
GERVĖČIAI

stTraditional Lithuanian Culture in the 21  c.

Holidays



TABLE of CONTENT

C  - . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4

Worship at the Cross . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26

Sekminės . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

Feast of the Holy Trinity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 72

Funerals. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 108

Žolinė (Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary). . . . . 162

Pabaigtuvės End of Harvest . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 198

Baking of Loaves . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 216

Baptisms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 234

Vėlinės (All Souls Day) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 292

Kūčios (Christmas Eve). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 324

Kalėdojimas (Collecting of alms during the Christmas season) . . . 376

Verbos (Palm Sunday). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 390

alendar of holidays Calendrical holidays

 ( )

 (Pentecost)



CALENDAR OF HOLIDAYS

CALENDRICAL HOLIDAYS

th The holidays celebrated in the first half of the 20 c., in the 

third– fourth decades, live on in the childhood memories of 

elderly people from the region Gervėčiai. At that time holi-

days were not simply a period of respite — preparations for 

them were very serious, various traditions and prohibitions, 

important to the whole community, were taken into account.

After Kūčios (Christmas Eve), from Kalėdos (Christmas Day) 

to Trys karaliai (Epiphany), holy nights would continue — a 

period when people did not work in the evenings and their 

homes could be visited by the Three Magi and their retinue — 

devil, grim reaper and angel.

It is no surprise that as a child the most memorable feature 

of these visits was the devil's tail, twirling around the cottage 

and the grim reaper's (smertis) scythe:

The Three Magi would come to our village, to other villages... 

They would go everywhere, singing Christmas songs, but as it was 

winter, they would enter our cottages. I remember they came in once 

— we were little then — a devil with a tail and scythe... We were so 

frightened! We quickly climbed up on the hearth, looked through the 

chimney: it jumped even there, and it sang, its tail dangling... The 

devil with the tail began to twirl around... The men would go out — 

dress up, make their own costumes. On those evenings from 

Christmas till New Year we wouldn't spin — those were holy nights. 

(Leonarda Iljoic, 1928—2012, Knystuškės)

On Užgavėnės (Shrovetide) young people would gather in 

sleds and wagons, going from one village to the next for the 

purpose of un linų — so that the flax plants would grow better, 

at the same time also visiting their relatives and friends.



During Užgavėnės they would go for the flax, as they would say, 

“un linų”, so the flax would flourish. If you don't go anywhere, then 

the flax wouldn't grow. And if you do go, then the flax would be very 

productive. The boys would harness the horses and ride to the next 

village. They would go wherever there was dancing...

Užgavėnės were also marked by the hanging of swings — 

sūplaukės. Little children, who would swing in the cottages, 

when a swing was tied to the ceiling rafters (balkis), remember 

that as they would swing, each arc was followed by a wish for 

a good harvest: “Un rugių, un kviečių, un linų...” (For the rye, 

for the wheat, for the flax).

The swings that were hung above the threshing-floor were 

where young people could swing, particularly during Pusiau-

gavėnės — the sixth week of Lent.

Father would say that you had to wake up very early in order to 

see the bear that carried the ropes for the swings. But he was the one 

who would wake up earlier than everyone else and brings us those 

ropes. (Alfreda Saukienė, b. 1930, Gėliūnai)

Most often remembered was the singing of girls during 

Pusiaugavėnės and the gifts brought for the children by the 

“bear”:

In spring it is already Ažugavėnės, gavėnia[Lent] begins, so 

there is no more merriment. We only look forward to 

Pusiaugavėnės. Then we can sing songs behind the barn. In the 

evening you can hear the girls singing there, songs like “Tu 

šermule, pucini”... just a couple songs and that's it. (Janina 

Trepšienė, b. 1931, Rimdžiūnai)

On Juozapas [St. Joseph's day], during Pusiaugavėnės, then 

we can eat. That used to be the Wednesday during the third week of 

Lent. This was considered as Pusiaugavėnės, so if there was a need, 

people could hold weddings then. It was said that during Pusiauga-

vėnės the bear would roll on to its other side, or it would wake up; 

that depended on whether Easter was later that year. We used to tell 

the children: “During Pusiaugavėnės the bear will bring the 

children shoes. Come and look”. Sometimes in winter they would go 

look. Barefoot, even though there was snow, they would still go look 

for those shoes that the bear had. So the children would run 

somewhere, find no bear and come back with red feet. Then people 

would say: “See, now you have red shoes”. (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 

1923, Petrikai)

During Pusiaugavėnės, if there was a need, weddings could 

be held.

Didžioji Velykų savaitė (Holy Week) began with Verbų sekma-

dienis (Palm Sunday) — this holiday is still important, in every 

home people would try to tie together and bless during mass a 

verba (a branch tied with dried or fresh plants); it was kept in 

the home all year long. Those who could not make it to church 

received a blessed verba from their neighbours.

All of us would go to church with our verba. You could make your 

own verba, buy one, but we would make them ourselves: put a 

willow branch in the water, it would bud, then add a few spruce 

branches and as it is in the vase, so we would tie it together and go.

You'd get back home, tuck it behind the holy painting and that's 

all. When you'd take the cows out to graze, you could use the verba 

and then you would tuck it away. People say that verba had to be 

protected from everything. From the wind, in case it would fall apart, 

from everything else. There once was a fire in Miciūnai, the barn 

burned down right next to the cottage, but it didn't catch fire, they 

say because of the verba. Maybe that's true.





After a year you would burn it. Burn it in the hearth... (Marija 

Juškienė, 1931—2013, Mockos)

Holy Week was not simply a time of waiting for the holiday. 

During that time the home was cleaned, on Čystas četvergas 

(Shere Thursday) — yarn spun on that day until dawn was 

used for traditional healing: tying a sling for a person or 

animal's injured joints, or helping a frightened person by, in a 

certain way, “measuring” their body with that yarn. The flax 

yarn that was spun right before Easter, while the sun still 

hadn't risen, was also used for healing.

On Shere Thursday, until noon “you could still spin or work with 

a hammer”, but after noon you no longer could, because Christ had 

been taken at the time after dinner. People would say that on Shere 

Thursday, in the afternoon, you could no longer be loud and make a 

racket, Friday was very calm. People had to be quiet, because Christ 

has already been arrested, tortured and awaiting resurrection. 

(Janina Trepšienė, b. 1931, Rimdžiūnai)

On Saturday people would go to Mass and bring food to be 

blesses;  the “Easter fire” was brought back home.

Saturday morning we would dye the eggs and bless them. Mother 

would boil some eggs; prepare some butter, boiled meat. She would 

Give them to the children and on Saturday morning we would go 

bless them. The children would make these kinds of pucyklės, little 

boxes with holes poked in them, so they could bring back the blessed 

flame — children would back come from church with that fire: they 

would take some coal and when it would burn out or extinguish, 

then the coal would still remain. When the hearth would be stoked on 

Sunday, the coal would already be there. (Janina Trepšienė, b. 

1931, Rimdžiūnai)

People say that if you wash with flowing water on Easter 

morning before sunrise, then you will be clean all year.

If there was a stream nearby, people would go there — so that they 

would be clean all year. There used to be many streams , but now that 

the ponds have been dried out — there are no more. (Helena 

Mockienė, b. 1938, Mockos)

Easter was the community's greatest holiday, which would 

last for even four days. On the eve of the holiday young people 

would ask for the toughest eggs, because in the late afternoon 

of the first day of Easter they would gather to crack (mušti) 

them — whoever's egg was the strongest and remained un-

cracked the longest would win all the Easter eggs that they cra-

cked. On the evening of Easter Sunday young men would visit 

the houses of their neighbours. They were called lalaulininkai 

and would come with songs and wishes for the unmarried 

girls to successfully find a husband. Most of the women from 

Gerviečiai remember these visits from the lalaulininkai:

Early on Sunday everyone prepares to go to church on foot. They 

go to church, pray, come back home and have breakfast. They eat, but 

still there is no merriment. People gather, talk in the streets. Then 

they would bring out the eggs and crack them together on the first 

day. On the second day: all sorts of musicians, dances, merriment, 

drinking. In the evening of the first day, when the sun sets, the young 

men would gather. One would carry a large bag, others follow and 

the ones who are in front knock: “Master of the house, may we bring 

merriment to this home?”. The host would allow it and the men 

would sing “Linksmą dieną”, just three verses, and if there was .a 

maiden or bachelor, they would also sing “Zakletunkų”. Then they 

would offer some gifts, whatever they have in the bag. They would 



cross the whole village and if they had time they would go to other vil-

lages, to farmsteads and celebrate all those days. There are four days, 

Easter at dawn. We would celebrate for four days. The first day was 

simple, everyone would gather. On the second and third we would 

celebrate. On the fourth day we had to pray, because then ice could de-

stroy our spring crops. (Janina Trepšienė, b. 1931, Rimdžiūnai)

This was a village, there were many people... When they would go 

sing, as it was called, on the morrow, they would go with books and 

read. Then it was not children, but adults who went, so they would be 

given money or a bottle of drink... whoever wanted to could go. I re-

member when I was a child: “May we bring merriment to this home” 

and singing “Linksmų dienų” under the windows. The master of 

the house would bring out about 10 eggs and some money. If there 

was a maiden, then they'd sing “Zakletunkų”. The men would only 

sing wherever there was a girl. There used to be girls and young men 

then. I do remember from my childhood, how those men would come. 

In the evening they would sing. In the village of Mockos you could 

hear them, in Pelegrinda also... everywhere you could hear them sing 

over the fields. When the night is calm you could hear even better, I 

would go out to listen then. In my homeland there were many forests, 

Volios as we called it. When you would go to the forest, you could 

hear very well, so I would go out and listen, listen, listen. In 

Pelegrinda both the young and older men would go together, their 

voices were wonderful; I like it when men sing. (Leonarda 

Rinkevičienė, b. 1930, Galčiūnai) 

They would sing “Linksmų dienų” at every home, while 

“Zakletunkų” — only where there were young women:

Good evening, maiden, give us some wine.

Please open the window, give us some wine.

We will chatter with the maiden, give us some wine.

We will find her a husband, give us some wine.

We will ask God for a good summer, give us some wine

So all your lovely maidens grow, give us some wine.

And wed on Christmas, give us some wine.

And “crumble” (subyrėti) on Sekminės, give us some wine.

Traditionally the Lithuanian word “subyrėti” was used to 

describe a woman who has given birth. They would say that she had 

“crumbled”... (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)

On the second day of Easter children and adults would 

once more go from courtyard to courtyard reading the Gospel 

— for this they were offered refreshments and gifts. In this 

region there is long-lasting tradition to celebrate for four days 

all of the great holidays — Christmas, Easter, Sekminės 

(Pentecost). The fourth day, called Ledų diena (Day of Ice) was 

dedicated to propitiating natural disasters. On the Day of Ice it 

was forbidden to do anything loud — this was to avoid hail 

beating down the grain. For the first two days Easter was 

celebrated at church, the other days — at home.

On Jurginės (St. George's Day; 23 April) the livestock were 

first put out to pasture “ant Jurgio rasos” (“on Jurgis' dew”) 

while everyone would bring eggs to church and put them of 

the altar of St. Jurgis, so that he would protect the livestock 

over the summer.

When first being put out to pasture the cows were herded with a 

verba and a rod, as well as being blessed with Easter water and being 

crossed. Eggs were not kept under the threshold. On the first day 

they were herded as much as possible, because on the first day they 

would run the most. (Genoefa Pukštienė, b. 1931, Rimdžiūnai)





On Jurginės we would put eggs on Jurgis' altar at church. In those 

days eggs had value. Now even children don't want any eggs, they 

would rather have a rouble or some chocolate... (Marija 

Petravičienė, b. 1932, Galčiūnai)

People remember that at church, during Jurginės, many 

bags of eggs would be placed there. Eggs and bread would be 

given to beggars as well. On that day housewives and 

godparents would give girls eggs as well and on Jurginės the 

girls would hire musicians for those eggs — although usually 

the young men would be responsible for the musicians while 

the girls would only make them dinner.

A couple of eggs were placed on the barn's doorstep during 

Jurginės as well — so that the animals that crossed over them, 

which were also whisked with the blessed verba, would be 

healthy and safe all year.

It used to be that when the cows were put out to pasture it was 

always with a verba, and then two eggs were placed under the 

doorstep. Those eggs were then given to beggars. The eggs were put 

by the doorstep, so the cow wouldn't step on them as it left the barn. 

People said that this would keep the animals healthy. The cows were 

usually put out to pasture on St. Jurgis' day, on to the morning dew, 

but that wasn't always possible. It was sometimes too cold then. 

