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Baba Yaga by Fabiano Mello de Lima. A digital sculpture by the storyboard artist Fabiano Mello de Lima that desexes Baba

Yaga. An original feature is the pair of small hands protruding from the aperture in the vehicular mortar on which she is
seated, presumably belonging to a captured child who will become Baba Yaga's meal and end up as a skull to be added
either to Baga Yaga's fence or to those dangling from the mortar. Illustration by Fabiano Mello de Lima, Fabiano Lima
<biano3d@yahoo.com>.
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FOREWORD

Unfathomable Baba Vagas

JACK ZIPES

n Baba Yaga: The Ambiguous Mother and Witch of the Russian

Folktale, the most thorough study of Baba Yaga to date, Andreas

Johns demonstrates that Baba Yaga has appeared in hundreds if

not thousands of folktales in Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus since
the eighteenth century, if not earlier. She is not just a dangerous witch
but also a maternal benefactress, probably related to a pagan goddess.
Many other Russian scholars such as Joanna Hubbs in Mother Russia: The
Feminine Myth in Russian Culture, Linda Ivanits in Russian Folk Belief, and
Cherry Gilchrist in Russian Magic: Living Folk Traditions of an Enchanted
Landscape have confirmed this: Baba Yaga transcends definition because she
is an amalgamation of deities mixed with a dose of sorcery. Though it is
difficult to trace the historical evolution of this mysterious figure with exac-
titude, it is apparent that Baba Yaga was created by many voices and hands
from the pre-Christian era in Russia up through the eighteenth century
when she finally became “fleshed out,” so to speak, in the abundant Russian
and other Slavic tales collected in the nineteenth century. These Russian
and Slavic folktales were the ones that formed an indelible and unfathom-
able image of what a Baba Yaga is. I say “a Baba Yaga,” because in many tales
there are three Baba Yagas, often sisters, and in some tales a Baba Yaga is
killed only to rise again. And no Baba Yaga is exactly like another.

VII

lllustration by Viktor
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Foreword

A Baba Yaga is inscrutable and so powerful that she does not owe al-
legiance to the Devil or God or even to her storytellers. In fact, she opposes
all Judeo-Christian and Muslim deities and beliefs. She is her own woman,
a parthogenetic mother, and she decides on a case-by-case basis whether she
will help or kill the people who come to her hut that rotates on chicken legs.
She shows very few characteristics and tendencies of western witches, who
were demonized by the Christian church, and who often tend to be beauti-
ful and seductive, cruel and vicious. Baba Yaga sprawls herself out in her hut
and has ghastly features—drooping breasts, a hideous long nose, and sharp
iron teeth. In particular, she thrives on Russian blood and is cannibalistic.
Her major prey consists of children and young women, but she will occa-
sionally threaten to devour a man. She kidnaps in the form of a Whirlwind
or other guises. She murders at will. Though we never learn how she does
this, she has conceived daughters, who generally do her bidding. She lives in
the forest, which is her domain. Animals venerate her, and she protects the
forest as a mother-earth figure. The only times she leaves it, she travels in a
mortar wielding a pestle as a club or rudder and a broom to sweep away the
tracks behind her. At times, she can also be generous with her advice, but
her counsel and help do not come cheaply, for a Baba Yaga is always testing
the people who come to her hut by chance or by choice. A Baba Yaga may
at times be killed, but there are others who take her place. Baba Yaga holds
the secret to the water of life and may even be Mother Earth herself. This is
why Baba Yaga is very much alive today, and not only in Mother Russia, but
also throughout the world.

While a Baba Yaga is still a uniquely Russian folk character, she has
now become an international legendary figure and will probably never die.
Stories about her dreadful and glorious deeds circulate throughout the
world in translation. Fabulous book illustrations, paintings, and colorful de-
signs imprinted, painted, or carved on all kinds of artifacts have flourished
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. She is often the star figure in
children’s picture books, even though she functions primarily as a witch.
Films, animated cartoons, and digital images have portrayed a Baba Yaga
as omnipotent, dreadful, and comical. In many of the images, she is shown
flying about in her mortar and wielding her pestle as in the illustrations by
Viktor Bibikov, Dimitri Mitrokhin, and Viktor Vasnetsov. She seems al-
ways obsessed and vicious. Some artists such as Aleksandr Nanitchkov and
Rima Staines are fond of showing her in weird types of huts on chicken
legs. No matter how she is portrayed, there are always hints of her Russian
heritage in the images. The emphasis on traditional dress and nineteenth-
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Foreword

century styles are especially evident in the famous illustrations for Vasilisa
the Beautiful by Ivan Bilibin and the gouache paintings by Boris Zvorykin
for Vasilisa the Fair. In particular, Bilibin's watercolors have had a profound
influence on how Baba Yaga and other characters were to be imagined. That
is, he set a high artistic standard at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Yet, no matter how Baba Yaga is portrayed, it is her strange Russian other-
ness that paradoxically strikes a common chord in readers of her tales. This
strange commonality can be viewed in a wide array of illustrations, designs,
and artifacts created by artists of different nations, many which have been
carefully selected by Martin Skoro for this volume.

While Skoro’s colorful selection of images reveals the breadth and depth
of numerous artists inspired by Baba Yaga tales, the superb translation of
the Russian tales by Sibelan Forrester provides an unusual opportunity to
appreciate the cultural significance of Baba Yaga in the nineteenth century.
Forrester has carefully selected tales in which Baba Yaga plays a key role
from Aleksandr Nikolaevich Afanasev’s Russian Folk Tales (1855—1866) and
Ivan Aleksandrovich Khudiakov's Great Russian Tales (1860-1862), two of
the pioneer collections of Russian folktales. As Jack Haney has pointed out
in his significant study, An Introduction to the Russian Folktale, Afanasev and
Khudiakov were not alone during this period when many writers and schol-
ars began collecting folktales, but their collections are generally considered
the richest and most interesting, especially with regard to the oral wonder
tales that feature Baba Yaga. Afanasev did not collect most of his tales him-
self but relied on the archives of the Geographical Society in Moscow and
on tales sent to him by friends and colleagues. As for Khudiakov, he actu-
ally went into the countryside to collect his tales, and he had a keen eye for
satirical stories.

It was not easy for either Afanasev or Khudiakov to publish their tales
because of the strict censorship in the Russian Empire during the nine-
teenth century, and any work that appeared to be anticlerical, politically
questionable, or scatological was often denied permission for publication.
Or, the texts were heavily edited and changed. In general, tales largely told
by peasants, which might reinforce belief in ancient rituals, beliefs, witch-
es, wizards, and supernatural animals, were looked upon with great sus-
picion by the governmental authorities, the church, and the upper classes.
Nevertheless, it had been impossible before and still was in the nineteenth
century for the church and state to prevent the oral dissemination of won-
der tales that were deeply rooted in pagan traditions. By the nineteenth
century their appeal to intellectuals grew. Indeed, the national and cultural
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Foreword

interest in historical Russian folklore had grown stronger among the literate
classes so that social conditions in the latter part of the nineteenth century
favored the publication of all kinds of tales. Finally, we must bear in mind,
as Haney has suggested, that Russians, especially the peasants, continued to
believe deeply in the meanings of the tales for their lives and in such figures
as Baba Yaga, Russalka, Kolschei the Deathless, fierce dragons, and bears
with magical powers. What may seem fiction and superstition to us today
was fact and faith in the nineteenth century.

The Baba Yaga tales chosen for this volume by Forrester are vivid depic-
tions of how Baba Yaga functioned and figured in different tale types of
the mid-nineteenth century and lent a distinct Russian aura to the stories.
But it is important first to bear in mind the commonalities of the tales that
were widespread in Europe and the Middle East during the nineteenth cen-
tury. For instance, “Again the Stepmother and the Stepmother’s Daughter”
is similar to numerous western European tales in which a wise woman
in an underground world bestows gifts on an industrious young gitl and
punishes a lazy, arrogant girl. “Vasilisa the Beautiful” belongs to the great
Indo-European tradition of “Cinderella” tales. The motif of incest in “Prince
Danila-Govorila” was a significant one in numerous medieval romances and
tales in Europe. “Finist the Bright Falcon” is related to the numerous beast
bridegroom tales that were disseminated throughout Europe. Other mo-
tifs such as the magic tablecloth, the invisible cloak, the flying carpet, the
stick that hits by itself, and the donkey that spews gold were common in
Europe and the Middle East. “The Three Kingdoms—Copper, Silver, and
Gold” recalls numerous Italian and Arab tales, distinguished by plots in
which a youngest brother is sent down a well by his two older brothers to
rescue three princesses, only to be abandoned by them in the well after he
is successful. The only way the youngest brother can return to his father’s
kingdom and claim that he was the true rescuer is by riding a magic eagle
that eats some of his flesh. Almost every tale in the collection translated by
Forrester can be found in other European or Middle Eastern collections
of tales in the nineteenth century that speak to the amazing oral and print
dissemination of wonder tales and say something about the universal appeal
of these tales.

