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BULGARIAN WOODEN CALENDARS

Vesselina Koleva

Abstract: The article presents a short review of the characteristic features of
Bulgarian wooden calendars. Particular attention has been paid to the struc-
ture of calendar records and special signs marking the fixed feast days through-
out the year in the Orthodox liturgical calendar. A group of calendar sticks from
the central part of the Rhodope Mountains, repeatedly used during the 19th
century, illustrate this little known folk tradition. Parallels are drawn with
wooden calendars from other countries.

Key words: calendar stick, fixed feasts, Orthodox Church calendar, rabosh,
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THE WOODEN CALENDAR TRADITION

Calendars made of wood, bone or other materials are a specific form of time-
keeping devices. In the Middle Ages, in the areas where the population was
converted to Christianity they were a convenient way of establishing the Chris-
tian chronology and the liturgical calendar of the Western or Eastern Church.
In Eurasia and North America such calendars were in use until the beginning
of the 20th century along with the hand-written and printed ones. There are
several museum collections in the world where tens and hundreds of them
have been kept until now.

As of the 16th century many Western writers began to include in their
works data about such calendars. They also explain one of the most important
calculations in the Middle Ages – the date of Easter in the Christian calendar.
The most elaborate type of Scandinavian runic calendars exhibits (besides the
dominical letters and the fixed feast-day signs) 19 additional characters in or-
der to define the Sundays and the dates of the moveable feasts in different
years of the luni-solar cycle.

In the second half of the 19th century the first publications about wooden
calendars in Russia and a significant review about Northern wooden calendars
were published (Sreznevskii 1876). We get some idea about the presence of
calendar sticks on the Balkans from the works of Milovan Gavazzi (1938) and
Günter Stipa (1966). The writers refer to some ethnographic publications from
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the end of the 19th and the first half of the 20th century that report about
scanty finds in Bulgaria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Albania, Slovenia
and the Banat region in Central Europe.

The first study of a calendar stick from Bulgaria was carried out by Stoian
Argirov (1896). The object came from Haskovo region and was registered in
the collection of the National Library and Museum in Plovdiv in 1883. Addi-
tional information on this and other calendars was published by Dimitar Marinov
(1907; 1914). Later other ethnographic works appeared about objects from
Kyustendil (Zakhariev 1929), Burgas (Vakarelski 1936; Gorov 1997) and Smolyan
(Detev 1947) regions. Unfortunately, none of these calendars has survived un-
til now. New objects from the Central Rhodope Mountains (Smolyan region)
were described at the times of ethnographic expeditions in the 1970s and 1990s
(Koleva 1967; 1971).

While examining the cultural environment of Zyryan wooden calendars
(Komi Republic, Russia), Stipa pays attention to the fact that two calendars
from the Olib Island (Croatia) with the Western feast system (Gavazzi 1938)
and one from the village of Vizinga (Komi) with the Orthodox feast system
(Lipin 2006) are similar in their appearance to some Bulgarian calendars. The
fact that a calendar stick found in Akhtopol (Bulgaria) was brought as a gift
from Mount Athos to its owner living then in Tsiknihor (now in Turkey) (Vaka-
relski 1936) is also of considerable importance to Stipa. He refers to similar
information found in a manuscript from the St Gallen monastery (now in Swit-
zerland) according to which in around 900 CE notched sticks were used as a
calendar (Stipa 1966: 205). Logically, he concludes that the spreading of this
form of timekeeping among the Finno-Ugric peoples could follow the steps of
the Christianity – from Greece and Bulgaria to Central and North Russia.

CHARACTERISTIC FEATURES OF BULGARIAN WOODEN

CALENDARS

Bulgarian Christians used calendar sticks until the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury. At present, about twenty objects are preserved in museum collections
and some others are in private possession. Most numerous is the group from
the Central Rhodopes (Smolyan region) and there are a few samples from the
regions of Kyustendil, Haskovo, and Burgas (see Fig. 1).