(Marija Mažeikienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)

In the spring, the whole village community would gather 

together more than once for a communal prayer at the village 

cross. People remember that from St. Morkus' Day (St. Mark's; 

April) or on Šeštinės (Feast of the Ascension), the so-called 

Kryžiavos days began, when all of the village people would, 

for a whole week, twice per day go round to the village 

crosses, chanting the Litany of the Saints:

People used to walk to the crosses and chant. From St. Morkus' 

day for a week they would go every morning and evening. There 

would be a cross at one end of the courtyard, one at the other end, and 

one in the middle. Three crosses in all and the people would chant the 

Litany of the Saints... all week, twice a day; this is how it was in my 

childhood. Everyone would gather — children, young people, men 

and women — the whole village. They would go and chant. Stopping 

at every cross, reading prayers, then they would continue to walk, 

chanting the litanies. They would put the cows out to pasture and go 

back to the crosses. (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)

The morning processions and litanies would begin at one 

end of the village and end at the other, on the last day people 

would even go to the cemetery. Then they would go to church.

This is what it used to be like on Šeštinės, after Easter, we would 

walk from cross to cross, as many as there were. The whole village 

would gather and go from cross to cross, chanting the Litany of the 

Saints and then they would to the cemetery to pray. Now no one 

goes, because there isn't anyone… (Janina Trepšienė, b. 1931, 

Rimdžiūnai)

They would go for a whole week. On Šeštinės they even went to 

the cemetery, where there were crosses. The men and women would 

chant. There were many crosses that the people went to. They would 

make a sort of altar and go pray there. After praying that would go 

on, chanting. All this — early in the morning. Then they would go to 

the cemetery, pray and return home, go to church. It was all very 

lovely. Now everything is gone. Now they only go around the 





church. There are four altars around the church — four gospels. 

That's where the procession goes... (Marija Savickienė, 1927— 

2013, Galčiūnai)

In every village, not so long ago, people would gather at the 

cross in the evenings in May and June to chant the gegužinės 

(Blessed Virgin Mary) and birželinės (Sacred Heart of Christ) 

prayers. These traditions are still observed by women in the vi-

llage of Rimdžiūnai. Elsewhere people gather at home in May 

to sing and pray. The feasts held by the rye fields for Sekminės, 

just as the placing of wreaths on livestock, remain only as me-

mories: during Sekminės, as the livestock return from the fields, the 

horns of the cows were decorated with wreaths. There still exists 

the tradition of decorating homes with birch three branches — 

they are tucked behind the gates of every home, the ceilings of 

the cottages are decorated with branches as well.

Not long after the holidays of Sekminės and Devintinės, on the 

tenth week after Easter, bouquets of medicinal herbs were 

brought to church to be blessed. It is believed that until Joninės 

(Midsummer's Eve) all plants have maximum healing powers. In 

the Gerviečiai region many women are familiar with the herbs 

and know how to use them in healing various ailments, they 

know when to drink herbal tea, when to make herbal bitters and 

in which cases it is enough to fumigate the patient with the herbs. 

Blessed plants also protect from lightning storms: see those plants 

there? They say that the room will never be struck by lightning, as long 

as those plants are on the windowsill.

In this region Joninės weren't celebrated — people only re-

member that on that morning, unlike on Jurginės, there was no 

rush to put the cows out to pasture ant Jono rasos (on Jonas' 

dew), because then the milk of the cows could be taken away 

by witches (viedzmos, čaraunykės): well, they say that until 

Joninės the cows give a lot of milk, after Joninės — less, as if the 

čaraunykės have taken away the milk.

After the harvest — Žolinės or Aspažia (15 August) — was 

the Švenčiausios mergelės Marijos dangun ėmimo šventė (the 

Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary). Its name 

reminds of an important ritual during this holiday — the 

blessing of a Žolinės bouquet. The bouquet blessed at church 

during Žolinės could include not only blooming plants from 

the garden, but anything from the new harvest, all that grows 

in the fields, gardens and orchards over the summer — ears of 

grain, carrots, beets, onions, bean stalks, the first apples...

The Žolinės bouquet, just as a blessed verba, had special po-

wers — it is used to not only heal animals and people, but also 

put under the pillow of the deceased, used as incense over the 

grave, etc. After the crops were harvested, the closing of the 

harvest celebration would take place. People remember that 

even in the third decade on this occasion wealthier house-

holds would butcher a pig, which in the spring was used for 

this celebration; therefore it was raised separately, fed better.

During all of the great holidays the feast had to be shared 

with the poor. Many remember well the Diedų nešimas — 

when the poor, elderly of the village who lived alone were 

visited by the village community, bearing gifts, as well as the 

distribution of alms to the beggars who gathered by the 

church.

The tradition that has thrived longest was the Diedų nešimas on 

Visų šventųjų diena (All Saints Day), but people remember that 

it used to be that beggars were given food in exchange for 



prayers before all of the great holidays — Christmas, Easter, 

Sekminės and Žolinės.

Who were those “Dziedai”? They were beggars who would show 

up before some holiday. They would be given bread, meat, milk, 

anything people had, and we called them Dziedai. In return the 

beggars would pray for other people's deceased family, or for their 

health. They would be given alms before any kind of holiday. Easter, 

Christmas, Sekminės, Žolinės, it didn't matter much. Now there 

isn't anyone anymore who could give anything. If they could, they 

would give alms, but now there isn't even anyone begging... Even a 

longer time ago, on the last Sunday before All Saints, someone 

would butcher a pig, go to church and then their relatives would 

gather. They were called Dziedai. (Marija Juškienė, 1931— 2013, 

Mockos)

Even today in the region of Gerviečiai the most important 

points on the calendar were the great Christian holidays — 

Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, Easter, Sekminės, Žolinės, 

Visų šventųjų diena and Vėlinės. During these holidays it was 

important to go to church, take part in the holy Mass, bless the 

verba or Žolinės bouquet and after returning home — sit at the 

feast table. If families are not visiting one another during this 

holiday time, then at least in pairs or alone. In the childhoods 

and youth of the storytellers, holidays were what brought 

together the village community: during the holidays if you 

went outside, on the street, you could hear songs coming from 

other villages, neighbours would gather, hymns, songs and 

wishes would be brought by the Three Magi and their retinue, 

on Easter lalautojai from farther-off villages would come. The 

livelihood and traditions began to essentially change with the 

establishment of collective farms, in around the 1950s.

stIn the early 21  c. as well many older people from Gervėčiai 

not only remember the holidays from their childhood and 

youth (the ritual practices during Užgavėnes, Pusiaugavėnis, 

Jurginės, Šeštinės, Dešimtinės, Pjūties pabaigtuvės, the 

aforementioned feast days of St. Agota, St. Morkus, St. Jonas, 

St. Andriejus and others), but many of them keep these 

traditions alive even today. Before the great holidays here 

there is no sense of pre-holiday hustle and bustle, common for 

people from the cities and larger towns. Rather it is the 

opposite — preparations for each holiday are calm and 

dignified, there is no rush. On the eve of a holiday it is most 

important to take care of the farmstead, no matter how small, 

prepare a modest feast, wash up in the bathhouse, clean and 

decorate the home: before Christmas — with a straw star, 

during Sekminės — with birch tree branches.





WORSHIP AT THE CROSS

The women of the village of Rimdžiūnai would gather on the 

brightest spring and summer evenings for two months to sing 

prayers: in May (Gegužinės) — for the Blessed Virgin Mary and in 

June (Birželinės) — the Sacred Heart of Jesus. At the village 

crossroads there still stands a wooden cross, erected before the 

war; next to used to be the village's shared well and nearby — the 

bridge over the river Ašmena.

We used to pray by the crosses. There were many of them every-

where. On St. Morkus' Day we would go around all the crosses in 

the village, chanting the Litany of the Saints... When the Bolsheviks 

came everything was torn down. We rebuilt all the crosses: here, 

across the bridge, by the cemetery. And over there, in Kamsamolija, 

as we say, there is also a cross. We bring flowers as well. We would 

place holy pictures there and pray. The pictures are always there, 

they depict Mary. In June we place a picture of Christ, the Sacred 

Heart, and pray again. (Leonarda Blaškienė, b. 1935, Rimdžiūnai)

At the agreed hour neighbours would gather from all of the 

village homesteads; women from the farther end of the village 

would come by bicycle. Under an unwritten agreement one of 

them would act as the sacristan: every evening she would tidy the 

table placed next to cross, on which the holy picture is placed, a 

vase of flowers, she would light candles. Another woman would 

lead the prayers while a third would begin the hymns. The singers 

were exclusively women, most of them aged in their eighties or 

nineties. Although they all sing at the Gervėčiai church during 

Holy Mass, some of them are also invited to šermenis — funeral 

wakes, to sing by the deceased. In such cases it is inappropriate to 

refuse, although the singing, which can last up to three-four 

during Gegužinės and Birželinės



hours, requires physical endurance, which decreases with the 

passing years. Prayers and hymns by the cross also have their 

sequence, which is strictly followed. When concentrated for a 

prayer, no one can interrupt or interfere with it, unless to note a 

too high or low tone for the hymn. This also is the case for 

gathering for the evening prayer — there can be no obstacles — 

neither rain, nor work, nor sudden uninvited guests. This is a holy 

time. The praying and singing women are not disturbed by the 

tractors or trucks passing by, or the children playing with their 

bicycles in the summer. If any woman was not present at the cross, 

after the hymns the rest of the women would rush to visit her, to 

make sure there wasn't anything wrong, as they all were nearing 

the end of their days. In their youth, people of all generations 

would gather at the crosses to sing the mojavos (May prayers); it 

used to be a place for young people to gather: it used to be very 

merry; there were a lot of young people. Every summer, in the month 

of May, the street would be full of boys and girls, they would all 

kneel. Now there is no one: only 12–15 elderly women gather. Now 

there are benches, they sit at the cross and pray.

These days younger women, children no longer come in the 

evenings to pray at the cross, so now only the last holders of the 

Lithuanian mojavai tradition gather, together with the neigh-

bouring Belarusian women who come to pray in Lithuanian.

Today for the women of Rimdžiūnai the prayers in May and June 

are a ritual which is not only witness to their faith, communion 

with God, the Blessed Virgin, but also the solidarity of the village 

women. This is a place to meet, be together for at least a little while 

and lend strength to one another. Although the homesteads of the 

one-street village are close to each other, the home's private space 

is protected and respected, no one comes visiting without a 

reason. A more suitable place for conversation is the bench in the 

yard or by the gates, while the street life — who passes or drives 

by — is usually seen through the window... News or complaints 

on health problems can be shared by telephone, but most time is 

spent alone, even better if in a pair, together with their thoughts 

and memories. After singing it is nice to spend some time toge-

ther, talk, laugh: so what if we don't have much strength left, you 

have to enjoy yourself while you're alive...People in other villages 

also used to gather at the crosses for the gegužinės prayers, but the 

tradition died out after the people left the villages:

We used to chant in Girios the gegužinės and birželinės prayers, 

there were many people, mostly women. We used to go to the cross 

that now has rotted and fallen over... Both young and old used to go, 

there was a lot of people. But now the younger ones have gone off to 

the cities, left the collective farms so they wouldn't have to work, the 

older ones have passed away, now only a few women are left and even 

those are of poor health. When we used to live in Girios, in 1938, 

until 1940, even the men would come. A man was even the one who 

led the prayer [Lith. Pravadnykas]. They used to gather mostly here 

at this monument and sing the gegužinės hymns. (Marija Mažei-

kienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)

Yes, during gegužinės they would gather at this cross. But now 

they no longer do, there is no one to go. Only the Lithuanians would 

gather, because they would sing and pray in Lithuanian. The Bela-

rusians didn't come. (Bronė Kuckienė, b. 1932, Girios)



Later, in the Soviet era, women would gather in May to pray in 

their home together; the women from Girios — in the cemetery 

chapel or village “club”, but now this tradition of praying toge-

ther lives on only in Rimdžiūnai. The lives of the elderly women 

are filled with prayers, thus the hymns and prayers in their voices 

are almost like a conversation with the person next to them.

Oh Mary, conceived without original sin, pray for us, we cry out for 

your help.

Christ, hear us.

Christ, graciously hear us.

God the Father of Heaven, Have mercy on us.

God the Son, Redeemer of the world, Have mercy on us.

God the Holy Ghost, Have mercy on us.

Holy Trinity, one God, Have mercy on us.

Holy Mary, pray for us.

Holy Mother of God, pray for us.

Holy Virgin of virgins, pray for us.

Mother of Christ, pray for us.

Mother of divine grace, pray for us.

Mother most pure, pray for us.

Mother most chaste, pray for us.

Mother inviolate, pray for us.

Mother undefiled, pray for us.

Mother most amiable, pray for us.

Mother most admirable, pray for us.

Kyrie, eleison!

