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Preface

The purpose of this book is to introduce students to the major char-
acteristics of folklore of East, South and West Slavs.

A great share of traditional customs and folklore in Western Eu-
rope fell into oblivion or underwent significant changes as early as 
the 19th century. The Slavs, in particular the East Slavs, on the con-
trary, maintained their traditions and folklore for quite a long time. 
Therefore, the present teaching tool focuses on the archaic folkloric 
phenomena preserved by Slavic peoples. Ritual songs and other ar-
tistic creation are presented in the context of calendar, work and 
family customs, thus showing students the importance of analysing 
oral folklore and traditions using a complex approach. Due to a vast 
area inhabited by Slavic peoples across Europe, it is not possible to 
give a comprehensive presentation of all folklore genres. Hence, the 
focus of attention is on the most significant feasts of one or another 
nation and the most popular and peculiar genres of folklore.

Considering that the terminology of folklore genres slightly dif-
fers across nations, the publication does not limit with the terms 
in English; the terms used in the Slavic folklore are specified next 
to English equivalents. Like original names of the major feasts and 
characters, they are written in Italic in the text.

Each chapter ends with the tasks for the individual work of stu-
dents. The publication offers a number of tasks of comparative type, 
where students are asked to compare their native traditions with 
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the customs and folklore of the Slavs or any of the Slavic nations. 
They will help the entire group of students attending the course to 
see the similarities and differences of folklore of different nations 
and to understand the universal characteristics and those influ-
enced by ethnic traditions, religious and historical reasons. Lithu-
anian customs and folklore have a great deal in common with the 
East Slavic and Polish folklore; certain calendar feasts in Lithuania 
are still celebrated both in families and in public; therefore, foreign 
students could be offered to take part in the Lithuanian calendar 
feasts and to sense, to any extent, the spirit of such feasts.

Students will find the list of the main and additional literature 
in different languages at the end of the book.
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I. Slavic Peoples: Origin and Spread

Fig. 1. Slavic countries
    
The Slavs are approximately 240  million people across Europe 
and Asia (Siberia). According to other authors (e. g. Kalevi Wiik 
from Finland), one of the Slavic languages is a mother tongue to 
294 million people. It is the most numerous group of languages and 



8

Slavic Folklore

peoples in Europe. The peoples speaking Slavic languages mostly 
inhabit Central and Eastern Europe. What is more, some 100 mil-
lion people speak Russian as their second language. It should be 
noted that the use of Russian as the second language significantly 
reduced after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

By their linguistic traits, Slavic peoples are divided into West 
Slavs (Poles, Czechs, Slovaks, Sorbs / Lusatian Serbs and Kashubi-
ans), East Slavs (Russians, Ukrainians, Belarusians) and South 
Slavs (Slovenes, Croats, Serbs, Bosniaks, Macedonians, Bulgarians, 
Montenegrins) (see Fig. 1.).

The countries with the largest population of people of Slavic de-
scent are listed below:

East Slavs West Slavs South Slavs
Russia
Ukraine
Belarus

Poland
Czech Republic
Slovakia

Slovenia
Croatia
Serbia
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Macedonia
Bulgaria
Montenegro

Considerable Slavic national minorities live in Kazakhstan, Kir-
ghizistan, Moldova, Latvia and Estonia. Slavic peoples also have 
their minorities in Lithuania, Uzbekistan, Germany (Sorbs), 
Austria.

Slavic Peoples without a Country of Their Own

Sorbs (also known as Lusatian Serbs) are a West Slavic people living 
predominantly in Lusatia, a region on the territory of present-day 
Germany (see Fig. 2). Sorbs are divided into two groups speaking 
their dialects:

◆ Upper Sorbs (about 40,000 people);
◆ Lower Sorbs (about 20,000 people).
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According to a hypothesis, in the 5th cen-
tury the common ancestors of Serbs and 
Sorbs separated from other Slavic peoples 
and subsequently fell into two groups. One 
of the groups, known as the White Serbs, 
reached the Balkans through the Carpathi-
an Mountains under the leadership of the 
Unknown Archont, where they evolved into the present-day Serbs. 
The second group settled in the middle reaches of the Elbe and be-
came Sorbs. De Administrando Imperio written by Emperor Con-
stantine VII Porphyrogenitus tells that a brother of the Unknown 
Archont had remained with a group of the Serb people in what is 
today called Lusatia.

Yet another hypothesis maintains that the ethnonyms ‘Serbs’ 
and ‘Sorbs’ originated independently.

Kashubians are West Slavic people. They 
live in Poland, mostly the region south-
westwards from Gdańsk and Gdynia re-
ferred to as Kashubia (see Fig. 3). From this 
land a part of Kashubians migrated to the 
USA, Canada, Germany or other regions of 
Poland.

The total Kashubian population varies 
greatly depending on the methodology of 
calculation – from 50,000 to 500,000 Kashubians are estimated to 
live in Poland. 300,000 is the most common figure. Strict require-
ments were applied in the Polish census of 2002: a resident did not 
have an option to declare one nationality and a different ethnicity, 
or more than one nationality; therefore, only ~5,100 Polish residents 
declared Kashubian nationality. In 2002, 51,000 Polish residents de-
clared Kashubian as their mother tongue (cf. after World War II 

~200,000 Polish residents could speak Kashubian).

Fig. 2. Lusatian lands

Fig. 3. Territory 
inhabited by Kashu-
bians
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The Kashubian (or Pomeranian) ethnic group formed in the 
6–12th century as various West Slavic, Germanic and West Baltic 
tribes merged together. Even though Kashubians established a rath-
er strong state in the 10th century, the first mention of this name 
dates back to the 13th century only. The earliest known mention 
of Kashubians can be traced back to the 1238 document of Pope 
Gregor IX, specifying the title of the west Pomeranian dukes dux 
Slavorum et Cassubia. Until around the transition from the 18th to 
the 19th century this ethnic group inhabited the entire area between 
the Vistula and Oder rivers. They were under continuous influence 
of the German culture, whereas from the 2nd half of the 18th century 
they faced the targeted Germanization of the Prussian (later Ger-
man) administration.

In the mid-19th century the east Kashubian region gave rise to 
the Kashubian national revival movement with the Kashubian na-
tional cultural movement as its peculiar sequel taking place in Po-
land since 1945. In the times of Communist Poland, Kashubians 
were considered a Polish ethnographic group, which was subject 
to Polonization.

Origin of the Name Slavs

The etymology of the name Slav is still obscure; none of a number 
of theories offered by linguists has been universally accepted. Some 
researchers believe that the Venedi mentioned by Tacitus are also a 
Slavic people.

The first mention of the Slavs in the written sources dates back 
to the 6th century. The peoples which Roman historians placed be-
tween Galindians and Sarmatians before that time are also some-
times attributed to the Slavs. Even the earliest sources use rather 
different names to refer to the Slavs. The oldest Slavic monuments 
mention Slovene (plural from the singular Slovenin), their coun-
try is called Slovensko, their language – slovenesk jazyk, and their 
people – slovensk narod.
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As testified by Cassiodorus-Jordanes, the names of Slavic tribes 
are, as a rule, derived from their inhabited area; therefore, we may 
guess that the word Slavs marks a description which was likely coined 
by the neighbouring foreign peoples rather than the name used by 
the Slavs to refer to themselves. In the prehistory of the formation 
of nations, the external observers first considered Slavs an undiffer-
entiated group based on the affinity of their languages and followed 
the common tendency of joining alien people into larger units.

According to another theory, Slav derives from a word slovo, 
i. e. word. Presumably, in such a way the Slavs differentiated them-
selves from the Germanic peoples whom they called niemcy, i. e., 
mute, dumb. Hence, the Slavs are “those speaking in understand-
able words”, while the others are “those incapable of speaking in 
understandable words”. The Slavs consider it one of the most cred-
ible etymologies.

As a result of long-lasting wars between the Slavs and the Ger-
manic peoples, a number of Slavs were taken to the slave market, 
therefore the word Slav is akin to the word slave in some languages 
(English Slave, German Sklave).

By analogy, the territory which was inhabited by the Slavs and 
which did not have a special name in the literature of that time was 
referred to as Sclavia / Sclavinia, i. e. the territory of the Slavs. As 
soon as closer relations – whether peaceful or military – were es-
tablished with the national groups which seemed like a single ho-
mogeneous group at a distance, the practical reasons determined 
the need to distinguish the Slavs. The geographical names used 
in the beginning were gradually replaced by the names used by 
the tribes themselves. Moravian, Bohemian, Polish Slavs separated 
from the common name of the Slavs, thus making the general de-
scription irrelevant.
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Origin of Proto-Slavic

Proto-Slavic formed in the territory of the Indo-European corded-
ware archaeological culture, which spread over Europe in the pe-
riod around 3000 B.C. As regards the origins of Proto-Slavic, three 
hypotheses prevail:

◆ According to one of them, Proto-Slavic emerged next to Pro-
to-Germanic and Proto-Baltic as a result of subsequent dia-
lectal differentiation of the people of the corded ware culture.

◆ Another hypothesis states that a common Proto-Balto-Slavic 
first descended from the northern group of Indo-European 
dialects, which later gave rise to individual Baltic and Slavic 
proto-languages. The supporters of this hypothesis rely of a 
considerable affinity of Baltic and Slavic languages and the 
common facts of the languages (in particular as regards lexis), 
which are not apparent in other Indo-European languages.

◆ The third hypothesis traces Proto-Slavic to peripheral (usu-
ally southern) Baltic dialects. This hypothesis is mostly 
grounded on the Prussian-Slavic language parallels.

There is no single universally accepted theory on the old Slavic 
centre (their original homeland). Some scientists believe that the 
Slavic original homeland could be traced to the present territory of 
Poland and further westwards (a Slavic ethnic group of Sorbs still 
reside in Germany). Yet others assert that the Slavic original home-
land must have stretched near the Danube. It is known for sure 
that when the Huns (Hungarian ancestors) reached the Danube, 
the Slavs were already there; Slovaks and Serbs still live near the 
Danube. It is also believed that the Slavic original homeland must 
have been in the Carpathian region. It is asserted that the Slavs, 
moving northwards, found themselves in Transdnieper occupied 
by the Eastern Balts, whereas moving southwards they ended up 
in the part of the Balkan Peninsula inhabited by Thracians and 
Phrygians (what is now Bulgaria).
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Today a great number of researchers tend to believe that in the 
4th–3rd century B.C. the area inhabited by the Slavs was considerably 
small and reached the Pripyat (the right tributary of the Dniester; 
the river flows along the present Ukrainian-Belarusian border area) 
in the north, the middle reaches of the Dnieper in the east, the foot-
hills of the Carpathians in the south and the middle reaches of the 
Vistula in the west.

More specific information about the Slavs comes to light in 
the 6–7th century only. It is the time of intensive expansion of the 
Slavs. The mentions of the ancestors of the Slavs – the Antes and 
the Sclavines – in the accounts of ancient authors – Jordanes, in the 
depiction of the wars between the Goths and the Huns, and oth-
ers – get increasingly more common: in 518–527 the Antes raided 
Byzantium; in 551 the Sclavines defeated the army of Justinian I 
near Hadrianopolis. In the 7th century the Antes and the Sclavines 
already cultivated arable farming.

At the turn from the 6th to the 7th century, the Slavs continued to 
expand in as many as three directions – north, by moving towards 
the Dnieper basin, west, by fighting over the Vistula basin and Ger-
manic lands, and south, towards the Balkans. The assimilation of 
nomadic Bulgars of Turkic descent is a testimony to the influence 
of the Slavs in the Balkans: In 679 the Bulgars invaded the lands 
inhabited by the Slavs from the Black Sea but they were soon as-
similated by the Slavs, with their name as the only remnant. The 
Slavic invasion deep into Greece, Crete and Asia Minor ended with 
their assimilation in these lands.

In the 8–9th century the Slavic peoples of distinct political or-
ganisation inhabited a broad territory from the Black Sea and the 
Aegean Sea to the Baltic Sea, also the Elbe and the Saale, the Bohe-
mian Forest, the Alps and the Adriatic Sea, as well as the area to the 
upper reaches of the Don and the lower reaches of the Dnieper.

At the end of the 10th century the monks of the Kiev monastery 
in Old Rus’ started compiling the chronicle Povest vremennych let. 
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It is the oldest chronicle which uses a number of folkloric historical 
legends about the East Slavs; the chronicle traces the original Slavic 
homeland to the Danube.

The 9th century is considered the dawn of the Slavic writing sys-
tem, when the brothers Cyril and Methodius created the first Slavic 
alphabet based on the Greek script. Slight modifications were made 
to the alphabet for a number of times but it is essentially the same 
alphabet which has been used by the East Slavic, Bulgarian, Serbian, 
also Russian and Greek Orthodox churches to this day. The West 
Slavs use the Latin script.

All Slavic languages can be characterised by a rather high pro-
portion of common lexis; however, certain essential differences 
also developed over time: a part of common words acquired differ-
ent, even opposite, meanings; pronunciation, grammar differences 
emerged.

Religions practiced by the Slavs differ as well. The East Slavs and 
the South Slavs are the Orthodox and Old Believers (they adopted 
Christianity from Byzantium); the West Slavs are Roman Catholics. 
The South Slavs were under Turkish rule for a long time; a part of 
them (the Bosniaks) converted to the Islamic religion.

Task for individual work:
Make a brief presentation of any Slavic country (historical facts, reli-
gion, population, etc.). Working in groups, discuss historical and re-
ligious links among the East, West and South Slavic peoples and their 
present-day countries.
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II. System of Genres of Slavic Folklore

Folklore, like literature, is the art of the word. Therefore, the Slavic 
folklore uses the same terms as the science of literature tailored to 
meet the peculiar characteristics of oral folklore. There are 3 estab-
lished forms of literature (as well as folklore): epic, lyric and drama, 
which are customarily referred to as types.

Each country divides folklore by types, sub-types and genres. 
However, both the terminology of classification and the division of 
folklore itself slightly differ according to the established traditions. 
A lot of genres are universal and exist in the folklore of various 
nations, for instance, folktales, proverbs, riddles, historical legends, 
etc. Folklore changes depending on the changes in daily routine, 
social life and worldviews. A number of folklore elements undergo 
changes and transformations. As time passes by, classifications in 
each country are affected by slight changes as well.

Several other important factors are taken into account when pro-
ducing a classification of Russian folklore. First of all, it is a re-
lationship between genres and rites; secondly, it is a relationship 
of an oral text with singing and action. Pieces of folklore may be 
related to rites and singing (chanting) but they may also be unre-
lated to them.
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Therefore, the Russian folklore is classified as follows1:
I. Ritual folklore:

1) calendar folklore (winter, spring, summer and autumn 
cycles);
2) family (birth, wedding, funeral) folklore;
3) charms.

II. Non-ritual folklore:
1) epic prose genres:

a) folktales;
b) historical legends;
c) legends;

2) epic rhymed genres:
a) byliny;
b) historical songs;
c) ballads;

3) lyrical rhymed genres:
a) social songs;
b) love songs;
c) family songs;
d) small lyrical genres (chastushki, refrains, etc.)

4) small non-lyrical genres:
a) proverbs and sayings
b) riddles;
c) tongue-twisters;
d) wishes;
e) curses;
etc.

5) drama works:
a) disguises, games, round dances;
b) scenes and plays.

1. Кравцов Н. И., Лазутин С. Г. Русское устное народное творчество. М., 
1977. С. 34.
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The ritual folklore comprised of oral-musical, dramatic, game, cho-
reographic genres. Rites played a fundamental role in the life of the 
people. They came to being over centuries, by gradually encom-
passing the diverse centuries-long experience. Rites rendered a rit-
ual-magical meaning and had a power to determine people’s rules 
of conduct. According to the conventional classification, they are 
divided into work (agricultural) and family rites. The rites associ-
ated with different Slavic peoples bear a number of resemblances to 
the rites of a number of other nations. Ritual folklore is a syncretic 
phenomenon; thus, oral folklore is usually reviewed in combina-
tion with customs.

Naturally, there are also intermediate mixed phenomena, e. g. 
lyrical-epic songs, folktales-legends, etc. Living conditions, histori-
cal fate, religion and other differences of Slavic peoples also shaped 
the differences in folklore. Different Slavic peoples observe a num-
ber of analogous customs at a different time. As regards the Slavic 
folklore in general, inconsistencies can even be found at the level 
of the system of genres – each nation has peculiar characteristic 
genres. For instance, the South Slavs preserved epic songs until the 
20th century, whereas Russians were the only people among the East 
Slavs to preserve them. Ukrainians created peculiar lyrical-epic 
songs called dumas. Special mythological songs are only character-
istic of Bulgarians.

Ukrainians have the kolomyjka (the name derived from the 
town of Kolomyia) – it is a short song reminiscent of the chastushka, 
which consists of a couplet or quatrain; each line has 14 syllables, 
with a caesura after the eighth syllable. The krakowiak is only char-
acteristic of Poles – it is a short funny wedding poem, with its name 
deriving from the city of Krakow.

What is more, the pattern of spread of individual folklore genres 
varies in each nation. For instance, funny and humorous songs 
are more popular in Ukraine, compared to Russia or Belarus. The 
kolyadki (the songs performed by Christmas maskers attributed to 
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spiritual songs by their form and genre) are more widely spread in 
Ukrainian and Belarusian folklore.

Genres also differ by their character. Belarusian folktales are 
more heroic in character compared to Russian or Ukrainian folk-
tales; it may be determined by the fact that there are no heroic epic 
songs in the Belarusian folklore.

Nevertheless, generally speaking, folklore genres can also be 
characterised by common features. Each of them plays its peculiar 
task – it depicts some side of life. Some genres reflect the history of 
the nation (byliny, historical songs, historical legends), others depict 
the daily life and major crafts of the nation (calendar ritual songs, 
work songs), yet others express personal feelings and experiences 
(family and love songs) or national worldviews and life experience 
(proverbs). Nevertheless, each genre supplements one another, thus 
creating a single ideological artistic system. Folklore genres distin-
guish by a diversity of the principles of folklore aesthetics – simplic-
ity, brevity, economy, story-telling, poetization of nature, clear dis-
tinction of the moral behaviour of characters (positive and negative 
heroes). The genres of oral folklore are also interrelated by a com-
mon system of artistic means – peculiarity of composition, sym-
bolism, special types of epithets. The system also has clear national 
peculiarities influenced by language, specific characteristics of the 
daily life, history and culture of the nation.

With the general rules of folklore creation in mind, genres are 
in the ongoing process of creation and change. For instance, the by-
liny (they sing about warriors, heroes, national heroes and histori-
cal events of Old Rus’) did not only develop on the basis of the early 
heroic songs but they were also influenced by the genres of legends-
folktales. The byliny, in turn, gave rise to historical songs. The chas-
tushki emerged out of different types of lyric songs, as well as dance 
and game songs. The history of folklore can also be characterised by 
an opposite phenomenon – when the new genres start influencing 
the old, i. e. the genres which gave rise to them. In this way, histori-
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cal songs, which originated from the byliny, change the latter: they 
expand their focus on social conflicts; personal relations of heroes 
are highlighted; poetics becomes simpler. Having originated from 
lyric songs, the chastushki started influencing them: the melody, 
composition and symbolism of lyric songs become simpler.

Some genres may be integrated into others. We can observe how 
a proverb is integrated into a bylina or a lyric song; it is used as a 
conclusion or a moral ending of a song. Historical songs include 
certain passages reminiscent of laments, though sometimes the en-
tire song takes the form of a lament. Songs are incorporated into 
folktales (folktales with sung passages).

Certain genres become more similar or move from one group to 
another. For instance, a number of wedding songs may be found in 
the Ukrainian kolyadki (Christmas-time songs). It can be explained 
by the fact that both types of songs feature certain songs which are 
intended to praise and glorify someone: a number of wedding songs 
praising a bridegroom and in particular his parents and the parents of 
a bride have evolved into Christmas songs praising the master of the 
house and his family members. The decay of calendar rites and their 
magical meaning influenced a shift of calendar songs to family and 
love song groups (e. g. songs about the fortune-telling using wreaths 
and songs about an old man forbidding his young wife from going to 
round dances). Certain wedding and family non-ritual songs are also 
akin by their topic, structure and characters, for instance, the songs 
where a woman complains about her hard life. The motives of being 
forced to marry an unloved man, cruel parents, life in a new family 
are common. The only difference is that wedding songs speak about 
it as a likely future, while family songs see it as a true fact.

Occasionally, not only genres but also types of folklore are inter-
connected, for instance, byliny and folktales about heroes, histori-
cal and lyrical songs (about soldiers, brave-hearted men).

Different genres of folklore originated at a different time. Ritual 
songs, charms, riddles, proverbs are considered the oldest genres; 
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folktales, byliny date to later times, whereas historical songs and 
lyrical songs – to even later times; finally, chastushki are consid-
ered the most recent genre. Other changes are also noteworthy: 
the strengthening of the lyrical character and the decay of the epic 
character can be observed from the 18th century – the early 19th cen-
tury. The second half of the 19th century witnessed the strengthen-
ing of verisimilitude of folklore and the decrease in fantastic ele-
ments, which also made influence on the genre of the tales of magic. 
The impact of literature is on the increase. Literary songs acquire a 
folkloric character; a “cruel” romance – tragic in its plots and senti-
mental by its style – becomes popular. It brings changes to both the 
traditional system of genres and their interconnections.

Tasks for individual work:
1. Compare the classification of folklore of your native country (or 

Lithuanian) and Slavic folklore.
2. Compare the songs of similar genres of two nations (for instance, 

historical, love, humour songs): how are they similar and how are 
they different? Why?

3. Interview your friend and ask him/her to tell the pieces of folklore 
of 5 different genres.



21

III. Calendar Feasts and Their Folklore

All Slavic peoples are farmers. The Slavs used to celebrate solstice 
days and related changes in nature since the ancient times. The en-
tirety of the rites performed by farmers comprised the annual (cal-
endar) cycle. The major feasts were related to winter and summer 
solstices.

The Orthodox Church did not accept the calendar reform initi-
ated by Pope Gregory XIII and continue to use the Julian calendar, 
that is why the dates of Orthodox religious feasts gradually drift 
away from Catholic and secular calendar and now Orthodox feasts 
are 13 days behind Catholic feasts. Today Orthodox believers cel-
ebrate Christmas on 7 January rather than 25 December.