We suppose it is not by chance that all of the calendars have been found in
the southern periphery of the country. In these upland areas being a shepherd
was a widespread occupation, and it was exactly the shepherds who needed a
precise and weatherproof calendar when they were away from home. The sticks
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successfully substituted the hand-written and printed calendars. They were
also a more reliable way to preserve the Christian calendar until 1912 when
these areas were liberated from the Ottoman rule. This is also proved by the
four calendars from the Burgas region which belonged to Bulgarian Christians
from Eastern Thrace and Asia Minor, who were forced to move after the Russo-
Turkish War of 1877–1878, and the Bucharest peace treaty of 1913 (Koleva &
Georgiev 2006; Koleva 2007).

According to Dimitar Marinov (1907) the Bulgarian wooden calendars were
meant to serve both economic and religious needs (Fig. 2). They were mainly
in possession of priests and shepherds, and their heirs kept the wooden sticks
as a family relic.

The wooden calendars were made by masters called calendaristi ‘calendar
makers’, often coming from priest families. Vakarelski (1936) considers that
Greek and Slavic monks in the Orthodox monasteries could have made such
objects in order to distribute them further mainly to other local priests who
would use them in their work among the peasants. Probably it is the activity of
Greek priests among the Bulgarian Christians that we can associate with the
wooden calendar from the region of Lozengrad (now in Turkey) (Koleva 2006:
100–101, Fig. 7). There are inscriptions with upper and lower case Greek let-

Figure 1. Distribution of wooden calendars in Bulgaria.

Figure 2.  Wooden calendars from the Smolyan and Burgas regions
(Koleva 2006: Fig. 3).
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ters on two of the sides around the date January 1. The year ‘1850’ is also
hewn out next to them.

The ethnographic studies enlist various names by which the wooden calen-
dars were known: êàëåíäàð-ðàáîø, òîÿãà, ïðú÷êà, ïàòåðèöà [calendar-rabosh,
toiaga, prachka, pateritsa]. The first name can be associated with the calen-
dar’s manufacture technique, while the rest – with its appearance and way of
usage.

The word ðàáîø is considered to derive from the Slavic ryti ‘burrow’ or
from the old Slavic *rabú (cf. ðúá ‘edge’) (Mladenov 1941; Anastasov & Deikova
et al. 2002). The name can be found in other Slavic languages as well: in Serbo-
Croatian, Slovenian, Czech: ragoš, raboš, rovaš, rabuše; in Romanian and Al-
banian: răboş, rabój and rabūsh (from Bulgarian).

Very popular names are: òîÿãà, ïðú÷êà ‘stick, staff ’, ïàòåðèöà ‘crutch’ and
even ïîï  ‘priest’ (in the Hasekiya region in Strandzha) (Gorov 1997). Compare
with Greek r¦bdi (in Bulgarian òîÿãà),  rabd£ki (in Bulgarian òîÿæêà) and
pater…tsa (in Bulgarian ïàòåðèöà).

Since they were hard, these objects sometimes had a very practical applica-
tion as well: they were used as crutches or walking sticks, to support loads (on
the back of the horses), or to stir the yarn while dyeing it. Shepherds and
masons carried rabosh calendars with them when they had to travel far away.

Bulgarians used to call ðàáîø or ÷èòóëà  (in Greek tsštoula) the tallies that
have a somewhat different function and appearance (Fig. 3). They were used
by shepherds in dairies and by bakers to register the exchanged products.

Figure 3. An accounting tally stick from Devin, Smolyan region.
Photo by Nikolay Sivkov.

Figure 4. Different kinds of Bulgarian rabosh-calendars according to
their shape and size.
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The rabosh-calendars (Fig. 2) are clearly distinguished by their shape and
size, the type of the signs and the structure of the calendar record. They are
made of well processed hardwood and are always four-sided sticks, 50–140 cm
long and 1–3 cm wide, rarely with a well-shaped handle – either fork-shaped or
straight. Sometimes there might be a hole in one of the ends to hang the stick
by a thread).

Most of the Bulgarian wooden calendars represent the Julian (solar) calen-
dar. The 365–366 day notches are carved on the edges. An interval, a groove or
a narrower and longer notch separates the months from one another. On rare
occasions, signs for a 7 or 10 days’ division are in use.

Two main ways to distribute the day notches are used. The first one is to
mark them on two adjacent or two opposite edges of the stick dividing the year
into two groups of six months, and the second one (only in three cases) is to
incise them on each of the four edges of the stick in groups of three (Figs. 2 and
5). Feast days are marked by various signs hewn into the sides of the sticks.

