September 28, 2011
A Circle of Life in Ukraine

This past weekend was one filled with emotions in my learning of the ways and culture
of Ukraine. Being invited to a wedding in Bar, Ukraine (Bap, Ykpainu ), a village of
about 18,000 people, was something | looked forward to expecting to experience
Ukrainian culture in a memorable event. A Bar Public Library employee was getting
married and American Peace Corps volunteers were invited to witness the event. A
glitch happened when another library employee’s 60 year old mother passed away and |
found myself attending a traditional Ukrainian wake and funeral in the morning. Let me
describe this experience. (I did not take photographs of this colorful event out of

respect for the grieving family.)

The wake took place at the family home, a small dacha in a quiet neighborhood in Bar, not far from the library
and town center. The entire neighborhood, along with family and friends, were present at the home to
celebrate the life of this wife and mother who died too young, even by Ukrainian standards. The body was laid
out in a decorative casket in the center of the small living room surrounded by wailing family. The Ukrainian
Orthodox priest gave a blessing and we all crossed ourselves and kissed his decorative brass cross. My Catholic
crossing is reversed from the Ukrainian Orthodox crossing...hope no one noticed. It seemed to please the
family that two Americans were present for the funeral event...a sort of distinction for the family. The family
kissed the head, hands and feet of the deceased, a lifeless body (not embalmed, as that is not the custom
here).

Outside a flat bed truck with a canopy waited. It was decorated with
wreaths and flowers. The casket lid was propped up near the front
door of the house. While waiting outside to join the procession to the
cemetery, | observed the now empty casket coming out of the house
being placed on two kitchen stools and the body followed, carried in
slung embroidered cloths by no less than six men. They place the body

back in the waiting casket and then lifted it to the tuck bed for viewing 3
during the procession through the downtown area of Bar. No music, just a solemn
march as we made our way through the town, down streets where all people and
cars stopped in respect. Going past the busy bazaar was an impressive site as a
hundred some people stopped in their tracks, faced our procession as it past in its
solemn silence on the way to the cemetery. | will never forget what | saw in the
faces of the hundreds of people that day.

At the cemetery, family and friends would place a shovel of dirt on a closed casket
and the priest would present a long, respectful blessing, speaking of the importance
of family. Family and friends will gather again on the ninth and on the fortieth days

when the spirit will rise from this earth.



So went the morning...

A marshrutka (mini-bus) stopped at the library to pick up the staff and

y friends at 2 pm to take us to the wedding hall, which was just out of town on
the opposite side from the cemetery. The signing of the wedding vows had
already taken place at the government hall in the morning. Hundreds of

| guests started arriving along with the beautiful, traditional wedding breads ,

wrapped in embroidered cloths. Previously, the wedding couple spent the late
morning with their photographer visiting special sites in Bar for photo shoots.

. The hall is exclusively used for weddings and
included an outdoor (but covered) dance
area where groups were presented to the
bride and groom. Our “library group” was
presented first, offering a gift of money and
flowers to the sound of fanfare from the

Ukrainian band...trumpet, trombone,
tuba and drum with cymbals.

The food was laid out on the tables,
but, before the evening was over, was
three layers deep, keeping with
Ukrainian tradition, with lots of left

| overs to be used for the next day’s

continuing celebration.

Dancing continued into the evening but the food
® was the star of the show!

Reporting from the heart of Ukraine,

Mike