As regards the calculation methodology of the date of Easter 
(Easter is celebrated on the first Sunday after the full moon that 
occurs after the vernal equinox), the date of Catholic and Orthodox 
Easter occasionally coincides, though sometimes the difference is 
the entire month: Orthodox Easter may be in April or May; Catho-
lic – in March or April. The Easter day coincides across various 
Christian confessions once in several years. For example, Christian 
Easter coincides in 2004, 2007, 2010, 2014 and 2017.

The Slavic folk calendar divides the year into 12 months. Like many 
other peoples, the Slavs used to call months by different names. The 
Russian folk calendar reflects the specific characteristics of the way 
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of life of a Russian Orthodox peasant residing in the central Euro-
pean part of Russia. The old names for months and certain descrip-
tions are reminiscent of the state of nature, behaviour of birds and 
the principal works of people of that time of the year. For instance, 
Russians used to call the month of February Sechen or Liutyj as 
snowstorms are characteristic of that period of the year. Other epi-
thets of February – Bokogrej (people spent much time inside), Shi-
rokije Dorogi (snow may not only be crossed by roads but also by 
fields). Whereas Slavic peoples inhabited large areas, climatic con-
ditions differed significantly; therefore, the same name was some-
times used to refer to different periods: Berezozol (collected birch 
sap) was April in the north and March in the south. Different Slavic 
peoples used to use the name Gruden to refer to as many as three 
months (October, November and December).

Both old names related to pre-Christian confessions (e. g. 2 Feb-
ruary called Gromnitsa – from grom, thunder) and Christian names 
are used to name individual feasts and special days; both names of 
feasts are often used in parallel (e. g. Christmas Eve and Christmas – 
Kutja and Rozhdestvo Christovo). The days dedicated to Christian 
saints are called after their names by adding certain descriptions 
reminiscent of the state of nature and people’s works (e. g. Gerasim 
Grachevnik – 4 March, starlings fly back, Marja-Zazhgi-Snega – 1 
April, snow melts, Jeremej Zapriagalchik – 1 May, Jeremej the Har-
nesser, everyone leaves to the fields, Jeremej Raspriagalchik – 31 May, 
Jeremej the Unharnesser, the major sowing works are over, etc.). 
Saints often appear in proverbs and sayings reflecting both the state 
of nature and people’s works, for example:

8 October – Tryphon and Pelagia the Shiverer (Трифон и 
Пелагея Ознобница, Russian озноб – shivering caused by feeling 
cold) «Трифон шубу чинит, Пелагея рукавички шьет» (Tryphon 
mends up a fur coat, Pelagia tailors gloves);

3 May – Boris and Gleb «Борис и Глеб сеют хлеб» (Boris and 
Gleb sow bread).
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The poetic characteristics of feasts – occasionally mocking but 
often serious – are also known in the folklore of other nations 
(e. g. Lithuanian: “Saint George with an herb, while Saint Ann 
with bread”, “Before the Feast of Saint John everyone is calling 
for rain, after the Feast of Saint John a single woman can make it 
happen”, etc.).

Over 400 names of saints, martyrs, spiritual figures and persons 
of ducal origin are mentioned in the Russian folk calendar of the 
19th century. The personification of calendar days allowed for a bet-
ter orientation of poorly literate peasants in time.

In the old times, the New Year was celebrated at a different time 
than we are used to – it could be celebrated on 1 March or 1 Sep-
tember. Peter I changed the New Year to 1 January in Russia (in 
1700). The customs of every afore-mentioned date of the New Year 
preserved the customs or beliefs of the boundary of the year.

Like in other European nations, the Slavic folk calendar is tight-
ly linked with the Christian calendar, reflects enduring changes 
in natural cycles and the experience of folk toils, family life, and 
the cult of ancestors. The principal calendar feasts and related rites 
stretch back to the old times by their roots. They were exploited for 
fortune-telling and for influencing the surrounding world of the 
human being by magical means: to secure fortune, luck and health 
in a family, a good yield and cattle surplus, success in every work.

Tasks for individual work:
1. Find some examples of month names used in your country in old 

times. What information is encoded in the names?
2. Which names of saints given to feasts were most important in your 

country?
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1. Folklore of Winter Feasts

In autumn, when field works are over, marriage and future yield 
of the following year become the primary concern. It reflects in 
the customs of the majority of feasts of this time of the year. On 14 
October, the Feast of Pokrov, girls used to make a wish for Pokrov 
to fill up the house with warmth, the master of the house – with 
valuables, the mistress of the house – with fabrics and them – with 
a good bridegroom. Analogous goals also reflect in the folklore of 
14 November – Feast of Saints Cosmas and Damian. It was a feast 
day of Russian girls. They used to imitate a wedding – two girls 
would dress up like the groom and the bride, others would imi-
tate the wedding party. Girls would stuff male clothes with straws, 
bring the straw doll to the forest and tear it to pieces. Then they 
would jump on the straws shaken out from the straw doll for en-
suring a good next-year yield and would eat chicken. In the songs, 
Cosmas and Damian are referred to as smiths and asked to forge 
the wedding “strong enough to last till a long beard and grey hair”. 
In certain versions of the songs, the saint smiths are appealed but 
the address matushka is used – “Matushka Cosmas Damian”. It 
leads to a conclusion that the saints could replace some earlier fe-
male character.

In Orthodox countries, the Feast of Philip the Apostle (27 No-
vember) marks the beginning of Philip’s Fast referred to as Ad-
vent in Catholic countries. This period used to witness youth get-
togethers. The period was called posidelki (sit-down gatherings) or 
strashnye vechera (horrible evenings). Village youth used to gather 
in a single house, spin and weave ropes. They would drink kvass 
and beer made from barley collected from the entire village. Songs 
about spinning, tow buying or a lazy spinner were sung while work-
ing. The main theme was the selection of the bride or the groom, 
pairing, unwillingness to marry an unloved man / to the foreign 
country. They sang about the right time for a girl to marry, about 
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the kidnapping of a girl. Wedding theme games were played, round 
dances (chorovody) were held; couples would publicly kiss at the 
end. A motif of a climbing plant (vjun, chmel – bindweed, hop) is 
common in the songs of round dances and the games consisting of 
role-playing elements. Belarusian and Polish games are identical to 
Lithuanian Advent games.

Fortune-telling related to future marriage and other events in a 
person’s life was practised on Saint Andrew’s Day (13 December). 
Fortune-telling songs were commonly performed in Russia. By 
the type of fortune-telling, songs were called podbliudnye (“under-
bowl” – tiny belongings of the participants in fortune-telling were 
placed under a bowl – rings, ribbons, handkerchiefs, etc.). In most 
of the regions songs were sung in a choir in a certain traditionally 
established order. The rite used to begin with the songs in honour of 
bread. They were followed by the songs predicting wealth at home, 
immediate wedding (such songs were especially numerous), eternal 
girlhood, divorce, journey, widowhood, disease or death.

The key poetic symbols in the songs of this type were univer-
sal – bread, gold, home, road, tree – images. The images of bread 
and grain, [wheat] sheaf, kneading-trough were characteristic of 
the songs predicting yield and wealth. Wealth was also symbol-
ised by the images of pike, bear or mouse. Misfortune was symb-
olised by the croak of a crow, pancake dedicated to the commem-
oration of the dead, white cloth, coffin. Wedding symbols were 
identical to those in other wedding songs and rites; they were of-
ten pictured in pairs – a sable and a marten, a birch (in Russian, 
birch is feminine) and an oak, two pigeons, wedding ring. A song 
was dedicated to specific girls participating in fortune-telling. If 
a girl drew her own item from under the bowl, it meant that the 
words in the song would come true. The prediction was addition-
ally strengthened by the lyrics in the refrain: “To whom we sing, 
to the same we sing again”. The song predicting the wedding was 
usually sung to the ultimate participant in fortune-telling. The 
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same fortune-telling songs2 were sung in the fortune-telling done 
on Christmas Eve.

Bread and Salt Song: Wedding Song:

To the bread and salt

Long years ahead, glory.

To our lady

Even better than this, glory.

To whom we have sung,

To the same for the better, glory.

Who draws it,

It will soon come true, glory.

Soon come true,

It will not pass by, glory.3 KSF 13

The smith goes from the forge, glory,

The smith carries three hammers, glory.

– Dear smith, smith, forge me a wreath, glory.

Forge me a wreath golden and new, glory.

From the remains – a golden ring, glory,

From the crumbs – a needle, glory.

I need the wreath to get married, glory,

I need the ring to get ringed up, glory,

I need the needle to pin the cloth, glory.

To whom we have sung, to the same for the better, glory.

Who draws it, to the same it comes true, glory.

To the same it comes true, it will not pass by, glory. KSF 22

Winter and summer solstices (the shortest and the longest day), as 
well as vernal and autumnal equinox, were especially important to 
European nations.

The beginning of the year in the Russian folk calendar abounds 
in feasts; there is even a proverb: Winter – to freeze, peasant – to 
feasts. A set of feasts lasting from Christmas (25 December) and 
Epiphany (6 January) was named Christmastide / Twelfthtide 
(святки). The first week of this period (until 1 January, Feast of 
Vasilis) was called “holy evenings”, which was dedicated for glo-
rifying the Christ, house-to-house visiting by Christmas maskers, 
inviting luck to one’s home, while the second week, referred to as 

“horrible evenings”, was full of games, maskers, home gatherings (it 
was believed that the devil was particularly active during this time 
of the year, that is why people were afraid to leave home for a long 
time, to go to the forest, cemetery, barns).

2. The majority of the songs cited in this book were collected by Lithuanian folk-
lorist Bronislava Kerbelytė. See Kerbelytė B. Slavų folkloras: Tekstų rinkinys. 
Kaunas, 2012. The publication is hereafter abbreviated KSF and a song num-
ber in it is indicated.

3. The songs are translated word by word – translator’s note.
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Christmas Eve (Shchedryj Vecher [generous evening] / Sochel-
nik [Christmas Eve in Church Slavonic language] / Noch pered 
Rozhdestvom [the night before Christmas]). House-to-house visit-
ing was a characteristic feature during Christmastide in all Slavic 
countries. House-to-house visiting by Christmas maskers is one 
of the most prominent traditions. In east and south Slavic coun-
tries, youth groups referred to as kalendary, koliadary, koliadniki, 
shchedrivniki, used to go from house to house. Their songs were 
respectively called koliadki or shchedrivki. The characteristic fea-
ture of songs – refrains koliada, ovsen, tausen, bausen, vinogradje 
zelenoje vino ([grape green wine]; the latter refrain is also typical of 
the songs sung during house-to-house visiting on Easter). Russians 
used to name songs after their recurrent refrain: kolyadki (in the 
south), ovseni (in central regions), grapes (in north regions). Despite 
varying titles, the content of the songs was similar.

The purpose of the songs was to wish well to the house and to ask 
for treats to the Christmas maskers. The songs glorify the master 
and mistress of the house by wishing them luck in farming; their 
wealth, ingenuity and generosity are depicted with exaggeration; 
long years ahead, happiness and plenty of offspring are wished in 
the songs.

Song of Russian Christmas maskers:
Koliada, koliada

In the eve of Christmas.

We were walking, we were searching

For the holy koliada.

We found koliada

In Peter’s manor.

Peter’s manor

On seven poles,

Eight versts.

Uncle Miron

Carried beer to the yard.

We do not drink beer,

We do not take wine into the mouth.
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It is getting cold outside,

It freezes,

It forbids us to stand outside,

It tells to be quick in giving gifts:

Give them – do not waste time,

Carry them – do not be stingy!

(Dear auntie, will we get your kindness?!)  KSF 23

The songs wish the increase in wealth and ask for treats. If Christ-
mas maskers are satisfied with their treats, they express their grati-
tude in songs; if the master of the house does not give anything or 
gives too little, they scold his home and wish for mice to eat his 
grain, for cattle to die off and even for him to be struck by death. In 
some places, special songs are dedicated to the master, mistress, son 
and daughter. The master and mistress are wished health, while the 
youth – marriage. Marriage wishes to a young man are expressed 
by symbolic images of taking a herd of horses across the bridge 
and falling to water. The songs dedicated to girls included images of 
goldsmiths casting a strip of gold, an elk whose horns will be bro-
ken off and mugs will be made of them. Christmas maskers used to 
sing question-answer songs.

Ukrainians used to sing riddle-songs (What grows without 
roots? What burns without fire? What howls without wind?). Im-
ages of a peahen throwing its feathers / birds shaking off the dew 
and girls collecting it are popular in Polish songs:

A sycamore maple stands in the middle of the manor, hej leluja,

Golden dew is on the sycamore maple, hej leluja,

And the birds of heaven have come, hej leluja,

And they shook off the golden dew, hej leluja,

And a lovely girl has come, hej leluja,

And she laid a white apron, hej leluja,

And she collected the golden dew, hej leluja.

And she ran to the goldsmith, hej leluja:

– Dear goldsmith, craftsman, hej leluja,

Forge me a golden barrel, hej leluja.
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– Who will drink from this barrel, hej leluja?

– Mister Jesus himself with angels, hej leluja,

And Virgin Mary with the maidens, hej leluja, 

And a girl with her suitors, hej leluja. KSF 51

Among West Slavic peoples, houses were visited by adolescents who 
would sing funny secular songs called pastoralki and ask for flour 
for Christmas wafers. Christmas feasts intertwined with Christian 
customs. House visitors would also sing religious songs combined 
with the dramatic scenes of Bethlehem.

People in disguise would also go around houses during Christ-
mastide. In the old times, Czechs would carry a straw doll from 
house to house. Russian and Polish Christmas maskers would take 
a masker dressed as a mare, goat, ox, bear, wolf, crane, old man, old 
woman, dead-man, doll which was called Koliada or Ovsen. Poles 
would sit a straw doll called an old man (dziad) at the table. Such 
disguises gradually evolved into a carnival and became a folk the-
atre – various dramatic scenes were performed.

The songs of Christmas maskers featuring symbolic images were 
sung inside, while Christian songs on the miracle – the birth of 
Christ – were sung outside under the windows. The latter songs 
also included ancient symbols. Among the most popular songs was 
a song about the Virgin Mary who was washing her robe and the 
angels brought it to heaven.

The masters of the houses visited by Christmas maskers used to 
treat them with pies, pancakes, ritual gingerbreads in the shape of 
horses, cows and birds called kozulki, ovsenki.

The South Slavs would perform the rite of badniak in the morning 
of Christmas Eve. The rite also gave its name to Christmas Eve – 
Badni Day / Evening (badni den / vecher). An oak or an ash, maple, 
walnut as tall as a man was cut down in the forest, while its stump 
was sprinkled with grain and moistened with honey. A stump rath-



30

Slavic Folklore

er than a tree was torn out and dragged home by oxen. The cut 
tree was carried home and placed inside the house or near it. Later, 
when Christmas / New Year / Epiphany were over, the badniak was 
set on fire. While in flames, people would keep watch and mumble: 
as many sparks, as many sheep, calves, goats, especially health and 
good life.

The Slavs used to invite a wolf, bear, cold, aunt (personification of 
the plague), sparrows, the dead, Saint Nicholas for the supper of 
Christmas Eve. They used to serve boiled wheat and peas flavoured 
with hemp oil or honey for supper. In Ukraine, apples cooked in 
honey were served. Pancakes were baked for treating Christmas 
maskers. Girls would hurry to do fortune-telling with the first pan-
cake – to eavesdrop neighbours under their windows.

Generally, youth would do much fortune-telling after supper, by 
trying to predict whether they would marry the following year. For 
instance, they would go to sow puppy around the well and listen 
to the name they would hear; they would steal firewood and count 
chumps in pairs; at the crossroads, girls would lie down into the 
snow and examine the imprint in the morning; if it is clearly seen, 
life with the husband / on the husband’s side will be good.

On the occasion of the New Year they would again bake biscuits 
in the shape of animals (the same they baked for Christmas Eve); 
they would give them to Christmas maskers visiting home for 
cattle to grow faster. They would slaughter a pig on 30 December. 
Pig’s legs were given to Christmas maskers, while meat was eaten 
by the entire family. On 1 January Russians would bring pig heads 
to the church; they would boil them in a single pot and eat them 
together.

In Ukraine, children would visit houses. They would sift grain 
and say speeches-wishes. Afterwards, they would sing a ritual song 
called posypalnitsa:



31

Calendar Feasts and Their Folklore

And in the field, in the field, the plough itself is walking

And the Lord himself is walking after the plough,

Saint Peter is driving it.

The Mother of God brought a meal

She brought a meal and asked God:

God, grow rye and wheat,

Rye and wheat, and all kinds of crop. KSF 58

In the eve of the New Year a folk drama called Malanka was per-
formed in Ukraine. A young man would play a young mistress 
named Malanka who did not know how to do housekeeping or was 
serious-minded and silent by nature. She would carry a distaff with 
a tow of hemp, a doll imitating a baby, a broom and a pot with clay 
inside. She was escorted by the handsome Vasyl. Other wedding 
guests would imitate ploughing, sowing actions. A procession of 
wedding guests would go from house to house and would perform 
brief role-playing scenes.

On Epiphany, young men disguised as angels, death or devil would 
go from house to house. The angel would carry a star. Visitors were 
treated with cash.

Would-be brides were subject to inspections. Mothers and 
daughters would go near the church, daughters would stand in a 
row, while would-be bridegrooms would ask an elderly woman to 
lift up girls’ skirts: by the quality of a skirt’s edge, they would decide 
about the girls’ skills to weave and stitch, as well as about their or-
derliness. It was the onset of the period of matchmaking and mar-
riage, which continued until Shrove Tuesday.

Fortune-telling. Fortune-telling and predictions were done 
throughout the festive period. The fortune-telling done on the night 
before Christmas and the evening of Vasilis before the New Year (31 
December) was especially important. The object of fortune-telling 
was future weather, yield or offspring surplus. Finding grain under-
neath the table after Christmas or New Year’s supper was consid-
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ered a good sign in Russia. In certain East Slavic regions, straw used 
to be placed under a tablecloth; before eating, people would draw a 
straw and predict the upcoming farming year. In the eve of the New 
Year, the most respected old men in the village would place a sheaf 
of rye, barley, buckwheat and other crop near the church, bring flax, 
potatoes; they would decide by the layer of frost in the morning on 
which crops will be most productive the following year.

Youth predictions on their personal fate – marriage – were also 
popular. It was especially popular to perform magical actions ac-
companied by the singing of the afore-mentioned special podblud-
nye songs. Other fortune-telling helping to predict the country 
where the would-be husband resided, his name and how the rela-
tions with his family would evolve was also performed. For that 
purpose, girls would eavesdrop conversations under the windows 
of others, they would listen to the squeak of trees, ask the first per-
son they met to say a name, etc. Random coincidences and accords 
would give much food for thought.

Fortune-telling was popular on the occasion of the majority 
of calendar feasts (Shrove Tuesday, Saint George’s Day, Pentecost, 
Feast of Saint John the Baptist), in particular during Christmastide 
in winter.

Tasks for individual work:
1. Familiarise yourself with the texts of folklore of the Slavs and other 

peoples of the period of Advent and Christmastide and compare 
the content of songs and the symbols in use.

2.  Working in groups, discuss which of the old customs of Christ-
mastide have survived in your country.
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2. Folklore of Spring Feasts
Spring comes earlier in the south, therefore, the South Slavs are first 
to start spring rites. 1 February is the Day of Tryphon, Patron Saint 
of Gardeners and Winegrowers (Trifon Zarezan / Trifon Pyanitsa). 
It is a feast of men, the beginning of grapevine pruning. Three stalks 
were symbolically cut out; roots were watered with wine and holy 
water, as well as sprinkled with ash. A dialogue was performed – 
about a good would-be grape yield. The vineyard king was elected 
and crowned with a crown made of grapevine stalks. Afterwards, 
men would transport or carry the king to the house, sprinkle him 
with wine, while the king used to treat men with wine; everyone 
would later perform a round dance in a village square. To ensure a 
good yield at home, grapevine wreaths were attached to barn walls. 
Researchers believe that the feast witnesses certain echoes of the 
cult of the Thracian god Dionysus.

The South Slavs also considered the Day of Tryphon the feast of 
wolves. No mention of a wolf is allowed that day. To prevent the at-
tacks of wolves, a pie used to be made and distributed among cattle 
and neighbours. Men would hunt down a single wolf and carry it 
on a stretcher into every house. Most likely, the feast can be traced 
to ancient times: the Romans used to refer to the peoples residing 
at the borderline of the Roman Empire (ancestors of present-day 
Moldavians and Romanians) as the people of the wolves.

Shrove Tuesday (Russian Maslenitsa, Miasopust, Syrnaja nedelia, 
Polish Zapusty, Ukrainian Pushene / Kolodij, Bulgarian Syrny za-
govelki, Serbian Bela / Syrna / Syroposna maslenitsa) is a feast of 
driving out winter and calling for spring. Christianity only influ-
enced the period of celebration of this day: Orthodox believers end 
the celebration of Shrove Tuesday on the seventh Sunday before 
Easter, while Catholics – on Tuesday, in the eve of Ash Wednesday. 
However, we may not say that the feast entered the folk calendar to-
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gether with Christianity – it contains a number of archaic elements. 
A number of similar customs can be found in equivalent feasts of 
other European peoples; therefore, we may assume that their ge-
netic origin coincides and they were not subsequently borrowed 
from somewhere else. We may compare the rituals of neighbouring 
nations to get a clear picture of similar and diverging customs. The 
distinction of similar features will help to identify the old meaning 
of the feast.

The common features were entertainment, processions of mask-
ers and gluttony. According to researchers, it is believed to bring 
health, fullness and cheerfulness for the upcoming year. People 
would eat plenty of greasy meat and dairy dishes. Maskers would 
stroll about everywhere; a straw doll was carried all over the streets 
in nearly the entire Europe, which used to be torn to pieces or set to 
flames beyond the borders of the village. Fortune-telling and pre-
dictions were also common, with most attention paid to the for-
tune-telling related to farming. The first magic of the day and clear 
analogies with Christmas allow us to assume that in the old times 
Shrove Tuesday could mark the beginning of the farming year. The 
date of such a feast had to be stable. It could be 1 March – according 
to the old calendar, the first day of spring was considered the begin-
ning of the New Year.