The fixed feasts follow the Eastern Orthodox liturgical year and the wooden
calendars themselves represent a short record of the more important festivals
of Virgin Mary, Jesus Christ, the Saints and Old Testament prophets. Bulgar-
ian saints are also presented “çàðàäè çàñëóãè êúì áúëãàðñêàòà öúðêâà, ðåëèãèÿ
è íàðîäà íè” ‘due to their contribution to the Bulgarian Church, religion and
our people’, as Detev (1947) writes. Some of the marked days are related both
to the astronomical and to the economic division of the year into seasons (Ta-
ble 1).

There exists a group of three rabosh-calendars from the Kyustendil region
which represent a specific kind of calendar writing (Koleva 1996). The four-
sided sticks are 1–3 cm wide and 74 cm, 100 cm and 130 cm long, respectively.
What is remarkable about these is the uniformity of the signs and their combi-
nations as well as the structure of the calendar record. The day notches totaling
354, 365 and 378, respectively, are not grouped in months. There are marks
dividing the weeks only on one of them and only on this stick the reading goes
from one side to the other always in the same direction; that is, with interrup-
tion. It is possible to ‘read’ these calendars with the help of alternating 29- and
30-day-long periods. The presence of additional (extraordinary) day-marks on
some places on the sticks and a group of signs ‘XXX’ on the end of each one,
allows us to suggest that a 30-day-long month has been periodically added to
reconcile the lunar and the solar year. The special signs in this case could
mark the times of characteristic lunar phases. Most probably, a “wooden calen-
dar” variant for Paschal calculations using the 19-year luni-solar cycle was also
related to the religious cult. The signs used are predominantly a straight line,
a bident and a trident.
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There is only one more calendar that is known from this region (Zakhariev
1929) and it belongs to the Julian (solar) type of calendars. The feast signs used
are the same basic signs (see column 16 in Fig. 12). However, the months are
separated in a different way, namely by a single ‘X’ sign.

THE STRUCTURE OF CALENDAR RECORDS. CALENDAR

TYPOLOGY

Typically, the Bulgarian calendars are read from one side to the other without
interruption: for example, from right to left on one side and then from left to
right on the other side, that is,  boustrophedonically. In order to read the
calendar record correctly the user needs to be familiar with the Julian calen-
dar, the feast system used, and the combinations of feast and ordinary days. In
the Orthodox tradition, the key to define the dates of the Sundays for the
following year is  March 2. For the calendars of the Western tradition with a
beginning of the year on January 1, the dominical letter of the first Sunday
will determine the Sunday letters for the whole year.

There are different beginnings of the calendar record on the sticks. In a
group of 21 studied Bulgarian wooden calendars, three types were defined
(Koleva 2006; 2007). The first type is with a starting day on September 1 and
eight calendars from the regions of Smolyan (2), Haskovo (1), Kyustendil (1),
and Burgas (4) belong here. There are inscriptions of the years ‘1783’ and
‘1850’ on two of them. Eleven calendars (10 from Smolyan and 1 from Burgas
region) belong to the second type with beginnings in April or May and, re-
spectively, in October or November. Here is a list of the registered starting
dates: April 1–October 1 (on 1 calendar), April 20–October 26 (2), April 23–Oc-
tober 21 (1), April 23–October 23 (1), April 23–October 26 (1) and May 1–No-
vember 1 (5). There is an inscription ‘1818 (or 1878)’ on one of them (Koleva
1967). In the folk economic calendar, these dates divide the year into a sum-
mer and a winter half. This is typical of the so-called ‘shepherd’s year’ which
was very popular in the Central Rhodopes until the 19th century (Dechov 1903).
May be this is the reason why such a division has been predominant in the
wooden calendars from this region as well. The third type is with a starting
day on January 1 and there are two calendars with the inscription ‘1897’ on
one of them from the Smolyan region that belong here.

It is known from written sources that in Bulgaria different beginnings of
the year (September 1, January 1, March 1) have been in use to a greater or
lesser extent ever since the 14th to 15th century. The ecclesiastical year be-
gins on September 1 and in the Menaion (‘Book of Months’) and other service
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books it is noted as Nîâî ëåòî  ‘New year’ and/or Nîâ èíäèêò ‘New Indiction’.
The beginning of the indictional year of the Byzantine Empire could also fall
on September 23.

