformation of Christian tradition in the cultural land-
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scape. Erecting monuments to revolutionary heroes and the destruction 
of the old ones also predestined the peculiarities of the formation of the 
new world view. 

The inculcation of the new holiday culture was related to the de-
struction of the traditional chronotope and the construction of the 
foundation of the new historical mythology, which became one of the 
decisive factors in the formation of the new world view. 
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ëèòåòå (20–30-å ãîäû). Àðõàíãåëüñê: Èçä-âî Ïîìîð. ìåæäóíàð. ïåä. óí-òà.

Minkov 1929 = Ìèíüêîâ Ï. Êàëåíäàðü äîëæåí áûòü ñîâåòñêèì. – Ðåâîëþöèÿ è êóëüòóðà,  
¹ 11.

Pravoslavnaya... 2001 = Ïðàâîñëàâíàÿ íàðîäíàÿ æèçíü ðóññêèõ êðåñòüÿí XIX–XX âåêîâ: èòîãè 
ýòíîãðàôè÷åñêèõ èññëåäîâàíèé. Ìîñêâà: Íàóêà.

Startsev 1924 = Ñòàðöåâ Ãåîðãèé Àôàíàñüåâè÷ 1924. Ðåâîëþöèÿ è çûðÿíå. – Ðå  âî   ëþ öèÿ â 
äåðåâíå. Ìîñêâà-Ëåíèíãðàä: Êðàñíàÿ íîâü.

Stepanov 2002 = Ñòåïàíîâ Þðèé Ñåðãååâè÷. Êîíöåïòû ðóññêîé êóëüòóðû. Ìîñêâà.
Zelinski 1993 = Çåëèíñêèé À. Í. Ëèòóðãè÷åñêèé êðóã õðèñòèàíñêîãî êàëåíäàðÿ. – Êàëåíäàðü 

â êóëüòóðå íàðîäîâ ìèðà.  Ìîñêâà: Íàóêà.
Zherebtsov et al. 2002 = Æåðåáöîâ Èãîðü Ëþáîìèðîâè÷, Òàñêàåâ Ìèõàéë Âëàäèìèðîâè÷, 

Ðîãà÷åâ Ìèõàéë Áîðèñîâè÷, Êîëåãîâ Áîðèñ Ðóäîëüôîâè÷. Èñòîðè÷åñêàÿ õðîíèêà. 
Ðåñïóáëèêà Êîìè ñ äðåâíåéøèõ âðåìåí. Ñûêòûâêàð: Êîìè êíèæíîå èçäàòåëüñòâî.

Zhuravski 2000 = Æóðàâñêèé Àëåêñàíäð Âëàäèìèðîâè÷ 2000. Ïðèõîä â Ðóññêîé ïðàâîñëàâíîé 
öåðêâè ÕÕ âåê. – Ïðàâîñëàâíàÿ ýíöèêëîïåäèÿ.  Ìîñêâà: Ðóññêàÿ Ïðàâîñëàâíàÿ Öåðêîâü.

Tan-Bogoraz 1924 = Òàí-Áîãîðàç Âëàäèìèð Ãåðìàíîâè÷. Ðåâîëþöèÿ â äåðåâíå. Ìîñêâà-
Ëåíèíãðàä: Êðàñíàÿ íîâü.

Yevzlin 1993 = Åâçëèí Ìèõàèë. Êîñìîãîíèÿ è ðèòóàë. Ìîñêâà: Ðàäèêñ.
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