Russians celebrated Shrove Tuesday throughout the entire 
week, with each day of the week having a peculiar name. Russians 
referred to this week as Cheesefare Week (сырной, сырницей) be-
cause they would eat plenty of “white” foods during those days: 
milk, butter, sour cream, cheese. Pancakes evolved into a peculiar 
symbol of Shrove Tuesday among Russians but they only made 
their way to the menu of Shrove Tuesday in later times. Ethnogra-
phers associate the eating of pancakes with the cult of ancestors. 
For Russians, pancakes are a prerequisite attribute of funerals 
and commemoration of the dead; the rituals commemorating the 
dead are also part of a set of rituals practised on Shrove Tuesday. 
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Russians commemorate the dead on Saturday, before Maslenitsa. 
Poles commemorate the dead on the first week of the period be-
tween Christmas and Shrove Tuesday. It is less common among 
Belarusians, Ukrainians and other Slavs to include pancakes in 
their festive menu.

Russians used to make an anthropomorphic Maslenitsa as a pre-
requisite attribute of the feast: a sheaf with a painted face, a straw 
doll dressed in a female dress, or even a snow figure of an ugly 
woman. On the first day of the feast, people would solemnly carry 
it, sing the songs dedicated to it calling it madam, dear guest, jolly 
Maslenitsa and, singing, would carry it from yard to yard in order 
to get some treats from the master of the house (which is a clear as-
sociation with the Christmas maskers of the period of Christmas 
and New Year) and would organise a noisy farewell or a funeral of 
Maslenitsa on Sunday. They would bid farewell unwillingly, invit-
ing to come back next year. Along with the solemn rites, a tradition 
was followed to scold Maslenitsa, to sneer at it, to call names and to 
tear the straw doll into pieces.

Researchers explain such a two-fold approach towards Maslen-
itsa by a long evolution of the festive ritual where the elements of 
different faiths and rites gradually intertwined (the cult of the dy-
ing and resurrecting god). As time passed by, the old meaning of 
rituals was forgotten, and Maslenitsa became the symbol of the 
feast itself; serious curses and threats were replaced with funny 
ones. Maslenitsa is dubbed pancake eater, fat eater, thief who stole 
tasty dishes and put people to fast; songs of relevant content were 
also sung.

Many places in Russia witnessed the performances of maskers, 
carnival processions and games. A Shrove-Tuesday game Capture 
of the Snow Town used to be especially popular among the Cos-
sacks in Siberia. Residents from several neighbouring villages or 
a large city would build a fortress with walls, gates and flak tow-
ers on a frozen river. Then they would divide into 2 groups. They 
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would play the siege of the snow town, which often complied with 
all military rules. Hundreds of people used to gather to such folk 
performances. The original meaning of the game is symbolic: the 
imitation of the battle between winter and spring and the demo-
lition of the snow fortress. Other mass contests would also draw 
much popularity: punching, horseracing, women’s race with pan-
cakes, sledging down the hill in groups.

On Shrove Tuesday Russians used to pay much attention to the 
newlyweds: they would carry the newlyweds down the hill with 
necessary kissing as part of the ritual. They were very welcome 
guests – the newlyweds were associated with the power of fertility.

It was a merry and cheerful feast everywhere. The South Slavic 
youth would sing and walk hand-in-hand in an unclosed circle 
throughout the week – to ensure a good yield and health. Ser-
bian maskers kurents (10–40 participants) were boys with fur 
coats turned inside out, who would jump and ring bells. They 
would carry a stick with a hedgehog’s skin attached at the top; 
they would wear hats made of feathers and adorned with two cow 
horns. The kukeri processions were held in Bulgaria. The kukeri 
were dressed in fur coats turned inside out, wearing the masks of 
a goat or ram; men would cross-dress as women. They would imi-
tate wedding. The wedding attendants would carry crooked sticks, 
loom rollers. The oldest kuker would carry a wooden phallus and 
would touch women by it. Women who wanted to conceive would 
try to tear off pieces of fabric from the kukeri clothing. The kukeri 
would go for a swim in the river after the procession. It is believed 
that the underlying principle of the ritual of the Bulgarian kukeri 
was the cult of Dionysus. Bulgarians would burn fires – piles of 
straw – on the top of the hill, throw burning arrows and jump 
across the fire.

Maskers would go from house to house asking for treats. They 
were given cheese, butter, sausage. The South Slavs would carry a 
straw doll made of straw and tatter or a wooden female figure called 



37

Calendar Feasts and Their Folklore

Pokladna baba from house to house. Poles would carry dolls – an 
old man and an old woman – fastened to a turning wheel. At the 
end of the ritual straw dolls were burned down, drowned, torn or 
cut to pieces.

In Poland young men carrying a log used to walk from house 
to house, where girls of marriage age lived. One of the young men 
used to cross-dress as a woman, the other dressed as a chimney-
sweep. If a girl did not marry during the period between Christmas 
and Shrove Tuesday, she was fastened to a log. She had to ransom 
herself. An old man and an old woman would also walk from house 
to house, whip girls by straw ties and make a mock of those who did 
not get marry. Boys would ransom girls and dance with them. At 
night an old man would come to the saloon carrying a sack of ash. 
He was called Zapust. He would sprinkle ash on unmarried girls 
who were not ransomed.

Lent. On the first day of Lent (Post, Velikij post) Russians used to 
hang a jar of milk on the seventh branch of a willow. They would 
lower the jar down every week and would finally take it down and 
break to pieces on Easter. There was also a tradition to hang a jar of 
milk above the fire of Maslenitsa.

The South Slavs used to celebrate Lazareva Subota – a feast 
of mature girls. Girls – lazarkas – used to dress up as married 
women. An older girl was assigned the role of a bridegroom; she 
would dress up in a male shirt, wear a fur hat and keep a sword 
in her hand. A ten year-old girl was dressed like a bride. This rite 
is believed to be related to initiations. Girls would get together 
hand in hand – they would walk in an open circle in order for ev-
eryone to stay healthy and to ensure a good yield. Singing a song 
about the crop yield, lazarki would walk around houses and sing 
in the fields afterwards. Lazarki would walk to a cemetery and 
give ritual bread and eggs to beggars. They would sing about dead 
young men and girls.
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Winter is still in full swing, and farmers already think about spring 
toils. As regards spring – plenty of feasts were held in March featur-
ing both passive fortune-telling and various magical actions target-
ed at a good would-be yield. For instance, 2 February (15 February 
in the Orthodox calendar) – Presentation of Christ at the Temple 
(Сретенье is a word of Old Slavonic meaning meeting in Russian 
and joy in Serbian) – is an important feast during which water and 
candles are blessed – the blessed items are conferred an enormous 
magical and healing power. In the folk calendar, it is referred to as 
a feast where winter meets spring and when Russians make predic-
tions about future weather.

Belarusians and Lithuanians alike refer to this day as Candle-
mas. The customs of the feast are also analogous – thunder candles 
attributed magic power are blessed at the church (they are lit at the 
time of a thunderstorm in order to protect home against fire; they 
were used as treatment against a headache; they were placed in a 
cattle-shed in order to chase evil spirits away, etc.).

However, the calendar, as well as the true, end of winter and the 
beginning of spring coincides with the lent / fast subject to vari-
ous strict prohibitions for entertainment, games and secular songs. 
Therefore, this period did not witness elaborate complex rites as 
Christmastide or Shrove Tuesday. Nevertheless, people would im-
patiently wait for spring by invoking various ritual actions for as-
sistance.

Mid-Lent Sunday (Russian Sladokrestnaya nedelia [sweet-cross 
week], Polish polposcie) is a day for making cross-shaped bakery 
goods, with a copper coin baked in one of them: the one who finds 
it will be fortunate / will be the first to sow grain crops. When going 
to sow, people would place such a cross into a seedlip.

Old pots would be filled with ash: they would be smashed to 
shivers by throwing them at the door of the house. A girl would tar-
get a pot with ash at a young man, while a young man would direct 
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it to a girl. Poles would make zhura (from pickled cabbage juice and 
flour), hang a pot on a tree and suddenly pour it down on passers-
by; people would carry zhura around the village. Poles used to dress 
a doll Marzana, which young girls used to carry around the village. 
Afterwards, they either drowned the doll or burnt it down.

Russian children would visit homes and sing songs asking for 
crosses (cross-shaped bakery goods). The songs say that Shrove 
Tuesday is drifting away and Easter is approaching when a jar of 
milk / a pot of butter will turn upside down (i. e. there will be milk, 
butter). Those who sang used to be treated with baked crosses or 
other sweets.

1 March marks the beginning of Martina nedelia (Martina’s week) 
in South Slavic regions, the Czech Republic and Slovakia. Marten-
itsa is a traditional festival among Bulgarians, as well as Romanians 
and Moldavians, which does not only mark the arrival of spring 
but also the beginning of the agricultural cycle. It is also the day of 
love. Pendants called martenitsi were made of red and white woven 
threads for this festival (see Fig. 4, a silver coin, beads, garlic, snake 
skin, hair from a horse tail, etc. could be optionally added to them), 
which the youth used to attach to a lapel and wear it until they see 
the first swallow or stork. Martenitsi were 
also considered a means protecting against 
evil eye. A martenitsa pendant has preserved 
its popularity in Bulgaria to this day. On 1 
March not only people adorn themselves 
with martenitsi but they also decorate cattle 
in villages and pets in cities.4

In Bulgaria the first week of March is 
called Todor’s week. It is a festival of horses. 

4. More on this festival: http://www.balkanfolk.com/news.php?id=43&name=
Grandmother+Marta%2C+traditional+Bulgarian+custom+%28Baba+Mart
a%29 (accessed on 21 September 2012).

Fig. 4 Pendant – 
martenitsa
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To prevent snakebites in summer, horse-shoe-shaped bread resem-
bling a snake was baked that day and distributed to neighbours. 
Eggshells were thrown into the street – for prevention against flees. 
The Saturday of Todor’s week was known as Horse Easter: horses 
were given ritual bread. Horseracing was held near cemeteries. It 
is also a festival of brides: they would dress in wedding clothing 
and receive traditional wedding bread karavay as a gift. Afterwards, 
brides would stand in a circle and dance – by imitating horse kick-
ing. This Bulgarian festival is associated with the cult of the ancient 
Thracian horseman.

In Russia, Belarus and Ukraine 1 March was known as Evdokia’s 
Day. From 1 March to Yuri’s Day, the East Slavs would sing the songs 
of calling for spring. The calling songs can be performed on the first 
day of the week of Shrove Tuesday, 9 March (Forty Martyrs Day), 25 
March (Feast of the Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin Mary), de-
pending on the climate zone and the actual signs of awakening of 
nature. People would call out upon climbing up to more elevated 
places – a house or barn roof, fence, hills. Performers tried to imitate a 
many-voiced bird: by calling out to one another, several choirs would 
call out together from different edges of the village or from several 
neighbouring villages. Such spring songs would often take the form of 
a dialogue. Songs would nicely echo and it seemed to the singers that 
the Spring itself replied them. In certain districts, calling songs were 
performed with tree branches in hands adorned with birds made of 
fabric. A custom of ritual bakery in the form of a lark or a sandpiper 
was even more popular; people would toss them upwards imitating 
the return of birds or would attach them to a pole and run around the 
streets calling out short songs – spring songs (веснянки).

Belarusian song:

– Oh dear spring, dear spring, dear spring,

What did you bring to us, bring to us?

– To young daughters-in-law – a reed, a reed,

To girls – a gingerbread, a gingerbread.
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To small children – an egg, an egg,

To the old men – a stick, a stick.

To young men – a plough, a plough.

For young daughters-in-law to weave on a loom,

For girls to bleach fabrics,

For small children to play with eggs,

For old men to sit on the outskirts,

For young men to plough the field,

And for boys to drive the herd. KSF 88

Bonfires were lit on Forty Martyrs Day (9 March). Bulgarians used 
to bake 40 elongated rolls known as newborns. The rolls were dis-
tributed to relatives and neighbours. Children used to toss or raise 
the rolls upwards by fastening them to long poles. Oxen could not 
be harnessed and snakes could not be mentioned that day to pre-
vent people from encountering them in summer. Girls would go 
to a forest, near a mill, where they would get bread baked with a 
herring filling. Singing, they would walk around the crops and per-
form round dances near the river.

Palm Sunday. The East Slavs and the West Slavs used to bless palms 
(willow branches) in a church. Palms were associated with magical 
power: family members, primarily children, sometimes cattle, were 
whipped with them.

On Palm Sunday the South Slavs would perform a ritual – choos-
ing of kumitsa. Girls used to select a senior leader called kumitsa. 
Bread was baked at the house of the previous year’s kumitsa; its 
pieces were sailed on barks – the girl whose bark outsails those of 
the others is pronounced kumitsa. Girls would sing the songs of 
erotic content and dance. Before Easter girls would fast (keep silent) 
in front of the kumitsa. The kumitsa had an obligation to marry 
that year.

The final week of Lent, referred to as hot, holy, great, was also 
rich in church and folk customs. The East Slavic customs are also 
highly reminiscent of the customs of other Christian nations.
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As opposed to Shrove Tuesday, Belarusian folk calendar can be 
characterised by far richer spring rites. An old ritual of arrow carry-
ing and funeral accompanied by the whole set of songs was recorded 
in Polesia and the neighbouring regions of Ukraine and Russia ex-
clusively. The key role among them is played by a song called Arrow 
giving a name to the entire rite. Ethnographers associate it with the 
worship of ‘Thunder’s arrows’ attributed magical and fertility func-
tions by Belarusians. An arrow was also carried in the late spring 
when crops were visited – on the Feast of the Ascension, Yuri’s Day.

On Green Thursday (before Easter) the South Slavs would for 
the first time drive the cattle to pastures. On Friday everyone used 
to bathe under running water. On Holy Saturday, when the bells 
ring, everyone would go to shake trees in a garden and throw peas 
at them.

Easter (Russian Velikden, Pascha, Polish Velkanoc, Czech / Slo-
vak / Serbian Velikonoce). All Slavs would colour eggs and bring 
home holy water. People would distribute coloured eggs and bread 
to relatives, godparents, godchildren. On Easter, the entire family 
used to have ritual meals together: coloured eggs, blessed pie, roast-
ed goose. Afterwards, people would go to the street for egg tapping 
and egg rolling.

In East Slavic regions, youth groups referred to as volochebniki, 
volovniki or lalovniki would visit houses. In earlier times, only adult 
men would participate in the procession. A group of lalovniki was 
led by a single person who would lead songs, while other members 
would only perform a refrain with a violin or pipe accompaniment. 
They were also accompanied by a bag carrier (mechanosha), who 
would collect the treats from the master of the house into the bag. 
Lalovniki would chant about the resurrection of Christ or about the 
saints doing field work under the windows; once inside, they would 
sing secular songs.

In Bulgaria, Easter was celebrated for three days. Girls used to 
visit the kumitsa selected in the rites of Palm Sunday, carried a loaf 
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of bread to her, while the kumitsa would treat the girls and bestow 
them with gifts.

In South Slavic regions, girls would sway on a swing and sing 
special songs – mythological songs and ballads. Girls and boys 
would do a ritual round dance called ladino choro (with a charac-
teristic refrain ladola).

On Easter Sunday, the West Slavs would whip young women 
and girls with willow branches.

The East Slavs refer to a week after Easter as Vjuniny. Houses 
where the newlyweds married that year lived were visited; the new-
lyweds were congratulated on the occasion of the first spring of 
their marriage. Songs called vjunishnye were sung. The songs would 
praise young newlyweds (vjun and vjunitsa); a nest image was con-
sidered a symbol of their marital happiness.

Russians referred to the first Sunday after Easter, or even the 
entire week after Easter, as the Red Hill. This day marked the onset 
of youth entertainment: swings, games, round dances which would 
last until the Feast of Pokrov (1 October) with intervals.

Tasks for individual work:
1. Familiarise yourself with Lithuanian Easter customs and describe 

their similarities with the customs of the East Slavs and the West 
Slavs.

2. Practical classes:
a) Visit the Open Air Museum of Lithuania on the occasion of 

Shrove Tuesday and Easter and have a look at traditional and 
modern Lithuanian masks worn on Shrove Tuesday / learn to 
play traditional Lithuanian Easter games;

b) If possible, learn to colour eggs by the old methods – wax or 
scratching.

On Saint George’s Day (23 April), the East Slavs and Poles used to 
drive cattle to pastures for the first time. Not only Yuri / George but 
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also woodland spirit (Leshy) is considered a cattle guardian in East 
Slavic regions. The songs ask Yuri / George to unlock the ground 
and to unleash warmth. Various rites for the protection of cattle, 
their good health and surplus were performed.

Before driving cattle to pastures, people would lock the harness 
and place it in the gateway for cattle to step over it. When driving 
horses to pastures, an egg was placed in the gateway. Poles used to 
drive cattle across the chain put on the ground; they would place an 
axe and a lock under the threshold or fumigate the herd by herbs. 
When driving cattle, a shepherd had to eat bread and cheese for cat-
tle to have a healthy appetite. In the evening, after driving cattle back 
from pastures, water was sprayed into the shepherd’s eyes to prevent 
him from oversleeping. Cattle were driven by a blessed palm.

Bulgarians would adorn the sheep milked for the first time with 
greenery. Newlywed females were patted by sheep milk cheese 
called brinza. The first white lamb was sacrificed to Yuri. With a 
candle placed on a horn, the lamb was fed, fumigated and then 
slaughtered. Children’s foreheads were daubed with lamb’s blood. 
The entire community used to eat the lamb together. In South Slavic 
regions, a young man called Zeleni Juraj adorned with branches 
would walk from house to house.

Bulgarians used to bake bread after mixing its paste in “silent” 
water (water was bucketed from three springs and carried home in 
silence). They would roll in dew, wash / bathe in rivers and springs. 
To ensure a happy marriage, they would sing about rings. They 
would burn fires, dance around them and sway on a swing. A care-
less youth conduct was tolerated that day.

Feast of the Ascension (the fortieth day of Easter). From this feast to 
the Feast of Saint Peter and Paul girls’ rites called Cuckoo’s funeral 
were performed in several regions of Russia (Tula, Kaluga oblasts)5. 

5. For more information, see: http://www.ethnomuseum.ru/section 62/ 20 92/ 
2089/ 4160.htm 
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Girls would cook fried eggs and hang eggshells on trees and bushes. 
While doing so, they would sing chastushki about love and jump 
upwards. After tearing up an herb called cuckoo’s tears, they would 
snap off a part of its double root and dress the remaining part in 
a tunic, put a kerchief and hang a cross on the doll’s neck (Fig. 5). 
Carrying an adorned cuckoo, girls would walk around the village. 
Occasionally, young men, men, children and old men would join 
them. A cuckoo was usually placed on the head of one girl or car-
ried in hands. In some regions several cuckoos made by female 
groups of different age were carried. The procession would walk 
around the village; while walking, cash was collected for a ritual 
meal or an egg was taken from each farmstead. The procession was 
accompanied by songs.

Afterwards, a ritual of bonding (kuma-making) was performed 
among girls. A cuckoo doll was placed underneath a birch tree by 
weaving two birch branches. Girls willing to bond would hang their 
crosses on birch branches and kiss each other through the wreath of 
branches above the “cuckoo” saying: “You are kuma and I am kuma”.

Afterwards, the “cuckoo” was placed into a “coffin” (a soap or 
sweets box) and buried in the absence of strangers. When girls 
cooked fried eggs, boys would come. They would try to pour out a 
bowl with fried eggs but the girls would protect it. Soon after the 
Feast of Ascension (Day of Spirits), girls 
would dig out the “cuckoo”, put aside the 

“shroud” for the next year and hang the root 
of the cuckoo’s herb on a birch branch.

An equivalent ritual called the Funeral 
of Kostroma was performed in other regions 
in Russia. It was also attended by girls ex-
clusively, with one of them playing a role of 
Kostroma (see Fig. 6). In the beginning, she 
would treat girls with pancakes; afterwards, 
girls would talk about her illness and death. Fig. 5 “Cuckoo”
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Then, a straw doll of Kostroma was buried; it was set on fire, tossed 
into water or torn to pieces.

The calendar of ancient Slavs divided June into two parts, with the 
first part (from 2 to 12 June) dedicated to the goddess Kostroma. It 
was worshipped as a goddess associated with spring prosperity and 
fertility. Kostroma had two ambivalent meanings and looks. In the 
ceremony of seeing off the spring or Kostroma, it was played by a 
young woman dressed in white and carrying an oak branch, who 
would walk at the front of the circle and lead it. In the ritual funeral 
of Kostroma, she was embodied by a female straw doll. The funeral 
ritual had to ensure an eternal fertility of land. Whereas this time 
marked the end of spring field works, the Slavs would bid farewell 
to the spring in such a symbolic manner.

In Belarus and Ukraine Polesia, girls would perform an arrow guid-
ance and burial ritual. A ribbon buried into the ground was called 

Fig. 6. Funeral ritual of Kostroma
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an arrow. Hand in hand, girls would stand in a row and run around 
the village (thus imitating an arrow) singing. Girls would run to the 
crops, walk in a circle, bend ears to the ground, kneel down and bury 
various small belongings into the ground – earrings, coins, rings.

Green Week (Russian зеленые святки) is a moveable set of feasts. 
In the Russian folk calendar, the cycle of spring feasts ends with the 
so called Green Week joining Pentecost and the Rusalnaya Week. 3 
days of this period were especially important: 1) Semik (Семик) – 
seventh Thursday after Easter; 2) Saturday of Remembrance of Par-
ents / Grand-parents (родительская суббота); 3) Feast of the Holy 
Trinity (Троица) or Pentecost (Sunday – fiftieth day after Easter). 
It is the time for celebrating young vegetation, bidding farewell to 
spring and welcoming summer; therefore, most of the rituals are of 
agrarian type, dedicated to the would-be yield. At the same time, 
agricultural motifs clearly intertwined with the rituals performed 
by the youth. The feasts were entirely female; male participation in 
the principal rites was even forbidden; they would join the festival 
afterwards, from the beginning of mass games and processions.