WOODEN CALENDARS FROM THE VILLAGE OF POLKOVNIK

SERAFIMOVO, SMOLYAN REGION

Four objects from the village of Polkovnik Serafimovo, Smolyan region are
presented on Figure 5 as an illustration of the above. These are kept in muse-
ums in Sofia (S1 and S2) and Smolyan (S4), and in private possession (S3)
(Koleva 2008). All of these are four-sided, with different size and beginning of
the calendar year. We can observe two typical ways of separating the months
from one another – with an interval and with a groove. The reading of the
calendar writing follows without interruption.

The first two calendars (S1 and S2) are about 50 cm long and exhibit a
striking resemblance. It is obvious that they were made by the same hand.
The day notches are divided into four groups of three months on the four
edges. Only here the beginning date of the calendar records is January 1. On
the first of the sticks a number, probably the year 1897 CE is incised. Here tiny
scratches and round grooves made with some sharp tool mark sporadic dates
and can be defined as “auxiliary” and used to determine the Sundays and the
moveable feasts, for instance. Cyrillic letters ‘H’ are writen next to some of
them. It is possible that these stand for the Bulgarian word íåäåëÿ ‘Sunday’.

The owner of the third calendar (S3) was a chief shepherd (kehaya) named
Hubcho Kehaya. The length of the stick is about 80 cm. The day notches of the
year are divided into two groups of six months, incised on two opposite edges of
the stick. The beginning of the calendar record is May 1 on the one side and
November 1 on the other side. There are Christian symbols, anthropomorphic
and zoomorphic figures on the four sides of the handle.

Figure 5. Four wooden calendars from the village of Polkovnik Serafimovo,
Smolyan region (Koleva 2008: Fig. 2).
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The fourth calendar from Polkovnik Serafimovo (S4) belongs to a family
from the clan of the above-mentioned Hubcho Kehaya. The beginning of the
calendar record is April 23 on the one side and October 21 on the other side.
The calendar also has one special feature: a very big groove is incised between
the months of February and March. Maybe the date March 1 was important for
some calendar calculations. The leap day is marked with a long thin line.

Figure 6. Comparative scheme of the distribution of the feast signs on the
four calendars from Polkovnik Serafimovo (Koleva 2008: Fig. 10).
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The basic signs used are a straight line, a bident, and a trident, often with
a small groove on their tips. Some of the significant festivals are marked with
different geometrical symbols. The distribution of the day notches and the
feast signs is shown schematically in Figure 6.

In Table 1 (see the Appendix) the more clearly marked dates on the four
calendars from Polkovnik Serafimovo in the Central Rhodopes are identified
with the fixed feast days of the Orthodox calendar. The popular festival and
months’ names (including those in the local dialect) of some of them are given
in italics.

It turns out that about 75 dates out of the total 135 identified as Christian
festivals are among the most popular feasts in the Bulgarian folk calendar
with their own or Christian names. On most of them, besides the public cel-
ebration, some magic activities with water and fire are carried out meant to
protect the health and the life of the people. Other folk rites are of prophesying
as well as of cognitive nature and serve the needs of agriculture and livestock
breeding.

WOODEN CALENDARS FROM OTHER COUNTRIES

Croatia

A very close parallel to our two January-type calendars from Polkovnik Serafi-
movo is a Croatian wooden calendar (ragoš) from the Dalmatian island of Olib.
It is a four-sided stick (3 cm wide and about 66 cm long) with a four-fold struc-
ture of the calendar record and a beginning on January 1 (Gavazzi 1938). The
first difference, however, is in the direction of reading. Here we read the calen-
dar record one-way only (from left to right in Fig. 7), which means that the

Figure 7. Scheme of a wooden calendar ragoš from
the Dalmatian island Olib (Gavazzi 1938: 3, Fig. 2)
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reading is interrupted. The second difference is in the feast system used, be-
cause the Croatian calendar reflects the liturgical calendar of the Western
Church and some local tradition.

Komi (Russia)

The wooden calendar from the village of Vizinga, Sysolsk region in Komi (Rus-
sia) (Fig. 8) was first described by Günter Stipa (1966: 190). This and another
five wooden calendars (pas, pu svyatsi) used by Komi hunters are kept in the
National Museum of Syktyvkar and have been published by Vladimir Lipin
(2006).