Christe, eleison!

Kyrie, eleison!

Mother of good counsel, pray for us.

Mother of our Creator, pray for us.

Mother of our Savior, pray for us.

Virgin most prudent, pray for us.

Virgin most venerable, pray for us.

Virgin most renowned, pray for us.

Virgin most powerful, pray for us.

Virgin most merciful, pray for us.

Virgin most faithful, pray for us.

Mirror of justice, pray for us.

Seat of wisdom, pray for us.

Cause of our joy, pray for us.

Spiritual vessel, pray for us.

Vessel of honour, pray for us.

Singular vessel of devotion, pray for us.

Mystical rose, pray for us.

Tower of David, pray for us.

Tower of ivory, pray for us.

House of gold, pray for us.

Ark of the Covenant, pray for us.

Gate of Heaven, pray for us.

Morning star, pray for us.

Health of the sick, pray for us.

Refuge of sinners, pray for us.

Comforter of the afflicted, pray for us.

Help of Christians, pray for us.

Queen of angels, pray for us.

Queen of patriarchs, pray for us.



Queen of prophets, pray for us.

Queen of apostles, pray for us.

Queen of martyrs, pray for us.

Queen of confessors, pray for us.

Queen of virgins, pray for us.

Queen of all saints, pray for us.

Queen conceived without Original Sin, pray for us.

Queen assumed into Heaven, pray for us.

Queen of the most holy Rosary, pray for us.

Queen of peace, pray for us.

From plague, famine, fire, and war deliver us, O Lord. (x3)

O Lord, listen to our prayers and let our cry for help reach you. And 

may the souls of all the faithful departed, through the mercy of God, 

rest in peace. Amen.

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



Cross decorated for the Worship of the Blessed Virgin Mary. 
Rimdžiūnai, 2010
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For two whole months the women of the village of Rimdžiūnai 
gather in the evening for a common prayer. Rimdžiūnai, 2010

Worship at the Cross •  37    36 • GERVĖČIAI • HOLIDAYS



The tradition of gegužinės and birželinės hymns is kept by 
the oldest generation of women. Rimdžiūnai, 2012
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The neighbours are brought together by common worries, joy 
and memories. Rimdžiūnai, 2012, 2010
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Before the prayer the “sacristan” lights some candles on 
the table. Rimdžiūnai, 2012
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“From plague, famine, fire, and war deliver us, O Lord.” 
Rimdžiūnai, 2010
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Lilac branches are a decoration that also acts as protection 
from mosquitoes. Rimdžiūnai, 2010
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SEKMINĖS

Sekminės (Pentecost), the Feast of the Descent of the Holy 

Spirit, is celebrated on the seventh Sunday of Easter. People 

also remember that it used to be that Sekminės (just like 

Christmas and Easter) were celebrated in the region of 

Gervėčiai for four whole days, although many Sekminės 

traditions lost their significance and were slowly forgotten in 
ththe mid-20  c. Now Sekminės include the period of singing 

gegužinės hymns — worshipping the Blessed Virgin Mary — 

and only the following tradition of this holiday is notable for 

its uniqueness: a birch tree branch, sometimes from young 

trees, marking the courtyard gates and decorating the house 

of worship. Why Sekminės was the occasion for decorating 

one's home, no one knows. People remember that it used to be 

that they would place birch branches by the gate, cottage door 

or tucked in the ceiling. Currently in the Gervėčiai region the 

young spring birch tree branches are used to decorate only the 

courtyard gates. More rarely the birch branches are tucked 

around the home's ceiling, which would fill the cottage with 

greenery and a fresh smell. The branches would be kept under 

the ceiling, “po balkiu”, until they were completely withered. 

In the village of Girios the children would bring the birch tree 

branches to the elderly women — birch saplings thrived along 

the river. By the way, people didn't dare chop down the whole 

tree, for they were afraid of the heads of the collective farms. 

People remember that the birches were blessed at the church. 



It was believed that they would gain powers characteristic to a 

blessed object, mainly — the power to protect a home from 

lightning. Even if people had forgotten the period when the 

birch branches had to be blessed, they remembered well the 

purpose — to protect the home from lightning:

On Šeštinės we blessed the birch trees and then placed them 

everywhere. When there was a thunderstorm we would close and 

turn off everything. Sitting down we would spend time praying, 

praying, praying. Perkūnas was thundering. My father would be 

angry with me: “There's a thunderstorm, don't eat anything. Sit 

there quietly.” We had a neighbour and she sat down to eat by the 

window. She had a white scarf on her head and as she was eating we 

could hear the thunder, the window opened and blew away the scarf 

to the gate. It was perkūnas, or perūnas, as we called it, that did 

this. She was lucky that it wasn't her that blew away. We were all so 

frightened. It used to be that houses would burn down. Lightning 

didn't strike often, but sometimes the houses would burn. It would 

strike one corner and that's it. And they say that this kind of fire is 

difficult to put out. (Leonarda Blaškienė, b. 1935, Rimdžiūnai)

The Feast of the Descent of the Holy Spirit — Šeštinės — in 

the region of Gerviečiai is not often associated with the bles-

sing of birch branches; following this feast day was the Kry-

žiavos dienos (Days of the Cross). All week, twice daily, while 

singing litanies, all of the village crosses were visited, people 

would pray there so that hailstorms would not destroy the 

fields. Taking into account that the home was protected from 

lightning also by blessed birches, stories reveal another 

treasure trove of knowledge. The fires caused by Perkūnas are 

difficult to quench; therefore, when there is storm, people 

should not only pray, but be respectful, comply with prohi-

bitions, such as abstaining from eating. Disregarding the 

prohibitions can result in immediate punishment — people 

remember real-life examples of such actions. In the region of 

Gervėčiai it is said that when there is a thunderstorm, 

Perkūnas or Perūnas is “firing bolts”, driving across the sky — 

this traditional knowledge is based off of living mythological 

memory. People remember that during Sekminės, “for the ice, 

for the wind”, it was prohibited to move the earth; prayers on 

the fourth day of Sekminės also protected against hail.

Most Sekminės and other calendrical holiday traditions rela-

ted to the traditional rural lifestyle, working the earth, 

herding the livestock, disappeared in the Soviet period when 

the lifestyle changed. The widely-known tradition of decora-

ting animals with wreaths during Sekminės is only a childhood 

memory — in the region of Gervėčiai, as elsewhere in Europe, 

during Sekminės, when the shepherds bring back from pasture 

the wreathed cows, the shepherds would receive gifts from 

the landlords and hold a feast in the fields.



It used to be that during Sekminės, the cows were first taken out to 

pasture, the shepherds would make wreaths to put on the horns of the 

cows. Then they would be given eggs. The eggs would then be fried 

over a fire. But that used to be a long time ago, before my time. 

(Marija Petravičienė, b. 1930, Galčiūnai)

In all of Lithuania during Sekminės the landlords would go 

out into the green fields and share a feast, the young people 
stwould organise dances. In the 21  c. for the people of 

Gervėčiai this was not the experience of davnykščių žmonių 

(people of our time), but of earlier generations.

The tradition of nešti Dziedus — bringing food and other 

goods for lonely old people or beggars (žebrokams) by the 

church so that they would pray for the deceased — is an 

already-forgotten tradition, no longer related to Sekminės: 

there might still be those who would give, but there's no one left to 

give to. Sekminės was the time when women in Gervėčiai 

would go care for the graves. People remember that it used to 

be (unlike it is now) that graves were rarely visited or 

decorated. After Sekminės it was important for the whole 

village community to gather there for Vėlinės.
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By request of the women of Girios village, the children bring 
birch branches for Sekminės. 2010
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On the banks of Ašmena — birch saplings. For the children, 
chopping down the birches is an enjoyable task. Girios, 2010
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During Sekminės, the gate of every home is decorated with 
at least one branch. Girios, Rimdžiūnai, 2010
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In the remote village of Petrikai, Marija, who is in her late 
nineties, decorates her gates with birches. 2010
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The Girios chapel is decorated for Sekminės. Girios, 2010
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The festive altar of the Girios village chapel. Girios, 2010
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The seventh week of Easter is celebrated — the Feast of 
the Descent of the Holy Spirit. Girios, 2010
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Holy Mass in the Girios village cemetery chapel. Girios, 2010
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FEAST OF THE HOLY TRINITY

A week after Sekminės in Gervėčiai is the date of the Feast of 

the Holy Trinity (Švenčiausiosios Trejybės atlaidai), commonly 

called Traiče. This was the biggest holiday in the region. Elder-

ly women in Gervėčiai remember their childhood, when they 

would all wait for this celebration, because on that day their 

parents and the elder children would bring back from the 

feast for the youngsters, who had to stay at home, some delica-

cies — kermošius gifts. Now the feast begins with the Child-

ren's Mass on Saturday evening, which was the idea of the 

parson of the Church of the Holy Trinity. This mass brings 

together the young people in the region while the feast on Sun-

day morning gathers all the people from the surrounding 

Lithuanian and Belarusian villages — everyone who is able to, 

comes. For the local people it is very important that many 

honoured guests come to the feast: parsons from surrounding 

parishes, representatives of regional government and a large 

group of Lithuanians from Vilnius and Eastern Lithuanian 

towns, as well as from another Lithuanian island in Belarus — 

Pelesa. This day is also important for the community because 

during Traiče in the homes of the people of Gervėčiai, at least 

for a little while, their children, usually scattered throughout 

the towns of Lithuania and Belarus, return to their families; 

also, the people who have left the region return to Gerviečiai 

to see their families, neighbours and childhood friends. After 

the Holy Mass and procession, the celebrations continue also 

at home. For more than a few people from Vilnius, Traiče is a 

chance to see for the first time the Lithuania of Gervėčiai, 

 



separated by national borders, to visit Lithuanian villages, 

talk to people, visit cemeteries that are witness to the history 

of the region. For those going to feasts it is easier to receive 

Belarusian visas, border crossing procedures — from Lithua-

nia to Belarus and, as of 2004, over an EU border — have been 

simplified.

On Sundays, Mass in Lithuanian and Polish are held sepa-

rately, but during feasts, all of the believers gather in one 

place, so Mass is held in both languages, and after they are 

over, a traditional procession goes around the church — with 

church flags and hymns, the gathered people go to the Cross 

and Blessed Sacrament. The women from every village agree 

beforehand who will carry the sacramentals, church flag or 

ribbons, this procession includes young maidens in the white 

dresses of Christ's brides, grey-haired women from Gervėčiai 

in white blouses and scarves, guests from Vilnius dressed in 

the national costume. A large group of singers always comes 

together for the feast — women from all of the villages, having 

excellent singing voices. Here the rural tradition of natural 

singing lives on. If a church choir or group of singers arrives 

from Vilnius to the feast — this provides the Mass a special 

sort of festive solemnity, filling it with a Lithuanian spirit. 

Nevertheless, when the procession gathers at the doors of the 

church, a sort of contest begins — in which language, Lithua-

nian or Polish, will the hymns be sung louder, which group of 

singers will start the hymn first and lead the whole process-

ion. Even today a sort of competitiveness can be felt, which 

dates back to almost a century of the fight for the right to 

worship God in their own language. The Belarusian-speaking 

older generation of Catholics still consider themselves 

“Poles”, while even the Lithuanians remember that in the first 
thhalf of the 20  c., since they were very little, in their homes 

poteriai (Grace) was taught in Polish — the language of the 

church. Despite being neighbours for a long time, mixed 

families, the multilingualism of the Lithuanian community 

(many here know or understand three languages — Lithua-

nian, Polish and Belarusian), the Lithuanians in the island of 

Gervėčiai had to fight for a long time for the right the pray in 

their own language, to have a Lithuanian priest and Mass in 
thLithuanian. In the early 20  c. feasts would turn into an actual 

arena of political battle:

When it's time for Traiče, the Feast of the Holy Trinity, one villa-

ge with the other, Lithuanians with Belarusians would fight the 

most. All the people would gather during this most important holi-

day in Gervėčiai. Poles and Lithuanians would go together. Now it's 

calmer... (Viktoras Bazys, 1930—2011, Gervėčiai)

It happened like this — the priest would talk in Lithuanian — all 

the Poles would run from the church, the church would thunder. In 

Chodyga, when the hymns were sung in Lithuanian, the Poles 

would fight, with the prayer books in hand. This was all when we 

were under the Poles, my mother remembers... The Lithuanians 

would even sing in Polish, but the Poles wouldn't join in. The Poles 

thought they were superior. So they held separate Masses, the 



Lithuanian one at eleven in the morning. So now there are no 

problems and it's even better for the Lithuanian than for the Poles. 