Yet, there are differences that reflect cultural particularities, and the
most distinguishable feature of Russian wonder tales, in my opinion, is
Baba Yaga. No matter what a tale type or how common it may be in the
Indo-European tradition, she will emerge in the story as the decisive figure
and turn the plot in favor of or against the protagonist. Moreover, I know
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of no other witch/wise woman character in European folklore who is so
amply described and given such unusual paraphernalia as Baba Yaga. Most
important, she clearly announces how enmeshed she is with Russia when-
ever she senses Russian blood is near. No one has ever fully explained why
it is that she is always so eager to spill and devour Russian blood and not
the blood of some other nation. One would think that, as a protector of
Russian soil, she might always be helpful when Russians appear at her hut.
Yet, she is most severe with Russians and seems strangely to be protecting
Russian soil from the Russians. She also demands the most from Russians
and shows no mercy if they fail to listen to her. A Baba Yaga is the ultimate
tester and judge, the desacralized omnipotent goddess, who defends deep-
rooted Russian pagan values and wisdom and demands that young women
and men demonstrate that they deserve her help. But what Baba Yaga also
defends in the nineteenth-century tales collected in this volume are quali-
ties that the protagonists need to adapt and survive in difficult situations
such as perseverance, kindness, obedience, integrity, and courage. If we bear
in mind that these tales reflect the actual living conditions of the Russian
people in the mid-nineteenth century to a large degree, and that they were
listened to and read at face value, they are very profound “documents” about
the struggles of ordinary Russians and their faith in extraordinary creatures
to help them in times of need. They are also dreams of compensation for
their helplessness. Stories of hope. The tales are filled with sibling rivalry,
bitter conflicts between stepchildren and stepmothers, incest, class struggle,
disputes about true heirs, ritual initiations, the pursuit of immortality, and
so on. Though the tales may take place in another time and realm, they are
always brought down to earth by the storyteller at the end, for what may
happen metaphorically to the characters in the tales is very close to the con-
ditions experienced by the listeners. In all the tales Baba Yaga is compelling
and dreaded, because she forces the protagonists to test themselves and not
to delude themselves that there is an easy way to reconcile conflicts. This
is also why Baba Yaga transcends Russia and has become woven in other
cultures, to be sure, in ways that are much different from the nineteenth-
century tales in this collection.

The intercultural weaving of witches and wise women is a fascinating
aspect of all folklore throughout the world. Indeed, when we begin to study
the otherness of such characters as Baba Yaga, we learn a great deal about
our own culture by noting differences, while, at the same time, we can make
startling comparisons that show why Baba Yaga may be connected to other
folk traditions of folk sorcery throughout the world. In a fascinating study
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of recorded stories of Sicilian fairies and witches from the sixteenth to the
nineteenth centuries, Gustav Henningsen writes: “Like southern Spain,
Sicily was a region in which sorcery and black magic thrived, but where
popular notions of witchcraft were absent. However, in contrast to Spain,
Sicily could boast of a particular type of charismatic healer, who was a spe-
cialist in curing diseases caused by the fairies: these healers were women and
sometimes men, too, who claimed to possess ‘sweet blood’ (sangre dulce), and
who therefore each Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday night were obliged to
rush out in spirit (in espiritu) and take part in the meetings and nocturnal
journeyings of ‘the company.” Henningsen explains that numerous Sicilian
women from the sixteenth through the nineteenth centuries asserted they
were healers, donas di fuora (ladies from outside), and that they often com-
bined the qualities of a witch and a fairy to perform healing acts to offset
the evil of some other fairies or supernatural creatures. In other words, the
donas di fuora were very similar to the Baba Yagas of Russian tradition; they
belonged to a dualistic system of widespread belief and could cause harm
or do good. Even if fairy-witches caused harm, there were ways through
offerings or expiation to repair damage. Henningsen believes that the fairy
cult was, to a certain extent, compensation for the hopeless poverty of daily
life throughout Sicily. More important, he explains that the fairy cult is “a
variant of a widely extended and therefore presumably old and deep-rooted
Mediterranean and east European complex of shamanistic beliefs.” In Sicily,
the belief in fairies and sorceresses led to the creation of a character called
La Mamma-draa (Mamma-draga the Ogress) by the nineteenth century.
She appears in numerous Sicilian wonder tales and is connected to the
“ladies from the outside.” Though this figure (sometimes a male) is never
amply described in the tales, she functions like a Baba Yaga, dangerous and
benevolent, a cannibal and a wise counselor.

It is not necessary, I believe, to draw ‘exact” parallels between the Sicilian
fairy cult and the shamanistic Baba Yaga cult in Russia. There is enough evi-
dence to indicate that there were strongly held beliefs in pagan goddesses in
Sicily and Russia that were transformed into tales that enabled peasants in
both countries to contend with their suffering and to offer some hope for a
better life. It is perhaps strange to conclude that Baba Yaga may be a symbol
of hope because she is so ambiguous, as often frightening as benevolent. But
hope may be best generated when a wise woman does not mince her words,
and a true Baba Yaga is never one to mince her words.
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PREFACE, ACKNOWLEDGMENTS,
AND TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

hat could be more intriguing than a book about a famous

witch? This collection offers twenty-nine fairy tales featur-

ing Baba Yaga, along with images that show how artists have

imagined her for over more than two centuries. We love Baba
Yaga and want to present her here in all her richness and complexity.

This book is meant for many kinds of readers. Those with a Russian
background will find familiar tales, an introduction that presents a variety
of ways to understand Baba Yaga, images from a variety of sources, and
some recommendations for further reading. Specialists in Russian culture
and in folklore will reach for the volume to learn more about Baba Yaga or
perhaps will assign it to students in courses on Russian folklore or fairy
tales. The book will also appeal to readers who are simply curious about this
colorful folkloric figure.

The brief bibliography (pages liii—lv) includes many of the sources men-
tioned in the introduction, along with a filmography and the sources for im-
ages. The tales are taken from two famous nineteenth-century collections:
the 1855—1863 compilation of Aleksandr Afanasev, the best-known and most
often translated in the West (Narodnye russkie skazki), and the tales collect-
ed by Ivan Khudiakov, first published in 18611862 (Velikorusskie skazki).
Afanasev was an editor more than a collector, though his well-developed
sense of what constituted “real” folklore led him to exclude versions that
had been spoiled by the educated collectors who had written them down.
Some of the tales in Afanasev’s editions had appeared in earlier printed
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Preface, Acknowledgments, and Translator’s Note

version, making them even further removed from the oral originals than
the handwritten recordings he worked with in the archives of the Russian
Geographical Society. His versions tend in general to be longer, more poetic,
and less conversational than Khudiakov’s; many though not all of them have
something of a literary finish. Khudiakov recorded most of his tales from the
tellers themselves, often identifying the place and teller in brief notes that
we have included after the tales taken from his collection; his versions are
less stylistically elegant or elaborate than Afanasev’s. Juxtaposing Afanasev’s
and Khudiakov’s versions makes for interesting differences, especially when
the plots overlap. We might compare the pleasure of reading variants of the
same tale to that of hearing a familiar song performed by a new singer, and
sometimes the voices of individual tellers come strongly through the layers
of time and translation. Where the tales include variants (different versions
of the same plot, perhaps told by different individuals at different times),
these are included in the notes that follow the tales. The variants are inter-
esting to general readers as well as to folklorists, and including them was
something of an innovation in Afanasev’s collection.