According to Stipa, the calendar of Vizinga is of a more archaic type and can
be compared to the wooden calendars from the Balkans. It is a four-sided, 104
cm long calendar stick. The day notches are hewn on two adjacent sides,
and on the other two sides the respective feast dates are marked. There are
C-shaped signs incised between the months, whose open part points to the
direction of reading. The beginning of the calendar record is January 1 and
right before this date there is a CC-sign (double ‘C’). The C sign before March
1 is highlighted by an additional short tilted line. The reading of the record is
boustrophedonic, without interruption. The basic signs used are long straight
lines and only in one case the line is short. In three cases a bident and only
once a trident is used to mark feasts. The feast dates correspond to the East-
ern Orthodox liturgical calendar with the characteristic local Komi festivals
(Lipin 2006).

Figure 8. Scheme of the wooden calendar from the village of Vizinga,
Sysolsk region in Komi, Russia (Lipin 2006: 124, Fig. 2).

Figure 9. Zyryan pas-calendar (Savvaitov 1869: 409).
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The wooden calendar from Vizinga differs substantially in its appearance
from the 6-sided bipyramidal (20–25 cm long) pas-calendars or pu svyatsi (Fig.
9), used by the Komi hunters (Stipa 1966; Savvaitov 1869; Sreznevskii 1876;
Lipin 2006).

Finland

Finland is in the contact zone of the Western and the Eastern Church. Among
the numerous runic calendars there are some Orthodox calendar sticks be-
longing to the Finnish and Finno-Ugric collections of the National Museum of
Finland (Koleva & Koleva 2006). For all of these the commonly used names
are riimusauva (‘runic stick’) and kalenterisauva (‘calendar stick’), or puu-
kalenteri (‘wooden calendar’) and riimukalenteri (‘runic calendar’).

The two types of wooden calendars can be easily distinguished at first glance
(see Figs. 10 and 11). The Orthodox wooden calendars are simpler in appear-
ance and have a different method of time reckoning compared to the runic
calendars.

The length of the sticks varies from 40 cm to 70 cm. These are three-, four-
or six-sided, often with a handle and an opening for hanging. The day notches
are incised on all of their edges. Two typical ways of separating the months can
be distinguished – with an interval or with a groove. Often the Russian month
names or their first letters are engraved in Cyrillic letters. The calendar record
starts usually with the date March 1 and only very rarely – with September 1.
The reading of the record begins from one and the same end (usually from the
handle if there is one) to the other end. The day notches are 365 or 366, includ-
ing the leap day. Mainly Christian symbols – cross, parts of the cross, swastika,
circles and their combinations – are used to mark the feast dates (see the signs

Figure 10. Orthodox wooden calendars from the National Museum of Finland
(Koleva & Koleva 2006: 156, Fig. 6)
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in the last two columns in Fig. 12). The dates of important astronomical events
and climatic conditions are marked as well.

The fixed feast days reflect the Orthodox liturgical calendar with its local
peculiarities. The wooden sticks originate from Eastern Finland and North-
western Karelia in Russia. According to one tradition, an Athonite monk,
Sergius, sent by the Byzantine Emperor had reached as far as Lake Ladoga
and with his Karelian companion, Herman, they founded the Valaam Ortho-
dox Monastery in 10th century. Most probably, it was him who carried there
the Byzantine Church calendar (Stipa 1966: 205; ‘Sergius of Valaam’). The Rus-
sian Church has also left its traces on the feast calendar and the official lan-
guage of the mass until the 19th century.

The runic calendars in the Finnish collection show the characteristic pecu-
liarities of the runic calendars in the Nordic lands as well as some local fea-
tures (Fig. 11). These vary in size and shape, type of the symbols and pictograms,
as well as in the structure of the calendar records. Some Estonian runic calen-
dars are kept in the Estonian collection of the National Museum of Finland, as
well as in the Estonian National Museum in Tartu, Estonia.

