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BELARUSIAN CULTURAL HERITAGE

JOURNEY TO BREAD

“Journey to Bread” is a shortened version of the book-album  
which is the seventh in the series “Belarusian Cultural Heritage”. It is a 
kind of navigator for a bread tour through Belarus. For the first time, 
the reader has an excellent opportunity not only to become acquainted 
with the history of the country’s baking, but also to trace the path from 
a grain thrown into the ground to a fragrant loaf, which is reflected 
in the beliefs, customs, and festivals of the Belarusians. Turning the 
pages of this richly illustrated edition, you will visit many interesting 
places —  modern museums of bread and bakeries, as well as the bakers 
themselves —  the carriers and successors of old traditions. The recipes 
presented here will help you bake bread at home for your family.
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DEAR FRIENDS!

We are glad to present for your attention the 
seventh book-album from the series “Belarusian 
Cultural Heritage”. The folios about the historical 
and cultural heritage of our country, whose main 
task is to tell a wide range of readers about the rich 
culture and traditions of the Belarusian people 
have been published as part of the social project 
of the Development Bank of the Republic of 
Belarus since 2015. All issues of the series received 
positive evaluations from experts and readers and 
were awarded the highest awards of the national 
competition “The Art of the Book”.

Today we invite you to take an exciting journey to 
bread. Love and deep respect for bread, the hard work 
of grain growers are instilled in Belarusians from an 
early age. Without exaggeration, bread is a sacred 
object for our people, but for each of us it is unique. 
A traditional loaf on a rushnik evokes the brightest 
associations: the warmth and comfort of home, 
well-being, peace, kindness, and hospitality. Bread 
accompanies us throughout our lives; it is indispensable 
both on weekdays and on holidays.

The new book will take you to different parts  
of Belarus, and acquaint you with interesting people 
who revive unique traditions. Together we will turn 
over the pages of the rich history of bread, learn about 
the beliefs and rituals of our ancestors, where bread was 
the central attribute, and also discover the peculiarities 
of baking in the regions of our country.

Belarus has the richest bread traditions; however, 
while remembering them, bakers strive to keep 
up with the times. Generations change as well as 
the taste preferences of the Belarusians, national 
traditions of other countries come to our culture. 
In these conditions, it is important to preserve our 
“bread” distinctiveness as part of our national identity. 
Therefore, it is especially pleasant to observe how today 

home baking is reviving before our eyes, and new types 
of bread are appearing.

With this edition, you can immerse yourself in the 
world of bread production: from dough and baker’s 
shovels to modern bakeries. Unfortunately, the 
delicious aroma of fresh bread cannot be conveyed to 
you. But the book contains proven old and modern 
recipes for making and baking bread, which everyone 
can use to create their own craft bread for family and 
friends.

“Journey to Bread” will also allow foreign readers to 
learn about another important element of Belarusian 
bakery culture. After all, many guests of our country 
first become acquainted with traditional rye bread in 
Belarus, fall in love with its unique taste, and even take 
it home as a present.

I am sure that the new book-album will be of interest 
to a wide range of readers and will contribute to the 
preservation of the cultural heritage of our country.

A. Egorov, 
Chairman of the Management Board 

JSC “Development Bank  
of the Republic of Belarus”
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Grandfather Martin.  
Bukcha village,  
Lielchytsy district,  
Homiel region, 1976 

In many village rituals 
aimed at achieving 
prosperity, bread is still 
used even today. When 
moving to a new house, 
people first bring in an 
icon and a loaf of bread, 
sometimes a dough 
bowl; guests come to a 
housewarming with bread 
products. At the wedding, 
the parents of the groom 
gave him bread and salt, 
saying: “We are giving you 
happiness and good luck, 
bread and salt”.

The consumption of bread 
was like a sacred rite. 
Before cutting it, a man 
blessed it with a cross and 
crossed himself. It was the 
master’s responsibility. 
Holding the loaf to his 
chest, he cut it towards 
himself. 