Martin Skoro conceived the idea for this book some years ago. He gathered
images of Baba Yaga and found information about her in numerous books
and on the Web. Sibelan Forrester selected and translated a group of folk-
tales that feature Baba Yaga and was primarily responsible for writing the
introduction to the book. Helena Goscilo brought striking images of Baba
Yaga from her own collection and added incisive analysis of the images,
along with valuable comments on the introduction and translations. We are
grateful to have the foreword from Jack Zipes, a folklorist and scholar we
tremendously admire. His comments and suggestions also contributed sig-
nificantly to the introduction and the translations.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Thanks to the Slavic Collection of the Library of the University of Illinois
in Urbana-Champaign, whose shelves hold nineteenth-century editions of
Afanasev and Khudiakov. Thanks also to McCabe Library at Swarthmore
College and to the magical powers of Inter-Library Loan. Swarthmore
College supported this project with research funding (a James A. Michener
Faculty fellowship) and the opportunity for me (SF) to teach a course on
Russian Folktales; I owe particular thanks to Provost Tom Stephenson for
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support of the edition. I am grateful to Robert Chandler, one of the fore-
most translators from Russian in the world today, for comments on the in-
troduction and some of the translations, and for including a briefer version
of the introduction as an appendix in his edition, Russian Magic Tales from
Pusbkin to Platonov.> It has been a great pleasure working with Craig Gill at
the University Press of Mississippi, and the other thoughtful and talented
workers at the Press. Jack Zipes has proved yet again to be a true prince, and

I am eternally grateful to N.B., as well as to my collaborators in this venture,
Marty and Helena. (SF)

My gratitude to the hundreds of magic-loving students at the University
of Pittsburgh enrolled in Russian Fairy Tales, the course I originated there
many moons ago, and to David Birnbaum, who proved not only a fel-
low image-maven, but also a benevolent stepfather when he adopted the
course and, in quintessential fairy-tale mode, transformed it into a different
beast—a veritable hydra with numerous teaching heads. (HG)

I'm grateful to so many friends, family members, and business profession-

als for their interest, encouragement, and help in seeing this book come to
fruition.
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The synthesis that produces a book is an exciting experience to behold.
It's humbling to witness like-minded individuals bringing diverse expertise
to bear with such grace. I'm truly grateful that the swirl of fate brought me
to encounter renowned literary scholar Jack Zipes, that Jack took me under
his wing to guide and mentor me, and that he connected me to Professor
Sibelan Forrester, who in turn brought to the project Professor Helena
Goscilo. All three are remarkable scholars in the field of literary scholar-
ship. Another suggestion from Jack directed me to the University Press of
Mississippi, whose assistant director and editor in chief, Craig Gill, was a
most gracious, patient, and broad-minded steward.

I thank Jack for generously providing the foreword for the book; Sibelan
for her counsel, the enormous work and expertise on the translations and
the writing of the introduction, the preface, and the index; Helena for con-
tributing her time, advice, the writing of the wonderful image captions and
guidance on image use and placement; Craig for his creative administration
and problem-solving of many quandaries along the way. John Langston and
Pete Halverson, also of the Press, were saving graces with their design ex-
pertise, and patience.

To the organizations and individuals that were gracious in their help
and granting usage of images I am deeply appreciative. Andrea Immel,
Annalee Pauls, and Charles E. Greene at the Princeton Cotsen Children’s
Library were very helpful and encouraging. Jennifer Chang Rowley at
Random House, Inc., and Lia Ribacchi at Dark Horse Comics, Inc., all were
generous and well-wishing, I thank, too, for their indispensable help, friends
Sam Ross, Tony Santucci, Tom McGrail, and in spirit, Doug Sharp.

I also would like to acknowledge those individual artists who have gra-
ciously permitted use of their art. Specific artists who did artwork for the
book or worked hard to update or polish their work are Rima Staines of
England; Alexander Nanitchkov of Bulgaria; Cindy Furguson and Forest
Rogers of the United States; Sergei Tyukanov and Waldemar Kazak of
Russia; and Fabiano Mello de Lima of Brazil.

I have many friends to thank also for their interest and generous mon-
etary contributions that have helped to make possible the printing of the
book in full color. I am deeply indebted. Thank you.

The seed of the desire to see this book realized grew from a deep love
of stories, folktales, and mysteries cultivated by my father and mother, who
loved books and all the knowledge and wisdom within them. They provided
a loving atmosphere of adventure and wonder.
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My life companion, partner, and wife, Ross (Roselyn), has been a bless-
ing throughout my life and my best friend. She has been ever patient and
gracious for understanding my want to see this book completed. (MS)

TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

As Roman Jakobson and Pétr Bogatyrev noted in the 1920s, folklore is a
special kind of creativity. Folktale plots do exist in a kind of ideal, potential
state, but they are encountered only in real-time oral performance (or, sec-
ondarily, in written recordings drawn from spoken performances). Usually
a single person tells a tale, but even if he or she is the best teller in the
region, with the biggest repertoire of stories, the audience will “edit” a tale
in the course of its performance. If listeners are at loose ends and the tale
grabs their attention, their appreciation may encourage the teller to go into
more detail. Perhaps they will even offer the teller something to wet his or
her whistle; many of the tales end with a ritual hint that the teller would
indeed like a drink, if not two. If the audience is in a hurry, the tale will be
short; if the audience gets bored, it will not request that tale or teller again.
Listeners feel no compunction about shouting down an unappealing teller
or tale. Thanks to such collective “censorship,” these tales are the property of
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A lubok (popular woodcut
print) showing Baba Yaga
dancing to bagpipes played
by a bearded, balding peas-
ant. Early eighteenth century,
anonymous. Some com-
mentators view this scene
as a positive depiction of the
domestic relations between
Peter the Great and his wife,
Catherine, the first woman
to rule Russia, though briefly
(1725-1727).
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a whole community and a whole culture. Thus, we can assume that people
liked Baba Yaga and appreciated her role in the tales, since she shows up in
many of the most popular and widely attested Russian tales.

In the late 1920s, when Jakobson and Bogatyrev were writing about
the distinctions between folklore and literature, folktales were still a living
phenomenon in the villages around Moscow—and not only as children’s
amusement or unofhcial form of cultural education. They also offered adults
a way to pass the time as they worked, or to while away a long night, when
in winter it was too dark to work and in summer perhaps too light to sleep.
Like folk songs, dances, and fortune-telling, tales could form part of sea-
sonal rituals. Variation among versions of the tales is not just typical, but in-
evitable, since, again, the tales were told under different circumstances. We
today might similarly reorder and “improve” a story we heard from a friend
or adapt a joke to suit different audiences. In order to convey something of
this aspect of “live” folklore, we include not just a variety of Baba Yaga tales,
but also several variants of tale plots. The reader will see that some tales
with different titles overlap considerably in the structure of their plots (as
do “The Brother” and “The Geese and Swans”), while others have the same
title but significant differences in plot (compare the two versions of “The
Three Kingdoms”). Baba Yaga's popularity in Russia fairy tales means that
a book of tales involving her is also a rich introduction to this part of the
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Preface, Acknowledgments, and Translator’s Note

Russian folk heritage, including one or another version of many of the best-
known and best-loved tales.

Folktales are everyone's property, and they have always crossed linguis-
tic and ethnic boundaries just as people migrate in time and space. Baba
Yaga is a Russian witch who will sound somewhat different transported into
American English. Some of the original sources include dialect words from
the regions of Russia where they were recorded, but I have tried to make
the language faitly neutral, emphasizing the story more than the narrator’s
linguistic idiosyncrasies. The overall style aims to be comfortable for read-
ing aloud. Where the original Russian includes a particularly enjoyable or
unusual word, it is mentioned in a note to the text. At the same time, this is
a translation rather than a retelling by a folk teller who performs in a differ-
ent language, and so I have endeavored to preserve some of the foreignness
of these texts. The introduction below will dwell on a few forms of this
foreignness.

Some parts of the tales are difficult to render in English, such as the
unusual names (beginning with Baba Yaga, whose name in Russian is rarely
written with upper-case letters and often refers not to a single person, but
to a figure that can show up three times in one tale), titles (like the tsar,
whose title comes from “Caesar” by way of Byzantine Greek), or objects
from everyday traditional life in Russia, including Baba Yaga’s own hut and
accoutrements. These aspects convey a wonderful strangeness, an imprint
of Russian traditional culture quite distinct from other national traditions.
Some of the details that might catch the reader’s interest are also glossed
briefly in in notes.

