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Ivan Kupala Day is a holiday that has existed since pagan times. Originally, it was known as “Solntsevorot Day,” which refers to the day of the Summer Solstice, the longest day and the shortest night of the year. This year, Ivan Kupala Day was celebrated on 23-24 June (according to the old calendar). The ancient belief was that the sun is forced down from his way and the girl with beautiful eyes, Zarya (Daybreak), helps him on his way again. She washes him with the early-morning dew from the grassy fields. People believed that water on this day had a specific cleansing force. That’s why many rites of this holiday are connected with water. The word “Kupala” has the same root as the Russian word kupat’sya, meaning “to bathe.” Originally, the holiday was called just “Kupala,” in the name of the pagan goddess. But also on this day the Russian Orthodox Church celebrates the birth of St. John the Baptist (whose name is pronounced in Russian as “Ioann” or “Ivan”). This is the origin of the first part of the holiday’s name. Two holidays – the birthday of St. John and Kupala’s Day – merged into one, but the celebrations remained mostly pagan in nature.

According to the modern calendar, Ivan Kupala Day is celebrated on 7 July, but the festivities start during the night, from 6-7 July. The holiday was especially loved by young people – it was a time for wild fun. Young men often used this occasion to gain the attention of beautiful young ladies. One of the most important attributes of this holiday is Kupala’s bonfires. These fires, prepared by rubbing wood together, were named “living fire.” The fire was the symbolic representation of the sun’s power and the ritual worship based on the increasing reproductive activity of both humans and Nature (fertility of the land and fruiting of the trees). People gathered around bonfires, sang songs, danced, played noisy games, and jumped through the fire, believing that it cleansed them from all sin. Couples jumped through the fire holding their hands. If they managed not to unclasp their hands when they jumped, it was thought to be a sign that they would stay together for a long time. 

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

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

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

Ivan Kupala Night is one of the most expressive and wild Russian folk holidays. Many rites and traditions connected with it, but the most important meaning of all those celebrations is to get in harmony with nature and to feel happy, healthy, and young.
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In ancient Russia, when nature was in full bloom and the noon sun shone high in the sky, it was time to celebrate a mysterious holiday, whose pagan roots go back thousands of years. 

Take a walk along the edge of the woods and look carefully, and you may find a small flower with gold and blue petals, with a short stem barely reaching off the ground. Its common name in Russian is Ivanand- Maria. The flower symbolizes the festival of Ivan Kupala, also called the Ivanov festival. In ancient Slavic lore, two elements - fire and water - are interpreted as brother and sister, like Ivan and Maria. For centuries, many songs and legends connected with the holiday of Ivan Kupala tell of how a brother and sister embarked on a forbidden relationship, and having committed the sin of incest, they are forever embodied in the two-tone flower. 

The relationship between fire and water can be traced to the ancient village rite of the kindling of a bonfire, symbol of earthly fire, along the bank of a river, and the wait for the sun, symbol of heavenly fire, to set, whereupon evening festivities would begin. According to one version of research into ancient traditions, the Kupala festival ceremonies and games were caried out in honor of the wedding rite, part of which involved the newlyweds bathing in water. Thence comes the name, Kupala, which in Russian is close to the word for bathing. 

At the heart of the festival rites were the bathing and jumping through a bonfire. The fire was traditionally lit from a flame produced from rubbing sticks together. Wearing wreaths and adorned with ribbons of flowers and various grasses, the people formed a choral circle and sang holiday songs. Toward nightfall, the young people would head off to the forests and fields, where the festivities, including jumping through the bonfire, riding through the fields of wheat and rye, and wrestling, would continue. Absolutely essential to the Ivanov holidays was ablution with water, carried out in various ways: from bathing in the local water bodies or baths to dousing with water, and even to washing with dew. The dew was typically collected [image: image2.jpg]


at daybreak; young girls dragged tablecloths through the wet grass, then wrung them out into containers. Many ancient beliefs were tied to this ritual. For instance, if you washed with the morning dew, the next year would be a good one, your skin would be pure and clean, and your eyes would be clear and healthy. 

The bathing rituals were not only connected with health matters, but also with magical powers. Siberian peasants, for instance, would place empty milk jugs under the dew bath, so that more milk would be forthcoming. In one region, dew water was plentifully sprinkled on the walls and beds of the house to ward off insects. And in some places, once a year, on the eve the festivals, it was necessary to painstakingly prepare the water to be used in preparing the dough for cooking. 