The priest gets along with everyone. (Genoefa Pukštienė, b. 1931, 

Rimdžiūnai)

This fight can be traced back to period of Polish occupation 

(1920–1939), when Gervėčiai was part of the Polish-occupied 

Vilnius region and the Polish administration fought against 

Lithuanian identity — not only Lithuanian Mass was banned, 

but Lithuanian schools and reading rooms were closed. 

Another period in history began in 1945, when the region was 

occupied by the Russian army. After the war the Gervėčiai 

church remained for eight years without a priest, and only 

due to the perseverance of the local people was the house of 

God preserved — the church was not devastated or, as was 

common in the Soviet period, turned into a collective farm 

storehouse; the evangelisation of children was also preserved: 

...there was no priest, but during feasts people would still gather and 

there were those who would lead — they would gather by the church. 

They used to be there during the Feast of the Holy Trinity. No, there 

wasn't a Mass, but people would gather, sing, pray the rosary.

The Feast of the Holy Trinity was the pride of this region 

and the biggest event of the year. During this lovely celebrat-

ion, hearkening the beginning of summer, the usually empty 

villages of Gervėčiai would be full of people, and this region 

became the centre of attention for at least a short while and 

could feel important to Lithuania.
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Boy helpers during the Children's Mass. Gervėčiai, 2011
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On the eve of the Feast of the Holy Trinity, Gervėčiai church 
holds a Mass for children and young people. Gervėčiai, 2011
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The parson of the church holds a separate celebration for children, 
because during the Feast the church is packed. Gervėčiai, 2011

Rimdžiūnai, 2011



The girls dressed up for the Feast procession. Gervėčiai, 2011
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Men and women traditionally sit on opposite sides of the church. 
Gervėčiai, 2011
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Mass begins. The guests from Vilnius, dressed in national 
costumes, are given the honourable seats. Gervėčiai, 2011
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The singers in the 2011 Feast of the Holy Trinity — Vilnius 
Teacher's House folklore ensemble “Kankleliai”. Gervėčiai, 2011
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Neo-gothic central nave of Gervėčiai church. 2011
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In the procession — the guardians of the traditions of this region 
— the oldest generation of women. Gervėčiai, 2011
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Even the sudden rainstorm does not stop people from following 
the cross. Gervėčiai, 2011
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The Holy Mass is held by the Lithuanian parsons from Gervėčiai 
and Pelesa and the Belarusian parson from the parish of Varnioniai.
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In the procession — guests from the Vilnius Gervėčiai Fellowship. 
Gervėčiai, 2011
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Meetings in the churchyard are also a celebration. 
Gervėčiai, 2011
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Women of the Gervėčiai region — from Rimdžiūnai and Vilnius. 
Gervėčiai, 2011
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FUNERALS

Most of the Lithuanian people in Gervėčiai are elderly, thus 

conversations often lead to talks about death, which seemed 

to be “tamed” in many ways: soon our time will come. Whatever 

happens, we will have to die. You can't return to the earth alive. 

Without time you can't die. And what would you do without death. 

Women would respectfully keep in their home the clothes 

they wanted to be buried in — a dark-coloured dress, light 

scarf, as well as a black and white hand-woven paklotė 

(shroud) which would be laid under the coffin — rakštis. The 

wake for the deceased would be held at home, the coffin was 

traditionally placed in the room on two benches. When the 

deceased was laid down, someone from their close family 

would burn incense in the shape of a cross, from corner to 

corner. On the table a crucifix was set, candles lit, bread and 

salt placed. Singers would sit at the table. Each village would 

have its own singers, sometimes even a few groups — some 

would sing in Lithuanian, others — in Polish. They have to be 

respectfully invited to the wake and they cannot refuse such 

an invitation. No payment is traditionally asked for the sing-

ing; only in recent years this service is symbolically paid for 

with money. People remember that it used to be that in the 

villages the singers were usually men, while now it is mostly 

only women.

We used to dance, sing, then we would go visit the deceased, 

funerals. We have been doing this for many years. Our men used to 

sing beautifully... Kaltaunas, Vėlaika, Impolius. There were four 

men and us two. So we would all go. When the men died, we were 



joined by Pukštienė and my sister-in-law. Now there was just the 

four of us. (Janina Trepšienė, b. 1931, Rimdžiūnai)

There was a lot of singing at funeral wakes: it could last 3–4 

hours with breaks in the evening and then gather in the 

morning; they would also sing while the coffin was brought 

from the church to the chapel, for an hour or more they would 

sing during the funeral feast. The singing of hymns was an 

integral part of the wake and funeral; it strengthened those in 

mourning, created order in the ritual and in the face of death 

reminded of the promise of eternity.

Besides the singers, the most expected guests at the wake 

were the relatives. Everyone was invited, even third-degree 

relatives, i.e. the children of cousins. Who was to be invited to 

the funeral was sometimes discussed with the person on the 

deathbed — all of their last requests had to be heeded. The 

neighbours would also come for the last farewell, but even 

though everyone knew each other in the villages that were 

located not far from each other, people would go to a wake in a 

neighbouring village only if they were invited.

Now the deceased is buried the next day after the wake, but 

people remember that it used to be after three days. It was 

believed that for three days the soul (dūšia) stayed by the 

deceased.

When we were preparing for a funeral, we would be ready on the 

third day. People used to say that the deceased has to be kept for three 

days, others disagreed. They said that the soul of the deceased stayed 

in the body for three days. I don't know if this is true or not. But 

that's how it is. No one saw how the soul left the body, or if it didn't, 

but they talked about it. (Leonarda Iljoic, 1928— 2012, Knys-

tuškės)

In the region of Gervėčiai people still know a number of ar-

chaic rituals and beliefs associated with death, many remain 

in the childhood memories of people while some have only 

recently “gone out of fashion”. Even today sometimes grain is 

sprinkled on the coffin:

They used to sprinkle grain as the coffin was brought out of the 

home. They still do so, around the coffin. Not anymore on the grave-

side. The people who made the food for the feast would sprinkle the 

most. They would walk behind the coffin as it was being carried out. I 

don't know why people do this. They just do. (Genė Meškienė, 

1933— 2014, Miciūnai)

The coffin was covered with a towel or length of cloth:

We used to have a towel, so when they'd set down the coffin, it 

would be covered. Lengthwise over the coffin. Now they say you 

can't do that. They say it has to be covered in real earth. At the fune-

ral of my sister in Astravas, the priest was angry with me, he told me 

to take away the towel. We didn't know what to do. We want to cover 

the coffin, but the priests don't let us. (Genė Meškienė, 1933— 

2014, Miciūnai)

In the summer of 2013, during the funeral of an elderly wo-

man in Gervėčiai, who had raised four daughters, the whole 

family participated except for her grandchildren, who hadn't 

been able to make it back from England. At the funeral wake 

 



there were five funerary singers — even though they talked in 

Belarusian amongst themselves, all evening they sang Lithua-

nian hymns. The deceased was visited and accompanied in 

her final journey by friends from her youth, children from the 

village. As people visited the home to pay their respects to 

their deceased neighbour, the feeling of mourning, respect 

was in tune with conversations about daily worries; the mo-

ments of calm and concentration were interspersed with con-

versations among neighbours. When the evening singing was 

over, around midnight, the singers and the relatives were inci-

ted to a feast, after which everyone gathered again at the wake 

to keep watch, in turns, until morning.

The coffin was escorted to the cemetery by foot: the process-

ion behind the cross comprised of singing women and child-

ren with flowers, the coffin was driven in a truck decorated 

with birch branches. The coffin, escorted by the priest, who 

had arrived at the cemetery, was brought into the chapel, 

where Mass was held, again people sang hymns and prayed.

Before lowering the coffin into the grave, the coffin was un-

covered and last goodbyes were said, the legs of the deceased 

were untied: if you forget to untie them, then you might have 

dreams that you can't walk. The people in Gervėčiai remember 

that it used to be that the string used to tie the legs of the dece-

ased was thrown into the grave pit or taken as a way to heal 

painful joints.

The priest would bless the coffin, the grave pit decorated with 

flowers; he was the first to sprinkle some earth on the coffin 

and then the family of the deceased would follow, with 

handfuls of dirt. This ritual is explained by a woman in her 

late eighties from the village of Miciūnai:

They would place the coffin on the ground, open it, people would 

look. The priest would pray, with the rosary. When everyone had said 

their farewells, the coffin is closed, the pit and body are blessed, he 

sprinkles some earth and the body is lowered. After the priest, 

anyone who wants to can throw in some dirt. We used to think that it 

couldn't be close family members, but the priest said it had to be 

everyone. We thought it should be difficult for a child to bury their 

mother, so it used to be that the closest people wouldn't do this. 

People would say “We don't begrudge this earth”. Well, we can give 

the earth that you walk on and we say “live on that earth as you no 

longer live on this”. No one says this, but they think it. (Genė 

Meškienė, 1933— 2014, Miciūnai)

After yellow dirt is sprinkled on the grave mound, candles 

are lit, flowers laid down. The farewell ritual was completed 

with singing and a prayer at the table of the funeral feast. 

Traditionally, for the first year after the funeral, the grave 

remained untouched, it wasn't cared for. Now, after the first 

anniversary of the death, the family tries to build a 

monument. A Mass in honour of the deceased is held after a 

month and all of the relatives and neighbours are invited to 

the one-year anniversary; sometimes the half-year is 

commemorated:

They used to say that you shouldn't touch the grave, dig around 

it. Before the one-year anniversary a gravestone would be placed. 



Nothing would planted, just a flower put on the grave. The deceased 

would be commemorated every year. On the first Friday of every 

month a requiem mass would be held for the whole parish: you would 

write down all your deceased relatives and give as much money as 

you could. A memorial would be held after 30 days, half a year and 

one year. (Helena Mockienė, b. 1938, Mockos)

Little knowledge remains of the fate of the deceased after 

death:

My grandfather used to say that the soul would leave the body and 

travel the world, it sees everything. It flies until it turns into a 

butterfly. While a person is still at home, their soul is there also. Who 

can know, we can't see anything, we know only stories... (Helena 

Mockienė, b. 1938, Mockos)

People hoped to converse with the dead in their dreams, 

but this rarely happened:

One person told me of a dream they had, that their neighbour 

[Bronius Skirutis] had a very good life after death. He hadn't been 

part of a collective farm, he had very little, but now he lives well, has 

land, a horse. (Helena Mockienė, b. 1938, Mockos) 

[What happens after death?]

I really don't know, but there is something. Because you do dream 

of it sometimes. I often dream of my husband, my mother. A long 

time ago, my older brother died. One time I visited them, and I knew 

he had died and I was so scared. I climbed up to the room in the loft 

and I thought I saw my brother climbing up the ladder. I was so 

scared, I thought I should call for my mother. So he was climbing and 

was in front of me and I said “how are you?”. I said “Antule [his 

name was Antanas], how is it in your world, have you met any of our 

relatives?” He was quiet, didn't say anything. “Why don't you talk, 

tell me how you are” I asked. Still he was silent. “Maybe you can't 

talk about it? What is wrong?” and finally he answers “How I can 

tell you, if I can or can't”. So that's what he said to me in that dream, 

and I told my mother, that I had dreamed of Antanas. And that's 

what happens when you dream of someone. (Albina Lukšienė, b. 

1935, Girios)



Marija Juškienė (1931-2013) looks in her chest for a dress sewn 
for her funeral. Mockos, 2010
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A towel covers the mirror during the funeral. Girios, 2013
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Neighbours gathered for the funeral wake. Girios, 2013 Preparations for the funeral wake feast. Girios, 2013
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Singers. Girios, 2013
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Daughters and grandchildren in mourning. Girios, 2013
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Neighbours. Girios, 2013
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Funeral wake. Girios, 2013
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Singers. Girios, 2013 Neighbours. Girios, 2013



Funeral wake dinner. Girios, 2013
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The grave pit is dug. Girios, 2013 Truck decorated with birch trees. Girios, 2013

Funerals   •  3  13132 • GERVĖČIAI • HOLIDAYS



Funerals   •  5  13134 • GERVĖČIAI • HOLIDAYS

Truck decorated with birch trees. Girios, 2013



Farewell. Girios, 2013
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Sending off. The neighbour prepares to carry the cross. 
Girios, 2013

Bringing out the coffin. Girios, 2013
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Preparations for the last journey. Girios, 2013
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Preparations for the last journey. Girios, 2013
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Preparations for the last journey. Girios, 2013



Funeral procession. Girios, 2013
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Funeral procession. Girios, 2013
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Stopping by the doors of the cemetery chapel. Girios, 2013
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Preparations for the Mass for the deceased in the chapel. 
Girios, 2013
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Accompaniment to the grave pit. Girios, 2013
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Everyone pours a handful of dirt on the coffin. Girios, 2013

Funerals   •  7  15156 • GERVĖČIAI • HOLIDAYS



On the grave — a tombstone cast by Julija Karmazienė from 
Pelegrinda. Girios, 2013

The grave is sprinkled with yellow sand. Girios, 2013

Funerals   •  59  1158 • GERVĖČIAI • HOLIDAYS





The Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary

ŽOLINĖ

On 15 August, the Church celebrates the Feast of the 

Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, also called Žolines — 

in the region of Gervėčiai it is known as Aspažia.

