Estonian folk calendar. Taive Särg

In the calendar of modern Estonian people, the ancient pagan, Christian and national-political traditions have joined. The names of the holidays come mainly from the Catholic calendar, a few can be older (kolletamispäev). The holidays marked the changing of the time periods, particularly the changing of seasons. Celebrating the historical turning points has come up later. 

Cyclical sense of time is typical to the people close to nature, which means that the time does not move straight but as cycles: everything that has been, will come again. For example, the harmony between Christianity and old animist religions? is clearly reflected in the cyclical sense of time which is typical of the both: the idea of Jesus Christ’s year-to-year birth is in harmony with the rhythms of the nature, where birth means the winter solstice (Christmas) and rebirth/resurrection means the vernal equinox (Easter). 

Peasant agrarian calendar is treated as the Estonian national calendar, this means the oral calender which has come up in Estonian villages during the last couple of hundreds of years. This meant mainly the needs of a farmer and grazier, framing up people’s work with the rhythm of nature.

In today’s Estonians’ national calendar, many ancient agrarian holidays have been forgotten and some newer Western traditions have been added, for example Friend’s Day as Valentine’s Day or celebrating Halloween in Estonia, although in our own national calendar there are St Martin’s Day, hingedepäev and hingedeaeg which have practically the same meaning and are celebrated during the same time.

The transition periods, for example equinox/solstice and their surroundings, were treated as sacred times – calendar holidays. Those periods were suitable for telling fortunes and influence the future, the main content of the calendar rituals was fertility and rebarbative magic.

Late autumn

The time in late autumn was the period of the end of the year among ancient Estonians. Because of the cyclical sense of time, the change of the year was imagined as a longer period, during which the world was destroyed and born again. Among other  things, the order of the world (the borders between different worlds and social order) was destroyed. This turning to the pre-Creation chaos and disappearance of the rules was marked among many peoples with customs of disguise, for example carnivals and the walks of the disguised through the village. The disguise meant the change of social roles (e.g. the king of the carnival was crowned) or the opening of the gates to the afterworld (e.g. people embodied the souls of the dead).
Hingedeaeg ’(dead) souls’ time’ 

In the Estonian national calendar, in the late autumn, there was hingedeaeg ’(dead) souls’ time’ (~Oct 6 – Nov 3), which was the ancient time of the change of the year. In North Estonia, this period was called „jaguaeg“ (time, when the year cycle was broken, divided). In Finland, which is culturally close to us, the ancient new year began on November 1st. 

It was thought that the foggy and misty air in autumn was full of souls. (The soul was not imagined as invisible, but as a shadow, smoke, vapour, fog). During the souls’ time, it was not allowed to make noise.

The souls were given food and stoked sauna; people even went to a graveyard with a horse cart to bring the souls home.

Sanditamine, sandiks käimine ’begging’ masked people’s going home-by-home
Sanditamine was typical of the late autumn holidays in Estonia – disguised people (caleld sandid ’beggers, cripples’) went from a family to a family, sang, danced, blessed the farmsteads for the forthcoming economic year. In return, they were given bounties. The disguised visitors could represent the souls of the ancestors from the afterworld. In Estonia, the visits of disguised people have taken place from Michaelmas to All Soul’s Day (Sept 29 – Nov 2), more infrequently to the Shrove Tuesday (February/March).

At the adjoining peoples (Latvians, Lithuanians, Russians, Finns) the masked visitors usually  go around later, at the Christmas and Shrove Tuesday.

St Martin’s Day Mardipäev (Nov 10) and St Catherine’s Day Kadripäev (Nov 25) are the holidays from the old folk calendar, which are still popular. During those holidays, disguised visitors went around the night before: mardisandid, mardid and kadrisandid, kadrid. 
In the name of St Martin’s Day/Martinmas, Mardipäev, Nov 10 
the pagan lore (related to the soul’s time) can redound as well as the Christian tradition. It is possible that an old pagan holiday melted into a Christian saint’s day which was in the same period of time and had a similar name. 

The date of the death of St Martin, the bishop of Tours, is on November 11 – this day is the old St Martin’s Day of the Catholic time.