Among Russians, the festive period also incorporated certain 
elements of bathing / herb gathering rituals, partially bonding 
(kuma-making) and fortune-telling by means of wreaths; the dead 
were commemorated on the Feast of the Holy Trinity in the ma-
jority of regions. Therefore, by contrast to Belarus and especially 
Ukraine, the Green Week became a festival of the intricate complex 
in the majority of Russian regions (excluding north), involving a 
variety of ritual songs, round dances, games, as well as fairs, merry-
go-rounds and other mass entertainment facilities in cities.

On Pentecost, houses were decorated with birches (in the south – 
linden branches).6 A young birch was trimmed, occasionally dressed 
in female clothing, and carried around the streets while singing; af-

6. For more information, see: http://blogs.mail.ru/mail/vznakprotesta/ 2F 460-
33 E A20 D08B4.html 
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terwards, it was located in the village centre, people would perform 
round dances around it, prepare festive tables and feast underneath 
it. In other regions, people would walk around fields carrying a birch 
and toss it to the rye hoping that it would protect against frosts, hails 
and other natural phenomena. However, it was even more common 
to undress a birch or a straw doll replacing it, to cut it to pieces and 
to throw them across the fields or to drown it – it was believed that 
such a magical ritual would protect against drought.

In Russia, girls would carry a ‘birch’; in Belarus – a ‘bush’. It 
was a tree dressed in a skirt; a girl hiding underneath the skirt 
would carry a birch / tree branches or leaves would be tied around 
a girl playing a bush and a wreath would be placed on her head (see 
Fig. 7). A “birch” would go from house to house wishing wellbeing 
and health. A tree or its branch was kept until the Feast of Saint 
John’s the Baptist and burned down afterwards.

An original ritual of Pentecost was the ‘weaving’ of birches. Hid-
den from boys, girls would go to the forest, usually near a rye field, 

Fig. 7. A girl dressed as a birch

Fig. 8. Ritual of girls’ bonding 
(kuma-making) 

(D. Osipov. Two Girls on Pentecost)
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and weave wreaths on trees – they would curl their branches in a 
circle, make braids, etc. (see Fig. 8). Songs about the actions per-
formed were sung during the ritual.

They would not only make wreaths for themselves but also their 
close relatives and would do fortune-telling by their looks (the dry-
off or disassembling of the wreath meant death or marriage in cer-
tain regions). A serious approach towards this ritual and the girls’ 
duty reveals in the lyrics of one of the Pentecost songs: “If you do 
not make wreaths, your mother will pass away”.

The ritual of bonding (kuma-making) is also closely linked 
with wreath-making. The girls of marriage age would kiss through 
wreaths for three times, exchange in jewellery, gifts and swear an 
eternal friendship to each other. Belarusian girls practised this 
ritual on Saint George Day. After the ritual, girls would call each 
other kuma, walk in the yard together, would not argue, share se-
crets with each other, give gifts.

The fortune-telling of the Feast of the Holy Trinity involving 
wreaths was none the less popular. On this day, real wreaths were 
made. Once games and various entertainment activities were over, 
girls would go to the river and float wreaths down the river (in Rus-
sia they were usually not cast by hands but removed straight from 
the head by bending down above water). Girls would carefully ob-
serve – whether wreaths would float or stop, drown, drift far away or 
approach the shore. They would decide about their future by these 
signs: whether they would marry that year and to which direction.

On Whitsuntide, joint meals with fried eggs, wafers and beer 
were held. Usually, a portion of ritual meal – fried eggs – was also 
left in a cemetery for deceased ancestors. Nevertheless, not only the 
people who died a natural death were commemorated on the Feast 
of the Holy Trinity (suicides, violent deaths, etc.) in most of the 
Russian regions. It is probably the faith in the transformation of 
drowned girls to mermaids that most of the rituals of Rusalnaya 
Week are associated with (bonding with mermaids, seeing-off of 
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mermaids, etc.). For Russians, the principal day for commemorat-
ing the dead was the Nav Day (навь, навье – the deceased, the dead), 
the so called Radunitsa – Tuesday of the Fomin’s Week (Tuesday 
after Easter), though the Day of Spirits (Духов день, Monday after 
the Feast of the Holy Trinity) is also related to the commemoration 
of the dead. In memory of the dead ancestors at the time of the fes-
tival of prosperity of nature, people were hoping for their help and 
reminded them that they were not forgotten.

On Polish Pentecost a young man would build the majna brama 
(a gate decked with wreaths) or a tree / pole with a tree at the top 
(maj / majik) near the house of his girlfriend. Young men would 
also build dziad or dziaduvka made of old tatter or straw. If maj or 
a straw doll dziad stood near a girl’s house, it meant her wedding in 
the immediate future.

On Saturday before Pentecost, Poles would run around crops 
carrying torches and jump over fire. They would elect a “princess” – 
a little girl and choose a suite for her – 6 or 8 older girls. Singing, 
they would walk around crop fields. In some places in Poland the 

“princess” would walk around fields, go from house to house and 
would be treated with food. She would use the food for festive meals 
attended by young men.

Rusalskaya nedelia – a week after Pentecost. It was believed that by 
the Day of the Holy Spirit the rusalki had already pursued their task 
on the Earth – they sowed the seeds of fertility. In Ukraine, the feast 
was referred to as Rusalskaya nedelia or Mavki / Navki Easter. The 
East Slavs would commemorate the dead; it was believed that the holy 
ancestors used to come back for a bread-salt meal. The songs tell about 
the weaving of wreaths and the meeting with the dead parents.

A girl dressed in new red clothes was called rusalka; she was led 
around the village. The girl’s hands were tied up above her head by 
a red kerchief.
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Whereas in East Slavic my-
thology the spirits of drowned 
girls were referred to as rusalki, 
the songs say that rusalki were 
accompanied to prevent them 
from walking to people’s homes, 
catching girls or seducing young 
men. To protect against rusalki, 
who might also inflict dam-
age, houses were adorned with 
wheat; bags containing wheat were hanged on children’s necks. 
Songs tell about accompanying rusalki to the rye.

In Bulgaria, houses were visited by rusalii or kalushari (see Fig. 9) – 
men walking in groups organised from a necessarily uneven number 
of people (3, 5, 7, 9, 11, 13). They would wish people health, good yield; 
hence, they were welcomed guests in every house. Their leader was 
referred to as vator / vataf. It is a hereditary title passed down from a 
father to a son. Only the leader could gather medicinal herbs; he was 
the only one who knew charms and used to pass down his powers to 
the kalushari selected at his discretion. Young, married, healthy, ac-
tive and honourable men were elected kalushari. Apart from other 
things, they must also have the required level of perseverance as they 
had to spend the entire Rusalka week away from home. After fasting, 
which was prerequisite before this week, the vator would teach the 
selected men rusalii games. Rusalii would dance ritual dances to the 
state of ecstasy. Dances were accompanied by music. Kaval or duduk 
was considered the best instrument; the instruments were gradually 
replaced with pipes, zurnas, drums. Some dances were dedicated to 
fertility, others – to health. It was believed that in such a way rusalii 
could heal people infected with the disease of samodivi (caused by 
mythical creatures called vili / divi).7

7. For more information, see: http://www.promacedonia.org/bg_folklore/ru/
june.htm 

Fig. 9. Bulgarian rusalii
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Wine-growing South Slavs would perform the rituals on several 
spring feasts (Palm Sunday, Saint George’s Day) for the purpose of 
protecting vineyards from hail. They would divide a cloud by axe 
or scythe shouting:

Halt, poll-ox

Your wheels got broken!

They would also refer to a hail cloud as miracle (chudo). The cloud 
was offered some treats – a table was placed beyond a village border, 
with bread, salt and candle on it. They would also carry some milk 
given by a black cow and an egg laid by a black chicken to the vil-
lage gate. Pentecost and Easter ritual meals were used – pie, cross-
shaped bakery, coloured eggs.

Tasks for individual work:
1. Familiarise yourself with the folklore of spring feasts, pay atten-

tion to the connections between the content of songs and ritual 
actions.

2. Take a more thorough look at the customs of a single spring feast 
of a single Slavic nation (e. g. 1 March, Saint George’s Day, Palm 
Sunday, Easter, Pentecost, etc.) and prepare a presentation. Work-
ing in groups, compare the similarities and differences of each 
feast in different nations and discuss their influences.

3. Folklore of Summer Feasts
Summertime is the time of agricultural toils, thus, feasts used to 
be short.

Feast of Saint John the Baptist (Ivana Kupala, Kupaila) on 
24 June is one of the most beautiful annual feasts. The longest day 
and the shortest night are celebrated with much noise and mer-
rymaking throughout Europe. Nature blooms and blossoms in its 
full beauty and might; hence, most of the rituals and customs are 
related to vegetation.
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Herbs, both with medicinal properties and magical powers, 
used to be collected in the eve of Kupala: Ivan da Marya, melampy-
rum nemorosum (it is a means for protecting against witches and 
rusalki). Herbs for fortune-telling were collected. Girls tried to 
find 12 different herbs, preferably as rare as possible, that day, to 
put them under a pillow and to dream their future husband. It was 
believed that a fiery fern came into bloom at midnight, for a very 
short moment; the one who found it could acquire magical powers: 
to understand the language of animals and birds, to see all hidden 
world’s treasures. Trees and animals were believed to communicate 
and trees were believed to move from one place to another at the 
night of the Feast of Saint John the Baptist.

In Ukraine, in the eve of Kupala, a maple, birch or willow was 
cut down, erected on a hill and adorned with wreaths, flowers, rib-
bons, even candles. The tree was called Morana / Mara or Gilce 
(such a name was also given to a wedding tree). People would per-
form round dances around the tree and sing.

Like on Christmas, Russians would make a straw doll, dress it in 
female clothing and place it under a tree. They would call the doll 
Kupala / Morena / Mara; in later times, it was given female names 
such as Marina or Katerina. A bonfire was lit near the tree, with a 
pole topped with an old wheel / hub or a pole topped with straws 
in the centre of it. Before the end of the feast, a tree was thrown 
into the river. A straw doll was burned down and the ashes were 
sprinkled across the field.

In Belarus, the bonfire was called kupala. A pole with a hub or 
a cow / horse skull was set in the middle of it. Girls would throw 
tows into the fire for a good yield of flax, while firebrands were cast 
around the fields. Instead of a tree, Belarusians used to make a straw 
doll of Mara. Singing, they would carry the straw doll behind the 
boundary of the village, where it was burned down or drowned.

All East Slavic peoples had a ritual of jumping across the fire; 
they would often jump in pairs and do fortune-telling: if the arms 
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of a boy and a girl do not unlock and a swarm of sparks rises behind 
them, their wedding can be expected in a short run. In Ukraine, 
youth would also jump over nettles.

They would bathe in rivers; girls would occasionally jump into 
the river after Morena thrown into the water. Healing power was 
also attributed to the dew of the morning of the Feast of Saint John 
the Baptist – to be beautiful and healthy, people would roll in the 
grass; they would collect dew to cows in order to get a greater yield 
of milk.

Girls would cast wreaths into the water and try to predict wheth-
er they would get married. At times, burning candles were attached 
to wreaths: the girl whose candle is the first to blow out will be the 
first to pass away. Belarusian girls used to toss wreaths over the fire, 
while boys tried to catch and tear them apart.

The day of the Feast of Saint John the Baptist was sometimes 
called the day of witches. According to folk beliefs, witches take 
milk away from cows and fullness from grain. Hence, people tried 
to protect themselves against witches: they would check whether 
there were no twisted stalks in the rye, trim up houses and cattle-
sheds with kettle and wormwood, erect an aspen in front of a cattle-
shed door and put a thunder candle at the gate or hang a harrow 
above it. Firebrands were cast into the rye; men would protect the 
rye and make noise. Youth would walk around rye fields and sing 
the songs intended for that occasion.

Russian youth would visit houses, collect kulag (rye flour and 
malt steamed porridge) and sing the songs wishing a good yield to 
the master and mistress of the house.

Ukrainian Kupala-type question-answer songs depict Ivan the 
Farmer. The songs address Kupaila asking where she spent the win-
ter. She answers that she spent the winter in the forest and slept in a 
bog. The song asks what he is doing and answers that he is sowing 
buckwheat and wheat. The song says that wheat looks good. Ivan is 
invited to play together.
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The songs tell about the drowning of Marena (straw doll). There 
are songs about the transformation of a brother and sister – Ivan 
and Marya – into a flower which is one of the most important herbs 
gathered on the feast of Kupala. Belarusian songs depict a fire say-
ing that it was piled by God himself; a man who sets the fire to 
flames is wished a good yield. A lot of songs illustrate the following 
ritual: they invite to herb gathering; the one who refuses to go to 
Kupala is threatened to get his legs broken.

The decay of the rituals of the Feast of Saint John the Baptist can 
be witnessed as early as the end of the 19th century; even singing was 
forbidden. According to the data of manuscripts and other written 
sources, a bonfire-burning ritual was widely spread in Russia but 
it has been nearly forgotten over the last 1.5 – 2 centuries. The old 
age and ritualism of this ritual action is testified by the fact that in 
a number of regions the bonfire had to be lit near a rye field and 
necessarily from a burning fire or wood fire (lit by means of rub-
bing). The tradition of herb gathering was practised for the longest 
period of time. The Ukrainian and Belarusian Feast of Saint John 
the Baptist was far more developed than Russian.

Jarilki – the last Sunday before the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul is 
called the Fast of Eggs of the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul. The East 
Slavs would boil eggs, eat them and throw them at each other. Youth 
would light bonfires and play games on a hill known as Jarilo bald-
pate throughout the night. Women would make clay stacks – Jarilo 
and Jarilicho. Afterwards, they would beat or drown them. Youth 
would go for a swim. Apparently, Jarilki was celebrated in those re-
gions where the feast of Kupala was not held. Little is known about 
this feast; most information comes from the Volga Region situated 
in the neighbourhood with the Mari people, who practiced pagan-
ism for the longest period of time. Ukrainians would sing songs 
mentioning both Kupala and Jarilo: “Jarilo passed away, so good he 
was / Kupala Ivan fell down to water”.
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Feast of Saints Peter and Paul (29 June). Belarusians used to 
light bonfires at night, while women and girls would make fes-
tive meals attended by men. A ritual of youth bonding was per-
formed (on Pentecost girls bonded with girls, while on the Feast of 
Saints Peter and Paul girls bonded with boys). Two women played 
a bridegroom and a bride. They would make a big circle from har-
rows, with their teeth directed upwards. Girls would carry har-
rows on their heads from one village to another. It was believed – 
where you will carry a harrow, to that direction you will marry. 
The rituals of the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul were also referred 
to as Kupala. Elements of the rituals of the Feast of Kupala were 
transferred to the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul. Youth would play 
pranks: they would steal vegetables from gardens, obstruct the 
door by some items, carry things from rooms and make a pile out 
of them. The songs of the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul say that 
it is a short night; a girl could not sleep well as she could not talk 
out with her boyfriend. Her father is rich – a bright moon, her 
mother – a bright sun; her brothers – forest nightingales; her sis-
ters – quail in the rye.

Researchers assume that summer feasts (Kupala, Jarilki, funeral 
of Kostroma and Feast of Saints Peter and Paul) rose from a single 
common source – a mass pagan feast dedicated to commemorate 
the peak of the summer and to get ready for harvest time. It is likely 
that ancient Slavs had a single feast dedicated to Jarilo (god of the 
sun and love, giver of life and fertility), which continued from the 
Feast of Saint John the Baptist to the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul.

In agricultural European regions the annual cycle of agrarian feasts 
used to end together with the harvest of the principal crop – rye or 
wheat. Once this job was done, the calm period would begin and last 
until Christmas: of course, certain dates were commemorated and 
certain rituals which did not require a high number of participants 
were performed. Marriages used to be held in the late autumn.
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The end of harvest time did not have a strictly fixed date – it de-
pended on climatic and natural conditions, time when the grain is 
mature enough for harvest and on the diligence of farmers. In the 
temperate climate zone, people would try to finish the harvest until 
the Feast of the Assumption (15 August).

Commemoration of the dead in autumn. Russians and most of 
Belarusians commemorate the dead on 26 October – Saint Dimi-
tri’s Day. In the old times, such commemoration of the dead was 
dedicated to giving honours to those who died in the Battle of Ku-
likovo in 1381. It gradually evolved into an annual tradition of com-
memorating the dead in general.

Belarusians and Poles refer to the commemoration of the dead 
in autumn on All Souls’ Day (2 November) as dziady. The dead are 
invited for dinner. People would pour out some vodka on the table, 
put pieces of all meals into a separate plate saying: “Old man, come 
over for dinner”. While eating, people would throw pancakes under 
the table. They would not clean up the table after dinner – dishes 
were left for the souls. Food and drinks were carried to a cemetery 
or to an empty house. Belarusians would bring a rooster or a hen 
and put in on a grave. Grain for birds (a soul was imagined like a 
bird) were scattered on a grave or at the crossroads.

Tasks for individual work:
1. After getting familiar with the folklore of summer and autumn 

feasts, describe the similarities and differences between Slavic and 
Lithuanian / your national customs and folklore.

2. Present one summer or autumn feast of your country and describe 
its similarities and differences with an analogous Slavic (or one of 
the Slavic peoples) feast.
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Different geographic conditions determined differences in the Slavic 
principal economic activity. The Slavs settled in the south have been 
wine-growers and sheep-breeders since the old times, whereas the 
Slavs in the north have cultivated wheat and big horned cattle. The 
farmer’s calendar is also harmonised with special days. Such days 
are usually the days of various saints. The expected state of nature is 
reminded by the words added to the names of saints as if describing 
their traits, which have already been discussed before (see p. 24).

To ease the hard work, people would sing while working. Songs 
were sung while doing individual work but they were even more 
important in group works. They helped to keep the rhythm and 
tempo of work, organised work process and eased routine work.

The beginning of the great field works is associated with the 
great feasts. The East Slavs used to begin ploughing works on Clean 
/ Green Thursday (before Easter). In case land was not yet ready for 
ploughing, it was imitated in the attic: a harnessed man ploughed 
the soil scattered on the ceiling of the house. If the land had already 
thawed to any extent by that time, people would for the first time 
plough several furrows only. Nothing could be brought out from 
home and nothing could be lent that day.

Sowing time depended on soil temperature, but it must neces-
sarily be done in the early morning. Sowing could not begin on 
the day of the week which coincided with the day of the week of 
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Candlemas (Sretenje, 2 February) or the Feast of the Annunciation 
of the Blessed Virgin Mary (Blagoveschenie, 25 March) that year.

The first sower was elected by the entire village: people would 
elect the one whose hand was considered easy. Or they would do 
fortune-telling – boil some eggs and give them for men to tap; the 
one whose egg was the strongest was elected the sower. Or the one 
would start sowing who got a cross with a small copper cross or 
with grain on Mid-Lent Sunday. The sower would wear a clean, 
even festive, shirt.

He would put the grain from the first harvested sheaf / from the 
wreath or sheaf made on the occasion of the completion of harvest 
into the seed. The afore-mentioned grain was blessed on 6 or 15 Au-
gust or on Easter. A cross baked on Mid-Lent Sunday was placed 
into a seedlip. In some regions a child carrying a cross-shaped pie 
would precede the sower. Belarusians would place the grain gath-
ered from double ears into the seed. Before sowing, they would bury 
a wreath and an egg at the end of the bar of land. They would dig out 
the egg the following day; the entire family would share and eat it.

When communal land plots were replaced by individual, the 
need to protect from the charms of neighbours emerged. A neigh-
bour would wait until his neighbour began sowing (he wanted to 

“over-sow” his neighbour’s harvest), then he would re-wind his put-
tees or pour three handfuls of soil into a seedlip by expressing an 
out-loud wish for the neighbour’s crops to grow with their roots 
upside-down.

Harvest time. The hardest work lied on the shoulders of wom-
en – as a rule, it was a work of women to harvest rye, wheat and 
barley using sickles – hence, ritual songs were also “female”. A re-
spected woman was elected for harvesting the first sheaf. It could 
also be done by the mistress of the house. The first harvested sheaf 
was small. It was called borodka / gospodar. This sheaf was carried 
home and placed behind the table under the images of saints. Be-
larusians would decorate it with a wreath and flowers.
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When going to the fields to work or returning back after work in 
the evening, as well as when cutting by sickles, i. e. in the process of 
work and during breaks, only the songs associated with this work 
were sung. They would sing in choir, except for the songs sung in the 
course of work (solo singing was more appropriate). It was hard to 
sing while working but singing was also attributed magical power; 
at the same time the rhythm of songs helped to work rhythmically.

Songs associated with the harvest of rye / wheat are especially 
numerous. Belarusians made a rather clear distinction between 
songs sung during a certain time of the day (morning, mid-day or 
evening). When reaping begins, it is sung about the rye / wheat 
waiting for reapers as it is hard for them to stand in the field and 
to keep mature ears up. The songs address the rye, the field owner 
(it may be considered a mythical creature known as polevik rather 
than the field owner because the same song also addresses God). 
The songs say that it is enough for the crop to be in the field, it is 
time for it to stand in sheaves and shocks, to lie in the mow at the 
barn, for grain to fall to grain bins and to grow as pie in stoves. The 
refrains para (time) / maju are characteristic of these songs.

The mid-day songs show the first signs of tiredness: reapers ask 
the wind to blow; reapers wish for a flat field to be even flatter. The 
reaper complains that she does not have anyone to reap with: broth-
ers are in a military service, sisters got married. Singing, reapers en-
couraged themselves to work faster because, as the songs say, God 
himself is harvesting the rye, tying up large sheaves and building 
dense shocks. Reapers dream about the coming of the master and 
bringing treats – a barrel of beer. They remind that the master’s 
field is wide – one can neither ride around it by horse nor scatter 
it with pieces of white cheese. The master urges the reapers not to 
be lazy and to hurry because they will not go home until they reap 
it to the full. The songs tell about idle reapers as they are drowsing 
and their field does not sound, while the field where his reapers are 
working is sounding. Another song reproaches the master: every-
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one is invited for lunch, everyone is eating and resting; as for the 
reapers, there is no time for them to rest; they ask the mistress to 
send lunch for them.

The theme of tiredness gets to play nearly the primary role in 
evening songs. Songs say that it is time to go home because the cold 
dew is falling and a dark night in approaching. They ask the master 
to let them go home. They curse the master who forbade them from 
going home before dusk and told them to come back at dawn. A 
mythological song about a child forgotten in a field and cradled by 
wolves was sung during a harvest time in Belarus.

