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Ukrainian customs and traditions

UKRAINIAN CUSTOMS AND TRADITIONS
SOME HISTORY

The best way to immerse in the atmosphere of a country you are visiting, is to taste national dishes, wine, and to take part in a traditional celebration. Nowadays the revitalizing of national customs and traditions became extremely popular. Taking part in Ukrainian holidays and festivals, discovering ancient folk arts and handcrafts is a favorite pastime among locals and tourists.

Customs and traditions of Ukrainian people are very diverse and have deep roots in Trypillian culture, the periods of the early Slavs and the Kyivan Rus; they arose from a mix of a pagan and Christian background.

Ukrainian customs and traditions can be broadly divided as related to the main events of a family life (such as a wedding, childbirth, christening, funerals etc.); and seasonal rituals, which came from pre-Christian times and connected with the agricultural activity and the year’s cycle. All religious rites are frequently echoed with pagan ones.

UKRAINIAN WEDDING TRADITIONS

Talking about family traditions, the wedding is the most interesting and complicated one. It started from so-called “bride’s ransom” when a groom had to buyout a bride from her parents. After the buyout, the bride and the groom were blessed by their parents and went to a church for the wedding. The important attributes of the wedding ceremony were special wedding bread and embroidered towels as the symbols of welfare and happiness.

Traditional Ukrainian wedding is bustling and cheerful, accomplished with jokes, music, dancing. In past times, a wedding could last for a week. Unfortunately, nowadays it is only one or two days long.

NATIONAL COSTUMES

The essential role in all celebration played national costumes and cuisine. Traditional Ukrainian woman costume consists of several elements, the main of which is an embroidered shirt, zapaska (traditional skirt), krajka (traditional belt), young unmarried girls wore vinok (flower crown). Men also wore a shirt, sharovary (wide trousers) and a long belt.

The elements of the traditional costumes were not the same all over the country and vary by regions. What’s more, it depended on social and marital status, age, place of living (a village or a city).

Nowadays Ukrainian embroidered shirts are famous all over the world for its beauty and uniqueness. Each color and ornament has its own sacred meaning. The most popular elements of embroidery are geometric shapes, floral and animal ornaments, and the symbol of the World Tree.

NATIONAL DISHES

Ukrainian traditional cuisine includes a lot of flour products (varenyky, galushky, pyrogy), vegetable dishes (borsh, kapusniak), pork, and salo (pork fat). You have a unique opportunity to try your hands at cooking Ukrainian traditional dishes such as varenyky and borsch.
Another part of Ukrainian customs and traditions were connected with the cycle of the year and harvesting. In winter, the most important holiday was Christmas, which in pre-Christian times was a holiday of the winter solstice. Traditionally, twelve lean dishes should be cooked for the Christmas Eve dinner. In pagan times it was a symbol of zodiac signs, but nowadays it’s a symbol of twelve Apostles. Christmas carols are usually accompanied with a special performance and they also combine Christian and folk traditions.

In the spring people were preparing for the sowing and performed the special songs to welcome the spring. The most important holiday here is Easter. This holiday connected the tradition of making special Easter bread and painting Easter Eggs – “Pysanky”. Pysanka was a symbol of the sun, the beginning of a new life; it was painted with sacred signs and was given to each other as a symbol of happy life. The tradition of painting Easter eggs is still very popular. Everyone can participate in the Easter eggs painting master class and learn more about this art.

In the summer, the most popular holiday was Ivan Kupala. The traditions of its celebration also originate from pagan times and accompanied with a cheerful folk festivity.

The autumn was a period of the Harvest holiday when people thanked the land for its fertility.

This list could go on and on. But as you can see, Ukraine is a very hospitable country with tasty food and a great number of holidays all over the year that welcomes you. Lastly, it’s better to see it once than to hear about it a thousand times.
9 Customs That Only Ukrainians Will Understand

The roots of Ukrainian customs date back centuries, but at the same time, they remain no less popular nowadays. Most of them are rooted in the Christian religion or historical circumstances that made Eastern European culture differ from the Western side drastically. Ukrainians pay great attention to the observation of customs, as they are unique and extremely peculiar – even absurd sometimes.