In folk traditions this holiday is related to the blessing of the 

new year's harvest — every woman would bring to church an 

Aspažia bouquet, which was made from grains, vegetables, 

fruits and flowers from the garden. In the words of one of the 

oldest women in this region, Marija Mažeikienė — everything 

that grows in the earth. On the morning of Žolinės she would tie 

ears of rye into bouquets, including also a carrot, beet, onion, 

chokeberries, apple tree branch with summer apples; from the 

garden — rue stalk, mint, other blooming flowers. She reme-

mbers that she would also bring to church other grains, flax.

We used to put all sorts of greenery, different herbs, even flowers 

from the garden. Then we'd add flax or grains. Everything that 

grows in the earth. There even used to be vegetables — carrots, beets, 

onions, everything would be blessed. (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 1923, 

Petrikai)

This is an important date in the farmer's calendar, as it was 

said that all the rye had to be cut until Žolinės, and the fields 

had to be prepared for the sowing of winter crops:

You could sow after Žolinės. It used to be the rye first. For the 

bread. We used to say: “For Žolinės we will have fresh bread.”There 

was always fresh bread for Žolinės. It used to be that we would use 

all the wheat by Žolinės and there would be nothing to bake with. So 

for Žolinės we would cut some fresh rye and whoever would bake the 



first loaf would say: “I have baked some fresh bread, come and taste 

it.” (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)

Women in the region of Gervėčiai no longer bake their own 

bread, but during Žolinės they all bring to the church or Girios 

village chapel in the cemetery their own bouquets. They were 

all different — some had more coloured flowers from the gar-

den, others — just herbs or goods from the garden. But the pur-

pose of the blessed bouquets was all the same. After the 

Žolinės bouquet was brought back home, it had to be kept in 

the best corner of the home — pakūcioje, tucked behind the 

holy picture, until next Žolinės. After a year it wasn't thrown 

away or burned like a verba, but saved for a funeral or taken to 

the attic — po dunksciu, to protect the home from thunder-

storms.

So you'd put it on the window and when there was thunder and 

lightning, rain, then you would say: “Let those blessed plants be, 

may God protect us, may Mary protect us.” (Leonarda Iljoic, 

1928—2012, Knystuškės)

stIn the 21  c. people remember well the protective nature of 

this bouquet, which is a feature of all objects blessed at church. 

The Grabnyčios candle, St. Agota's bread, a verba, herbs blessed 

during Devintinės, just like the Žolinės bouquet, had the power 

to also bless the home: protect from lightning fire, protect 

from sickness people and animals and ease the fate of the 

deceased.

People most often remember that the blessed plants were 

kept at home for funerals — they were stuffed into the pillow 

of the deceased, or placed under the head, rarely — on both 

sides of the deceased's face. It used to be that the Žolinės 

bouquet was burned over a grave pit, because the priest 

couldn't come to the cemetery for a funeral. When the grave 

pits were blessed by the priest, then the Aspažia plants were 

not burned.

If the priest would come to the cemetery, then we wouldn't put 

any plants, but if he didn't come, then we would put plants in the 

coffin, light them on fire in the pit, use them as incense. If the priest is 

there then he would bless the coffin and pit and we wouldn't need 

anything else. (Janina Trepšienė, b. 1931, Rimdžiūnai)

The blessed Žolinės bouquet was necessary for the living as 

well, since it had healing powers. The blessed plants were 

boiled as tea to fight fear or burned as incense over a sick 

person. People also remember that part of the Žolinės bouquet 

was fed to the livestock, so that they would grow well, be 

healthy, or they would be mixed with the feed when an animal 

would get sick.

Other beliefs, related to the date of Žolinės, are also import-

ant, clearly marking an important phase of the natural cycle of 

vegetation. Much changed after Žolinės, such as people 

believing that after Žolinės the bees would no longer swarm.

The people in Gervėčiai say that during Žolinės, Marija 

Ašmenon inmeta ledų (“Marija throws ice into the river 

Ašmena”) — the water in the river would get colder and the 

swimming season would end. It is a paradox, but this belief is 

the only time in folk tradition when Žolinės is directly related 



to the main subject of this holiday — the Blessed Virgin Mary, 

who is imbued with the surprising power of impacting 

nature.

Yet another mysterious prohibition is also well-

remembered — women who have had a child that died cannot 

eat apples until Žolines, or else there will be a lack of apples in 

Heaven. It can be related to the very archaic imagery of a 

heavenly apple orchard as the world.

My aunt's children had died, so she wouldn't eat apples before 

Žolinės; she would say — I won't eat, or else God won't give them an 

apple.... (Janina Karmazaitė, b. 1943, Trakai).

Only after Žolinės could you eat apples... (Mazija Mažeikienė, 

b. 1923, Petrikai)

stUnfortunately, in the 21  c., the women of Gervėčiai can no 

longer explain this mysterious prohibition, but the belief that 

apples could only be eaten after Žolinės — lives on.
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Flowers from the garden are picked for the Žolinės bouquets. 
Five o'clock in the morning. Petrikai, 2010

The first goods from the garden will be blessed with the 
Žolinės bouquet. Petrikai, 2010
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Marija, who is in her late 90s, makes a bouquet from an onion, 
carrot, beet, rye, apples, chokeberries, rue, mint and other 
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traditional plants from the garden. Petrikai, 2010



With the bouquet finished, time to go to church. Petrikai, 2010
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Before going to church, a quick bouquet is made by her 
daughter. Petrikai, 2010

Journey to the Girios village chapel. 2010
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The priest blesses the Žolinės bouquets, parishioners and guests. 
Girios, 2010
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The singers of Girios chapel. 2010
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The bouquet has the whole harvest — flowers, carrots and 
onions. Girios, 2010
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After Mass, in the Girios cemetery. 2010
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Bouquet made from herbal plants. Girios, 2010 The women go their own ways after morning Mass. Girios, 2010
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Bicyclists in their seventies, eighties and nineties by Gervėčiai 
church. 2010
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A Žolinės bouquet in the churchyard of Gervėčiai church. 2010
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The younger women bless only flowers. Gervėčiai, 2010
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Women from the villages of Rimdžiūnai, Gudinikai, Galčiūnai 
sing. Gervėčiai, 2010
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The major part of the community — elderly women. 
Gervėčiai, 2010



Childhood friends from Gėliūnai and Vilnius after Mass. 
Gervėčiai, 2010

3 kilometres distance to home. Gervėčiai, 2010
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PABAIGTUVĖS
End of Harvest

In the summer of 2010, one of the oldest women in the region 

of Gervėčiai, a singer from the village of Petrikai, Marija 

Mažeikienė (Maniūtė), who has preserved the cultural memo-

ry of this region, showed us how the people of Gervėčiai, once 

they finished cutting the wheat, would honour the last sheaf 

of grain. At the edge of a harvester-truncated collective farm 

field she wrapped a slice of bread in the last heads of grain 

and, thanking the earth for her gifts — “davei, žemele, duonelės, 

te ir tau” (you gave us bread, earth, here is some for you) — 

buried it.

Although the people of this region no longer grow grain for 

their own needs and don't bake bread at home, respect for it, 

just as memories of how delicious the bread used to be, live on 

to his day. It used to be people would dress in their best clothes 

to sow or cut the wheat. Maniūtė, who has participated in 

cutting of the rye since she was sixteen years old, remembers:

When we used sickles to cut the rye, everyone would dress in clean 

clothes. The same when we would sow — everything was clean, 

fresh. This was so the wheat was also “clean”. Sowing would be done 

by barefoot men, we would go cut the wheat also barefoot, we weren't 

afraid of anything, we'd only cover our calves. In the front the 

landlady would stand and all the hired workers had to keep up with 

her. (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)

After starting to cut the rye, the women would cross 

themselves. They still do this now. From the first sheaf of grain 

a gaspadorius (“landlord”) was tied, which would be taken 

home and kept in the best corner — pakūcioje, under the holy 



paintings. When the wheat would be taken to the thrashing-

floor, this sheaf was spread out under the new sheaves. 

Aldona Petrikienė, from the village of Pelegrinda, no longer 

speaks of the “sacred corner” — the gaspadorius is set in the 

kitchen. However, she does remember that the wheat for this 

sheaf was cut in a particular manner — three times of three 

handfuls each.

First we would cross ourselves, before beginning to cut the wheat, 

even when the sickle was already in your hands. The first sheaf was 

the little gaspadorius. We would place it in the corner later, and it 

would stay there until the wheat dried. When all the grain would be 

taken to the thrashing-floor, everything would be set in one place: the 

rye, the barley. With the first cart the gaspadorius was spread on 

the bottom. It was a rule, but I don't know why. When we would cut 

the gaspadorius you had to cut three times, cutting little bits, and 

those three handfuls were put into the gaspadorius after each cut. 

Three handfuls, three times three, and you have a small sheaf. I don't 

know why this is important. (Aldona Petrikienė, 1928—2012, 

Pelegrinda).

Bread wasn't only food for the living, but also an offering to 

the dead. People remember how relatives would bring bread 

to funerals; during all the great holidays bread was given to 

the beggars — žebrokai. It is interesting that when there was a 

shortage of bread, people were not ashamed to buy it from the 

beggars, while these in turn would use the money to buy 

sometime else that they might need.

I still remember how they used to beg: walking from house to house, 

receiving bread, they would then pray for both the dead and the 

health of the living... we would gladly give them what they needed, 

because they didn't need much, just a slice. (Aldona Petrikienė, 

1928—2012, Pelegrinda)

Each home would protect its bread leavening — rūgscį. A 

bride or a woman that had just given birth would bring the 

rūgštis of her bread when she would go to the bathhouse for 

the first time. If there was a lack of rye, the bread leavening 

would be saved until the new harvest; in the summer the 

neighbours would be invited to taste the bread during Žolinės.

We'd put the dough in the oven and leave one little round piece. 

Then we'd roll it in flour, to keep it from getting mouldy and we'd 

put it in a trough, dzieška it was called. There was a separate trough 

for baking bread. And we would keep it there, covered in flour. 

Whenever we'd bake bread, the flour just had to be wiped off and we 

had leavening. It could be kept for a week or two, covered in flour, put 

in a dark and warm corner. People used to borrow the leavening. If 

you made bread without leavening it would turn out bitter instead of 

sour. It just wasn't good. (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)

In the autumn, after finishing all the work in the fields, the 

people would celebrate Ažinkas. Maniūtė still remembers that 

for this holiday an ažinkinis pig would be butchered, while 

neighbours would visit one another to eat. In more well-to-do 

homes, for this holiday a piglet was specially readied: all 



summer it would be raised separately and fed better. The 

blessing of ažinkinis ir related to Diedų nešimu.

One tradition that I still haven't forgotten is the giving of alms. 

Maybe this is because my grandmother used to take me along. We 

used to bring dziedai to old people who lived alone. We would bring 

food and clothes — however could, helped. We used to bring dziedai 

several times a year: for Christmas and New Year, on Užgavėnės, 

Easter and Sekminės, on the Feast of Saints Petras and Povilas, on 

15 August (we called this holiday Aspažia — Žolinės), on 1 

November, All Saints Day, on Ažinkas. (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 

1923, Petrikai)

Ažinkas was an ancient holiday, before All Saints. A pig would 

be butchered, blessed, everyone would go to church, come home and 

eat. My father would deal with the pig. This was on the last week 

before All Saints, on a Sunday. Whole families and their relatives 

would go to church and then eat. In Gervėčiai they would feast in 

every cottage. Now people feast only after Traičei. The beggars 

would be given a piece of bread, some meat. No one went to visit the 

cemetery. During Vėlinės we would visit the cemetery, but we 

didn't feast like we did on Ažinkas. For Ažinkas we would butcher 

a little pig that we fed well since it was little. There was Diedai and 

Ažinkas. One was once a year, before All Saints, but we would give 

to the beggars before every holiday. That was called Diedai. Now we 

don't do that anymore. (Genė Meškienė, 1933—2013, Miciūnai)

Dziedai was also the name of gifts or alms to beggars and 

elderly people. The people of Gervėčiai remember that alms 

were brought for all of the great holidays, usually they were 

brought to the church, as that was where the beggars 

gathered. In their own villages, alms were brought straight to 

the homes of the elderly people that had no one to care for 

them. In time, the end of harvest holiday and Dziedų nešimas 

were both connected to All Saints Day. This is no coincidence, 

as it reflects the primary aforementioned purpose of the 

holidays — an expression of gratefulness and an offering to 

the living and the dead.