The songs address the sun, which does not show compassion 
to reapers: it rises early and sets late. The sun replies that it is not 
to blame; the master is to blame. The song says that the returning 
daughter is met by her father, who tells her to put on her sabots 
and go to the dance. A daughter-in-law is met by her father-in-law 
and told to put on her sabots and go to herd oxen. A mother-in-law 
meets the reaper saying that she was lazy and tells her to go for wa-
ter or for wood to the forest by adding that there is no bear, wolf or 
wicked man whom her daughter-in-law could face.

After the harvest of rye is over, reapers do a ritual called Ilia’s 
beard, Nicholas’ beard, goat; in songs, it is dedicated to the master of 
the field (most likely a mythical creature rather than the field owner). 
A wisp of rye is left unharvested; each reaper walks around it and 
cuts several stalks until barely several are left. Grass is weeded out 
afterwards. Stalks are bound by a ribbon, a dip is made and some 
bread and salt are put into it; the ears are slightly bend down and 
buried in the ground. Occasionally, a stone is placed in the centre 
of the beard. It is a table; it is watered. It is done for ensuring a good 
rye yield next year. While performing these actions, people would 
sing about a quail and ask it to get out from the rye. The songs praise 
own beard and dispraise that of neighbours, saying that it is filthy.

Reapers roll in the stubble calling for the soil to give back their 
strength or shouting a phrase – beauty for the field, easiness for us. The 
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oldest reaper sits on the ground and throws all sickles over her head 
for the backs of the reapers not to ache and for them to be healthy.

When the work is over, a wreath made of rye ears and adorned 
with flowers or the last sheaf is brought to the master. Reapers 
would give it while singing.

Folklore of other works. The Russian folklore has to this day pre-
served the echoes of the old work songs which have not lost their 
functions of a working process. The songs are called dubinushki – 
the name derives from a refrain «Эх, дубинушка, ухнем! Эх, зелёная, 
сама пойдёт, сама пойдёт! Подёрнем, подёрнем, Да ухнем!» used 
in the songs of burlaks (workers who used to haul vessels upstream 
by ropes) performed near the Kama, the Don, in particular the Vol-
ga, rivers. They were sung by burlaks, carriers, boatmen, loaders. 
The cries, such as “aida, da!”, in refrains would help a large group of 
people gather forces in especially hard work carried out at the same 
time. Collective logging works, where forests where clear-cut for ag-
ricultural purposes, gave rise to such refrains. “Dubinushka” means 
a tree, oak; “goes-goes” (идет-идет) means that a tree is falling down. 
The old Russian name for January – сеченъ, meaning “the time for 
cutting the forest” – reveals the importance of this work.

The songs also included the stanzas of notional words helping to 
concentrate on a physically demanding work with a grain of sneer, 
curse words or support to one another, to reflect on the work itself, 
working utensils, to render joy or dissatisfaction or occasionally 
complain about hard work and low salary. Dubinushki have been 
preserved in professional art (literature, music) and evolved into a 
symbol of people’s hard work.

Tasks for individual work:
1. Compare the characteristics of content and form in East Slavic and 

Lithuanian work songs.
2. Present the work songs of your country: which works were accom-

panied by songs, what is the content of such songs?
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It is not only calendar feasts that drew the village community to-
gether. Rituals related to the life of individual families or persons 
were observed collectively. All the principal events in a person’s 
life – birth, marriage, death – were accompanied by special rites 
attended by the entire village community.

1. Birth Customs
All Slavic peoples can be characterised by a controversial approach to-
wards a pregnant woman: 1) she is considered the incarnation of fertility; 
hence, it was believed that she may have a positive impact on the har-
vest, protect and heal; 2) her condition is considered dangerous for being 

“dirty” and thus capable of inflicting harm on everyone around her.
A pregnant woman used to be asked to enter a new house for its 

owners to be fertile. She would meet a newly bought cow, put a hen 
on eggs or walk around a young tree for the cow to be healthy, all eggs 
to split well, the tree to grow. In Bulgaria a pregnant woman used to 
prune vinegars for their better growth. Pregnant women were in-
vited to perform traditional magical actions at the time of drought: 
they would sow poppies into a well, wash a kneading-trough or a 
peel in a river; a pregnant woman was sprinkled with water.

However, a pregnant woman could not be a godmother or a 
hostess in a wedding; she could not participate in putting a veil 
on a bride. She could not attend funerals or wash the deceased. If 
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attendance was required, she had to put a shirt with a wrong side 
out and to wear two aprons; she was given two spoons when eating. 
When meeting a funeral procession, she had to unbutton her gar-
ment and to undo the knots. A pregnant woman could not milk a 
cow: it was believed that she could deprive a cow of milk.

According to a belief, the behaviour of a would-be mother in preg-
nancy determines the health of a newborn, his/her character traits 
and even behaviour. Hence, a would-be mother had to follow various 
protective measures. To protect a future baby, the woman had to carry 
red threads or pieces of fabric, iron items or a splinter from a thunder-
hit tree, pieces of coal, a piece of brick from the stove or a pinch of salt. 
Not to inflict harm on a child, a pregnant woman could not sit on a 
threshold, go to a place where firewood was chopped, be at the cross-
roads, step over a half-toppled tree, get through a fence. To prevent a 
newborn from blindness, a woman could not eat the bread nibbled 
by mice, stitch during the forbidden time or with a needle targeted at 
herself, beat a snake or a toad. To prevent a newborn from sleepwalk-
ing, she could not look at the moon or sleep in a place lit by the moon-
light. To deliver a beautiful child, a woman had to look at beautiful 
and healthy people and eat the crumbs left by a beautiful child.

The people around her must also follow various prohibitions. 
They could not argue or curse. They had to satisfy all requests of a 
pregnant woman (mice were said to nibble the clothes of those who 
refused to give her anything).

Preparations for childbearing were done in secrecy, in particu-
lar from angry people and maidens. A midwife was usually invited 
to help a woman in childbirth. To ensure easy child-bearing, any 
knots had to be untied, plaits undone, doors and chests opened, 
locks unlocked. A woman in childbirth was led around the table 
for three times; she was told to get over a broom, yoke, bow, her 
husband lying on a threshold or his trousers. In certain regions in 
Belarus the husband used to imitate like he was in pain; he was 
dressed in female clothing. The bride used to roll over the bride-
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groom for three times during the wedding – it was considered a way 
to accept a part of childbearing pain in the future.

The first signs shown by a newborn were very important; the con-
duct of a midwife with a newborn was also of crucial importance as 
it had to ensure a good future, to protect from illnesses, evil eye and 
secure its full and happy life. For instance, when bathing a newborn 
for the first time, the midwife would say: “Little hands, grow, get 
thicker; little legs, walk, carry your body; tongue, speak and feed 
your head”. Special songs were dedicated to a newborn.

When a child was born, a midwife used to raise the shirt of the 
woman in childbirth on a pole near the bathhouse. It was consid-
ered a sign to female neighbours that they could already pay a visit. 
Women would bring some tasty foods to the woman after child-
birth but her husband could not eat them.

Baptism. The East Slavs performed the baby ‘re-baking’ ritual: 
a godmother / midwife used to put a newborn lying on a peel into 
a stove and carry it around the table for three times afterwards. For 
the child to be rich in the future, he/she was placed on a fur coat.

All villagers were invited to the baptism ceremony; they were 
treated with porridge. Porridge was brought to the table while wear-
ing a fur hat and placed high on the shelf for the child to grow fast. 
Guests would buy out the porridge. Cash was dedicated to the new-
born and the midwife. Parents would bring porridge back home to 
their children to prevent them from hurting the newborn in the 
future. For a child to grow well, the pie was divided to pieces while 
keeping it raised high above one’s head; wine remains were sprayed 
to the ceiling; people would jump up and down.

Belarusians would moisten all baptism attendants with the water 
used for the first bathe of the newborn. After the treats, the midwife 
was brought to the saloon on a harrow. Belarusians have plenty of 
songs dedicated to baptism exclusively glorifying the midwife and 
godparents; other Slavs would sing a number of humorous songs 
about the relations between the godmother and the godfather.
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2. Children’s Folklore

Depending on its authorship, children’s folklore is divided into two 
groups:

1) Adult creation dedicated to children (lullabies, nursery 
rhymes – poteshki, pestushki) and the creation no longer 
used by adults which supplemented the children’s repertoire 
(songs of calendar feasts, simple magical formulas).

2) creation of children themselves (taunts, games).
Lullabies manifest a rather strong improvising character; however, 
certain images are fixed: they sing about a pussy cat, cock-a-doodle-
doo and ask not to awaken the child, to cradle him/her; they wish 
the child to grow fast and sing about his/her beautiful future.

Nursery rhymes are aimed for the baby’s education and training; 
they accompany peculiar gymnastics of a child, hand and leg exer-
cises, lifting, throwing, tickling. They are adjusted to various daily 
situations: baby bathing, stretching, plaiting. Songs about various 
animals and birds are performed.

The taunts composed by elder children help them get familiar 
with communication rules and evaluate the reaction of their contem-
poraries and adults. Children’s games develop endurance and self-
control (e. g. when one has not to laugh, to keep silent), physical abili-
ties. Due to the peculiar characteristics of children’s psychology, their 
creation differs from that of adults. Children usually rhyme while 
playing, on the spot. In older times the authorship of taunts usually 
belonged to teenage shepherds (it is the songs of shepherds related to 
archaic worldviews, which address the sun, the rain or the rainbow).

Address to others is a clear distinctive feature of taunts. The 
address was not for the purpose of establishing friendly relations 
but for making fun, humiliating, offending, in particular making a 
mock of one’s flaws, laughing at one’s name, taunting. Animal and 
bird taunts slightly differ from other taunt groups – not all texts are 
harsh, intolerant and offensive.
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Tasks for individual work:
1. Describe the relationship of children’s songs with the rational ac-

tions targeted at baby’s physical education and magical actions;
2. Try to pinpoint such examples of folklore dedicated to children and 

performed by children which have arrived from adult repertoire.

3. Wedding Folklore
The wedding is the most important festival in a person’s life. Dif-
ferent regions have considerably different wedding rites. We may 
only speak about the coincidence of the primary elements of the 
wedding rites (such elements are also characteristic of the wed-
ding rites of other European peoples). Matchmaking, a rite of the 
wedding eve, wedding ceremony (wedding rites at the house of the 
bride, wedding rites at the house of the groom) and after-marriage 
rites were prerequisite for the marriage in old times.

The East Slavs have preserved the most archaic and complex 
marriage rites. The marriage of Northern Russians in Russia, Be-
larusians and Ukraine Polesia region contain especially archaic ele-
ments. The bridal bathhouse ritual performed before the wedding 
was preserved in the north of Russia for the longest period of time.

Until the 20th century Russians practiced kidnap wedding with 
no matchmaking, hen party and public marriage ceremony. The 
young man would agree with the girl in advance that he would invite 
her for a ride during the feast and take her away. A girl would come 
to the town carrying a pack of essential things. Hence, kidnapping 
was imitated. Usually, not only the bride but also her sisters and 
brothers knew about the kidnapping deal. Nevertheless, her broth-
ers were committed to get after the runaways. Therefore, the groom 
had to take care about swift horses which could not be chased down. 
The bride and the groom would go to a priest straightaway and ask 
to solemnize their marriage. After the ceremony, the groom would 
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bring the bride home. After some time, the newlyweds go to recon-
cile with the bride’s parents. If the parents do not object, reconcili-
ation is only symbolic. Parents would give a dowry and a share of 
property to the daughter. Nevertheless, there were also cases of true 
kidnapping in the ignorance of parents and other relatives, where 
parents considered the groom inappropriate. In such cases, recon-
ciliation was postponed for several years until children were born. 
There was no occasion to sing and weep in a kidnap marriage; there 
were no other participants in the wedding (matchmaker, hostess, 
bridesmaids), not even the viewers. However, long wedding cere-
monies could also be witnessed in the same regions.

All Slavic wedding songs include the images of kidnapping of a 
girl. Researchers believe that it is the echoes of ancient kidnap wed-
dings. In a Ukrainian song, a girl is warned not to go for water in the 
early morning because a Cossack on horseback is lurking for her. In 
a Serbian song a junak says that he is plotting the kidnapping of the 
girl, whereas the girl answers that she has nine brothers and as many 
cousins. They will saddle swift horses, take sharp swords and win her 
back. A Bulgarian song sung in a round dance says that the young 
man wanted to kidnap the girl and set her house to flames. When the 
girl went to extinguish fire, he grasped her but the girl disengaged 
from his embrace and laughed at him. In a Polish wedding song, the 
young man settles with the girl about her kidnapping. Once the rela-
tives catch the runaways, the girl asks to take gold from the young 
man and not to kill him but the relatives do not spare him.

In a number of wedding songs, matchmakers or the wedding 
party on the side of the groom are referred to as army or raiders, 
while the girl is called a captive. For instance, a Russian song says 
that the raiders will arrive to the girl’s father, take her captive and 
carry her away to a foreign country. A Belarusian song says that 
it is dark at the manor, the nobles have besieged the gate, want to 
seize the father-in-law’s manor and to capture his daughter. In 
Ukrainian and Belarusian songs, the arrival of the groom’s parents 
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is equalled to the raid of Tatars or Lithuanians. In the 19th – 20th 
century kidnapping and raid of the army were already understood 
in a figurative rather than direct sense. The opposition between the 
groom’s party and the bride’s party and their efforts to block the 
gate and not to let the arrivals in evolved into a scenic element of 
the wedding ritual.

All Slavs had a custom to conceal the bride and not to give her to 
the groom’s party. The songs say that the groom is offered a horse 
/ sword / chest with valuables instead of the bride but he refuses to 
take them; the bride finally shows up – the groom accepts her.

The Slavic marriage rituals include a symbolic buying of a bride. 
For instance, Czechs used to hold the so called bride markets twice 
a year as recently as the 19th century. Brides would stand in a row 
bareheaded with wreaths on their heads. A young man would walk 
up to the girl he liked and proposed her. If a girl agreed and gave 
him her hand, the young man would go to her parents to negotiate 
over the ransom.

In a Bulgarian wedding song, a sister asks her brother to hide her 
in the midst of a countless herd or an immeasurable wheat field but 
her brother says that the matchmakers will come and he will sell his 
sister. In different versions of the afore-mentioned Belarusian song, 
the gate is not only besieged by an army but also by the nobles ne-
gotiating and willing to buy the girl. Russian matchmaking songs 
say that the matchmaker came, invited the parents to the porch and 
started offering plenty of wealth for their daughter. In Slavic and 
Baltic regions, various deals and agreements, including successful 
matchmaking, are endorsed by a ritual drink; there is a stage in the 
wedding ritual called drinking bouts, while the songs depict the 
drinking away of the bride. The bride is asking her parents not to 
drink the matchmaker’s wine and not to drink her away.

The content and artistic images of most Slavic songs are usually 
harmonised with relevant stages of the wedding rite: knowing the 
rite, it is possible to identify the time when the song is performed.
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Before matchmaking, Russian young men would visit girls try-
ing to find their match. The visiting was referred to as bride-inspec-
tion (smotriny). Friends come to the girl at that time and songs are 
sung. The songs of this type often include the images of a young 
man meeting a girl near the water. The girl goes for water near the 
river / well and meets the young man. In Ukrainian songs the young 
man asks the girl to stretch him her hand across the river. Another 
popular theme – a girl is asking to accompany her across the for-
est because the night is dark and the nightingales are not singing. 
Her parents and brother refuse, whereas the young man accom-
panies her. South Slavic songs feature the throwing of an apple. A 
girl throws an apple: the one who catches an apple will marry her. 
Serbian songs include a motif of stealing a girl’s shirt. An image of 
scattered pearls and their gathering together is also popular.

On matchmaking, the matchmaker plays the most active role. 
When entering the house he introduces as a merchant and express-
es his wish to buy a sheep or a heifer for he already has a ram or a 
bull. It is a traditional formula: parents already know the reason of 
guest arrival. Occasionally, the matchmaker delivers long speeches 
praising the groom and glorifying the would-be bride. A business 
conversation with parents is simultaneously held – negotiations 
over her share and dowry. In the northern regions of Russia, a girl 
would meet the matchmakers with a lament depicting the arrival 
of a dark cloud.

The songs of betrothal celebration at the groom’s home (za ru-
chany, zapoiny) include vivid images of anticipation of arrival of 
matchmakers and a would-be marriage. The girl is dreaming about 
the doves landing behind the table, unfolding black silk and pour-
ing out gold. Her mother interprets the dream to her: it means the 
matchmakers, gifts, tears. The songs say that the rue and the mint 
are fading away. A girl would like her girlhood to last for a while 
but the matchmakers already enter their yard. The song glorifies 
the girl – she is compared to a swan.
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The songs dedicated to the groom speak about his determina-
tion to marry. The young man says that he is not going to marry 
just yet because the hop has not yet twined around the fence, the 
oat has not yet matured and the girl has not yet grown up. When 
asked for the second time, the young man answers that the hop has 
already twined around the fence, the oat has matured and the girl 
has grown up. The groom is singled out from the circle of others by 
depicting the preparations of the groom’s party to ride to the girl.

Russian songs of betrothal celebration at the groom’s home / 
drinking bouts include vivid images of handshaking / making a 
deal: the father is asked not to shake hands, not to drink wine and 
to postpone the wedding. It is too late: hands have already been 
shaken, the deal on the dowry has already been made. The image of 
the grass trampled down in the garden is common in the songs.

In the songs of betrothal celebration at the groom’s home, a 
daughter is asking her parents for a dowry and her share. There 
are also humorous songs: it was told that there were seven cows at 
the groom’s home but they appeared to be seven brothers-in-law; it 
was told that there were seven heifers but they proved to be seven 
daughters-in-law.

After the betrothal celebration at the groom’s home, Belarusians 
would invite girls to the bride’s home. They would sing about a bride 
catching a bird in the green rye; about the darkness at the manor be-
cause the manor was besieged by the nobles. The girl is waiting for 
guests; the snow was swept away near the new barns. The girl is ask-
ing her father whether he was at the market and whether he saw her 
groom. The father answers that he did: the groom is the most hand-
some of all; his horse is reading the stars by its eyes. The bride is por-
trayed in the process of weaving and writing letters – preparing gifts.

The Belarusian hen party songs are dominated by the motif of 
wreath-weaving. The girl is asking to weave a wreath to her; she asks 
her mother to give her the wreath but the musicians prevent the 
mother from hearing her and the tears prevent from seeing her. It is 
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lamented in a song that there is 
no rue and no mint for weaving 
a wreath. She asks her mother to 
go to the garden and get some 
rue. The mother is old and she 
cannot go. Then she asks her 
brother and sister to gather rue; 
they refuse to gather / the girl 
does not want them to gather it. 

The rue is gathered by / the girl asks her sweetheart to gather it.
In Russian songs the groom buys gifts to the bride. They sing about 

a young eagle who has found a swan with children in the sea, shed 
the blood in the sea and scattered the feathers in the field. A hawk is 
searching for a cuckoo. A cuckoo is making a nest and the baby birds 
help her by casting some feathers. The young man is searching for 
the girl, while she is making a wreath and her friends help her.

Belarusian and Russian bread (karavay) making ritual songs 
reflect and praise the ritual itself. Not only relatives and neighbours 
but also the moon is invited for karavay making (see Fig. 10). The 
girl mixing the pastry is praised. The magical purpose can be ob-
served in the songs where the stove is growling for wanting the 
karavay and the karavay wants the stove (folklore sayings identify 
the stove with a woman, while the karavay’s shape of a cone is as-
sociated with the male element).

When seeing off to the wedding ceremony and to the groom’s 
country, very clear images of the bride’s sorrow of bidding farewell 
to her native home and relatives can be observed. The songs of re-
ception at the groom’s home ask not to hurt the bride; the songs 
depict the hostility of the groom’s country to the daughter-in-law: 
she is considered proud and arrogant, but it is also said that there is 
no way she can please them: if she walks in silence, they say that she 
is lazy; if she walks in haste, they say that she is angry. The bride is 
welcomed with a song saying that a bear has been brought.

Fig. 10. Karavay
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The songs sung during the wedding ball are especially numer-
ous. The songs praise the bride and the groom. They also praise 
other attendants of the wedding: the matchmaker, the hostess and 
the host. The persons addressed in the songs with favour should pay 
back to the singers, usually – by low-value coins. In case singers did 
not receive any remuneration, they did not praise the attendants 
of the wedding but sang mocking songs. The mocking songs are a 
certain parody of the praising songs; they were sung to make the 
guests laugh and to entertain them. As a rule, such songs had a 
cheerful rhythm.

Wake-up songs sing about spending the night in an unusual 
place. The meadow duck slept in a bog and got its feathers wet.

Several purposes or their relics can be pinpointed in Slavic wedding 
songs. Wedding songs considerably differ by their content, poetics 
and meaning. They can be divided into two groups. The first group 
consists of the songs closely linked with wedding rites, specific mo-
ments in a wedding. They also reflect the feelings of the bride and 
the groom. In space, time and by character, each of such songs is 
related to a specific episode in the rites which it accompanies, com-
ments, supplements or poetically highlights. A number of songs 
feature the tendencies of ritual illustration: they as if remind the 
wedding attendants what will be done and how to behave on that 
particular moment. The bride is addressed particularly often, say-
ing what she is supposed to do (to make a bow in front of the family, 
to ask for a blessing, to bid farewell). Wedding songs are closely 
related to specific moments in a wedding and made sense in the 
process of a specific rite only; therefore, the songs were abandoned 
together with the decay of a certain rite.

The utilitarian purpose of songs manifests in pieces of advice on 
how a daughter-in-law has to behave at her husband’s home, how 
to yield a point, how to adjust. The magical purpose of songs is 
not clearly expressed but the wishes are most likely “encrypted” in 
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the language of symbols; finally, even the idealisation of the bridal 
couple conveys a wish for the aspirations expressed in the song to 
become a reality. The magical purpose is evident in the wishes ex-
pressed by the attendants of the wedding in the course of a gift-
giving ceremony.

