
Re-writing national holidays 

When I was young I once wanted to become an atheist and an anarchist…then I gave up – they have no 

holidays. 

 

About a month ago it was the 9th may, the day when some 59 years ago Robert Schuman presented 

his idea of a United Europe, creating the foundations of what now has evolved to European Union. 

Celebrations this year in Bulgaria took place in many places across the country, the biggest one being 

of course in the capital, where the audience not only enjoyed hearing the most popular pop singers 

and bands, choirs and folklore music, but also the speeches of the mayor of Sofia, Boyko Borisov, the 

Czech Ambassador to Bulgaria, Martin Klepetko and the Bulgarian Commissioner, Meglena Kuneva. 

Some 59 years ago, or even some 19 years ago, nobody from the people celebrating today this 

holiday in Bulgaria, would have thought that being part of a United Europe, would be the country’s 

future.  

 

This is a rather new reading of the significance of the 9th May in Bulgaria. It actually coincides with 

the end of the World War II, which is celebrated in Western Europe on 8th May and on the 9th May in 

Russia and many of the former Soviet Union states. This made me think how easy it is actually to shift 

the significance of a holiday from one event to another as time passes by and political orientation 

changes.  

Looking more into detail at the Bulgarian national holiday’s calendar, one should point out 

that this is not the first occurring change – the dates of national importance have been re-written 

more than once. Very turbulent chances in it happened after 9th September 1944 (the date marking 

the first day of the “socialist revolution” in Bulgaria), and after 10th November 1989, when the 

Bulgarian Communist party resigned and the country stepped on the long road to democracy. With 

this paper I aim to give an overview of the outlined above process of re-writing national calendar 

before, during and after Communism. The attention will be given to 2 major national holidays, which 

Celebrating this day not only means for the today 
Bulgarians demonstration of a symbolic 
identification with the European Union as a 
political entity by the country’s elite, it further 
implies how proud we are with our “bright 
European future”, thus also indirectly underlines 
we have gone beyond our not that honorable 
Communist past and by overcoming this now we 
are at last “mainstream Europeans”.   



have been treated very differently within each of the periods – Christmas and the 1st of May. The 

discourse around each of these days of national importance has been dramatically changing in both 

political and social connotation. These two meanings – the social and the political ones – have been 

also not always in line with each other as it will be shown throughout the paper.  

National holidays are to be regarded as a significant factor for building up a collective identity of one 

nation, because they give importance to an occasion and thus underline the event’s historical, 

political or cultural value. On the one side national holidays create or refasten the sense of sharing 

historical heritage and common culture, of having the same “destiny”, on the other they are a 

subject of the political will of the day. During national celebrations and anniversaries the media and 

politicians tend to speak about the national holidays as “traditions”, “base” or “ fundaments”, which 

sustain and support the national pride and national and national remembrance. An objective 

research figures out immediately that behind the façade of the holiday hides the different and 

prosaic reality of a combination of everyday life and current political reality.  

The official calendar of the Bulgarian state is formed in the first years after the country 

gained independence from the Ottoman Empire on the grounds of common traditions and also 

foreign influence. The first list containing 28 official holidays, which are also “not working days” is 

accepted by the national parliament on the 12th October 1882, on the basis of legislation N7661. In it I 

identify two groups of national celebrations – religious and historical. This is a rather simplified 

division because both the historical and religious motivated holidays have a political attitude 

themselves. However such a systematic brings more clarification then confusion, thus I will adopt it 

throughout the paper. Official holiday, which is not to be classified, is of course New Years Day. 

The majority of Bulgarian population is Orthodox and as this is recognized by constitution, 

stating that Orthodox Christianity is the traditional religion. Thus the most important celebrations of 

the Orthodox Church calendar became automatically part of the national calendar. They are 

currently around 16 official religious holidays celebrated in Bulgaria today2.  These holidays include 

Christmas, Easter, Lent, and saints' days. What is striking about the changes, which occurred within 

this group of holidays, is that they were practically not celebrated during the Communist Regime. Not 

only they were not part of the official national holiday’s calendar, but unofficially it was not well seen 

if they were celebrated. With the justification that the church was closely tight to nationalist groups 

and the government made serious attempts to discredit religion. The church was seen as a challenge 

towards the legitimacy of the new communist political elite.  

After the collapse of communism state regulation of religious affairs has diminished. And two 

processes are to be observed. On the one side now religious practices and religious affiliation are 

                                                             
1 State paper, N 130, 13.11.1882. 
2 25-26 Christmas, 3 days Eastern holidays,  



having “a comeback”, religious customs and practices are being openly celebrated and highlighted by 

media, are an official part of some people’s everyday life, religious holidays are being celebrated. The 

religion seems to be constitutive for cultural and collective identification. However on the other side 

it could be indeed argued that the attempts of the Bulgarian Communist Party (BCP) to diminish the 

importance of religion have been to an extent successful, and Orthodox Bulgarians are not that 

“believing” or “belonging” to the Orthodox Church. It is too simple and surely not correct to explain 

the trend towards secularity in Bulgarian just as a result of the past regime; however this is surely 

one of the very significant factors. 

Christmas is surely one of the most important Orthodox religious holidays, next to Easter, however 

shortly after establishment of the new communist regime it has been abolished from the national 

holiday’s calendar. The days of 25th and 26th December used to be working days and no official 

celebrations were taking place. However in many families Christmas was still being celebrated in 

small family circle – with a traditional dinner on Christmas Eve, containing just meatless dishes and 

wine.  

  
 

 

 

 

The effort to diminish the importance of this religious holiday is not only visible in terms of 

excluding it from the national calendar, but also in the effort to create alternative not religiously 

motivated rituals in order to substitute the older ones. So the children born after 1944 used to 

receive their presents on 1st of January, when a very nice, old, white bearded man, called 

Grandfather Frost came to the house in the evening and delivered them. The similarity with 

Christmas carollers (“koledari”) – both pictures are a restoration of the traditional 
way Christmas was celebrated before 1945. As this customs were not existent and 
not tolerated during the communist regime, the pictures were taken in summer as 
it is visible. 