Reading aloud may be the closest that most of us will come to the origi-
nal spoken performance of folktales. For better or worse, we live in a literate
culture, where most people can no longer produce a long narrative without
memorizing it, though we probably all know people who have an unusual
talent for telling stories. We do continue to practice folklore, but today it
tends to be in different genres: ghost stories, jokes, rumors, or the various
urban legends that shade into popular culture.

Nevertheless, perhaps the reader of the tales in this book will be in-
spired to tell them to someone—and bring Baba Yaga back to life.

Sibelan Forrester

Swarthmore, Pennsylvania
August 2012
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B is for Baba Yaga, from Picture Alphabet by Alexandre Benois (1904). A frequently reproduced image from the
children’s alphabet book conceived and illustrated by Benois—B is for Baba Yaga. Interrupted at gathering
mushrooms, the older of two potential victims stares in awed terror at the Frequent Flyer old crone overhead.
Benois’s choice implies that Russian children learned about Baba Yaga at a very early age and possibly derived
some pleasure from fear. Illustration by Alexandre Benois (1870-1960).



INTRODUCTION

Baba Vaga: The Wild Witch of the East

Who is this wild witch, and why is she riding in a mortar?

s the classic Russian fairy-tale witch, Baba Yaga has elicited
fascination, trepidation, and wonder in generations of Russian
children and adults. This book offers twenty-nine stories and

even more images; the tales are from Russia, while the illustra-
tions come both from Russia and from the wider world. Our introduction
is meant to put Baba Yaga in context and perhaps to answer questions that
arise during or after reading. We hope this collection will appeal to many
kinds of readers, whether they have a special personal or scholarly interest
in Russia, are students of folklore or popular culture, are curious about the
psychological resonance of folktales, or are simply following their instinct
for pleasure.

THE HISTORY OF THE WORDS

Though only a few of the tales say it in so many words, most Russians would
agree that Baba Yaga is a witch. The Russian word for witch is ved’ma. The
word root ved- means to know, and related words in Modern Russian mean
‘news’ (as in the title of Pravda’s one-time competitor, the Soviet newspaper
Izvestiia), as well as information or consultation, and the particle ved’ means
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Introduction

‘indeed’ (as if commanding one’s listener “know this!”). The word witch in
English has a similar linguistic history: the root of witch is wit. That verb
still shows up in English “to wit,"“unwitting,” the old-fashioned phrase “God
wot,” and of course in keeping one’s wits about one. Feminists and Wiccans
have worked to reclaim the word witch in its sense of “wise woman” or
“woman who knows,” but in both Russian and English the words as com-
monly used suggest age and ugliness first, power second. Over the centu-
ries, words that name women and gitls have often slipped in meaning from
ordinary or even admiring terms into insults, much as some neutral terms
for ethnic, racial, or religious groups have come to be used as insults (which
then requires invention of a new, neutral word that may feel clumsy at first).
“Wench” was once a neutral term for a girl, and the Russian word devka,
which suggests a prostitute as the word is used in many literary works, was
the neutral term for an unmarried peasant girl—a member of the group
most likely to be sexually exploited by upper-class Russian men. Language
neatly shows the social standing of different groups, and its development
can reveal historical changes in social relationships.

Even if we call her a witch, what does Baba Yaga's name mean? The first
half is easy: baba in traditional Russian culture meant a married peasant
woman, one at least old enough to have children. (In Russian now, baba is an
insulting word for a woman: it suggests low class, slovenliness, lack of emo-
tional restraint, or sexual availability of an aging or otherwise unattractive
kind.) When Russians build a snowman, they call it not a man, but a snow
baba. Suflixes bring out different shades of the basic meanings of Russian
nouns: babka is a midwife (usually, an older woman with experience around
pregnancy and childbirth); babushka is an affectionate term for ‘grandmoth-
et’ (and, in the West, the headscarf old women in Russia traditionally wore);
on another note, babochka is a butterfly, or else the visually similar bow tie.
The word babochka is related to an ancient belief that, when a person died,
the soul left the body in the form of a bird or a butterfly (compare the Greek
psyche, which meant both soul and ‘butterfly’). If a butterfly fluttered by, it
was the soul of a little grandmother, presumably en route to a better place.
Thus, baba can mean ‘old woman, though it does not always; the word sta-
rukba (more affectionately, starushka), old woman, makes a woman’s age
clear. Age is described in Russian folktales in a way that might surprise us
today, too. The “old man” and “old woman” in a tale are old enough to have
children of marriageable age, but they may be just barely old enough—per-
haps in their late thirties. Baba Yaga is far older than that.
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The second part of her name, yaga, is harder to define. Scholars do not
know exactly what it means, though they point to similar words as a com-
parison. One school of thought relates the word to verbs for riding—and it
does sound rather like the Russian verb ekhat’ ‘to ride, or the German word
Jaeger ‘huntsman. Another theory is that yaga originally meant ‘horrible,
‘horrifying, and should be compared to the words jeza ‘shiver’ or jezivo chill-
ing, horrifying’ in some of the South Slavic languages (Bosnian, Croatian,
Serbian). If Baba Yaga originally played a role in a secret corpus of myths
or initiation rituals, a taboo might have discouraged people from saying her
name in other contexts. (In another example, the original Russian word for
bear is lost; most Slavic languages use a euphemism, like the Russian medved’.
That word came from roots meaning ‘honey-eater, but now it looks like
‘honey-knower, with the same root, ved-, that appears in the word ved'ma.
As contemporary political cartoons show, the bear is still a central figure
in Russian culture.) Maks Fasmer’s monumental Etymological Dictionary of
the Russian Language' has a longish entry for “yaga,” pointing out cognate
words in other Slavic languages and arguing against several theories of the
word’s origins and original meaning. The amount of space Fasmer devotes to
dismantling other theories suggests that we will never know the real origin
of the word ‘yaga. Figures very much like Baba Yaga appear in West Slavic
(Czech and Polish) tales; the rich reference work Mify narodov mira, ‘Myths
of the Peoples of the World, mentions the Polish jedza and Czech jezinka,
forest baba. Baba Yaga is well known in Ukrainian and Belarusian tales,
though we have limited our translations to Russian tales here.*

In Russian, Baba Yaga’s name is not capitalized. Indeed, it is not a name
at all, but a description—"old lady yaga” or perhaps “scary old woman.” There
is often more than one Baba Yaga in a story, and thus we should really say
“a Baba Yaga,” “the Baba Yaga” We do so in these tales when a story would
otherwise be confusing. We have continued the western tradition of capital-
izing Baba Yaga, since the words cannot be translated and have no other
meaning in English (aside perhaps from the pleasant associations of a rum
baba). There is no graceful way to put the name in the plural in English, and
in Russian tales multiple iterations of Baba Yaga never appear at the same
time, only in sequence: Baba Yaga sisters or cousins talk about one another,
or send travelers along to one another, but they do not live together. The
first-person pronoun “I” in Russian, ia, is also uncapitalized. In some tales
our witch is called only “Yaga.” A few tales refer to her as“Yagishna,” a patro-
nymic form suggesting that she is Yaga’s daughter rather than Yaga herself.
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(That in turn suggests that Baba Yaga reproduces parthenogenetically, and
some scholars agree that she does.) The lack of capitalization in every pub-
lished Russian folktale also hints at Baba Yaga’s status as a type rather than
an individual, a paradigmatic mean or frightening old woman. This descrip-
tion in place of a name, too, could suggest that it was once a euphemism for
another name or term, too holy or frightening to be spoken, and therefore
now long forgotten.