The songs attributed to the second group are also sung next to 
these songs. It is the wedding songs with the principal characters – 
the bride and the groom. The songs feature a clear intention to 
praise and idealise the bridal couple. The groom is called the duke, 
the bride – the duchess, and their home is called the palace, even 
though it was very modest in reality. The bride and the groom are 
singled out from the circle of others, their beauty, attire, the bride’s 
needlework and the groom’s horse are idealised in the songs. The 
praising songs could be equalled to anthems as they can be charac-
terised by solemn intonation and praising lexis.

The songs are not related to specific rituals and can be performed 
at any time of the wedding. Slavic wedding songs often make use 
of elaborate psychological parallelism. The first part depicts a bird – 
female swan, duck, cuckoo, dove, peahen and swallow (female sym-
bols); male dove, hawk and goose (male symbols); a tree – pear, oak; 
the second part sings about the bride or the groom. When the sec-
ond part of the song comes in, the afore-mentioned birds or trees 
become the symbols of the principal wedding characters.

Crossing of water by boat, carriage to the other side of the river, 
walking through a bridge or a request to build a bridge symbolise 
the wedding as a transition of the bride to another family and to 
a different social status. Such poetical and lyrical songs were not 
necessarily sung during the wedding only.

Marriage incantations (prigovory) are certain prose improvi-
sations having a rhythmical rhymed text. The incantations of the 
matchmaker / usher play a very important role in a wedding. All 
wedding rituals were interrelated, took place in a certain order and 
lasted several days. The main act of this play was the day of mar-
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riage with the usher playing the role of the key director. He would 
ask the groom’s parents for a blessing and go to the bride’s home 
together with the groom. He would then ask the bride’s parents for 
a blessing and bring them both to the wedding ceremony. After the 
ceremony, he would bring them back to the groom’s home where 
the ball would take place. During the ball, he would observe that 
all the required rituals were observed, keep the table under control, 
entertain the guests. On the following day, he would wake up the 
bridal couple and invite them to his home. The quality of the wed-
ding ball and the mood of the wedding attendants highly depended 
on the usher; thus, a respected person well aware of the rituals, ca-
pable of witty comments and wisecrack, was selected the usher.

The peculiar trait of the usher’s incantations – they had to be 
very poetic, well-adjusted to a specific stage in a wedding and or-
ganically blend with other folklore genres performed at that time by 
its style. For instance, before the groom went to the bride’s house, 
he was saying that they would go to a clear field, find a green garden 
in that field and try to catch the white swan – the beautiful girl, the 
young duchess – in that garden.

Wedding laments are a very old folklore genre genetically relat-
ed to funeral rites. The bride herself or a hired professional mourner 
on her behalf would perform laments during the wedding. Laments 
were characteristic of the north regions of Russia. They were per-
formed by means of continued singing and distinguished by their 
lyrical-epic character. They featured an elaborate description; it was 
an exhaustive story about the events and feelings taking place at 
that time.

Laments were performed during various moments in a wed-
ding – on engagement, hen night, upon return from a ritual bath 
and before leaving to the wedding ceremony. Laments would finish 
after the ceremony at the church. Sadness was the only feeling they 
reflected. The principal themes of laments were difficult experiences 
resulting from the changes in her life, her reflections on the future 
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life, farewell to the family, beloved friends, girlhood and youth. As 
a rule, laments featured a strong improvising element but the ver-
sions of laments in the north regions of Russia manifested a rather 
rigid stability. For instance, they tell about a gradually approaching 
misery; they gradually ask for a place to stand up and to come close 
to the stove; a slow dialogue with a stove evolves, where it is asked 
who lit up the light, who gave the splinter, etc. In case the bride is 
an orphan, she laments in a cemetery or addresses her dead parents 
at home – she asks for the water to lift the stone off the grave, the 
wind to blow off the sand for the coffin to appear, the coffin’s plank 
to open, the white savan to uncover and her father / mother to ap-
pear and to speak up.

Laments contrast the girl’s life in her family on her side and the 
future life in a strange family on a strange side. While meadows are 
green, birches are curled, people are good in a native country, mead-
ows are full of humps, birches are hooked and people are treacherous 
on the strange side. While she is loved by everyone, gently invited 
to oak tables with exquisite tablecloths and fed with sugar sweets in 
her native family, she will have to meet the hostile mother-in-law, 
father-in-law, and often even her husband in a strange country.

Laments were only performed before the wedding, while songs 
were sung throughout all stages in a wedding. The songs sung dur-
ing the wedding ball were especially numerous. Laments were per-
formed in the form of a bride’s solo, while other wedding songs 
were sung in a choir by all wedding attendants. The songs feature 
both the motifs of sadness and joy. While laments reveal the feel-
ings and thoughts of the bride, wedding songs disclose the commu-
nal approach towards the marriage.

Various charms and actions said or performed throughout the 
wedding period in order to protect the would-be spouses against 
evil eye and harm inflicted by various evil spirits should be con-
sidered important wedding ritual actions. Such charms were ad-
dressed to the groom when going to the bride, to the bridal couple 
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on the way to the church and on other moments. Upon return from 
the wedding ceremony, the groom and the bride were necessarily 
showered with grain or hops for them to be rich.

Weddings in Russia showed slight variations as well. In the 
south part of Russia, they had more similarities with Ukrainian 
weddings. The weddings in this region did not include wedding la-
ments; their characteristic feature was a cheerful tone; songs were 
mostly performed. In the north part of Russia, weddings were dra-
matic, with laments as their principal genre performed throughout 
the wedding.

Like any other family or calendar feasts, weddings distinguished 
by much better foods and special dishes. Chicken, pig’s head, por-
ridge, noodles, baked karavay were eaten on the wedding as ritual 
foods. In the north regions of Russia karavay was replaced with a 
ritual pie with porridge, fish or chicken.

Tasks for individual work:
1. Familiarise yourself with Slavic wedding songs, laments, speeches.
2. Compare the peculiarities of wedding folklore of Slavic and your 

native country; pay attention to the similarities and differences of 
wedding symbols.

4. Funeral Folklore
Ancient faiths reflect in the cult of worship of ancestors; the dead 
are commemorated during a number of calendar feasts. It was be-
lieved that the soul of the dead moves to another world. The dead 
were believed to influence the fate of the living; therefore, people 
feared them and tried to get along well with them and to please 
them. It also reflects in funeral customs.

If the death of an ailing person was anticipated, the Slavs would 
lay him/her on the floor. Russians would spread some straw, Ukrai-
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nians and Belarusians would lay a sheep fur or a fur coat. In case the 
death of an ailing person is prolonged, the pillow was removed, the 
ceiling plank was raised, the adornment on the roof was broken off. 
In such a case, Ukrainians would ring bells like in the case of death.

A gromnitsa candle (blessed on 2 February) was put into the 
hand of the dying person. Serbs explain it as the illumination 
of the dead person’s road to another world. On Shrove Tuesday 
Serbs would lit a candle for the dead to see. On 9 March (Forty 
Martyrs Day) Serbs made forty rolls and distributed them “for 
the dead to see”.

The dead person was dressed in new white clothes; occasion-
ally, even a dying person was dressed up. Russians still tailor a 
savan – a type of sack or the deceased is folded in a fabric. The up-
per clothing was not put on but placed into the coffin. The clothing 
must not have any metal buttons. Female skirts were long: they 
had to sweep up the path along which the deceased woman walked 
away. Men were put on a hat or it was placed under the head / on 
the chest. Shoes were not put on; instead, fabric soleless shoes were 
made. Maidens were dressed in bridal attire; relatives would dis-
tribute gifts – their dowries. For a widow to marry again, the shirt 
of her deceased husband was left unbuttoned. For a widower not 
to marry again (taking pity on children), a yarn was tied around 
the deceased wife.

A bowl with water was placed near the dying person. The bowl 
would be kept during the funeral 
and 40 more days after the funer-
al. A towel or a cloth was hanged 
near the bowl or near an open 
window. It was believed that the 
spirit bathed, towelled itself and 
rested on the towel. In later times, 
it evolved into a sign showing that 
someone died in the house.Fig. 11. Scooped-out coffin
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Coffins were prepared in advance. They were kept in the attic; 
however, coffins were not kept empty for them not to desire for the 
dead. Grain was poured to coffins, which was later given away to 
the poor. In case there was no coffin, the deceased was first laid out 
on the table. The coffin contained no metal nails; in old times cof-
fins were made by scooping, from logs (see Fig. 11). In the north re-
gions of Russia an opening was made in the coffin for a spirit to go 
out. Such an opening was also made in the domovinoje (a structure 
reminiscent of a small house) made of logs on top of the grave.

Bread, salt, egg or a bottle of vodka and cash for buying out a 
place were placed into the coffin. The Slavs would explain that vari-
ous items were put into the coffin for the reason of preventing cattle 
from going after their deceased master. Toys and diapers were put 
into the coffins of children and pregnant women. Craftsmen were 
buried together with their work utensils.

In the north of Russia the coffin was taken out through the win-
dow / cattle-shed (where the cattle-shed and the house were under 
the same roof). Where the coffin was taken out through the door, 
it was knocked at the threshold for three times for the dead to bid 
farewell to his home and never come back. As soon as the coffin was 
taken out, the house was swept out, the floor was washed, the chairs 
and benches were turned upside down.

Even in summer the coffin was carried by a sledge. The sledge 
was turned upside down on a grave or left by the roadside with its 
shafts directed to the side of the cemetery to prevent the dead from 
coming back home. While carrying the coffin, grain – rye, wheat, 
oat – were spread on it. Cattle were driven outside for them to bid 
farewell to the master of the house. Fir branches were scattered on 
the road, even stones were tossed over the shoulder for the deceased 
not to find the way back.

In Polesia, unbaptised children were buried at night by carry-
ing the coffin from one stackyard to another. The graves of such 
children, oval or circle in shape, were situated in the left corner of 
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the cemetery, near the fence. This is where suicides were buried 
as well. Suicides were not buried in the ground before Pentecost; 
their bodies were covered with branches (that is why they are called 
‘dead hostages’, Russian zalozhnyje pokojniki) in the place where 
they committed a suicide or any other remote place. They were not 
buried in the ground not to incur its anger and to prevent late frosts 
from happening. However, people would also fear the revenge of 
the suicide; hence, suicides were buried in the ground right after 
Pentecost when frosts are little likely – in the area of the cemetery 
devoted to them or in a forest, near the road, in a bog. The church 
required all the dead to be buried but people would disregard this 
requirement even in the 19th century.

While at the cemetery, the funeral attendants were treated with 
kutja (porridge of unmilled wheat, bean porridge or pancakes with 
honey). In the 20th century such a custom was only observed by poor 
relatives of the dead who could not organise a funeral luncheon.

Having buried the dead, people would go home without turning 
back. On a funeral luncheon, Ukrainians and Belarusians would 
eat hot bread by breaking it by hands. A soul was believed to eat va-
pour. The luncheon was called gorachki. A separate bowl was placed 
for the dead; the first spoon of meal was spilled over into the corner. 
Each guest was given a wooden spoon.

Female relatives would lament throughout the funeral. Daugh-
ters would mourn for the death of their father while sitting on a cof-
fin and laying their heads on its cover. One or even several mourn-
ers were often hired; they would lament one after another and 
together. In the south of Russia funerals used to end with cheerful 
songs: the dead had to be amused for him/her not to get angry. In 
Western Ukraine youth would even dance near the deceased, tried 
to wake him up, performed funeral parodies by his side. It was done 
for death not to come back to that house again.

A wooden cross was erected on a grave. Towels were tied 
around the cross. Ukrainians would tie up kerchiefs on the cross-
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es standing on the graves of young people. Cossacks would uplift 
the kerchief on a wooden pole. Belarusians did not have a custom 
to erect a cross on female graves. To commemorate them, they 
would put a plank / log across the bog, carve out a cross, sabots 
or sickle, occasionally, year of death, on it. People believed that 
it was a way to help out women to cross troublesome places in 
another world.

On the fortieth day after death the East Slavs would make up 
the bed for the dead under the images of saints and invite him/her 
to come for a stay in laments. They made a ladder – a long pie with 
steps – to help the deceased to climb up to heaven. The ladder was 
placed at the gate and eaten with honey once the songs were over.

The grave was visited after a year; it was covered with a tablecloth 
and supplied with food; a tradition of tying a new towel around the 
cross has survived to this day.

The folklore of a single genre – laments – was performed during a 
funeral. Laments allow for improvising but the content of laments 
depends on the stage of the funeral ritual. When a freshly dead rela-
tive is lamented for, he is addressed and asked why he is not waking 
up, why he does not speak, perhaps he cannot hear. The mourner 
laments that she will have to live on, who will comfort her, who will 
help her work. When the deceased is bathed and laid out, it is said in 
the lament that he is dressing in unusual clothing and lying down 
in an unusual posture. The laments include the image of death as 
a journey: the mourner is asking the dead where he is planning on 
going. When the dead is placed into a coffin, the lament tells about 
his unusual home – it neither has windows nor doors.

Certain laments transcribed in the north of Russia extend to 
as many as 100 lines. Influenced by the tradition of byliny, such 
laments have an epic beginning. The laments on the people who 
died a tragic death are especially expanded, e. g. The Lament on 
the Person Struck by Lightning has 115 lines, while The Lament on 
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the Drowned has as many as 975 lines. Such laments are typical ex-
amples of lyrical-epic rather than lyrical character.

 Belarusian lament
My dear master, my breadwinner,

Why are you lying, why aren’t you getting up?

Perhaps you cannot hear me sing?

Perhaps you cannot see me mourn?

Get up for an hour, for a minute,

Take a look at your little children.

Why did you leave us,

Why did you leave us, poor little things?

Was the house too small for your?

Didn’t I look after you?

Why did you set off so soon?

Why did you move to such a house,

A dark house with no windows and no doors.  KSF 308

In Russian and Belarusian laments the deceased is addressed in 
metaphors. The dead son or daughter is addressed in the following 
ways: dear apple from my garden, dear berry still unripe. A man is 
often referred to as master, shelter; a mother is called a grower. Ac-
cording to the researchers of laments, such metaphors are related 
to the prohibition to mention the name of the deceased as well as 
the term denoting the kinship with the mourner. Apart from meta-
phors, kinship terms (dear father, mother, son, daughter, etc.) can 
also be found. It shows that the prohibition to mention the terms 
of kinship was already forgotten, only a tradition of diminutive ad-
dresses remained.

On the commemoration of the dead, Russians and Belarusians did 
not only chant religious songs but also sing sad secular songs. For 
instance, a song about how all relatives have gathered but the de-
ceased is not here, she is standing behind the threshold and watch-
ing at what her relatives are doing is related to the commemoration 
ritual entirely.
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On commemoration, an empty seat was left at the set table for it was 
believed that the soul of the dead also attends the commemoration.

As a rule, Russians would commemorate the dead several times 
a year: on Saturday, before the week of Shrove Tuesday, on “parent” 
Saturdays – second, third and fourth week of Lent, on Radunitsa 
(Tuesday after Easter), on the Saturday of the Holy Trinity and Saint 
Dimitri’s Day (26 October).

5. Laments of Conscripts (‘Recruits’)
Laments of conscripts (‘recruits’) were also recorded in Russia. 
Such laments date to later periods compared to wedding and fu-
neral laments. Conscription was introduced by Peter I in 1699.

No ritual or magical character can be found in these laments. 
After drawing a bad lot – forced to go to compulsory military ser-
vice – a conscript would pass a medical check-up leading to a sev-
eral-day process of “recruiting”: he did no longer work but walk 
around, entertain and bid farewell to relatives and friends. When 
bidding farewell, laments were performed by the conscript’s fam-
ily members or a mourner invited for that purpose. The conscript 
himself would not lament but laments were performed in his name, 
reflecting his thoughts and feelings.

By the emotions conveyed, laments of conscripts did not in any 
way differ from funeral laments: military service was compared to 
death. It is fully understandable. This service did not have any es-
tablished term throughout nearly the entire 18th century. In 1793 the 
service period of 25 years was established; from 1834 – 20 years; 
from 1855 – 12 years. When going to the service, a person was rooted 
out from his family for good. He either did not come back or came 
back a helpless old man and disabled person. Usually, the returnee 
could not re-adjust to his environment and remained lonely, poor 
and distressed. Laments say that conscription is not only close to 
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death but even worse: this kind of death strikes you in much more 
than a moment; it is painful and extended over many years, over a 
lifetime.

Two themes can be singled out in laments: conscript’s family life 
after his departure to the service and images of his life as a soldier. 
The development of the first theme resembles funeral laments: like 
a widow finds it hard to live without her breadwinner, a soldier also 
has to face an unbearable physical labour and poverty. The second 
topic is reminiscent of other soldier songs: all troubles of soldier’s 
life are lamented over; hard military campaigns, humiliating disci-
pline and daily drill are depicted.

Tasks for individual work:
1. Familiarise yourself with Slavic funeral laments, pay attention to 

the metaphors of death, the deceased, coffin, grave.
2. What images are common to wedding, funeral and conscript la-

ments?
3. Describe the similarities and differences between calendar folk-

lore and folklore of family rites.
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VI.  Mythological and 
Historical Reflections in 
the Slavic Epic and Songs

An epic is a lengthy narrative poem about legendary or historical 
deeds. It may be mythological or heroic. The features of mythologi-
cal and heroic epic are often intertwined.

An epic is often a fruit of collective creation but it is sometimes as-
sociated with the name of a person of exceptional skills, who preserved 
it, learnt it by heart, collected and transcribed it. In the early modern 
period epics were also created by specific, well-known writers.

Folk epic songs are classified as mythological and historical. 
They did not exist in every country. For instance, the Lithuanian 
folklore does not have the examples of epic genre.

1. Mythological Epic Songs
Mythological epic songs are rather popular in the folklore of the 
South Slavs. Belarusian folklore also features mythological epic 
songs (Belarusian folklorists assign them to ballads). The relics of 
mythological epic are also found in Russian byliny, which essen-
tially belong to the historical epic. Most of the Slavs have preserved 
the parallels with this old South Slavic genre in epic works only.

The earliest songs are about mythical creatures which embody nat-
ural phenomena (samodivas, vilas, judas, mermaids), celestial bodies 
(sun, moon, stars), dangerous illnesses (plague, malaria / ague).
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The image of the vila is especially complex and multi-layered. Her 
actions bear certain resemblances with a witch widely-spread among 
the Slavs, East Slavic mermaid, West Ukrainian navka, West Ukrai-
nian and Polish ‘wild woman’, Baltic woodland fairy (Lith. laumė).

The vila (the word is believed to derive from ‘виться’- ‘curl, twist’) 
is a Slavic goddess of forests and water. She is depicted as a beauti-
ful woman (less commonly – ugly and naked) with loose hair and 
wearing a long white dress. Her weapons are a bow with arrows and 
a miraculous band or kerchief. She may have wings, which may be 
considered a relic of her ability to shape-shift into a bird. The vila is 
well familiar with flora and flowers; she even grows them or heals a 
wounded warrior by them. The vila can readily, yet selfishly help a hu-
man being, gift him with the giant’s power; in his deeds, each junak 
usually uses the assistance of the vila – a ‘sister’ who forces her help on 
the junak. In the motifs where the vila locks up waters and kidnaps 
people, she resembles or assimilates with the image of a snake.

The image of a snake is also rather ambiguous in the Slavic folk-
lore. It may appear in a variety of forms. People would see a snake in 
celestial bodies (comets, meteorites) and the rainbow. A snake was 
associated with natural phenomena (thunder, storm, fog, whirlwind). 
It was also pictured in a human shape but the South Slavs saw it with 
a huge head, large eyes, pale face and wings underneath the armpits. 
Influenced by Christianity, the image of a Slavic snake underwent 
certain changes, it assimilated and became reminiscent of a dragon 
with one or several dog heads (see icons), while a snake evolved into 
an incarnation or personification of the devil / evil forces.

The songs juxtapose a warrior to a female snake and a maiden 
to a male snake. Such juxtaposition was not random. The warrior’s 
fight with a snake is uncompromising as the snake was portrayed 
as a dangerous force embodying fatal phenomena, and people were 
not concerned with the victory of such forces. Nevertheless, a snake 
had been viewed in a positive light since the old times. It was be-
lieved that each village had its guardian snake protecting its fields 
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against the attacks of strangers and harmful forces (cf. the Balts 
and Belarusians have faiths about a snake / grass snake – home 
guardian). Thus, the kidnapping of a girl was seen as a pay to a 
snake for its protection, while an affair between a male snake and 
a girl was not considered sinful (the sin originated under the influ-
ence of Christianity only). People believed that such a liaison may 
give rise to an heir of the male snake, their would-be guardian. The 
logic was absolutely simple and flawless: only a snake or a human 
being possessing snake traits can defeat another snake.

In songs the birth of a male snake is accompanied by the signs 
of nature. Thunder and lightning frighten wild beasts, birds and 
fish, which try to hide in the depth of forests, the sky and water. The 
earth trembles, while the sun and the moon eclipse. The newborn is 
a junak (cf. words ‘юный’, ‘юнец’, ‘юноша’ / young, young man).

Plots of the mythological epic. Several South Slavic epic songs 
picture people’s relations with a personified sun, sun’s marriage 
with a girl. An epic song says that the Sun fell in love with a girl so 
much that it could not set. When the girl was swaying on a swing 
on the Feast of Saint John the Baptist, the sun turned its rays into 
a swing and cast them down to the earth. The girl sat down on the 
swing – the sun pulled her up to the sky. Two suns appeared.

The sun competes with the humankind – which of them is more 
beautiful and faster. In another epic song a mother boasted that her 
daughter is more beautiful than the sun. The sun invited the girl to 
contest. The sun lit three valleys, while the girl lit the entire earth. 
In yet another song, the sun told the beautiful girl to show up in the 
morning and burnt the girl’s face. Junak boasted of having a horse 
which can ride around the earth in a single day. The sun made a bet 
with him: if the junak wins, he may marry the sun’s daughter; if the 
sun wins, it will take away the junak’s horse. The junak was the first 
to ride to the sun’s gate and got the sun’s daughter.

In South Slavic regions the epic songs telling about the relations 
between girls and young men with mythical creatures – vilas / sam-
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ovilas / mermaids are popular. The vila competes with a woman 
which of them is more beautiful and loses. The vila demands a trib-
ute – nine babies. People refuse to give them – the vila takes a hun-
dred babies and orders them to pick herbs. One child tells that he 
will shoot his mother for not tying up his shirt. The vila gives him 
a bow and arrows – the child shoots the vila and frees the captives. 
South Slavic and Belarusian songs portray the divas or wolves cra-
dling a baby left by a reaper in a field.