The birth date of Martin Luther, the iniciator of the reformation, is on November 10 – today’s St Martin’s Day.

Mardus (also marras, margus, mardo) – Estonian fairy of deaths, the predictor of deaths, in the older time probably a dead person (compare with marta – indo-iranian stem for ’mortal’).

Marraskuu (also mardakuu ) – in Finnish ’the month of the dead’, November

Originally, only the men went around as mardid, from the end of the 19th century the girls dressed as men began to do it too. On St Martin’s Day people disguise them into unknown, dark, ugly and furry male beings, using fur coats, tow, birchbark a.s.o. Masks, black and dark clothes can be associated to the cult of the dead, hairiness is associated with fertility. 

In Western Estonia and on the islands, people also disguised themselves into animals, e.g. a bear and a bear-tamer, St Martin’s goose. Later in towns people began to make more fun: they disguised themselves into workers (chimney sweeper), devils, nations (fortune-telling gypsy, Afro-European...)

The ritual visit was done, singing. At first, behind the door they asked to be let in, singing. In the song, there are hints about coming from afterworld: e.g. they describe coming up a ladder or crossing water barriers (water is a typical mark of border between the two worlds, e.g. Ancient Greek Lethe). Sometimes it was checked if the household was clean and if the children could read. Then danced and asked for bounties (food), singing. At last they thanked and wished luck, e.g. good corn, suitors for the daughter of the family. 

They cursed the family if the door was not opened and they were not let in, e.g. they wished the family illnesses, hunger and other bad fortune. 

Later they had a party (mardipulm ’Mart’s wedding’), where they eat the collected foods together.

The foods of St Martin’s Day were fowl (especially goose), sausages of groat and flour, scon.

St Catherine’s Day, Kadripäev, Nov 25 
has been named after St Catherine, the patron saint of sheep.

The mores and songs of St Catherine’s Day were very similar to the mores of St Martin’s Day.

Kadrisandid, kadrid were dressed as beautiful women and at the beginning, only the women did it, later the men dressed as women joined. St Catherine’s Day was probably an ancient holiday, the beginning of women’s wintry handicraft was celebrated. During the winter, the women had to spin yard and thread from wool and flax and knit fabric and clothes for the whole family.

The kadrisandid made them beautiful using white clothes, sheets and adornments. There was also a party afterwards, which was sometimes called kadripulm ’Kadri’s wedding’. 
Nowadays, mainly children go around as kadrid and mardid, but getting into the houses has become difficult because people are afraid of criminals.

All Souls’ Day, Hingedepäev, Nov 2
The customs of souls’ time are centered on the All Souls’ Day today. People put candles on graveyards and on windows to light the way to souls who are supposed to visit homes. 
Disguised visitors who got around during souls’ time are less remembered. They were called hinged ’souls’ or hingesandid and may be acted the souls of the ancestors. According to information we have nowadays, they were dressed in white but neither sang nor spoke but made scary sounds sometimes.

Christmas, New Year, Jõulud, Näärid, Dec 25, Jan 1
Christmas is an ancient holiday of the beginning of a new solar year. Placing the New Year to the Christmas time is probably an influence from European Christian culture in Estonia. 
jõulud ’Christmas’ < Old Scand jul ‘winter holiday’, Finnish juhla ‘holiday’

In Estonia, there is a newer word for the New Year (January 1) – Näärid (Low German ni jar – New Year).

Estonia and Scandinavia are the only larger area in Europe where the winter solstice (~the birthday of Jesus Christ) is marked with an old, pre-Christian name.
The old Christmas was a longer period, which began on St Thomas Day (December 21) and ended on Epiphany (January 6). The amusements were forbidden from the evening of the Christmas Eve until the morning of the Christmas Day, but carried out on Christmas Day and Boxing Day.
In the Christmas mores, there are important the activities which are connected with the change of time periods:

Cleanings (cleanup, ritual Christmas sauna) – people became free from the old bad things

Telling fortunes and magic – they claimed for a propitious year

Communication with souls – making crosses, leaving food on the table for the night

Changing presents – for confirming friendly relations in family and community

During the Christmas, straw was brought in, people sang and played on it. Estonians do not go to church usually but on Christmas Eve even those go, who do not normally do it.
Many traditional visits were paid. In Western Estonia, people disguised as animals went around – Yule goats. Nääripoisid ’New Year boys’ wished good luck on the morning of New Year. The first visitor during New Year could not be a woman because it brought bad luck. But if it still happened, trousers were pulled onto her head.
Nowadays, family members who live further away, come home for Christmas, visits are paid from Christmas Day. In offices, Christmas parties are usually held before the Christmas Eve. Santa Claus comes to bigger parties and families with children, having a bag of gifts and helpers – dwarves. If people want to get along without much organising, they put the gifts under the Christmas tree or behind the door.