And in our time, there are 
ideas and beliefs regarding 
baking, storage, and eating 
bread.
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***
From the remains of the 
dough, scraped from the 
walls and the bottom of 
the dezha, women baked 
“poskriobysh”, which was a 
great treat for children. In 
Vitsebsk region, according 
to ethnographer and 
folklorist N. E. Nikiforovsky 
(1845–1910), priazhenny 
bread was made: the dough 
was soaked in water, kvass 
or whey, sprinkled with 
salt and placed at an angle 
to the mouth of the oven, 

opposite the flame. After a 
short time, the portion was 
heated, and the upper side 
was baked —  and it was 
ready to eat.

In her book “Lithuanian 
Hostess”, Anna 
Tsyundevitskaya 
(1803–1850), a native 
of the village of 
Karalishchevichy, Minsk 
region, described the 
technology of making 
bread which was kneaded 
with whey and sour milk.

From the history of bread making
It took a long time before people learned how to bake spongy yeast loaves. First, the whole grain was used, then it was ground on a grater and mixed with water. This mass baked on a hot stone was probably the first bread product. The difference between breads with or without fermentation starter for a contemporary is primarily in taste. But in the tradition of use the difference is significant: in each ritual situation, the symbolic functions acquire bread or leavened (“sour”) or unleavened bread (cake, flatbread) breads. The flatbreads gave rise to such products as lazanki, lomantsy and tolchoniki.

The characteristic of “sour” has an additional meaning of rise, increase. Dough in a dezha rises, that is why such pies and loaves are baked for a good harvest, to increase land fertility, wealth and harmony in the house and family.
To appease the ancestors, small unleavened breads were most often baked. They were called flatbreads. When eating sourdough bread, each member of the family was entitled to his share, unleavened breads were intended for the use outside the home: they were taken to the graves, to the church, distributed to neighbours, travellers or beggars, or even given to carollers. The loaves were heavily decorated, while the unleavened breads were devoid of decoration.
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several stages of training 
and thoroughly master 
all the subtleties of 
preparing delicious 
dishes. Pâté makers 
more often became 
the most paid category 
of workers. Ordinary 
bakers stood apart from 
the other kitchen staff, 
and were not even always 
included in the chef 
roster. The number of 
bakers varied. In 1604 
in Niasvizh castle there 
was only one baker 
with a characteristic 
surname —  Bokhan. In 
1609 —  already five. 
As well as the chefs, 
they had apprentices —  
“pekarchiki”. In addition 
to monetary payment, 
bakers had the right 
to eat at the princely 
kitchen, and also 
received cloth for sewing 
clothes. Chefs and bakers 
of the early XVII century 
were given high-quality 
English material, while 
the apprentices received 
cheaper, “Schwebodin” 
material. It is noteworthy 
that the entire staff of 
the magnate kitchen 
consisted of men. 
Women were not allowed 
to do such work.

The bakery building 
was adjacent to the 

north-eastern rampart of 
Niasvizh castle (on the 
right side at the entrance 
to detinets), which 
protected it from shelling. 
Next to it there was a 
brewery and… a castle 
prison. As a rule, several 
ovens were installed 
in bakeries at once for 
making bread, which 
confirms its significant 
role in nutrition. Another 
large oven for cooking 
and, possibly, for baking 
bread was located in 
the basement of a stone 
building (kamenitsa). 
By the way, above the 
descent to this basement, 
there is a frieze with 
a Latin inscription: 
“Frange esu ienti pai 
em tuum. Esai LVIII”. 
This is a fragment from 
the Biblical Book of the 
Prophet Isaiah (58:7), 
which literally translates 
as: “Share your bread 
with the hungry”.