This was called dziedai. The Sunday before All Saints was also 

Dziedai — Ažinkas. Whatever we had we would take with us to 

church and give to the beggars. I don't remember this tradition, this 

was before my time, but I've heard stories about it. (Marija 

Juškienė, 1931— 2013, Mockos)

Most community traditions disappeared when lives 

changed in the Soviet period. Nevertheless, the oldest 

generation of people in Gervėčiai can still remember them 

from the stories of their parents or from childhood memories. 

Traditional knowledge remained, revealing the ethos of this 

region, their distinctive world, the realisation of oneself or 

another within it.

It used to be that one it was Gavėnia, it was time for the beggars 

to beg. Now there are no more beggars. They get pensions now and 

those who really can't survive are at nursing homes. It used to be 

that the beggars would come to our homes. Before Easter they would 

come. There were three beggars in our village. Now they have all 



died. They would be by the church or going from home to home, 

collecting what they could. Sometimes people would bring them 

things. I used to bring these two beggars all sorts of things during the 

first days of Easter and Christmas. But they didn't really want 

anything other than roubles. They used to be given eggs, bread, 

bacon, whatever people had. You would just put everything in a bag 

and give it to them. And when they had what to eat, they would pray 

a lot. (Marija Juškienė, 1931— 2013, Mockos)
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Matured rye before the harvest. Pelegrinda, 2012 Marija Mažeikienė remembers how they would honour the last 
sheaf of rye. Petrikai, 2010
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Among the rye a piece of bread wrapped in a handkerchief was 
placed. Petrikai, 2010
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The last sheaves were cut down with a sickle. Petrikai, 2010
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Bread wrapped in the last ears and buried in the ground, with 
the prayer: davei, žemele, duonelės, te ir tau (dear earth, you 
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gave us bread, so here is some for you). Petrikai, 2010



Pigs in the diendaržis — an outdoor enclosure. Gėliūnai, 2012
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BAKING OF LOAVES

Most of the older generation of people in Gervėčiai still live in 

the homes of their parents and have old bread ovens. When 

they became daughters-in-law, women would make their 

own bread. People remember that bread was baked at home 

until the 1960s, and even now loaves are baked in bread ovens 

during the holidays. When living a farmer's life, there always 

had to be a loaf of rye bread in big families, and there was only 

a lack before Žolinės, before the new harvest. In comparison, 

loaves used to be baked only on the big holidays. Easter loaves 

are mentioned most often, but people remember that they 

used to be baked twice a year — Easter and Christmas, but less 

often for Christmas.

Loaves were also an integral part of weddings. They were 

offered to everyone — guests and uninvited visitors alike. 

Relatives were mostly invited to sit at the table, while 

neighbours and young people who would come to see the 

wedding were given some slices of the loaf. Relatives invited 

to a wedding would bring their own loaves, maybe some ham 

and sausages as well. The most important wedding dish was 

the karvojus, a cake baked from rye, buckwheat or wheat, and 

which was placed at the end of the table for the whole 



wedding. Sometimes people remember that they were sliced 

only when guests would leave, or used as gifts when visiting. 

The children who were left at home would wait in anticipation 

for a piece of the holiday loaf.

Women would bake loaves also for baptisms, or for 

patekynos — when they would visit a neighbour who had 

recently given birth. With the birth of a child, the women of a 

village would go together to visit the baby and for this occas-

ion would make various delicacies — omelettes, buckwheat 

pancakes with butter and sugar, boronkytės — baked ring-

shaped rolls or a boba — a buckwheat or wheat cake. Elena 

Augulienė, who is in her early nineties, remembers that her 

mother used to bake a boba at home — the cake would be 

brought to patekynas, in Belarusian known as atvėdzinomis. In 

childhood memories, the baking of the loaf was an adventure:

I remember how it used to be. A week after a baby was born we 

would go visit. This wasn't a baptism, but rather patekynos. My 

mother used to prepare for this — she would bake pancakes, a boba. 

She would put the boba in a special dish that would then be placed 

on the hearth, where it would rise. It was very interesting for us 

children to watch how the warm dough would rise. My sister and I 

couldn't decide who would go see first, so since I was older, I got to 

uncover the dough and look. We would tell our mother and she 

would tell us to uncover everything nicely and clean out the oven. 

Our mother would brush the top of the boba with an egg yolk, so it 

would be shiny and then she would put it in the oven. She would 

constantly look at the baking boba and when the top looked nice, that 

was it, the boba was ready. We would put the ready boba on a cloth 

and pillow. It looked so good. (Elena Augulienė, b. 1932, 

Rimdžiūnai)

Now loaves can be bought daily at the village store, but on 

weekends and on holidays, when the children are expected to 

return, it is still baked at home. Marija Petravičienė from the 

village of Galčiūnai still kneads dough in a wooden trough — 

nekočia; she pours, by eye, milk, sugar, yeast mixed with milk 

into the sifted flour, mixes the dough, adds raisins, some salt, 

puts it in a special dish and leaves it to rise for several hours. 

Before baking, the loaves are carefully decorated and then 

placed in a heated oven, where it bakes for around an hour. 

The oven is covered with an abišlaite — an oven cover. Once it 



is removed from the oven, the surface of the loaf would be 

dampened with a piece of cloth dipped in milk, so that it 

would have a nice shine. Once the loaf cooled, it was removed 

from the pan and placed on skarinis, a hand-woven cloth 

placed on the table. In the opinion of the housewife, the loaf 

then wasn't very successful, but it was still incredibly 

delicious.
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Into the sifted flour, sugar, warm milk is poured in approximate 
amounts, the dough is mixed together in a wooden trough, 
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called a nekočia. Galčiūnai, 2012



The well-kneaded dough is transferred to a pan, which is 
placed on the oven for 2–3 hours so that the dough could rise. 
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Galčiūnai, 2012



After three hours, the risen loaves are modestly, but carefully, 
decorated with bands and flowers cut from dough. Galčiūnai, 2012
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The loaf, placed on a lyžė (a baker's peel) is put in the heated 
oven, which for an hour is covered by a metal cover — abišlaitė. 
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Galčiūnai, 2012



After an hour the loaf is ready. Galčiūnai, 2012
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A piece of cloth soaked in milk is brushed over the top of the 
still-hot loaf, so that it would be shiny. Galčiūnai, 2012

230 • GERVĖČIAI • HOLIDAYS





BAPTISMS

In many of the villages of Gervėčiai there are very few young 

families, so baptisms here are a true celebration. In the 

autumn of 2010, in the village of Mockos, Helena Mockienė, a 

woman in her early eighties, organised a baptism for her 

great-granddaughter Vanesa, and during that baptism a 

merry mummer's procession took place. Both of the grand-

mothers of the little girl were taken to be “drowned”. The key 

participant and culprit of this ritual used to be the midwife, 

who was a highly-respected woman in the village. It used to 

be said that she “caught the child/fished it”, so maybe that is 

why she had to be symbolically brought back to a water envi-

ronment. The midwife who was taken away to be “drowned” 

could be ransomed back by the expecting family. This tradi-

tion, well-known in Belarus and Eastern Lithuania, is still re-

membered by elderly people in Gervėčiai. Only the midwi-

ves, who used to be the main participants and culprits of the 

celebration, were replaced by the grandmothers of the infant.

After the ceremony at the church and after a good meal (a 

pig would be butchered for the celebration), in the evening of 

the first day of the baptism taking place in Mockos, all of the 

people would go to prepare for the merry part — they would 

dress in costumes, decorate with flowers and garlands the 

wheelbarrow which would drive the grandmothers. The 

celebration was a meeting place for relatives both from 

Lithuanian and Belarusian villages, but everyone knew their 

roles, as if such a festive carnival took place every year. People 

from Mockos remembered that the last time a grandmother 



was driven around the village was a few years ago. After that 

there were no more baptisms.

The driving of the grandmothers was accompanied by a 

group of mummers, “gypsy” accents appeared from costume 

details taken from the national costume collection at the 

Cultural Centre of the village. The eldest participant and 

initiator of the celebration, great grand-mother Helena Moc-

kienė, was dressed most impressively. She showed up in a big 

coat (it used to be that people wore fur coats inside out), a 

beard and moustache made from hards, a hat covering her 

eyes, a broom in one hand and a plastic bottle filled with water 

tied under her skirt. She kept a carrot in her pocket for 

meilikavimas — poking the neighbours that she would visit. 

They in turn had a hard time identifying who was hiding 

under the mask.

The group of mummers, beating pots and pans with sticks, 

visited every home: the “doctor” would “heal” people with 

drinks, the “gypsy” would paint soot or lipstick on their faces, 

the “old man” would ask for kisses, while other participants 

of the baptism would “steal” things from the neighbours' 

yards and tie them to the wheels of the grandmothers' 

wheelbarrow. They had to knock on some doors, where they 

were met with smiles, offered food and gifts. The “stealing” of 

utensils (pails, cans, other farm supplies) would anger some 

homeowners, while other would just laugh. When they 

would reach a big puddle, they would remember the reason 

for this procession — the grandmothers were supposed to be 

“drowned”. Although on that occasion, thanks to a merry 

round of bartering, the grandmothers avoided being 

drowned; once they returned home they were still drenched 

with rainwater from a pail and the other participants of the 

celebration got wet as well.

Driving around the grandmothers traditionally signalled 

the end of the celebration. In the aforementioned occasion it 

didn't take place on schedule — on the evening of the first day 

of the baptism, so once everyone returned home the 

celebrations continued. Three time the great-grandmother 

Helena brought a fake baby to be gifted, dengtas, by the god-

parents. People remember that a live cat or rooster was 

usually wrapped up, but at that time it was waddled up toys 

and an older granddaughter. The 18-year old godparents 

played around and bartered until they were given the real 

infant. The godfather gave the child money, while the god-

mother — a blanket. The ending of the baptism celebration 

with the carting and “drowning” of the grandmothers lives on 

the memories of many people in Gervėčiai:

[Did you drive around the grandmothers?]

Yes, we did. Everyone dressed as gypsies and would cart around 

the grandmothers. Usually in a wheelbarrow or sled. They would 

drive, sing, sometimes push the grandmothers down a hill. When the 

gypsies would meet someone, they would offer some vodka. The last 

time I remember this happening was with the children of Jočys, they 

were twins. So much went on that time, people were so surprised 

when the grandmothers were driven around.



[How did you say where the grandmothers were being driven to?]

We would say the grandmothers were going to be tapyti 

[drowned]. They would be pushed down a hill into wherever there 

was water. You couldn't throw a grandmother into the river, but 

down a hill was fine.

[How did you dress up as gypsies?]

We'd put fur coats on inside out, coats, long skirts, blouses, 

whatever you had.

[What did you when you went in?]

We would offer people refreshments, we’d carry bottles with us.

[Did the guests dress up themselves?]

The guests would dress up as gypsies and go with the 

grandmothers as they were being driven around.

[Did the grandmother wear a costume?]

No, she looked normal.

[Which grandmother was it?]

It was my husband's mother, so she was my children's 

grandmother. She wasn't the one who helped my birth. I have birth 

in Astravas, in the hospital, but it used to be that they would drive 

around the midwife. Or whichever grandmother would be at home at 

the time. (Janina Gražulienė, b. 1934, Petrikai)

[Did you go as gypsies for the baptisms?]

Yes, there were gypsies. They would poke people with rolling pins, or 

a carrot, poke people in the stomachs. They would take things like the 

oven covering and beat it like a drum.

[When the gypsies visited the neighbours, what would they do?]

Nothing, they would go, come back, maybe take some bacon or 

anything else they could find or were given. (Marija Rudžinskienė, 

1927—2012, Mockos)

[Did they bring you the grandmothers?]

They used to not like us. They came once to catch our chickens. 

When my mother and father were alive, they would say that those 

gypsies and devils were sinful. They said the child would grow up to 

be like a gypsy. They were strange, deciding to dress up like gypsies. 

(Marija Kiškelienė, b. 1930, Gėliūnai)

People remember well such noisy mummer processions, 

feasts, but their answer to questions as to why people did this 

was simply: “it's just what we did”. The meaning of this ritual 

is revealed by Marika Mažeikienė, born in 1923, who 

remembers that the grandmothers-midwives could be asked 

to “bring” a baby.

When the baptism was over, they would put the grandmothers on 

a harrow, with the toothed-side up. But they would lay down some 

planks first and then drive the grandmothers across town.

[Who used to drive it?]

The men who would be at the baptism.

[Where would they be taken?]