Jumping over the bonfire

Kupala Night is a holiday associated with the period of the summer solstice. It is celebrated on the night of July 7th. During this time, according to legends, many magical plants are growing; therefore, Ukrainians believe that whoever finds a blooming fern in the forest will be rich and happy for the rest of their life. Girls throw wreaths in the water, and whoever’s wreath travels the fastest will get married soon. Another important ritual is burning bonfires. The belief is that these fires have healing powers; you will be cleansed from sins and cured of illnesses.

Singing Christmas carols

Christmas Eve’s Kolyadkas (carols) are one of the most beautiful customs in Ukraine and an integral part of the celebration. Kolyadnyky (carolers) go to the yards and houses of neighbours, sing carols, and wish prosperity and health to all family members. In the past, particular attention was paid to costumes: fur coats inside out, masks of animals, and bags for collecting gifts. But today, the costumes are not that important. Among Ukrainians, the belief is that the more Kolyadnyky that come to your dwelling, the better and fruitful the year will be. In turn, owners must give money to carolers or at least treat them with sweets.

Plunging into an ice hole

Every year on January 19th, on the day of the Christianisation of Kievan Rus, Ukrainian Christians jump into an ice hole. At night, people break through the ice and create a hole in the form of a cross and later dive into the water three times. They believe that the water has healing properties, and by plunging into the icy river, all the sins and illnesses will be cured. This event occurs every single year, and locals queue to dive in.

Greeting people with bread and salt

Ukrainian people are very family oriented. For this reason, most customs are related to family holidays or events. One of them came from the Kievan Rus period when people greeted their most honourable guests with bread and salt. It turns out that if the hosts offered this combination of goods, they wished wealth (bread is a symbol of wealth) and banished evil spirits (salt is a symbol of the purity of the soul). Nowadays, Ukrainians have made this custom simpler; however, bread and salt are always put on the table when guests arrive.

Sharing knowledge on September 1st

An academic year in Ukraine starts on September 1st. This day, ever since Soviet times, is known as Knowledge Day. It is a type of school entertainment programme where students put on various performances, congratulate teachers and lecturers at the beginning of the academic year, and share knowledge. It is one of Ukraine’s most honourable customs and has been around for decades.

Painting and beating eggs

Starting the Easter celebration with an egg (pysanka) is a custom that has been in Ukraine since ancient times, as it symbolised the germ of a new life. People paint the shell of an egg in bright colours by using wax paints, with each colour signifying a different meaning (red is the joy of life; yellow is sunlight; blue is for health). After receiving their colourful adornments, they are then considered sacred, together with the Kulich (Easter cake) in the church. Later at home, everyone eats national holiday dishes – holodets (frozen pork broth), homemade sausages and more. Children usually play the game called beats; they knock each other’s egg. Whoever’s egg breaks is the loser.

Having a picnic on graves

Commemorative days follow Easter in Ukraine. Even though the church does not recommend doing this, local people bring food to the cemetery and eat at the table or bench near the gravesite. The belief is that these are the days when the souls of the deceased descend to the earth. Therefore, the food is consecrated, and only then is it shared at the graveyard with the poor, and among each other as well. People bring Easter cakes, eggs (pysankas), salo (pork fat) and pies.

Celebrating the Old New Year

On January 14th, Ukraine and other post-Soviet countries celebrate the most unusual and strange holiday called the Old New Year. The holiday came to be as a result of the transition from one system of chronology to another. As the difference between calendars (old and new style) is 13 days, people decided to celebrate the New Year twice – once in a new style, and another in the old way.

Striking the family with willow twigs

On Willow Sunday, which in Ukraine is called the Verbna Nedilya, people commemorate the date of Jesus’ entry into the city of Jerusalem. In Western countries, this day is called Palm Sunday, but because there is no palm in Ukraine, locals replaced it with a willow branch. As such, there is an ancient custom that suggests striking your family members with a pile of willows, as the consecrated willow has a purifying power and heals all diseases and evil spirits.