On the table of  
ordinary residents of 
Niasvizh, different  
types of bread also  
took pride of place.  
And among the 
townspeople at  
different times there  
were people associated 
with its production. Here 
are just a few facts.
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In Slonim region, the 
custom of “treating a loaf ” 
has been preserved: a dezha 
was placed in the middle of 
the house on a bench or on 
a bowl of slightly smaller 
size, turned upside down, 
and under it there was a 
glass of moonshine and 
food. Slonim loaf is baked 
for several days: during the 
first —  preparing (heating) 
the oven, in the second —  
kneading the dough for 
the loaf, separately for the 
“cones”, making and baking 
them, in the third —  
decoration: a large “cone” 
(decorated branch) with 
five shoots, along the edges 
of the loaf —  five branches 
of garden trees of a smaller 
size, entwined with 
patterned strips of dough 
and connected by a thread 
with dough decorations, 
birds (a symbol of future 
children), ears (a symbol of 
prosperity), flowers —  to 
a happy life. Such a loaf is 
usually baked by at least 
five people, since it is very 
hard work. There is a saying 
among local craftswomen: 
“To bake a loaf is how to 
give birth to a child”.

The tradition of making 
a wedding karavai in 
Vaukavysk region has 
been developing for a 
long time. The Vaukavysk 

karavai is usually 
decorated on the second 
day; it is compiled of three 
layers. All three parts are 
spread with icing sugar 
whipped with the egg 
whites. The decoration 
is complemented by 
colourful flowers, 
mushrooms, figurines of 
musicians: one with an 
accordion, the second 
with a tambourine, the 
other two with violins. 
In other versions, on the 
third upper tier of the 
wedding loaf there are the 
figurines of the groom and 
the bride in a veil, in the 
second place of honour 
there are matchmakers 
and witnesses, on the 
last —  musicians with 
various instruments. It all 
depends on the mood of 
the craftswomen.

Then, the loaf is placed 
overnight for soaking. 
To prepare flowers, sugar 
is crushed, gelatine is 
diluted, flavouring and 
food colours are added, 
from all of the above, the 
dough is kneaded, and a 
ball is formed. A part of the 
dough is taken and rolled 
out, then various flowers 
and figures are sculpted, 
which are put on sharpened 
sticks to dry, and only then 
the loaf is decorated.

T. I. Karnatsevich —  
a bearer of the tradition  
of baking a wedding loaf  

in Vaukavysk region, 
included in the State  

List of Historical and 
Cultural Values  

of the Republic of Belarus

Wedding loaf recipe from Tamara Ivanovna Karnatsevich from the 

village of Novaya Yatvez, Vaukavysk district, Hrodna region.Ingredients: 1.5 kg flour, 450 g sugar, 3–4 eggs, 450 g milk, 

75 g yeast, 150 g margarine, 30–50 g sunflower oil, 4 g vanilla.

For the starter: boil milk, add sugar and cool; put yeast into warm 

liquid; then add a third of the flour, mix, and leave for an hour. Add 

sunflower oil, margarine, whisked whites, and salt. Grind yolks with 

sugar. Knead the dough until it comes off your hands. Put the dough 

for 2–3 hours to rise. It is necessary to press it down 2–3 times. Put 

the dough into special forms with a thick bottom, leave to “rest”. Bake 

for 1–1.5 hours.The loaf is laid out on the second day in layers, which are spread 

with icing sugar, whisked with egg whites. The decoration of the loaf 

is complemented with multi-coloured flowers, doves, and swans. For 

decoration you will need: 1 kg of icing sugar, 1 egg white, 2 tbsp. 

tablespoons of gelatine, food colouring. Gelatine with sugar is diluted 

with water. All of the above is mixed into dough. Small pieces of this 

dough are kneaded and flowers and swans are moulded by hand. The 

created flowers are put on sticks and set to dry. After a while, the loaf is 

decorated and left overnight to dry.
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In 2015, JSC “The Development Bank of the Republic of Belarus” 
began implementing the social project “Belarusian Cultural Heritage”. 
Its main goal is to acquaint a wider audience with the spiritual values 
and art of the Belarusian people.