Santa Claus with dwarves and Christmas tree have widely spread in Estonia since the end of the 19th century.
Shrove Tuesday, Vastlapäev, vastel (Gen. vastla) < Germ. Fasten, Sw fastlag ‘paast’ 
The Shrove Tuesday was celebrated 40 days before the Easter during new moon. The power of the growing moon was hoped to carry over to the human activity, e.g. they hoped to propitiate the growth of flax or hair. The beginning of the fast.
The centric activity was magic for getting good long flax: people rode down the hills on sledges, the growth of flax was predicted from the length of the ride. Magical songs for a good growth of flax were read or sang on top of the hill before riding down. Pea soup and pig’s feet/legs (?), later Shrove Tuesday’s buns as a German tradition. 
Today, people go sledging and prefer buns to pea soup.

There were some cleaning and fertility rites around Shrove Tuesday. Tuhkapäev Ash Wednesday celebrated a day after Shrove Tuesday. Tuhapoiss ’Ash boy’ has been made from old clothes and ash. Ash boy symbolised laziness and dirtiness. It has been taken to the one’s door, who found it, took it quickly to the next door.
During the holidays in spring, the centric activity was swinging, which became at times in early spring and could last through the summer on several holidays. Swinging had both entertaining and magical function: good health and flax was hoped from it. Swinging was accompanied with songs on and around the swing.

In Southern Estonia, swinging began on Easter. A swing (häll ’a cradle’, not a very big swing) was put up between two trees or poles.

In Northern Estonia, swinging began on The Whitsuntide Suvistepühad; people went to swing on Saturday evenings and Sundays until St John’s Day, sometimes all the summer. The Northern Estonian swing was large, with strong construction and lasted for years.

Burning fire was typical of several spring and summer holidays, e.g fire was burned on St George’s Day and on Walpurgis Night. The foods of the spring and summer holidays were dairy products: butter, cheese, cottage cheese, eggs.

Easter, Lihavõttepüha ’Meat taking holiday’, Munapühad ’Egg holidays’, Ülestõusmispühd ’Resurrection holidays’, Kiigupühad ’Swinging holidays’, Kevadpühad ’Spring holidays’.
Easter (March/April) is the most importand spring holiday, it is celebrated during the first full moon after the vernal equinox. Girls painted eggs and gave them as presents to boys. 
A week before the Resurrection Day, Urbepäev Palm Sunday was celebrated in South Estonia. On the morning of Palm Sunday, the sleepers were awaken, beating them with willow catkins and saying: Tooreks, terveks! (~ ’Be fresh and healthy!’)
Nowadays, eggs are painted and given as presents on Easter. In some places, Easter rabbit has become known, but it did not belong to the Estonian mores of Easter. 

St John’s Day (~Midsummer), Jaanipäev June 24
is very archaic holiday of summer solstice (Germ Mittsommer), but it’s name Jaanipäev comes from the church calendar: John the Baptist.

This name is adapted into many national languages: Germ Johannes, Finn Juhannus, Norw Hans, Fr Jean, Latv Janis, Ukr Janka, Rus Ivan.

St John’s Day was momentous in nature as well as in farmwork: the growing and flowering time of plants had reached its peak, the spring works had ended and the haying begins. The centric activities of St John’s Day were burning logfire and field and cattle magic. People made one-family-fires with magical (purifying) purpose and amusing communal fires, they sang magical as well as merry songs, danced and played round dances. The traditional food in Southern Estonia was a yellow round cheese: sõir.

Nowadays, making a logfire and partying is really popular. One of the main activities is grilling (. 
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