SIGNS ON THE WOODEN CALENDARS

The basic signs used are a straight line, bident and trident (Fig. 12). Their
more complex and ornamented variants mark the more significant feasts. Very
rarely Cyrillic letters are used. For example, on the rabosh from Lyulyakovo

Figure 11. Runic calendars from the National Museum of Finland
(Koleva & Koleva 2006: 154–155, Fig. 4 and Fig. 5)
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(B3) some important days are marked with a ‘C’ for Ñóðâà [Surva] (the folk
name of January 1), ‘Ä’ for Äèìèòðîâäåí [Dimitrovden] (October 26), ‘A’ for
Àðõàíãåëîâäåí [Arhangelovden] (November 8), and so on. A cross on one of the
ends of the stick points to the beginning of the calendar record September 1,
which is the beginning of the Church year (Koleva & Georgiev 2006; Koleva 2007).

In the middle of the 9th century, Bulgaria was converted to Christianity
with Byzantium’s assistance. The type of signs on the calendar sticks speaks of
a pre-Christian and early Christian writing tradition. Some of them have coun-
terparts among the Proto-Bulgarian ideographic signs found on archaeological
artifacts from the 7th–10th century in the old Bulgarian capitals and sanctuar-
ies in Pliska, Madara and Preslav (Donchev 1971; Doncheva-Petkova 1980;
Sefterski 2001). Similar signs are also found among the damga signs and brands
used by shepherds in the Rhodope Mountains to mark the animals belonging
to a particular owner (Manolova 1980). This confirms their universality and
strong local tradition on the Balkans.

The first four columns in Figure 12 present a homogeneous group of signs
on the calendars from Polkovnik Serafimovo (Figs. 5 and 6). Both the typical
features of the Bulgarian calendar signs, and the local ones stand out and can
be easily distinguished. By comparison, signs from the Smolyan (S), Haskovo
(H), Kyustendil (K) and Burgas (B) regions as well as from Croatia (Gavazzi
1938), Komi (Russia) (Lipin 2006; Savvaitov 1869) and Finland (Koleva & Koleva
2006) are included.

Figure 12. Signs on 21 Bulgarian calendars from the Smolyan (S), Haskovo (H),
Kyustendil (K) and Burgas (B) regions in comparison with 1 from Croatia, 2 from
Komi (Russia) and 2 from Finland. The signs in the first four columns are from
Polkovnik Serafimovo (Koleva 2008: Fig. 9)
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As a whole the Balkan calendar sign tradition of Bulgaria and Croatia stands
out in comparison to the more northern cultures of Finland and Komi (the
calendar of Vizinga (“Komi 2”) is an exception).

CONCLUSIONS

The wooden calendars reviewed in the present work belong to the type of
eternal calendars, used by the Christians to track the liturgical year of the
Christian Church. It has been supposed that the wooden calendars were spread
initially by missionaries and later also by zealous Christians, especially in times
of trial and ordeal for the Christian faith.

It is possible that the two types of wooden calendars from Bulgaria make up
a set of time-reckoning devices for the needs of the Christian clerks in the
monasteries and churches. The first type bears the structure of the Julian
solar calendar. The more important fixed feasts of the Eastern Orthodox calen-
dar of saints are marked with special signs. Most of the known Bulgarian wooden
calendars belong to this type. The second type is represented only by three
objects from the region of the town of Kyustendil. Here special signs have
been used to track the weekdays (in one case) and the lunar phases. Such
calendars could be used to determine the moveable feasts in the Paschal cycle.

The comparison of the marked feast dates on the wooden calendars, with
the traditional folk festivals in Bulgaria, demonstrates the syncretism, the
coexistence and mutual penetration of the pagan tradition and the Orthodox
religious ritualism. The distinct calendar typology evidences the different pri-
orities of the timekeeping. While for the clergy it was important to consolidate
the Christian community through the law of the Orthodox liturgical year, for
the ordinary people it was necessary to predict the seasonal changes and to
plan their economic activities, based on long observations and experience.

The parallels with calendars from the neighbouring and more distant coun-
tries of the world demonstrate the existence of certain canonic rules in the
making of the calendar devices. The comparative analysis shows their com-
mon as well as unique features, the latter being due to the differences in local
traditions.
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APPENDIX

Table 1. Identification of the marked dates on four calendars from the village of Polkovnik
Serafimovo, Smolyan region with the fixed Orthodox feasts, their folk names and customs,
and the number of occurrences.
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