Across the village, showing the people that she had a new 

grandchild. This would show that she was very smart, able to find 

babies and everyone was told, that if they wanted a baby they should 

ask her to find one. At first there were only midwives. Since Girios 



was a big village, there was one brave woman, Jadvyga Valeikienė. 

She would always help in birthing, even if it was very difficult. She 

was very clever. So Valeikiene was also taken as the grandmother to 

be driven around, and she would even sometimes be taken to other 

villages.

[When they would drive around the grandmothers, were the 

drivers dressed up?]

Sometimes the men would dress and women and the women — as 

men. They sometimes dressed up as gypsies and would go to people's 

homes and steal things, like gypsies do.

[And people didn't get angry?]

No, they wouldn't, because they would get everything back after 

the baptism, or they could just take it back themselves. (Marija 

Mažeikienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)
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The sacrament of baptism in Gervėčiai church. 2010
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Guests at the baptism — relatives and neighbours. Gervėčiai, 
Mockos, 2010
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Preparations for the bobučių vežimas — the wheelbarrow is 
decorated, a feast is prepared. Mockos, 2010
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Baptism mummers — gypsy, doctor... Mockos, 2010
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All of the guests of the baptism prepare for the mummer's 
procession. Mockos, 2010
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The initiator of the festivities, dresses as a senis — the infant's 
great-grandmother. Mockos, 2010

The infant's real grandmothers were seated in the wheelbarrow. 
Mockos, 2010
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People would go to every courtyard along the main road. 
Mockos, 2010

254 • GERVĖČIAI • HOLIDAYS



Baptisms  •  25   7

Neighbours were “given medicine” — offered real and fake 
drinks. Mockos, 2010

256 • GERVĖČIAI • HOLIDAYS



Baptisms  •  25   9

Instead of “drowning” the grandmothers, water is poured on 
them. Mockos, 2010
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All of the participants of the festivities perform their roles. 
Mockos, 2010
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In every home there were people who wanted to try the 
grandmothers' rūgšties. Mockos, 2010
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Mockos, 2010
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A puddle in the middle of the village road — a good place 
to "drown" the grandmothers. Mockos, 2010
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After the feast in each courtyard something is “stolen” — 
a bucket, milk can, rug… Mockos, 2010
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Mockos, 2010
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Mockos, 2010
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Mockos, 2010
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Two generations — the great-grandmother and two 
grandmothers of the girl. Mockos, 2010
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The mummers return home. Mockos, 2010
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The festivities continue in the courtyard — the grandmothers 
are “drowned” in a tub of rain water. Mockos, 2010
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The guests are also sprayed with water. Mockos, 2010
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In order to trick the godparents — three times a fake baby is 
brought to be given gifts. Mockos, 2010
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Mockos, 2010
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The 18-year old godparents know well how to bargain. Mockos, 2010

284 • GERVĖČIAI • HOLIDAYS



Baptisms  •  28   7

Traditional gifts from the godparents — money and a blanket. 
Mockos, 2010
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A game initiated by relatives from a Belarusian village — 
handing over of the apple. Mockos, 2010
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VĖLINĖS
All Souls Day

stNovember 1  is the date of Visų šventųjų diena (All Saints Day), 
ndknown in Gervėčiai as Visų šventės, while November 2  is 

Vėlinės — All Souls Day. On the first day people would go to 

church. On the second — to the cemetery. The family graves 

were taken care of, candles were lit. People used to rarely visit 

the cemetery. The family graves were supposed to be tidied 

during Sekminės, while candles were lit only once a year.

Yes, everyone would go. Pray to the rosary, sing hymns. Candles 

would be lit and you could see them from the road. (Marija 

Savickienė, 1927—2013, Galčiūnai)

The candles used to be lit only once a year, on Vėlinės — maybe 

this was because the candles would be blessed then. (Leonarda 

Iljoic, 1928—2012, Knystuškės)

Now on the evening of Vėlinės, in every village the whole 

community come to the cemetery at an agreed-on time: both 

Lithuanians and Belarusian, young and old, everyone sings 

hymns and prays for the dead. As the villages grew emptier, 

many new mounds appeared in the cemeteries and on the 

evening of Vėlinės people would come to be with their loved 

ones — parents, children, neighbours. Even when the weather 

was harsh, people were in no rush to go home, while the 

graves lit by candles, the hymns and songs were witness to the 

amity of the living and the dead.

In some villages — Rimdžiūnai, Girios — people would 

gather in the cemetery for an octave — eight days, but women 

remember that this isn't an old tradition.



In many cemeteries the location for the common prayer was 

marked by the cemetery cross — on the eve of Visų Šventės the 

table standing next to it was decorated and it became a sort of 

altar. Only in the village of Girios did people pray at the 

cemetery chapel.

People would go to the cemetery for eight days, gather at the 

graves. If there was a chapel, people would go there.

[Why eight days?]

I don't know why, it was just something you had to do. 

(Leonarda Iljoic, 1928—2012, Knystuškės)

It used to be that in this region Vėlinės were called Zadūšnas:

The priest would come during Zadūšnas, as we would call it. The 

procession would go around the cemetery and for eight days then we 

would pray. I would go too, while I was still healthy, even though I 

was from another village. When we were younger, we had to work in 

the day, so we would go in the evening. The old people would go in 

the afternoon. It was too dark for them in the evening. (Leonarda 

Iljoic, 1928—2012, Knystuškės)

The parent generation of the current residents of Gervėčiai 

knew many prohibitions related to the evening of Vėlinės, or 

Zadūšnas. During that time people not only avoided going to 

the cemetery, but tried to not even leave their homes, travel 

anywhere, because it was believed that this was when all the 

souls of the dead would gather to go pray at the church.

Older women still remember that it use to be that during 

funerals a wooden cross would be placed on the grave and 

until it rotted away no one could touch it, so the soul of the 

deceased wouldn't have to repent all over again. According to 

the old beliefs, the soul of the deceased, still repenting in this 

world, inhabits a tree or a wooden cross.

In the old days, once they would set up a cross, they wouldn't 

change it. They say that once you change the cross, the person would 

have to repent all over again. It would stand as long as it could. 

Sometime they would build iron crosses. A deceased person has to 

repent, no one knows where, in hell or somewhere else. If you build 

another cross, then they have to repent again. If it falls down 

naturally, then everything is fine. No one used to grow flowers over 

the grave, only rich people. Now everyone does. My father had even 

planted trees. Firs. We cut them down. He had planted fir trees at the 

head of his wife's grave. (Genė Meškienė, 1933-2014, Miciūnai)

In the cemeteries of Gervėčiai region there really are graves 

that have only trees growing. Now the homely mounds of the 

old graves, which are usually marked with wooden or cement 

crosses, are modestly covered with fir branches, perennials 

are planted, decorated with chrysanthemums grown at home. 

By the way, people's understanding of beauty changes — in 

the cemeteries there are more and more brightly-coloured 

fake flowers, as well as stone monuments from the cities, 

which the family rush to place before the one-year 

anniversary of the funeral.
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Laurinavičius family by the gate of Gėliūnai cemetery. 2010
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It is most important to light a candle on your family's graves. 
Gėliūnai, 2010
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Cross with table, where people pray in Gėliūnai cemetery. 2010
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Neighbours meet in the cemetery. Gėliūnai, 2010
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The women of Rimdžiūnai village sing in the cemetery. 2010
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Rimdžiūnai cemetery with a cross decorated for Vėlinės 
(All Souls). 2010

Traditional decoration of grave sites. Rimdžiūnai, 2010
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Rimdžiūnai, 2010
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For many women it is easier to go by bicycle than by foot to 
the nearby Rimdžiūnai village cemetery. 2010
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The road home. Rimdžiūnai, 2010
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The whole village — both young and old — gathers in Galčiūnai 
cemetery. 2010
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The singing of hymns lasts several hours. Despite the harsh 
weather, no one is in a hurry to go home. Galčiūnai, 2010
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In the village of Girios the women gather on All Saints Day 
to pray in the cemetery chapel. 2011
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Evening Mass for the dead. Girios, 2011
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By the doors of the chapel. Girios, 2011 From the village of Pelegrinda to the Girios cemetery, the distance 
of several kilometres is travelled by cart. Girios, 2011
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Algirdas Karmaza acquires a horse before Mass. Girios, 2011
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KŪČIOS
Christmas Eve

On the eve of Kūčios, in the region of Gervėčiai there would be 

a sort of evangelical calm. The fields, trees and roofs would be 

covered in snow. In remote villages the only light was what 

shone through the cottage windows. At home it is warm and 

casually calm, with the holidays approaching people are more 

worried about caring for the animals, feeding them well, 

while for themselves for the holiday fish, mushrooms and 

kleckai was enough. In all of the homes people would be 

waiting for their children to return. Nothing here reminds of 

the bustle of the city, there are no signs of pre-holiday fatigue, 

just resignation — if the children don't make it back, then 

Kūčios will be spent in together as a pair, or alone. They would 

be waiting for their return for Christmas or New Year.

The children of many of the people of Gervėčiai would 

scatter across the country: some in Vilnius, others in cities in 

Belarus. Most had left their parent's homes in the 1960–70s, 

when they left to study in Lithuania. Until 1996, in the 

Lithuanian-inhabited region of Gervėčiai there were no 

Lithuanian schools, and in the Russian schools only two 

classes a week were in held in Lithuanian.. It is no surprise 

that one they completed their studies in Lithuania, few young 

people returned to their homeland.

[What kind family did you have?]

Five daughters. We waited for a son, but we just didn't have one. 

All five of my daughters are in Vilnius. They studied there and 

stayed after they were finished. Danutė and Aldutė used to study 



here, the others left in first grade. When they had summer holidays, 

they would spend time here. But then they would go back to school. 

There were a lot of people in our region — from Girios, Rimdžiūnai, 

Gėliūnai — whose children went to the boarding schools. Everyone 

around knew each other and they were friends. The first holiday our 

daughters would return for was Christmas, Christmas Eve, then for 

Easter they would all come. Sometimes they wouldn't get visas, 

sometimes they expired. So not all could come visit. (Algirdas 

Karmaza, b. 1938, Pelegrinda)

In 2012, only four of the five daughter of Janina and 

Algirdas Karmazas returned home to celebrate Kūčios — 

Onutė, Marytė, Aldona and Danutė. They prepared a 

celebratory feast not only for their own families, but for the 

parson of the Gervėčiai church. Only Roma, one of the three 

daughters of Bronė Kuckienė, returned to her home in the 

village of Girios. No one could have known that these Kūčios 

would be the last for their mother.

The table prepared by the daughters was festive and 

plentiful. It used to be known that there had to be twelve 

different meals on the tables, but now no one counts them, it's 

only important that at least the main Kūčios dishes would be 

available.

For Kūčias we would have to bake kleckai, those kalėdaičiai or 

kūčiukai, whatever you call them. We also made plotkos, kisielius, 

we would grind poppy seeds. Bake fish. We had a lot of porcini 

mushrooms the, so we would make cutlets out of them. There was 

also cabbage, and that's what we had for Kūčios.

People would sit at the table when the North Star would 

appear in the sky. The belief still exists that after the meal the 

food should be kept on the table overnight, because on 

Christmas Eve the dead return to their homes. The straw 

under the tablecloth is an allusion to the straw in the manger 

where Christ was born and the next morning the straw was 

fed to the livestock.

We would sit at the table when the stars would appear in the sky.

[Did you put straw under the tablecloth?]

Yes, we would put some straw under the white tablecloth. We 

would all sit around the table, cross ourselves and eat. We would 

light candles and set a cross.

[Why did you put the straw under the tablecloth?}

Well, Christ was born on hay, so maybe that is why.

[Did you give the animals anything?]

We gave them the hay from under the table in the morning, since 

we would keep everything on it. So we would bring that straw to the 

livestock — the cow, the sheep.

[Why did you leave everything on the table overnight?]

I don't know why. They used to say that the dead would come eat, 

but I don't know if they ever came, people just talked like that.



[What sort of spells did you do on Christmas Eve?]

We didn't do any spells, we used to just draw straws and see who 

had the longest. But that's all, we didn't do any spells.

In the memory of others, Kūčios beliefs and spells live on:

They would say that animals could talk on Christmas Eve. I 

haven't heard them. We only go in the morning to give the cows hay 

from the Kūčios table. Peas would be sown under the apple trees. So 

that the apples would grow big. And the water that we boiled would 

also be poured under the apple trees. (Genė Meškienė, 

1933—2013, Miciūnai)

After we made the kleckai we would eat bread and salt and we 

would drink so much water so that we could dream of our future 

husband. Or a rooster would be put on the table and all the girls 

would put some grain and whoever's grain the rooster ate first 

would be the one to marry first. They would also try to tell the future 

by playing “gates”, you would have to hug a gate and then you 

would know if you would get married or stay single. The girls would 

bring the gates to the boys and the boys would bring them to the girls. 