OTHER NAMES IN THE TALES

Many Russian personal names are recognizable in English, since they are
related to familiar biblical or western names. Mar'ia is the folk form of
Maria, though it is pronounced “MAR-ya.” We have left the prime mark (')
in Mar’ia Morevna’s name in the eponymous tale to remind the reader of
that difference. The second part of Mar’ia Morevna’s name is a patronymic,
formed from her father’s name. It means “Daughter of the Sea”—quite
unusual parentage. They suggest that she, like Baba Yaga, descends from
some very old sources.’ Belaia lebed, "White Swan' Zakharevna, in the sec-
ond version of “The Young Man and the Apples of Youth” here, has a more
ordinary patronymic: her father’s name was Zakharii (= Zacharias). Vasilii
and Vasilisa are forms of the name Basil (which does not produce a woman'’s
name in English). Ivan is the most common name for a Russian fairy-tale
hero, whether he starts out as a prince or as a fool. Ivan is the same name as
John; the relationship is easier to see if one compares the medieval Russian
form, Ioann, to the German form of John, Johannes. Hans (short for
Johannes) is generally the name of the common hero in German folktales,
while Jack (a nickname for John) is the hero in many folktales from Great
Britain and America. In the tales translated here, the word tsar is left as ‘tsar’
(a fairy tale is no place for a revolution!), rather than translated as “king,” but
the tsar’s son tsarevich and daughter tsarevna are rendered as “prince” and
“princess,” more or less their equivalents in western terms. When a character
has a “talking name” (such as Zlatokos, “Goldilocks”), we have glossed it in
a note. Many of the heroines, especially, have no personal name in the tales.
But even in “Vasilisa the Beautiful,” Baba Yaga plays such a significant role
that Pyotr Simonov (in his Essential Russian Mythology) adds her name to
the tale’s title: “Vasilisa the Beautiful and Baba Yaga.”

Two characters besides Baba Yaga have uncommon names in these tales.
One is the invisible magic helper and I-know-not-what, Shmat-Razum,
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Baba Yaga, Karbel.Cotsen 26249 Lutoshen’ka, Moscow Karbel (circa 1910) illustration to the story “Lutoshen’ka,”
Moscow. Atypically traveling on foot, the appropriately long-nosed Baba Yaga as kidnapper carries on her back a

sack with the meal she anticipates cooking in her stove at home. Her dish of choice is customarily male, as evident
in tales describing her attempts to shove the boy-hero into the oven. Curiously, despite Baba Yaga's reputation for
cannibalism, her guests normally thwart her attempts to roast and consume them, as in “Baba Yaga and the Kid”
(Afanas’ev, no. 106). Reproduced courtesy of the Cotsen Children’s Library, Princeton University Library.
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who appears here in a single tale. Shmat means a scrap or fragment, and
razum means sense, so that one might translate it (him?) as “Rag-Reason,”
albeit with a loss of phonetic punch. The other, more common folktale
character is Koshchei or Kashchei bessmertnyi, Koshchei the Deathless. His
proper name sounds as if it comes from the word kost’,'bone, and he is often
drawn as a skeletal old man. Unlike Baba Yaga, Kashchei is always a villain,
though he does possess a certain sense of honor: in “Mar’ia Morevna,” he
spares the life of Prince Ivan three times because Ivan once (unintentionally)
set him free, by restoring his monstrous strength with three bucket-sized
drinks of water. Koshchei is known as an abductor of young maidens. Both
parts of his name—"bones” and “deathless”—suggest a tie with death, in
spite of his libidinous-seeming behavior.

It turns out, of course, that the epithet “deathless” does not mean that he
can't be killed, only that his death is outside him, in another place: it is the
tip of a needle in an egg, in a duck, in a hare, in a trunk, and so forth, all lo-
cated across the sea or in a distant forest. If I can tell you this, then the hero
can find out, too. He journeys to the tree, unearths or unpacks the alienated
death, and can then slay Koshchei to release the maiden. With Koshchei
as well as Baba Yaga, the references to bones are ambiguous. Bones are the
leftovers of a body after death, but they are also a repository of life force, a
link between two incarnations. The Frog Princess hides leftover swan bones
in her sleeve and makes them come to life as swimming and flying birds. In
“Mar’ia Morevna,” Koshchei must be burned after Ivan kills him, and his
ashes must be scattered to all the winds to ensure he will never come back.
Baba Yaga’s epithet “bony leg” has been taken to mean that one of her legs is
literally made of bone—or just that she is old and skinny in a culture that
valued plumpness. Her fence of human bones, topped with skulls, shows
another connection with Koshchei, and in some tales he has a bogatyr horse
he won from her: they are allies in fairy-tale villainy.

Besides names, many of the characters are identified by fixed epithets:
“fair maiden,”“fine” or “goodly” young man. The tales often give no descrip-
tions or specifics of character other than this, leaving the listener (or reader)
to fill in whatever standard image of beauty or goodliness we prefer. The
bogatyr is a traditional Russian hero, featured in epic songs but sometimes
making a kind of guest appearance in folktales as well. These translations
retain the Russian term bogatyr, since it is not quite the same as“hero”—es-
pecially when it is Baba Yaga who gives a bogatyr whistle.

XXVI



Introduction

THE OBJECTS AROUND BABA YAGA

In the majority of tales where she appears, Baba Yaga lives in an unusual
house: it usually stands on chicken legs, or sometimes on just one chicken
leg. Some scholars suggest that this underlines her connections with birds—
though the eagle, or the geese and swans, that serve her in other stories are
much more impressive than a chicken, that most domesticated fowl. At the
same time, chicken legs might suggest that her dwelling, alive and mobile,
cannot fly and probably never moves too fast or too far. One of our students
recently returned from study abroad in Sweden, where she visited a swamp
with houses built atop tree stumps standing in the water. With their gnarled
roots, she said, the stumps looked surprisingly like chicken feet. Some of the
tales specify instead that Baba Yaga’s house stands on spindle heels. Given
the importance of the spindle in women’s traditional crafts, and in other
parts of the tales (Prince Ivan may have to snap a spindle to free and recover
his princess), this too seems to come from the culture’s deep past. Often
Baba Yaga's house turns around, as if to imitate the spinning of the earth.
The word time’ in Russian, vremia, comes from the same vr- root of turning
and returning as the word for spindle, vereteno. A spindle holding up a ro-
tating house where a frightening old woman tests her visitors and dispenses
wisdom suggests a deep ritual past.

In Russian, Baba Yaga's home is most often called an izba. The izba is a
house made of hewn logs, a kind of construction common all over north-
ern Russia and Scandinavia. (Immigrants brought it to the United States
in the form of that superlatively American presidential birthplace, the log
cabin.) The word izba is often translated as ‘hut, but it does not signify a
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Storehouse. Displayed

in Stockholm, this Sami
storehouse on stilts made of
tree stumps with spreading
roots recalls Baba Yaga's
domicile. Research shows
that a construction similar
to it housed nomadic hunt-
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their absence. http://www.
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word-of-the-day-baba-yaga-
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Baba Yaga, a lacquer box

by contemporary artist
Antonina Medvedeva. The
image depicts Baba Yaga and
a cornucopia of elements
that define her (forest, hut,
skulls, mortar and broom,
black cat) and those not part
of her fairy-tale repertoire:
owl, crosses, the steaming
“witch’s pot over a fire,”
with Baba Yaga concocting a
magic potion presumably of
toads, rats, snakes, and the
standard witch ingredients.
That brew sooner belongs

to the three witches in
Shakespeare’s Macbeth than
to Russian fairy tales, and its
inclusion here demonstrates
the Russian handicraft
industry’s profit-driven
catering to Western tradi-
tions and tastes. Artist: A.
Medvedeva. From the village
of Mstera, http://www.rus-
sianlacquerart.com/gallery/
Mstera/oooo/001000.
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shoddy piece of housing or necessarily a small one, as we see with the large,
multistoried houses in the museum of Russian wooden architecture on the
northern island of Kizhi. What does it tell us that Baba Yaga’s house is an
izba? It is a folk house built in vernacular architecture, a traditional peas-
ant house, a house in the country (not the city), made of wood, and most
often situated near a forest (from whose trees it was built). When the hut
or house is turning around, the questing hero or heroine must order it to
stop turning with a rhymed charm. Intriguingly, everyone in the tales knows
what to say to make the house stop turning—even the first sisters or servant
gitls in tales like “The Brother,” who fail to retrieve the kidnapped baby from
Baba Yaga. In“The Frog Princess,” the prince says, “Little house, little house!
Stand in the old way, as your mother set you—with your face to me, your
back to the sea.” In “The Young Man and the Apples of Youth” the saying is
shorter, though it suggests the same source: “Little house, little house! Turn
your back to the forest, your front to me.” Baba Yaga’s house can be in the
forest, in an empty field, or on the seashore. These locations all signify the
same thing: they are far from the original home of the hero or heroine, on
the border of another world.

