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Envisage a choir 12,000-strong standing in a 
swathe of green parkland in Lithuania, in the 
balmy late evening light of a Baltic summer, all 

singing of freedom, nationhood and the love of their 
homeland – and you have some idea what the Song 
Celebration in Vilnius is all about. 

It’s Lithuania’s greatest musical and cultural 
event – held only once every four years, drawing 
spectators and performers from all over the country 
and abroad, and inscribed (along with similar festivals 
in neighbouring Latvia and Estonia) on the UNESCO 
list of Intangible Cultural Heritage. !is year marked 
the 90th anniversary of the Song Celebration (also 
called the Lithuanian Song and Dance Festival). If you 
want to see – and hear – something of the Lithuanian 
soul, then this is the place to start. It is one of the most 
beautiful things it has ever been my privilege to hear.

Choirs of all ages fill the arc of a huge, half-covered 
seating area, and spill out in front onto a level 
area in front of dignitaries and politicians. Dalia 
Grybauskait", Lithuania’s charismatic president, 
sits in the front row, beyond which stretches a crowd 
numbering tens of thousands, filling Vingis Park. 
!e choirs number up to 400, of all ages, and are 

directed by a succession of Lithuania’s top conductors, 
who one-by-one take their place on a raised pedestal, 
despite which they appear almost lost among the sea 
of people. !e choirs follow them with remarkable 
precision however, the alternately soaring and sublime 
melodies drawn from folk songs as well as choral works 
by classical and contemporary composers. As they 
finish, each of the conductors is presented with that 
most sacred of Lithuanian gi#s, a loaf of dark black 
bread – one of the most distinctive parts of Lithuania’s 
traditional cuisine – rich, pungent, and something that 
can only be described as heavenly tasting.

Song celebrations are not unique to Lithuania, or 
even the Baltic – the first in the world was held in 

Zürich, Switzerland, in June 1843, and was a more 
modest event with 80 choirs and some 2,100 singers. 
!ese days however they are most closely associated 
with Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia. Lithuania’s first 
Song Festival was held in August 1924 in the ci$ of 
Kaunas (the capital at the time). Initially comprising 
just a Song Day and Dance Day, in recent years the 
event has expanded to include other events such as 
theatrical performances and a Schoolchildren’s Song 
Day, brass orchestras and a Folklore Day.
!e choirs set o% from Cathedral Square in the 

centre of Vilnius, at 3pm, joined by folk dance 
ensembles and musicians, and walk in an extended 
procession through the capital to Vingis Park, singing 
for much of the way. Later in the evening, spontaneous 
singing continues long a#er the event itself. 

Song Day is preceded by Dance Day, an equally 
mesmerising event on a similarly epic scale, with some 
4,000 dancers in traditional folk costume sweeping 
across the spot-lit expanse of a football field. Like 
the choirs, there are dance groups of all ages – and 
their number also includes Lithuanian folk dance 
ensembles from outside Lithuania, arriving from 
as far away as Los Angeles and Australia. Dancing 
continues long a#er the event has o&cially ended, 
with people skipping and swirling merrily around the 
field, and the streets back into the town centre packed 
with an excited, adrenalin-fuelled stream of folklore 
ensembles and spectators, and filled with song.
!e Song Celebration grew out of a general national 

awakening, during a period of foreign rule by Imperial 
Russia from the late 18th century to 1918 and Soviet 
rule from 1944 to 1990. When I ask J'rat" (emetait" 
of the Lithuanian Folk Culture Centre, why song is so 
important to Lithuanians, she smiles and replies, “we 
are a nation of singers.”  
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