[Why did they bring the gates?] Well they were trying to find out 

who would get married… [Did all the girls want to get married?] 

What girl or boy doesn't want to get married... (Vaciūnia 

Berniukevičienė, 1922— 2013, Rimdžiūnai)

On Andriejus Day, Christmas Eve, before New Year, we would all 

do spells. We used to carry around are working clogs, made from 

wood and leather, we would call them kadokai. So we would try to 

predict the future with those kadokai. In the evening, when it was 

dark, we secretly gather at a friend's home, so the boys wouldn't 

know where we were, and then we'd do spells. This is what we would 

do: we would go outside and kick off our clogs, over the fence and 

we'd look at the direction that the clog would point to — that was the 

direction where we would get married. The boys would try to find 

out where the girls would gather and hide behind the fence. They 

would grab the clog and hide it. Sometimes I couldn't find it for days 

and find out where I would get married. There was a lot of merriment 

and laughter. (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)

After Kūčios, šventvakariai (Holy Nights) began. All the way 

up to the Trys Karaliai in the evenings at home people couldn't 

work or do any chores, young people would gather to dance.





24 December, Pelegrinda, 2012
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Village street. Pelegrinda, 2012

Kūčios     5 •  33334 • GERVĖČIAI • HOLIDAYS



Algirdas Karmaza in his courtyard. Pelegrinda, 2012
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The days are counted down by a wall clock. Pelegrinda, 2012
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The daughters who returned for the holidays, with their families. 
Pelegrinda, 2012
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Christmas tree. Pelegrinda, 2012
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On Christmas Eve is it important to take care of the livestock. 
Pelegrinda, 2012
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Aguonpienis (“poppy milk”) is prepared — the poppy seeds are 
ground. Pelegrinda, 2012
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Courtyard. Pelegrinda, 2012



For Christmas Eve there is always food made from mushrooms. 
Pelegrinda, 2012
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Preparing the home. Pelegrinda, 2012
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Fish baked in dough and mushroom cutlets. Pelegrinda, 2012 Foods for the parson's table. Gervėčiai, 2012
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The table for Christmas Eve is covered with two bags of hay. 
Pelegrinda, 2012
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After the holiday the hay is given to the animals. 
Pelegrinda, 2012
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Karmazienė is preparing the plotkelės — kalėdaičiai. Pelegrinda, 
2012

On Christmas Eve every member of the family has to eat an 
apple slice. Pelegrinda, 2012
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Kūčiukai — home-made kleckai — in poppy milk. Pelegrinda, 2012 The table prepared for Christmas Eve. Pelegrinda, 2012
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Christmas Eve supper. The whole family breaks the kalėdaitis. 
Pelegrinda, 2012
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The crib at Girios cemetery chapel. 2012

Kūčios     5 •  36364 • GERVĖČIAI • HOLIDAYS



Girios chapel on Christmas Eve. 2012
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The visiting daughter is preparing the Christmas Eve table. 
Girios, 2012
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Poppies ground by Bronė Kuckienė. Girios, 2012
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Christmas Eve. Girios, 2012
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KALĖDOJIMAS
Collecting of alms during the Christmas season

Immediately after Christmas in each village people would 

patiently wait for the kalėdojantis priest to visit. Kalėdojimas can 

last several months and the villages that the priest would visit 

were announced beforehand at church during Mass.

The priest's visit to a home was a rare occasion and people 

would carefully prepare. They would clean their home, cover the 

table in a white tablecloth, on which was placed a crucifix and 

candles. A feast was also prepared, as it was a great honour for the 

home wherever the priest would agree to stay and eat. It was 

proper to meet the priest outside, by the gates, for if no one would 

be waiting, the priest wouldn't enter that house:

I can't go to church anymore, because my eyesight is poor and my feet 

hurt, now I can only stay at home. [Did the priest come to kalėdauti?] 

Yes, he did come. He didn't visit everyone: those who forgot to meet him 

at the gates didn't have him visit. I didn't go out last year, so he just 

walked by. This year I was waiting to meet him. If the priest doesn't 

come, it's bad, so he has to come. This was an old tradition. He would 

bless the cottage, pray and talk with us. This is a very good thing. 

(Marija Juškienė, 1931—2013, Mockos)

Together with the sacristan the priest would enter a home, 

bless it and everyone would pray together. The priest who knew 

his parishioners well would ask the homeowners about their 

health, the farmstead, their children, grandchildren, give them a 

gift of a holy picture. People would thank the priest for this in any 

way they could: when the priest comes to kalėdaut, people would give 

him whatever they had: sausages, eggs, money

All of the church holidays, just as the usual Sunday Masses, are 

still an important event for every older person in the community 



of Gervėčiai region. It is the obligation of everyone who is still 

able to walk or drive to church to be there every Sunday. For many 

elderly people in Gervėčiai, the church or chapel was the most 

important public space. Most deeply pious were the women, who 

would come to mass dressed in their best clothes, acting dignifi-

ed; at church they would meet with their peers, childhood 

friends, relatives from other villages. The times in their youth 

when they had to walk by foot 5–6 kilometres, which was the dis-

tance usually from the village to the church, was a thing of the 

past. The most common means of transportation today — bicyc-

les, or if they have a horse — a cart or sled, which would also have 

room for the neighbours to come along. Few villages had older 

people that owned cars.

Due to poor health, leg pains, the journey to church was no 

longer possible for many. Therefore, people would have to pray 

individually, at home, at their home altar, crucifix or holy paint-

ings. Prayers are also brought to the home by Marijos radijos, the 

Lithuanian Catholic radio station, the frequency of which is 

caught by radios of people living even 30 kilometres from the na-

tional border, in the region of Gervėčiai. Children and grandpa-

rents, who did not go to church on Sundays, always prayed at 

home during Mass. The ban of working on the holy day was also 

strictly enforced:

People used to be like this before — I would say they were more pious. 

They wouldn't work on Sundays and if it was raining they would say 

“God made it rain, God will dry us out”. (Janina Trepšienė, b. 1931, 

Rimdžiūnai)



People wait for the priest at home. The table is covered in a
 hand-women tablecloth and the family relic — a crucifix. 
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Pelegrinda, 2011
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and people prepare for a conversation with the “shepherd”. 
Pelegrinda, 2011

With the arrival of the priest, the wax candles blessed during 
Grabnyčios (Day of the Presentation of Jesus at the Temple) are lit 



Special occasions — the conversation, common prayer, blessing. 
Pelegrinda, 2011

During kalėdojimas the priest blesses the home. Interior detail. 
Pelegrinda, 2011
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Meeting gifts — prayer, holy picture, the priest's questions about 
the people's health, children, grandchildren. Pelegrinda, 2011
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VERBOS
Palm Sunday

Verbų sekmadienis (Palm Sunday) is an important holiday in 

the preparations for Holy Week. On that day it was crucial to 

bless the verba, which would be kept all year respectfully 

tucked behind the holy picture or door frame and burned the 

next year on Pelėnų diena (Ash Wednesday).

The verbos of the people of Gervėčiai are different. It could 

be willow branches that were just turning green — in this 

region they were actually called verbės. They would bring the 

willows back home ahead of time and allow them to bud in 

water: they would bring them early, set them out and they would 

unfurl...

It was common to tie the verba with ėglys — juniper and 

decorate it with other plants or brightly-coloured paper 

flowers, characteristic to this region. Verbos decorated with 

these kinds of paper flowers are what the women remember 

from their childhood, in the 1920s–1930s.

Where there were young people, young girls, they would make 

paper flowers and tie them to the verba branch. I remember in my 

childhood a girl named Anelka lived with our neighbours, and she 

knew how to make all sorts of flowers out of paper, so she would make 

us, children, little verbas. I was a child during the war, so we didn't 

have anything, any paper. So we had to use natural materials — 

greenery, branches. (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)

The more creative, artistic women would tie verbas from 

dried plants, in their own way repeating the patterns and 

structure of the verbas brought back from Vilnius by the 

children.



It is fascinating that the verbas are tied with a linen thread, 

which is also blessed at church, and in the hands of women 

who still remember the tradition of verbal charms, it gains 

special healing powers. It is important to note that in the past 

the method of healing the joints of animals and people is the 

same that is used today. True, no one speaks openly about this.

A string tied together the verba and that string is blessed. So if 

your hand hurt, or your leg, you could tie that string wherever it 

hurt. On Grabnyčios a piece was flax was tied on the candles. It 

wasn't spun yet, and when there was need, it could be spun. Now 

everything is different. When I was a child many things were 

different than they are now. (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 1923, 

Petrikai)

People remember well that when they returned from 

church, the verba was used to “whip” the family members, at 

the same time reciting a certain formula — in Lithuanian or 

Polish:

When they would come home and the children were still little, the 

children would be “whipped” and they would say “I'm not whipping 

you, it's the verba, Easter is in a week”. (Albina Laurinavičienė, 

b. 1933, Gėliūnai)

The blessed verba would be kept at home. It used to be that once 

you returned you would whip people: “I'm not whipping you, it's 

the verba, Easter is in a week”. Who would be the ones whipping? 

Whoever had been to church, once they returned home they would 

whip those who stayed at home. That was the tradition. (Marija 

Mažeikienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)

You could make verbas however you wanted to — from juniper 

branches or flowers. You had a verba and you could go with that 

verba. I would cut some myrtle and that was all. I tucked it behind 

the holy picture. We would whip our close family members with that 

verba and say in Polish: “Ne ja bju, verba bije, za tridzien – 

velykdzien, za siemnoc – Vielkanoc” (Leonarda Rinkevičienė, 

b. 1930, Galčiūnai).

The verbė would be used on Jurginės to herd the livestock 

out to pasture:

It used to be that when the cows were first put out to pasture it had 

to be with a verba herding them, and eggs were placed under the 

door. The eggs were later given to beggars. The eggs were simply put 

under the threshold, so the cows wouldn't step on them as they left 

the barn. Whatever you had you could put there — people would say 

that this was so the cows would be healthy. The cows were usually 

herded on St. Jurgis' Day, “on Jurgis' dew”, but sometimes that 

wasn't possible, it was still too cold. (Janina Trepšienė, b. 1931, 

Rimdžiūnai)

After a year the old verbė would be burned. It used to be that 

during Ash Wednesday the ashes of the burned verbės would 

be sprinkled on the heads of the faithful. It was possible to 

burn it at home as well, when a year later a new blessed verbė 

was brought home:



When an old verbė becomes old, it is burned. Whoever lives close to 

church might bring it there so the priest could burn it and then on 

Ash Wednesday they would sprinkle the ash on the people's heads. 

Before Ash Wednesday everyone who could would bring in their 

verbės. Those who lived farther away, couldn't; those who lived 

closer — did and it was all burned to ash. I used to burn mine in the 

hearth, after Easter, when I had already celebrated Verbas and 

Easter. (Marija Mažeikienė, b. 1923, Petrikai)
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A verbė being tied for Palm Sunday. This verbė, made by the oldest 
resident of the village of Petrikai, includes not only ėglis (juniper) 
branches, but also multicoloured dried flowers from the garden, 
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dried kiškio ašarėlės (quaking grass) and jonažolės (St. John's Wort), 
dark green branches from indoor plants. 2012



A verbė being tied for Verbų sekmadienis (Palm Sunday). Petrikai, 
2012
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Willow branches, gathered ahead of time and already budding, 
also used for the verbė. Petrikai, 2012

The women of the village of Petrikai, ready to go to church. 
2012
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Holy Mass at the church in Gervėčiai. 2012
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The Mass begins with a procession within the church, headed 
by the choir. Gervėčiai, 2012
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Palm Sunday procession, commemorating Christ entering 
Jerusalem. Gervėčiai, 2012



Juniper, willow branches were decorated with coloured paper 
flowers even before the war. Gervėčiai, 2012
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Brightly-coloured paper flowers in the verbės reflect the colours 
of the flowered scarves popular in the region. Gervėčiai, 2012

A few willow branches can also be a verbė. Gervėčiai, 2012
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The women from the villages of Girios, Pelegrinda, Knyštukės, 
Milcėjos, which are further away from the church, gather 
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for Mass in the cemetery chapel. Girios, 2012



The priest is met with hymns. Girios, 2012 Blessing of verbės in the cemetery chapel in Girios village. 2012
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Circular verbės, tied together from dried flowers and greenery, 
are more characteristic of the region of Vilnius, but are also 
favoured by the people of Gervėčiai. 2012

People walk, ride a bicycle or horse-driven carriage to the church 
or chapel. Girios, 2012
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The women of the village of Pelegrinda return. Girios, 2012
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