When Baba Yaga goes out, she often rides in a mortar, rowing or punt-
ing herself along with a pestle, perhaps sweeping her tracks away after her
with a broom. Her power lets her travel by means of these everyday house-
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keeping implements, much as western Europeans believed that witches rode
on flying brooms. Her mortar and pestle may themselves be magic objects
like the fairy-tale flying carpets and invisibility hats, but she never gives or
even loans them to other characters. For many centuries the mortar and
pestle were crucial parts of a woman’s tool set, used to prepare herbs for
cooking or medicine, or to break grain for porridge or baking. Old photo-
graphs of Russian peasant households show large, deep mortars that could
have held a substantial measure of grain, though they could hardly have
accommodated an adult. Ivan Bilibin's famous picture of Baba Yaga in flight
(page 176) is in harmony with the old photographs: the pestle is a tall, rela-
tively narrow tube, not shallow like a bowl. The food-related mortar and
pestle rightly hint that Baba Yaga's house is stuffed with edible riches—the
golden apples a child plays with until his rescuer finds him, or the stocks
of grain, meat, and drink listed in “Vasilisa the Beautiful,” nourishing raw
materials to transform into the good things of Russian peasant life: linen,
wheat, poppy seed.

Baba Yaga’s house may be surrounded with a fence of bones, perhaps
topped with skulls (or with one pole still untopped, waiting threateningly
for the hero's “wild head”), but even if she has an ordinary fence and gate
they play important roles in the story. While Baba Yaga is sharpening her
teeth to eat the nameless heroine, the girl pours oil on the hinges of the
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Ransome by Dmitrii Mitrokhin from Old Peter’s Russian Tales. A transfixed dog gazes up at Mitrokhin’s fully
equipped Baba Yaga in flight. The female-gendered mortar and male-gendered pestle advert to her personified
image as contradictory all-embracing nature, which explains why she sweeps away all traces of her passage with
the broom. Reproduced courtesy of the Cotsen Children’s Library, Princeton University Library.
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gate and manages to escape. Baba Yaga scolds the gate for not slamming on
the girl, and the gate responds to her with human words. Baba Yaga is also
associated with the bathhouse, which in Russia resembles a sauna. In some
tales she asks the heroine to stoke the fire in the bathhouse (sometimes with
bones for fuel rather than firewood), to bathe her children (frogs, reptiles,
and other vermin), or to steam Baba Yaga herself. Many of the tales mention
Baba Yaga’s stove. The traditional Russian stove is a large construction of
brick and plaster (in a fancier house, it would be covered with ornamental
tile), the size of a small room and certainly the dominant object in any room
it occupies. Some stoves were built so that they heated, and took up parts
of, more than one room. The stove would incorporate shelves, ovens, and
hobs, nooks, or hooks for storing cookware. Such a stove would hold the
fire’s heat, gently diffusing it into the house. This made it a favorite place
for sleeping. The upper shelves, high above the fire and safely far away from
vermin or cold drafts on the floor, would stay warm through the night. The
stove is also associated with the womb, and not only in Russian: the English
expression ‘one in the oven” also connects baking with the rising belly of
a pregnant woman. Joanna Hubbs writes that the stove is moreover a re-
pository of dead souls, the ancestors.* Even more than an ordinary peasant
stove, Baba Yaga’s is a conduit from death to rebirth.

To escape from Baba Yaga, characters in the tales may themselves em-
ploy very ordinary objects—sometimes stolen from Yaga’s own house—and
these too recur from one tale to another. Thrown behind as a character flees,
a comb or brush turns into thick forest, as if the wood from which they were
carved came back to life. A mirror, already magical in its ability to show the
gazer his or her own face, turns into a wide, deep sea. Throwing a kerchief
or towel will create an impassable river, often a river of fire. Embroidered
handkerchiefs or towels may become or summon bridges over impassable
waters, or they may convey secret messages: the wife’s mother and sisters
in “Go I Don't Know Where . .. recognize the hero as her husband when
he dries his face with a towel she made. Towels in the Russian village bore
beautiful ritual embroidery and were used in traditional ceremonies (such
as the hospitable welcome with bread and salt). To find the house of Baba
Yaga, the hero or heroine may receive a ball of thread (once known as a
clue in English), like the one that took Theseus in to the Minotaur. Baba
Yaga lives (or rather, every Baba Yaga lives) in the heart of the labyrinth, and
the hero or heroine enters there to face his or her worst fears and vanquish
them. The tales include many other magical objects: in wonder tales musical
pipes or rings may contain magical helpers, and in “The Three Kingdoms”
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each kingdom is wrapped up into a ring made of the matching metal to be
conveyed back to the prince’s own kingdom.

One final traditional element in the tales deserves explanation: that is,
searching for lice. Several tales mention searching for lice, or just “search-
ing” in a character’s hair. On the one hand, this must have been a useful
grooming practice; on the other hand, it feels good to have someone riffle
through one’s hair and touch one’s scalp—especially if the hair is worn in
long shaggy braids, like Baba Yaga’s. Lice were surely common in old Russia,
as they were in Western Europe at the time, but the reader should be as-
sured that “searching for lice” can also mean playing with someone’s hair in a
pleasant, affectionate way.

BABA YAGA IN THE RUSSIAN PANTHEON

How is Baba Yaga related to other female figures in Russian lore, especially
in the most archaic remnants of East Slavic culture? The female figures best
known today in Russian lore are rusalki, sometimes translated as“mermaids”
though they do not live in the sea. They are said to be the spirits of gitls who
committed suicide out of disappointed love, or the spirits of babies who
died unbaptized (victims of infanticide?), and they are described lolling in
the branches of trees or beside streams, combing their long hair, sometimes
reportedly green in color. They tempt men off the path, intending to drown
them, or they may tickle children to death. Rusalki are most often repre-
sented as young and lovely (though the green hair recalls water-weeds, and
their connection with nature). At the same time, their traits and activities
largely parallel Baba Yaga's: they are like younger, lovelier dangerous females,
tickling children to death instead of eating them. If we see Baba Yaga as
the Crone face of the triune goddess (maiden, mother, crone), as Joanna
Hubbs suggests in Mother Russia, then rusalki embody the maiden face. In
many ways the rusalka resembles the South Slavic vila; some western read-
ers already know of vilas, thanks to their role as mascots for the Bulgarian
quidditch team in J. K. Rowling's Harry Potter novels.

Further in the past are the shadowy figures of the beregini, nameless plu-
ral female divinities whose title could come from bereg, river bank, or from
the verb root bereg-, to keep, conserve’ or to preserve, economize. Even now,
in Russian, an obereg is an amulet, worn on the person or hung in a house,
to ward off evil. Boris Rybakov® suggests that the beregini spring from a
hunting culture, guaranteeing rich animal life but also protecting the hunter
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from the dangers of the woods. They are connected to Baba Yaga in her role
as queen of the animals; we see echoes of this in the tales where old women
summon all the birds of the air, animals of the earth, or fish of the sea in
order to ask where a certain thing or person may be found.

Thanks to the list of the Kievan pagan pantheon recorded in the his-
torical chronicles of old Rus, the name of one goddess has come down to
us from the East Slavic past: Mokosh. Her name suggests wetness—in
Russian the root mok- means ‘wet” or ‘soak—and hence she may be linked
with Moist (or Raw) Mother Earth, Mat’ syra zemlya, mentioned in songs
and traditional proverbs that concern planting or burial. This image of the
earth invokes both the damp, chilly soil that is planted in the spring, and the
earth as a mother’s body to which the dead return—a cold, clammy body,
unlike the body of the human mother. The Slavic pagan underworld was
called preispodn’ia, ‘close-under-place. That suggests a world or afterworld
in the near underground, like the one described in “The Three Kingdoms,”
into which the hero is lowered on leather straps. Though Baba Yaga is most
often found in the forest, her role in the mysteries of death and rebirth also
gives her a connection with the harvest and the space underground where
grain germinates.