The excessively hyperbolised characters reminiscent of giants 
(Svyatogor the weight of whose bag / whose weight the earth can-
not hold; Mikula who can be heard ploughing the earth at a far 
distance and whose horse is so heavy that the entire duke’s army 
cannot lift it) are considered the relics of the mythological epic in 
Russian byliny. The characters of the byliny which may turn into a 
beast or a bird also have mythical traits and other magical proper-
ties (Volga, Duke Roman).

Task for individual work:

Familiarise yourself with the plots of mythological epic songs; find 
their analogies in Lithuanian (or other nation’s) historical legends 
and folktales.

2. Historical Epic Songs
Historical epics have been preserved by Russians (byliny) and South 
Slavs (songs about junaks or Junache Pesme). The songs depict the 
hero’s fight with a myriad of enemies or a duel with a foreign enemy 
of enormous strength. Aside from the above, social plots of daily 
life, as well as extraordinary heroic stories, are depicted.

The work of recording byliny began in the 17th century and con-
tinued until the 18th – early 20th century. Some 100 plots of byliny are 
known today. The first large-scope publication on byliny compiled by 
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Kirsha Danilov was published in 1804. It arose the interest of ordinary 
people and scientists in this folklore genre. Byliny were transcribed in 
the north regions of Russia – the principal territory of their storage. 
The songs of the Cossacks living near the Don, the Terek, the lower 
Volga and the Ural have also preserved certain echoes of byliny.

A number of scientists consider the 10th–11th the period of for-
mation of byliny. This period gave rise to two major cycles of the 
byliny – Kivan and Novgorodian – at the very peak of prosperity 
of Kiev and Novgorod (Russia established itself around these cities). 
At the end of the 11th century the state of Kiev started dividing to 
individual duchies. In the 13–15th century Russia lived through very 
hard times as it was imposed the yoke of the Tatar rule.

The events and heroic deeds depicted in byliny turn this genre 
into a plot-centred narrative. In the centre of the plot is a heroic 
deed, battle (mostly a duel) with the foes of Russian lands. The hero 
defeats a myriad of foes or another heroic foe – a giant. His victory 
usually plays a decisive role in the fate of the nation and the state.

The hero stands out for his unsurpassed power, manhood and 
courage. It is a powerful warrior capable of the deeds which could 
only be accomplished by the effort of the entire nation or a formidable 
army. The image of the hero is like an epic generalization, the presence 
of most of the best personal traits in a single person. Ilya Muromets is 
the most popular and favourite character is Russian byliny.

Where byliny depict battles with a multitude of foes, real histori-
cal enemies are mentioned – Tatars, Turks, Lithuanians. Where a 
battle with an abstract powerful creature is depicted, the hero de-
feats a snake / dragon (in byliny) or a black arap (in junak songs). The 
latter songs also feature historical realia – Tatars besieging Kiev or 
encountered in the steppe or Turks driving their captives are men-
tioned. Nevertheless, both Russian byliny and junak songs have the 
ending of the clash between heroes and ethnic foes opposite to real-
ity. The heroes of byliny defeat the Tatars and eliminate the threat; 
even an armless junak defeats the Turks and frees the captives. Such 
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a contradiction to reality (Russians endured the Tartar-Mongolian 
yoke for nearly three hundred years, while the South Slavs were sub-
jugated by the Turks) was most likely driven by the belief in victory, 
struggle against invaders and rise to battle of the subjugated nations 
enshrined in epic songs. The South Slavic junak songs often address 
the theme of betrayal by the own people: it is most likely related to 
reality, where a part of Slavs converted to the Islamic faith.

Like other folklore genres, byliny have their specific features. 
The epic character of byliny reflects in the extensive epic dimension 
of the depicted image: solemn and poetic narrative, slow and calm 
style and singing (recitative). Byliny are average-length songs longer 
than historical songs and ballads. They distinguish by their estab-
lished structure and poetic peculiarities: lead-ins having no direct 
connection to the plot (zapev), beginnings (zachin) and refrains, es-
tablished general formulas, action slowdowns, repetitions, etc.

The established necessary scenes and formulas of byliny are as 
follows: hero’s self-praise in a feast, wine-drinking, horse saddling, 
description of a formidable foe or its tremendous army, etc. The es-
tablished structural elements of byliny are also certain repetitions, 
especially where the same episode is repeated word by word for as 
many as three times. Such repetitions are also characteristic of folk-
tales but they are told in a slightly different manner. For instance, in 
byliny, a hero gets into a battle with a foe for three times; he propos-
es his bride-to-be for three times. Occasionally, the same leitmotif is 
repeated for many times in a bylina. Hyperboles are also common.

By contrast to the characters of lyric songs, characters of byliny 
are not associated with the singer’s personality and do not convey 
his thoughts and feelings. The relations among characters in a by-
lina can be characterised by a broad state-wide scope, which can 
also be sensed in the depiction of personal conflicts between he-
roes. The epic character of byliny also manifests in the fact that the 
images of events are as monumental and solemn as the images of 
heroes themselves.
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A crucial role is assigned to the ideological meaning of byliny. They 
tried to instil the love to one’s native land, pride in its riches, power 
and beauty and shape the national consciousness. Their importance 
was even magnified when the country was captured by the enemy.

Being a genre of singing folklore, byliny are related to other 
epic songs: ballads, spiritual songs. They were also influenced by 
lyric songs. Where appropriate in the plot, its text could be supple-
mented with a lament, chants, proverbs. The bylina also approach-
es the poetics of lyric songs by means of psychological parallelism 
commonly used in it. Miracle songs about warriors are especially 
close to byliny. We may guess that they had the same mythologi-
cal source: a folktale-song about heroic deeds inherently related to 
the rituals of initiations of men. A miraculous horse which falls to 
the scope of attention of both bylina and tale of magic is definitely 
linked with the Eurasian old rites and faiths.

Songs about junaks are epic style poetry of South Slavs. They were 
composed during the feudal period and over the first decades after 
the South Slavs were conquered by the Ottoman Turks (9th– 14th 
c.). The surviving junak songs are dated the end of the 14th cen-
tury – the beginning of the 15th century. The tragic situation of the 
South Slavs explains the circumstance that earlier songs about the 
deeds of junaks (i. e. heroes) fell into oblivion or were ousted by 
the songs about the new heroes, or merged with the new songs and 
are now accepted as the songs about other junaks –fighters against 
foreign foes. The traits associated with heroes in the new songs are 
characteristic of the ancient Slavic mythological legends. Several 
principal characters of junak songs gradually emerged giving rise 
to epical cycles, which also incorporated the songs depicting later 
events. The process resulted in anachronisms, which are difficult to 
decipher. Kraljević Marko / Krali Marko became the principal hero 
in both Bulgarian and other South Slavic epic poems. Like other 
folk epic characters, he does not coincide with a historical figure 
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having lived in the second half of the 14th century. In reality he was 
the ruler of the town of Prilep, later – Ottoman vassal. Junak songs 
depict Krali Marko as a fighter for truth and justice, protector of 
the disadvantaged, guardian of Christianity. He is encircled by a 
myriad of valiant junaks.

Apart from the Kraljević Marko cycle, Serbs and Croats have 
the Pre-Kosovo cycle of junak songs, the Kosovo cycle (dedicated 
to the battle of Kosovo in 1389 which brought Serbia under Turkish 
oppression), the cycle of Brankovići and Jakšići who ruled Serbia 
after the defeat.

In the centre of junak songs are the deeds of the hero, coura-
geous fighter against slavery. The junak’s life, his deeds in the bat-
tles / duels with foes are portrayed in a hyperbolised and idealised 
manner. Like in East Slavic byliny, the composition is as follows: 
songs contain a number of descriptions, repetitions, action slow-
down, mythologization and fantastic scenes. Long lines (10 sylla-
bles) are typical. They abound in epithets, figurative comparisons, 
which, together with other artistic means of style, make it a solemn 
genre rendering a strong emotional effect.

Task for individual work:
Compare Russian and South Slavic epic heroes.

3. Ballads and Dumas
History. A ballad is not only a genre of folklore but also poetry. It 
is a short verse of historical or legendary content combining epic, 
lyric and dramatic elements. It is an intriguing, often gloomy nar-
rative of horrific adventures about extraordinary deeds. They reveal 
the mystery of the world, tragic moods of life.

The name ballad originated in the 12th century in Provence, where 
it meant a dance song with a refrain; it was a love song (French bal-
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lade from Latin ballo – I dance). English and Scottish ballad, which 
is not intrinsically related with the French ballad (it was not linked 
with dances), prospered in the 15th century. A folk song of dramatic 
plot, which often expresses political and social ideas (e. g. ballad of 
Robin Hood), was given a name of ballad introduced by the Nor-
mans. Slavic folk ballads are also akin to the folklore of this type.

Next to the term ballad, Russian scientists use the term ballad 
song. Folk singers use neither of the two terms; they simply refer 
to ballads as verses, thus distinguishing them from byliny. Among 
Ukrainians, ballads are given the name of dumas.

Ballads are lyrical-epic songs usually shorter than byliny but lon-
ger than lyric songs. Scientists consider the plot the main feature of 
ballads. Ballads speak about interpersonal conflict relations. Ballads 
depict horrifying events – clash of interests of relatives or family 
members, consequences of slander, hatred, unduly rigorous evalua-
tion of actions; a tragic ending is their characteristic feature. Some 
ballads portray happy coincidences when long-separated relatives 
meet, recognise each other and free from captivity or avoid incest. 
The singing about such events renders a strong emotional load to the 
songs of this genre: evil takes the lead, innocent heroes are doomed 
to die but they nevertheless achieve a moral victory by dying.

A ballad distinguishes by a masterly organised plot: on the one 
side, a situation of great emotional power is selected; on the other 
side, the actions of characters are characterised with precision. The 
aspect of tragedy in the ballad is tremendous. It is often a crime or 
villainy inflicted to a very close person or a relative, which becomes 
the cause of enormous tension. The ballad also reveals personal ex-
periences; it often depicts a spiritual state of a criminal when he 
belatedly regrets committing a horrible crime and is bedevilled by 
remorse.

Ballad characters can be characterised by strong feelings, de-
sires and wishes. For instance, a girl goes to the enemy willing to 
free hostages; a girl escapes from captivity: to her, freedom is more 
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precious than life; unable to escape from her persecutors, she rather 
jumps to the river; in defence of her right to love, a girl resolves to 
die rather than forcibly marry an unloved man. A husband may kill 
his beloved wife out of immense jealousy.

Plots of ballads. Coming to terms with the national history is 
a characteristic feature of Russian ballads. For instance, a girl is 
riding from Tatar captivity, reaches the Darja River and asks the 
ferryman to take her to the other side. He agrees on condition that 
the girl marries him. The girl refuses: dukes and nobles already pro-
posed her, so why she should marry a Mordvin.

Another Russian ballad tells about parents hating their son so 
much that they chase him away from home. A sister sets out in quest 
of her brother – she is kidnapped by three Tatars. Suddenly, Kaza-
rin meets the Tatars with the sister. He sets the girl free, recognises 
his sister and accompanies her home. According to one of the most 
popular East Slavic ballads, Tatars kidnap a girl or a sister-in-law 
invites her husband’s sister to stay overnight for it will be safe at her 
home and then sells her to Tatars. A mother sets off in search of her 
daughter or a Tatar takes her captive for herding his goose, spin-
ning and cradling his child. The mother gets to the Tatar’s home, 
recognises her daughter and sings while cradling a child that he is 
a Tatar by his father’s line and a grandson by his mother’s line. The 
daughter recognises her mother, tells her take as many valuables as 
she likes and sends her home.

West Slavic ballads picture the tragic events caused by wars or 
military service or unexpectedly happy coincidences. The looting 
Tatars or Turks are mentioned in a Polish ballad, where a boy be-
trays the lords of the castle – discloses their hiding place in a tower. 
The raiders break the tower, murder the lord and take the mistress 
captive. In another Polish ballad the father wants to ransom his 
son from the army, sells his cattle but fails to win back his son. In a 
Slovak ballad the son falls in battle and remains in the battle field to 
be pecked by ravens and eaten by snakes. In a Belarusian ballad, the 
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husband goes to war, while his wife and children turn into roadside 
trees. In a Polish ballad, a wife is asking for her husband not to go 
to the war because he will fall in battle. The husband does not listen 
to her and promises to bring her a gift from Rus’ – a girl wearing 
a white shirt, red tunic, white socks and red shoes. The wife waits 
for her husband and sees three ships coming: one carries her hus-
band’s clothing, the second – her husband’s body, the third – her 
husband’s gift, a girl from Rus’.

However, most ballads deal with the tragic events in a family. For 
example, the mother-in-law or travelling old men / beggars write a 
letter to the husband or meet him on the way home saying that 
his wife was unfaithful and drank away his property. The husband 
strikes off the head of his wife coming out to meet him and then 
sees the perfect orderliness at home. Then he also decapitates his 
mother. The other plot: the mother-in-law sends off her daughter-
in-law to weed out flax and tells her not to come back home. The 
daughter-in-law transforms into a rowan. The mother-in-law tells 
her son to cut down the tree. While cutting, blood appears and the 
tree begins to speak about how her husband became a widower and 
her children were turned into orphans. Generally speaking, the 
hero’s transformation into a tree is one of the most popular plots 
in Slavic ballads.

Occasionally, ballads fail to give a clarification on why a wife 
killed her husband and a husband killed his wife. Attempts to con-
ceal a crime are an important theme in ballads. The criminal tells a 
lie that the husband or wife left somewhere / is working something 
but the relatives do not find anything and blame / punish the killer.

Ballads portray the brothers as the guardians of their sister’s vir-
tue. They murder their sister’s beloved man (in South Slavic ballads) 
or betray the sister to their father, who kills the daughter himself. 
Afterwards, the brothers pity their sister and blame their father.

A ballad featuring the willingness of a sister to marry a lord and 
her brother forbidding her from doing so is a popular ballad in the 
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folklore of all Slavic peoples. The lord advises to poison the brother. 
As soon as the sister listens to him, the lord refuses to marry her 
explaining that she may do the same to him. The sister realises the 
senselessness of her action and moral punishment: she left all alone.

Tragic events happen when relatives separate and do not recog-
nise each other. The sister married and moved overseas, while her 
brothers turned into looters. When the sister was sailing to see her 
parents together with her husband and child, they were attacked by 
looters, her husband was murdered, her child was tossed into the sea, 
and she was assaulted. They learnt afterwards that it was their sister, 
son-in-law and nephew. The theme of incest is popular in the bal-
lads; it either happens or the sister is recognised before it is too late.

The ballads may also include some elements characteristic of 
mythological plots or lyric songs. For example, in a Belarusian bal-
lad two young men are plotting the murder of the third young man 
but they first ask him who his father is. He replies that his father is 
the Danube, his mother is the earth, his brother is a nightingale in 
the forest, a cuckoo is his sister and a birch is his wife. This is the 
way to tell that a character is either an orphan or he is exalted in 
such a way. In Russian and Belarusian traditions, a ballad about 
the drowned sister turning into river water, grass, fish, raspberries 
found their place next to the commemoration rituals of the dead.

Verisimilitude is characteristic of ballads more than other 
rhymed genres. Verisimilitude reveals through the causes of con-
flicts, daily life of characters themselves, circumstances of crimes 
and their sentences described in a detailed manner; there are no 
fantastic elements. The artistic style manifests itself very rarely and 
only at the very end of the ballad (for instance, when the murdered 
girl turns into a tree).

How does a ballad differ from other genres? In byliny, as well as 
historical songs, a positive character triumphs, whereas in ballads 
he is doomed to death, and a villain does not get a punishment he 
deserves, even though he can grieve and regret. Characters in bal-
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lads are not heroes or historical figures; they are mostly ordinary 
people; if they are dukes, they are often depicted through family, in-
terpersonal relations. Ballads resemble byliny and historical songs 
by their epic and story-telling character but their plots are not ex-
panded and they often limit with a single episode. They also differ 
from lyric songs by a rather forthright presentation of interpersonal 
relations; the lyrical character is only characteristic of the ballads of 
later times, and it is already a sign of decay of the genre.

Ukrainian folklorists consider dumas, which are characteristic 
of Ukraine, an epic; however, the researchers of other countries 
place them closer to lyrical-epic poetry, which also encompasses 
the genre of ballads. Dumas do no longer have hyperbolised per-
sonalities distinguishing by their enormous power and courage 
depicted in epic songs. They include scenes of suffering, outburst of 
complaints; liberation is not possible through a battle but by means 
of cunning and deception; even women rescue men, etc. Neverthe-
less, by their content, dumas are historical songs as they originated 
and developed under specific conditions of the Cossack military 
democracy in the 15–17th century and became the principal part of 
the repertoire of kobzars (playing the bandura) who were mostly 
blind singers. Dumas were performed by the method of melodic 
recitation (recitative) with a kobza (bandura – a Ukrainian Cos-
sack musical instrument reminiscent of the lute, see Fig. 12) ac-
companiment.

Dumas had their established 
plots but they were also subject 
to improvisation. Duma versifi-
cation is free; a line had 4 to 20 
and more syllables. There are 
no stanzas; a text is divided in 
meaningful units. Such charac-
teristic features clearly separate 
dumas from historical songs Fig. 12. Kobza (bandura)
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akin to them by their content. The poetics of dumas comprises of 
epithets, repetitions, deliberate holding-back of epic narrative (re-
tardation). Most dumas have their established composition and 
comprise of a certain beginning – musical phrase-musical passage 
(lead-in), plot narration and ending – address to the audience in 
the name of the singer – kobzar – or the figures acting in the duma. 
Dumas are large-scope musical works; their length may extend to 
as many as 400 lines.

The oldest dumas dating back to the 15th – early 17th century (dumas 
about Marusia Bogusławka, the escape of the three brothers from 
Azov, etc.) tell about the hardships of Ukrainian hostages-slaves in 
the Tatar-Turk captivity. The songs celebrate patriotism, manhood, 
loyalty to friendship reflecting in the fight with the invaders.

The most popular dumas tell a story about Slavic-descent Mar-
usia Boguslawka, wife of a Turk, who liberates her nationals but 
does not escape with them. She asks to tell her parents not to wor-
ry about her ransom because she has already become akin to the 
Turks. The song sings about the captive Cossacks enchained at the 
gallery. Alkan-pašová goes to see Sandžakovna, while the captives 
make Ljach Baturlak watching them drunk and he unchains the 
captives. The liberated Cossacks kill the Turks.

A number of dumas were created in the period of 1648–1654 dur-
ing the war of liberation of the Ukrainian people from the suprem-
acy of the Polish nobility. The principal character is an ingenuous 
and courageous hetman Bohdan Khmelnytsky; the soldiers helping 
him are depicted, Ukrainian victories are celebrated, Polish mag-
nates and lords are derided, traitors from among Cossack chiefs 
are condemned (dumas about the military campaign to Moldavia, 
Khmelnytsky and Barabash, Khmelnytsky’s death, etc.). They are 
the reflections of actual events.

Dumas on the theme of daily life were also sung (about a sister 
and a brother, about Cossack life), which could also feature a hu-
morous depiction of various situations.
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In the 19th century few new dumas were composed. The old heri-
tage of the Ukrainian heroic epic was preserved by the kobzars who 
had their professional schools (brotherhoods reminiscent of Cos-
sack communities by their organization), organizations of the poor 
with the established order, particularly secret language, cash regis-
ter and passed down the performance of dumas from generation to 
generation. In the 19th century the majority of the dumas preserved 
by the well-known duma singers-kobzars were written down. In 
the course of the 1905 revolution, kobzar Mykhailo Kravchenko 
composed new dumas about the events in Sorochinsk in 1905 (The 
Black Sunday in Sorochinsk) depicting the bloody suppression of 
the revolting peasants by the tsarist army. The Soviet times also 
gave rise to new dumas (naturally, they celebrated the Soviet gov-
ernment, the victories in World War II, etc.).

Around 50 duma plots (~300 versions) are known today.

Task for individual work:
Find the parallels of Slavic ballads in Lithuanian (or your native) 
folklore and compare the peculiarities of their content and form.

4. Russian Historical Songs
Every Slavic nation has its historical songs. The songs of every na-
tion differ by events and heroes depicted in the songs but they are 
also similar in a number of countries by their aims, plots and form. 
Some regions have more epic songs, yet others have more lyric (for 
instance, Lithuanian military-historical songs). We will take a clos-
er look at Russian historical songs.

Over 600 plots of historical songs are known today. They 
reached their peak of prosperity in the 16–18th century. Scientists 
argue about what historical songs really are – a peculiar individual 
genre of songs or a thematic group of different genres. Nevertheless, 
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we may reach a common approach combining the two opinions: 
historical songs are a single genre combining the songs of several 
types, differing by their origin, composed in different periods and 
having different structural properties.

The term ‘historical songs’ is not used by common people; in-
stead, it was coined by folklorists and men of letters. Folk would 
simply refer to the songs of such type as ‘songs’, occasionally ‘old 
songs’. By scope, historical songs are shorter than byliny but longer 
than lyric songs. They differ from a lyric song by a high number of 
syllables and the absence of melody (where melody is understood as 
the singing of long and high-pitched vocal sounds).

The epic character of historical songs manifests in the narration 
about events depicted in an objective manner, without the intru-
sion of a narrator. The songs tell a single event or even its episode. 
The narrative is dynamic, without any expanded descriptions and 
the so called ‘epic ritualism’: narrative trimmings, stable formulas, 
slowdowns, three repetitions (they are rare), established beginnings 
and endings, even though certain types of them passed to the old 
historical songs from byliny.

Historical songs are narratives about the past. They are usually 
created shortly after some important events. Certain songs seem to 
have been composed by the participants or witnesses to the events. 
As noted by folklorist B. N. Putilov, modern history rather than 
more recent or more remote past, becomes the principal theme in 
the songs; a song ‘lives’ in the present. However, after a while, fu-
ture generations see the events depicted in the songs and the char-
acters acting in them as history. Historical events gradually fall to 
oblivion while a song is being passed down from generation to gen-
eration; the true depiction of events, even the spirit of the times, 
gradually decays. It results in inaccurate presentation of events and 
evaluation of the deeds of historical figures as it is done from the 
point of view of modern times. Ingenuity plays a significant role in 
the process of creation; however, no fantastic elements can be found 
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in historical songs; hyperboles are not used (as in byliny), though 
certain exaggerations can sometimes be observed.