Most of the festival rites took place at night, at dawn, or in the early morning hours. In many places, there was a tradition of having a communal bath, irrespective of sex or age. Anyone who refused to participate was suspected of witchcraft. Young people amused themselves dousing each other with water at every opportunity. The boys would attempt to drench the best-dressed girls with entire buckets of water. Trying to hide was useless - the unwilling were dragged out of the house for a dunking. The girls, of course, responded in kind. This practice was tied to the superstition according to which a drenching with water was required to ward off drought. 

With so much merriment, the fire and water rights of the Ivanov festival outwardly appear frivolous. But there was a deep side as well: it was thought that through these practices - through fire and water - comes cleansing. 

The widely celebrated Ivanov holiday encompassed various traditions and rituals, and went by many names: Ivan the Happy, the Wanderer, the Herbal, the Light, the Bather, the Sorcerer, and, most promising, the Amorous. Not surprisingly, this holiday is the most passionate on the Russian calendar. 

At the height of the nighttime festivities, all taboos on relationships between men and women, as well as the norms of married life, were broken. The women and girls unabashedly adorned themselves, and even the most innocent among them felt emancipated, to say nothing of the young men. It was felt that on the night of the Ivanov celebrations a girl became a woman, so she could behave as she liked with the young men. Even the married women had no right to express their jealousy with regard to the younger unmarried women. It was the time when young people paired off and tested their compatibility. Hand in hand, they jumped through the bonfire together and, if their hands remained clasped, they suited one another and could look forward to a wedding in the near future. And even the women who were already betrothed could use the occasion to test the potential for a happy and fruitful marriage: they would spend a wild night in the fields on a bed of wheat or rye, and would then check the spot in a couple of days. If the ears of grain had arisen, the marriage would be fertile, the children healthy, and the household wealthy. 

According to tradition, on this holiday, the unmarried women attempted to tell their fortunes. They tossed flower wreaths into the water, and if the wreaths sank, that meant the young woman in question would remain alone, whiling away the years in loneliness. But if a young man was quick enough to grab the wreath out of the water, he would be her husband. On the night of the summer solstice, which was the height of the Ivanov celebrations, it was said that it was best not to sleep, but instead to be prepared for the unexpected and to take any and all precautions. For on this night, souls from the next world were particularly powerful, and various inexplicable and horrible things were bound to take place. The forests and waters were especially scary, where witches would attempt to cast spells to ruin the year's harvest and wood nymphs would carry away travelers into the deep forest. In some places, water sprites were active, so bathing in the usual water bodies was forbidden on the solstice; people had to bathe in special holy springs. 

It goes without saying that supernatural beings weren't alone in carrying out various antics. The village boys would block gates with logs or block up stovepipes. But such shenanigans also had a positive goal: to reveal the dwellings of sorcerers. The logic was thus: no normal person would raise a fuss over such little matters, but a hot-blooded sorcerer was bound to become irate and run out of the house to chase away the pranksters. Indeed, during this time sorcery increased among the population itself. In engaging in the unusual activities associated with this festival, one could easily come in contact with sorcerers. And, as already mentioned, magic and superstition were a large part of the proceedings, and everyone had a chance to be a bit of a magician at this time. 

With the trend in Russia in recent years of getting in touch with one's roots and traditions, people are beginning anew to celebrate the Ivanov holiday, the most lovely and mysterious of all the summer holidays. And why shouldn't more and more people have a chance to come together as a community, practice a little magic, engage in some harmless shenanigans, and – who knows? – maybe even find true love? 
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Kupalle (Solstice, June 21). Kupalle - is the most loved and cherished pagan holiday in contemporary Belarus. It is a hedonistic summer celebration of fertility in the name of a female God - Kupala. It seems like she is considered a lunar Goddess by some pagan sources, although direct translation of the name is "She Who Bathes". Lately it was renamed into a Christian celebration of a male saint - Ivan Kupala. Kupalle usually involves youth going into the forests and the meadows, wearing flower and grass garlands (see these modern pictures of Belarusian girls in wreaths on Kupala night), dancing in karagods (circles around fires), jumping through fires, competing in strength and a lot's of eroticism. For those interested, you can watch a documentary "Night on Ivan Kupala" to learn more. Also here are some notes about celebration of Kupalle by Ukrainians in Canada. See more on Kupalle in Belarusian Holidays page.