Scholars note that Mokosh is connected to the Christian Saint
Paraskeva, called Paraskeva-Piatnita by Russian peasants, or ‘Paraskeva-
Friday. Friday was traditionally the day of the goddess in European pagan-
ism, as we see in linguistic survivals. English Friday is named for Frigg or
Freya, the Anglo-Scandinavian goddess of love, approximately the same
as Venus, source of the French Friday, vendredi. Paraskeva in Russian folk
religious belief was a special patron of women. She protected them in child-
birth, but she also demanded that Orthodox Christians respect her by re-
fraining from “women’s” tasks, especially spinning, on Fridays. Paraskeva’s
day was celebrated on October 28, according to the Julian calendar. Her day
is so close to Halloween and the Day of the Dead, the old cross-quarter
day of November 1 that marked the beginning of winter,® that the date sug-
gests Mokosh, who very probably underlies Paraskeva, is like Baba Yaga: a
queen of gathering food and eventually of harvest but also of death, guard-
ing the mysteries of winter and old age, the unprepossessing dry seeds that
hold life until the following season. As Moist Mother Earth “eats” the bodies
of the dead, so Baba Yaga eats human beings. Paraskeva’s role of guarding
women in childbirth also ties into some of Baba Yaga’s concerns. Images of
Paraskeva on Russian icons may show her holding a spindle—the same tool
that, again, may sometimes hold up Baba Yaga’s rotating hut. Folk narratives
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about Paraskeva mention that women who spin on Fridays make her dirty,
and the “dirty” saint’s tangled hair recalls Baba Yaga’s gray braids.

Another, more occulted possibility is that Baba Yaga is “the devil's grand-
mother,” who shows up in a Russian saying approximately equivalent to “go
to hell”: 1di k chertovoi babushke, “Go the devil's grandmother.” There is no
way to prove or trace this now, but it does suggest an interesting cosmogony.

Many of the tales involve a single Baba Yaga (especially those where she
tests a daughter sent away by her stepmother, or where she or her avian min-
ions kidnap children), but many others include three Baba Yagas, usually
sisters or cousins,” whose houses serve as way stations for a hero or heroine
in quest of a lost or distant beloved. Baba Yaga’s trinity is not a Mozartian
threeness, where hearing a motif twice lulls listeners into expecting the same
result a third time, only to surprise them with something different. Baba
Yaga’s threeness is an exact, folkloric trebling, with ritual answers that are
repeated the same way each time. As mentioned above, the triune Baba Yaga
suggests connections with the triune goddess,® with the figures of the three
Fates, et cetera.?

DEEPER MEANINGS OF BABA YAGA

Baba Yaga is a wonderfully rich figure: some of her appearances in the tales
are quite specific, and we do not wish to blur her outlines by generalizing
too much. Andreas Johns points out, in his thorough and valuable book
Baba Yaga, The Ambiguous Mother and Witch of the Russian Folktale,“Baba
Yaga's particular combination of traits and functions makes her unique
among witches and witch-like characters in world folklore” (2). Like the
Indian goddess Kali, Baba Yaga is terrifying because of her relationship to
death. She mediates the boundary of death so that living human beings may
cross it and return, alive but in possession of new wisdom, or “reborn” into
a new status. Her central role in the fairy-tale process explains why she ap-
pears in so many wonder tales.”

Like most witches in folklore, Baba Yaga is striking in appearance. She
is unusually tall (stretching diagonally across her room when she lies down);
she has a huge nose that may stick up to the ceiling, a bony leg (or, some-
times, a golden or otherwise unusual leg), and iron teeth that she sharpens
in anticipation of a tasty human snack. In some tales the descriptions are
demeaning or disgusting—in one example, her tits (tit’ki) are slung up over
a rail. Here Baba Yaga’s aging female body incarnates the grotesque after-
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math of female fertility. The amount of detail devoted to her description in
some of the tales is quite atypical for a wonder tale, where characters may
have golden hair or starry foreheads, but not many other explicit features—
and she is quite unlike the young beauties a listener may imagine, though
she may have a lovely daughter. The vivid verbal picture of Baba Yaga has
attracted many illustrators, as the reader shall see.

Among the functions that Vladimir Propp lists in his study of the won-
der tale, Baba Yaga is most often a tester and donor. She grudgingly hands
over riches, a horse or a large bird for transportation, or necessary weapons
or tools, and she points out the path to the desired goal—most often, lead-
ing to or advising on how to recover a missing partner. She is both a canni-
bal and a kind of innkeeper, a woman who threatens but also often rewards.
She is a goddess of death, but she also gives access to maturity and fertility.
She dwells at the border of the other realm, not in Rus’." Sometimes she
helps the hero or heroine evade pursuit, while at other times she is the one
who pursues. She may sneak into Rus’ herself, mastering the path there and
back; other times she is unable to cross and must stop pursuing the hero or
heroine at the border. In a few tales she gives the hero and heroine a magic
carpet (kover-samolét, or ‘self-flying carpet’) to carry them back home from
the thrice-tenth kingdom.

Each tale in this collection is different, though many of them share com-
mon features and some are variants of the same plot. Baba Yaga appears
in many different guises. Clearly folktale tellers did not expect her to be
the same every time she appeared. Nevertheless, her various hypostases or
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stable images would remain in the back of a listener’s mind even if a tale
stressed another of her roles. If she is being pleasant and helpful, a listener
would still feel some tension: what if she suddenly started sharpening her
teeth? She may be a helpful if off-putting old woman, who lives in a peculiar
house and, when someone arrives from Rus, comments on the smell with a
“Foo, foo, foo!"—not unlike the western fairy-tale ogre’s “Fee, fie, fo, fum!”
A male hero gets the best treatment if he interrupts her questions and com-
ments with a demand to be fed, given a drink, and put to bed before he will
begin to tell her his news. She often asks, “Are you doing a deed or fleeing
a deed?” and she may give the hero a ball of string that will lead to the next
necessary place, perhaps the home of her own sister, another Baba Yaga. In
this benign form, a trio of Baba Yaga sisters may be replaced by ordinary old
women, but their “true identity” is revealed by their role in the tale as they
send the questing character from one to the next, usually youngest to old-
est.” Second, Baba Yaga can be a frightening witch who is nonetheless fair,
a donor who rewards Vasilisa or the (step)daughter who serves her well,
while punishing the evil stepmother and/or stepdaughter. She may give the
good daughter dresses and other kinds of wealth, o, less fulsomely, “reward”
her by knocking off the stepmother and/or stepsister(s)—or merely by not
killing her as the stepmother had expected she would. Third, she can also
be a frightening witch who is not a donor, or who is an inadvertent donor;
in “Mar’ia Morevna,” she plans to eat Prince Ivan even though he has ful-
filled his part of the bargain to earn a wonderful horse, and he has to steal a
mangy colt from her stable. Fourth, she is a thief of children and apparently
also a cannibal. In one group of tales, her bird or birds steal a baby, who
must be rescued by a servant or an older sister. In others, she is tricked into
eating her own child or children by a boy she stole, who is old enough to
figure out his own escape from her house.

These are not entirely stable versions of Baba Yaga, as her roles may
blend into one another. There is always the threat that she will eat someone
who fails her tests, and even when she is being fair or pleasant to a charac-
tet, the listener must recall the possibility that she will suddenly change her
mind. When she tears apart the bad stepsister after treating the good one
fairly, nothing remains but bones; the tale does not specify where the flesh
went, and perhaps it does not need to. At the same time, when we see her
stealing babies (most often a little boy), the babies do not seem to be in im-
mediate danger. The sister in “The Geese and Swans” discovers her brother
playing with golden apples, which resonate with the apples of youth in other
tales, and the brother in “The Brother” is discovered sitting on a chair (not
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the cold, dirty floor) while the cat Yeremei tells him tales. In both these
tales, servant birds stole the children, not Baba Yaga herself. The kid who
tricks Baba Yaga into eating her own daughters is not so distant from the
young hero who peremptorily orders her to bring him food and drink, thus
compelling her to treat him well instead of eating him. I will return to Baba
Yaga’s role as a child-stealer below.

We see Baba Yaga traveling with her mortar and pestle, stealing chil-
dren and wreaking havoc, but we also see her at the loom. Weaving, mak-
ing the cloth for clothing, is not just a traditional “female” craft that follows
after spinning; it is another link with the “women’s” saint Paraskeva (and
her Friday prohibitions), as well as with images of the Fates as spinners
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or weavers, Baba Yaga is sometimes alone in her hut; in other tales she has
a variety of helpers or companions, the three pairs of disembodied hands
Vasilisa sees but wisely does not ask about. These recall the hands that wait
on Beauty in the palace of the Beast. In “Vasilisa the Beautiful,” Baba Yaga
also commands three riders: a white rider on a white horse, who represents
dawn,” a red rider on a red horse representing the sun,"* and a black rider
on a black horse, for night. In some tales, such as “Prince Ivan and Beloy
Polyanin,” Baba Yaga has armies and servants who magically create soldiers
for these armies. Finally, she often has a daughter or daughters.” The daugh-
ters can vary considerably: sometimes they are stupid girls, like their mother
tending to come in threes, who obediently follow Yaga's orders only to be
baked in her oven and eaten by their own mother, as in “Baba Yaga and the
Kid.” Even a mean, stupid Baba Yaga never wants to eat her own children,
and she becomes viciously angry after she is tricked into doing it. In other
tales, Baba Yaga has a single daughter, a great beauty, who aids the hero or
heroine and is rewarded for this by escape from Baba Yaga into the ordi-
nary world and marriage to a hero or a prince, as in “Prince Ivan and Beloy
Polyanin” or “Prince Danila Govorila.” Helping the hero or heroine puts the
daughter in danger: aiding them, and thus betraying her mother, makes her
a stranger to Baba Yaga, an enemy—and so herself liable to be caught and
devoured. For all these daughters no father is visible; some of the negative
ones are called Yagishna, daughter of Yaga, using the Russian patronymic
form that is otherwise always based on the father’s name, never the mother’s.
Being the mother of a magical beauty connects Yaga to other magical par-
ents in Russian wonder tales, such as the Sea King.'

In some tales, Baba Yaga seems to be involved because the mother is
missing, even if the tale is about a stepmother. In “Prince Danila Govorila,”
the mother is dead and the heroine in peril, but Baba Yaga’s kind and lovely
daughter turns out to look just like the heroine, and the magic ring that
caused all the trouble presumably fits her too (so she can marry the brother,
saving him and Katerina from the sin of incest). In “Vasilisa the Beautiful,”
the heroine’s doll, a deathbed gift from her mother, keeps her safe in Baba
Yaga's house. Baba Yaga grumbles and tells her to leave (albeit with the gift
of fire, contained in a fire-eyed skull) once she learns that Vasilisa is pro-
tected by her mother’s blessing. Vasilisa is as clever as she is beautiful: she
mentions the blessing but not the doll. Baba Yaga tests gitls not only by
requesting impossible tasks, such as sorting poppy seeds from dirt, or by de-
manding completion of so many tasks that only a magical doll or help from
the local mice can accomplish them in the allotted time. She also makes the
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gitls show that they are proficient at the essential feminine tasks: cooking,
washing, stoking the fires in stove and bathhouse. Even in a tale where she
plans to eat the girl, Baba Yaga tells her to sit down and weave in her place
while she goes to sharpen her teeth. This does in part reflect traditional
realia, the cruel fact that a peasant gitl who did not know how to weave or
cook or stoke the bathhouse would not bring good fortune to her family. In
a time and place where the margins for survival could be slim, these skills
not only made a girl marriageable but could be a matter of life and death for
her and her family. Baba Yaga is often kinder, or at least more fair, than the
stepmother who sends her unloved stepdaughter to the witch in hopes that
she will be eaten or destroyed.

Indeed, Baba Yaga tests peasant virtues: knowledge of the skills of hus-
bandry and housekeeping, patience, persistence, kindness, generosity, and
the capacity for hard work, Some scholars suggest that tales of Baba Yaga
helped young people accept and understand their place in a traditional cul-
ture, even after the earlier initiation rituals where she played a role were
abandoned. For young village women especially, marriage meant entering
a new household and adapting to new household organization, under the
authority of the mother-in-law. In Russian wonder tales, even royalty may
need to know basic men’s and women’s skills, and even a tsar’s wife may
change her fate once she is tempted by a golden spindle that spins gold
thread or a silver needle that embroiders by itself. Besides that, heroes and
heroines of the tales must know how to handle Baba Yaga: when to tell the
truth or to lie, to demand food and drink or to obey her meekly, to steal
what they need or to stay with her until they have earned it.

So Baba Yaga appears as an initiatrix, a vestigial goddess, a forest power,
and a mistress of birds or animals. In a hunting culture, like that of old
Russia, all that made her a very important figure.” We even see, in one ver-
sion of the tale “Go I Don't Know Where and Bring I Don't Know What,’
a place where Baba Yaga’s evolving nature may have let one instance of her
crowd out another: because the lustful general goes to a backstreet Baba
Yaga for advice, identifying her as both evil and urban, the three old women
our hero visits on his way cannot also be figures of the Baba Yaga. The read-
er will notice, though, how similar they are to the triple Baba Yaga in other
tales. The tales evolve over time, as they are told and retold—another reason
for the variations in the nature of this character.

Baba Yaga’s link to death is less unsettling if we remember the constant
place of death in peasant society. Russian peasant gitls would tell fortunes
each spring by making garlands of flowers and tossing them into a stream.
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If her garland floated away, the gitl would marry that year; if it stuck on a
branch or rock, she would have to wait out that season. If her garland sank
in the water, it meant that the girl would die. Yaga’s role as a frightening
tester in stories of initiation seems clear enough, and the element of test-
ing is strong in many of the tales where a young man or woman finds his
or her way to Baba Yaga’s hut. In many of the tales, Baba Yaga (or another
character who fulfills some of her functions) asks the new arrivals whether
they have come of their own will or by compulsion. The question could very
well be part of an initiation ritual, though the correct answer varies from
tale to tale. Propp and others believe that tales about Baba Yaga are indeed
remnants of initiation rituals for adolescents. This helps to explain why
so many of the stories end with marriage or with the once separated, now
matured spouses reunited. Marriage was a crucial moment in traditional
society, marking the newlyweds as adults, producers of a new generation,
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and setting up or bolstering the economic unit of the family, in which many
traditional tasks were gendered and therefore dependent on the character
and preparation of the wife or husband. Moreover, the tradition of wedding
laments suggests that for a young woman marriage could be tantamount to
death,”® even if some brides performed the ritual lamentation more as a way
of keeping off the Evil Eye, to avoid tempting fate by seeming happy about
the wedding arrangements. Given the strong possibility that she played a
role in stories of initiation, it is no surprise that today Baba Yaga is used by
Jungian therapists as a figure of dark, occult knowledge, and her hut to sym-
bolize a stage on a difficult path. Even now she teaches readers or listeners
how to win treasure or understanding out of loss, fear, and pain. One could
argue that in the modern world people pass through many more roles and
stages and face many tests besides those that prove traditional readiness for
marriage. Modern encounters with Baba Yaga and what she represents still
reaffirm our strength, cleverness, and worthiness as adults using stories in
therapy.

I would argue, though, that the tales show a second important tradi-
tional role for Baba Yaga. She is important not only at the phase of adoles-
cent initiation, when a young hero or heroine has reached marriageable age
and must become a fully functioning member of the community, a member
of the child-bearing generation. Recall that Paraskeva, the saint whose day
is celebrated just before the end of the old traditional autumn, is a protector
of women in childbirth. Her precursor Baba Yaga, in her role as a thief and
presumably devourer of children, may serve to address fears of infant and
child mortality.

There is no record of anything like an initiation ceremony for a woman
in childbirth, perhaps because the event was already hedged round with a
huge number of superstitions, spells, and careful practices meant to keep
the child (and, to a lesser extent, the mother) from harm. Russian peasant
women traditionally gave birth in the bathhouse—a sensible choice, since
it was warm, relatively clean, and private, but it was also a place associated
with Baba Yaga. In times of high infant and child mortality, the goddess of
the borders of death would necessarily play a part here, too. Indeed, Baba
Yaga’s role in both types of tales, the “testing” and the “devouring,” is formally
similar. The child’s passage into adulthood symbolically means the death
of the child (and a gitl's marriage, in particular, meant leaving her home
and entering that of her husband’s family, where the mother-in-law could be
as ill-disposed and unwelcoming as a fairy-tale stepmother). If adulthood
meant the death of the child, and marriage meant the death of the maiden,
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