Historical songs have their acting figures. They are neither the 
heroes present in byliny nor ordinary folks apparent in ballads 
but well-known historical figures: Ivan the Terrible, Razin, Peter 
I, Pugachev, Suvorov. The common people expressing their views 
towards the events depicted in a song also play a part in them. Not 
only the action itself is depicted in the songs; by contrast to byliny, 
they give a far more thorough and exhaustive presentation of the 
psychological trials of the principal characters, their inner world.

An ideological-artistic meaning of the songs is also important. The 
songs record the principal events and historical figures in the folk 
memory, express the understanding of the folk on the history of the 
nation and give the evaluation of the events. The songs sung during the 
revolts provide a clear expression of patriotic ideas: the pride in one’s 
Homeland, the necessity to defend it, the idea of freedom of the nation.

Two thematic lines can be distinguished in the songs: military 
and social. For instance, songs about soldiers and their command-
ers fall to the first thematic line, while the second thematic line cov-
ers the songs about Stenka Razin and Yemelyan Pugachev.

Songs slightly differ in different regions. Older songs are spread 
in the north; they are common to Russians by their plot. The songs 
about the siege of Kazan, Yermak and Razin were popular near the 
Volga. The songs about warriors near Azov, revolts and rebellions in 
the Don region, Caucasian wars with participation of the Cossacks 
were most popular in the south – among the Don, Kuban Cossacks. 
Hence, in different regions the songs differ by their plots, heroes, as 
well as musical style and peculiarities. In the north, historical songs 
are more akin to the style of byliny (performed in recitative); in the 
south – the style of lyric songs (with a Cossack characteristic man-
ner of performance of songs).

The first songs date back to the 13–14th century. The origin of his-
torical songs is associated with the Tatar-Mongol raids against Rus’, 
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their terrible consequences and people’s hardships. It is assumed 
that a woman – a hero and martyr – becomes the central figure in 
the first songs on historical themes because she was the one facing a 
hard and tragic fate in that period. The song Avdotya Riazanochka 
and songs about the escape of hostages from captivity are attrib-
uted to the first songs. Avdotya Riazanochka saves people from cap-
tivity and takes care of the growth of Russian cities. On the other 
hand, such songs are also attributed to historical ballads because, 
irrespective of their extensive historical aspect, they feature a very 
explicit theme of interpersonal and family relations.

The 16th century is a period which witnessed an intensive forma-
tion of the Russian nation and consolidation of the state. After long 
years of disturbing the peaceful life of Russians, Kazan and Astra-
khan got to face fatal hits. Siberia was incorporated. The progressive 
activities of Ivan IV were not only targeted at external enemies but 
also internal reactionary powers interfering with his policy and pre-
venting from consolidation of the state. The nobility also received 
a fatal hit leading to its lost role in the life of the state. The folk sup-
ported the policy of Ivan IV. The afore-mentioned events also reflect 
in historical songs. Ivan the Terrible became the main figure of the 
songs and was evaluated as a statesman in a very positive light.

The primary difference between the 17th century historical songs 
and the 16th century songs lies in their reflection of most of events 
in the Russian history: riots, death of the son Dmitri of Ivan the 
Terrible, appearance of two fake rulers Dmitris, Polish campaign 
to Rus’, fight of Minin and Pozharsky with intruders, Cossack raids 
against Azov, rebellion led by Stenka Razin. The songs of this pe-
riod were composed by different social classes – peasants, towns-
people, suburban dwellers, Cossacks. Hence, the evaluation of the 
same events may occasionally diverge.

The fight for the independence of the homeland and the fight 
of the masses ‘for justice’ – against their oppressors – gave rise to 
two major themes of the 17th century historical songs: patriotic and 
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social. The first theme best reveals in the songs about Mikhail Sko-
pin-Shuisky (1587–1610); the second theme best unfolds in the songs 
about Stenka Razin (1630–1671).

Songs about Skopin were popular. He was a talented commander 
highly appreciated by common people: he played an important role 
in liberating Moscow from Polish invaders. The songs depict his 
raids and victories. However, his immediate and unexpected death 
is the main plot in the songs. Skopin died 23 years old after a ball at 
the house of Duke Vorotinski. In songs, the people, who considered 
Skopin worth to be the tsar of Russia, openly blame nobles for his 
death. The songs mention poisoning as the cause of death. The song 
about Skopin was first recorded by Richard James in 1619–1620 less 
than ten years after his death.

Songs about Stenka Razin are most popular among histori-
cal songs. The songs are based on true events: the 2nd half of the 
17th century saw the rise in the discontent of people with the in-
creased burden of serfdom and the restriction of the freedom of 
Cossacks. It was also the time of clear differentiation of Cossack 
social classes. Discontent with the existing situation grew into a 
rebellion, an open protest of peasants and Cossacks. In 1670–1671 
Razin organised a rebellion near the Don and the Volga rivers. 
The songs do not that much reflect historical reality but the mood 
and expectations of the people. The activities of Stenka Razin are 
revealed in great detail and scope: the approach to Cossacks, raids 
to the Yaik and near the Caspian Sea, to Astrakhan. There are also 
songs about his imprisonment and punishment. However, there 
are no songs about his expedition to Persia (it is a military cam-
paign broadly covered in romantic literature). Songs about Razin 
have their heroic character. The poor and the Cossacks accom-
plish military deeds: they capture cities and beat the tsar’s army 
sent against them.

Razin is a brave commander convinced in the rightness of his 
deeds. The songs portray his figure in a poetic light – he has ex-
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traordinary power and courage; his thundering voice horrifies his 
foes; he is invincible. He is even capable of magically escaping from 
prison. This Razin cycle of songs was created near the Volga and the 
Don rivers but it spread over the country and was viable for a long 
time, thus expressing a protest against oppression and glorifying 
the fight for happiness and freedom.

The songs composed in previous centuries continued to exist 
in the 18th century; on the other hand – new features of historical 
songs developed in the process. The plots related to military deeds 
came to the fore (military campaign to Azov, the Great Northern 
War with the Battle of Poltava, the Seven Years’ War, wars with 
Turks) and people’s unrests (the Bulavin and Pugachev rebellions). 
Two figures stand in the centre of songs of this century: Peter I 
and Pugachev.

A lot of positive reforms were instituted in the times of Peter 
I; a regular army and fleet were created; several military victories 
strengthened the state of Russia. Cities were built, fleet was cre-
ated, channels were dug out; on the other hand, the life of ordi-
nary people endured even more hardships: conscription duty was 
introduced; people were exploited in mass-scale works; serfdom 
became increasingly oppressive.

Songs also changed during the period: they become more lyr-
ic; their plotline becomes increasingly weaker. The songs become 
shorter and more schematic. The realities of the time get more nu-
merous: themes of wars, armies and fleets, images of soldiers and 
sailors are introduced; names of regiments and their commanders 
are mentioned; much military terminology is used; regional song 
peculiarities gradually decayed. Common people started playing a 
more important role (soldiers in the songs about wars and the poor 
in the songs about rebellions). People became more active: they sup-
ported the reforms of Peter I and his fight over the strengthening 
of the state by simultaneously expressing their discontent with op-
pression, long-year military duty, hatred for serfdom.
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A soldier became a new hero of historical songs. The songs 
sing about his patriotism, courage, deeds and victories against the 
Swedish army perceived as the best army in Europe at that time, 
Suvorov’s military campaigns. The 18th century songs primarily 
distinguish by their patriotic character. A soldier carries out his 
duty irrespective of all hardships in the military service, strictness 
of commanders and command betrayals. The songs composed by 
soldiers reflect the overall order of the military service: military 
routine, preparations for military campaigns and battles.

Peter I is depicted as a talented public figure, yet a person of 
peculiar character. He is plain in communicating with soldiers 
and workers, fair; works hand in hand with shipbuilders, etc. Peter 
mourns for the death of his soldiers but also expresses his delight 
about Russian victories, in particular in the Battle of Poltava. The 
plot where soldiers are shocked by Peter’s death is also popular.

Historical songs were continuously created in the 19th century. 
On the one hand, the traditions of earlier songs were continued; 
on the other hand, new phenomena came to light. An increasing 
tendency of recreating the old plots and adapting them to fit the 
new events can be observed. It can especially be noticed in the 
2nd half of the 19th century. Songs about Suvorov (1729–1800) and 
Platov are popular; military campaigns to Prussia and France also 
appear in the songs.

The 19th century songs are usually dedicated to soldiers: Rus-
so-Persian War (1804–1813), Napoleon’s War (1812), Russo-Turkish 
War (1828–1829), Crimean War (1853–1856), Russo-Turkish War 
(1877–1878). The depiction of the afore-mentioned wars brings their 
heroes to the fore – Kutuzov, Platov, Nakhimov; Napoleon is por-
trayed in a satirical fashion.

In the 2nd half of the 19th century songs become increasingly 
more lyrical. Only individual historical episodes accompanied by 
positive or negative characteristics of events are mentioned in the 
songs.
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5. South Slavic Historical Songs
Every South Slavic nation has its historical songs. Their themes 
and images of heroes bring the songs close to historical legends. 
The principal theme of Bulgarian historical songs is the decline of 
the Kingdom of Bulgaria, life of the common people in the years 
of Turkish oppression, fight for liberation. The songs also mention 
the invasion of the Russian army to Bulgaria during the war with 
Turkey in 1676–1678; they sing about the Siege of Plevna, liberation 
of Bulgaria.

Serbs, Croats and Slovenes also have their cycles of historical 
songs. They depict the events of national history, though there are 
also songs having the same plots.

Slovene historical songs are more peculiar. For instance, they 
sing about the Saracens, which is a likely reflection of the events 
of the 9th–11th century when the Saracens8 conquered the Medi-
terranean shores. Slovenes also have a cycle of songs about Turks. 
Among them are the songs about King Matthias, i. e. King of Hun-
gary Matthias Corvinus (1448–1490), who earned fame by his vic-
tories against Turks raiding against the entire Southern and Cen-
tral Europe.

Task for individual work:
Consider the differences between Lithuanian (or your native) his-
torical-military songs and Slavic historical songs.

6. Spiritual Songs
Spiritual songs (Russian dukhovnye stikhi) are epic, lyrical-epic or 
entirely lyrical religious songs performed at home. Where do they 
come from? There is no single answer to this question. Some scien-

8. Saracens is the term for Muslims, occasionally all non-Christians, used in the 
medieval era. 
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tists believe that they are the creation of monks; according to others, 
they can be attributed to the monastic class of the poor; the third 
consider ‘kaliks’ – pilgrims travelling to sacred places (the name 
‘kalik’ derives from the name of pilgrim footwear caligae) – dis-
seminators and creators of the spiritual songs. What is more, cer-
tain researchers add that the pilgrims, being the visitors of sacred 
places, were foreigners rather than Russians. The first records about 
spiritual songs date back to the 15th century but the songs of more 
elaborate content can be traced to the 17th century. Presumably, the 
origin of spiritual songs was influenced by the Russian epic – the 
tradition of byliny and the European tradition of lyric songs. A tra-
dition of psalms sung during the sacred service held outside the 
church arrived in Russia from Ukraine and Poland.

Nevertheless, according to the prevailing opinion, spiritual 
songs9 were mostly performed by pilgrims, later blind beggars – 
professionals called kaliks. Some of the songs do not in any way 
differ from byliny and are called stariny. The pilgrimage to Jerusa-
lem, Cargrada and other sacred places in the medieval era would 
sometimes acquire a massive spontaneous character, so unpredict-
able that the ecclesiastical and secular government had to assume 
measures against it in order to prohibit such massive journeys. It 
cannot be said that pilgrims were the descendants from the lowest 
social classes entirely; leaders of Catholic organisations were usually 
members of both ecclesiastical and secular upper class. Such were 
nearly all prominent Russian pilgrims, having left the manuscripts 
on their travels, for instance, the leader of the Orthodox monastery, 
igumen Daniel (~1118), Dobrynia Iadreikovich (~1200) – would-be 
archbishop of Novgorod Anthony, Grigory Kalieka (1321–1323) – 
also would-be archbishop of Novgorod, monk Stephen of Novgorod 
(1350) – rich lord of Novgorod by descent, etc. The afore-mentioned 
pilgrims used to walk in large groups, had enough resources to cov-

9. Follow the link to listen to some spiritual songs: http://www.cultinfo.ru/arts/
folk/demo/fem_psalma.htm
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er travel expenses and used travel guides. Bylina-spiritual song «O 
сорока каликах со каликою» survived to this day provides an ex-
cellent view of the Catholic daily life, reflects on the organization of 
pilgrim community, pictures their outfit, describes a special kalik 
court passing judgements to those committing an offence against 
the community. In Ukraine the performers of spiritual songs were 
conferred the rights of workshops / arteles in the form of Magde-
burg rights. In the 19th century such organisations referred to by the 
term gurts had their statute, regulations, public cash register, elec-
tive councils, rituals of admission of new members and shared the 
serviced area among themselves.

The travelling singers were the principal creators and perform-
ers of spiritual songs in Belarus, Ukraine, Bulgaria and most of 
Russian regions until as late as the 19th century. Each region can 
be characterised by certain variations in the performance of these 
songs. Ukrainian and Belarusian singers usually performed spiri-
tual songs with an accompaniment of lira, occasionally bandura, 
while Russian singers rarely used any accompaniment. Spiritual 
songs could also be performed by certain peasants, commonly old 
men, who would also perform byliny alongside with spiritual songs. 
Spiritual songs were especially popular amidst the Old Believers 
and sectarians and were sung at the time of numerous fasts; they 
were especially popular during Lent.

The spread of spiritual songs in individual regions varies. The 
plots of certain spiritual songs are known to all East Slavs. Yet 
others are spread among the Russians in north or central regions 
only. There are spiritual songs which are only known in Ukraine 
or Belarus.

Spiritual songs are divided to two main groups: epic and lyric but 
lyrical-epic spiritual songs can also be distinguished. In scientific 
terminology spiritual songs are also divided to older / epic (Rus-
sian старшие) and younger / lyric, lyrical-epic (Russian младшие). 
Such a formal division is also chronological. Epic spiritual songs 
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are older, while lyric are 
more recent (mostly cre-
ated in the 17–18th century) 
and more influenced by 
the peculiarities of literary 
life of this period. However, 
both groups can be charac-
terised by the influence of 
written sources; in fact, it is 
the genre mostly affected by literary tradition – nearly every song 
can be traced to its source, even though it is never followed word 
by word (see Fig. 13). “Holy writs” – Gospel, Bible and a number of 
other apocryphas10 widely spread in Old Rus’, descriptions of the 
lives of saints, oral legends, ‘miracle stories’ – were the main writ-
ten sources. Hence, this genre was not composed by the peasantry 
but by the educated literate part of the society. The songs were also 
influenced by the atmosphere of the Orthodox church itself – tradi-
tions of church chanting, iconographical images (see Fig. 14 and 15).

Book of Doves / Wisdom (Голубиная книга) consisting of the 
questions of Tsar Volotoman Volotomanovich and the answers of 
Tsar David Yevseyevich read out from a huge book of wisdom fallen 
down from a cloud to the earth is considered one of the oldest epic 
spiritual songs. Questions and answers are related to the origin of 
the world, its phenomena, most important things and living beings. 
The song ends with the battle between the Right and the Wrong 
where the latter emerges victorious from the battle.

Epic spiritual songs about Egor the Brave were quite popular. 
Two plot lines are known about this holy warrior who gained plen-
ty of common traits of the byliny warrior in spiritual songs. One 
of the plots speaks about Egor’s suffering inflicted by the evil tsar 

10. In Christianity and Judaism, an apocrypha was a religious literary work rec-
ognised as fake or inconsistent with official religious teaching and thus not 
included into canonical books of the Bible. 

Fig. 13.  Collection of spiritual songs
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Deklianishche, about the miraculous Egor’s exit from a deep grave 
and his journey across Holy Rus’ with the Gospel in his hands in 
pursuance of strengthening Rus’ and consolidating the holy faith 
in it. Whereas the plot on Egor’s suffering fully coincides with the 
apocrypha on the same theme, the second part of spiritual songs 
about Egor’s deeds in Rus’, according to researchers, is a once in-
dependent song-bylina about the promotion of the Orthodox faith 
in Rus’ by the grand duke Georgi-Jaroslav, son of Vladimir. In the 
second plot, Egor the Brave saves the girl from a snake – it derives 
from the written legend On Georgi’s Court with the Snake.

The themes popular in lyrical-epic spiritual songs are On the 
Last Judgement, Sinful Soul, On the Separation of the Soul from the 
Body, etc. The prosperity of lyrical-epic and lyric songs in the late 
17th century is related to the Old Believers and sectarians. Along 
with other oral tradition, these spiritual songs spread in manu-
scripts and even entire collections as far back as the 17th century. 
It is the Old Believers who revive a spiritual song for the second 
time. Spiritual songs reflect the overall history of the Old Believers 
and their teaching. Certain spiritual songs of the Old Believers tell 
about historical events of the Orthodox faith: they reflect on the 
meaning and changes brought by Nikon’s Reform in 1653–1666, a 
dividing line between the Old Believers and the Orthodox believ-
ers, the closedown of their monasteries; they speak about the siege 
of the Solovetsky Monastery, which rose in a fierce opposition to 

Fig. 14, 15. Illustrations of 
the collections of spiritual 
songs
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the reform and became a symbol of the fight for the old values and 
traditions; about the persecution of the Old Believers, their depor-
tations to the remotest places in Russia, about individual teachers, 
martyrs and their heroic deeds in the rescue of the faith, about cer-
tain ideas which separated the Old Believers from the Orthodox be-
lievers (for example, the topic of marriage). A lot of songs of the Old 
Believers speak about the rising of the Antichrist and the doomsday, 
about the temptations of the world and the escape to the desert in 
search for rescue; the meanings of death and the invitation to die 
are important. The entire cycle of spiritual songs of the Old Believ-
ers also has a satirical character: it criticises vices, habits, civil order 
and innovations in the Orthodox church, even the drawbacks in 
the daily life of the Old Believers. It should be noted that in the 20th 
century, with Russia tormented by brutal repressions, eschatologi-
cal songs (songs about the doomsday) regained their popularity – 
the only difference is that the rising of the Antichrist is associated 
with the revolution, demolition of Orthodox churches, collectiviza-
tion, forced labour camps, etc. The primary function of the spiri-
tual songs of the Old Believers is that they linked the world of the 
Christian books with folk faiths, folk world-views and translated 
complex Christian texts into a plain language.
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Both epic and lyric works include the reflections of reality, as well as 
the approach towards the events depicted. Their proportion is the 
only difference in the works of different genres. While epic works 
focus on the depicted events and phenomena, lyric works are domi-
nated by the approach towards these facts, conveyance of thoughts, 
feelings and moods. By contrast to lyrical poetry, individualization 
is not characteristic of oral folklore; feelings are depicted in a gener-
alised manner. What is more, lyric songs give a laconic, yet exhaus-
tive picture of the life circumstances and the daily routine which 
give food for thoughts and feelings of the lyrical character.

Researchers assume that lyric songs were influenced by the old 
singing genres, such as ballad, calendar and wedding praising songs 
and other ritual genres. The supposed period of formation of non-
ritual genres – lyric songs – is around the 16th century.

Poetic Style of Lyric Songs. The spoken language used by the 
common people is characteristic of these songs. Daily-life lexis is 
used; words crossing the borders of commonplace topics are com-
paratively rare. However, even though the songs do not deviate 
from the every-day language by the lexis in use, they considerably 
differ by their poetic style. While hyperboles are a characteristic 
feature of the byliny, they are scarce in lyric songs. Nevertheless, 
they abound in symbols, various images from the world of flora and 
fauna rendered in a figurative sense. For instance, a nightingale, 
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drake or dove becomes a male symbol, while the white swan, grey 
duck or grey blue dove gets to symbolise a female. Flora symbols 
are even more popular in the songs. A snowball tree, raspberry or 
sweet cherry becomes a female symbol, while an oak, hop or grape 
symbolises a male. It is even more common for plants to express the 
emotional state, feelings and mood rather than go as specific im-
ages in traditional lyric songs. For example, a hop, grape, snowball 
and raspberry are the symbols of joy and happiness, while artemi-
sia, aspen, rowan, fog and violent storm evolved into the symbols of 
hardship, anxiety and sadness. The growth of any plant means joy, 
happiness and love in the songs, while its fading and drying mean 
sadness, separation, etc.

Like byliny, traditional lyric songs employ a number of other po-
etic artistic means: epithets (green garden, white birch, brown plait, 
dear friends, darling buddy, my dove, dear swan-swallow, etc.), 
metaphors and comparisons. The specific features of poetic style 
also comprise of a broad use of addresses, for instance: “Oh you my 
mother, dear mother!” («Ах ты, мать моя, матушка!»), “Young 
woman, young woman young!” («Молодка, молодка молодая!»), 
etc. Songs usually begin with addresses to various natural things or 
phenomena rather than people: a forest, rowan, nightingale, cuck-
oo, sun, moon, dawn, dark night, etc. are addressed. Addresses also 
increase the general emotional expressiveness of the song.

Diminutive suffixes upraising the sad lyrical emotional tone of 
the song are also in use. They also contribute to the expression of 
feelings – love, tenderness.

Composition. The songs are composed in such a way that the 
thoughts and feelings of the lyrical hero would be conveyed in a bet-
ter and deeper manner. The following composition forms are used:

a) monologue,
b) dialogue,
c) narrative-description (which can be supplemented with a 

monologue or a dialogue).
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A song-monologue is the simplest and probably the oldest composi-
tion form; it usually starts with addresses to people (mother, father, 
lover), native country or natural phenomena.

The form of a dialogue is less common. A dialogue is more com-
mon in the lyric songs of round dances – it is related to the factors 
determined by their performance. However, a dialogue is also used 
in other songs where a girl is talking to her beloved, a wife – to her 
husband, a daughter-in-law – to her mother-in-law. As a rule, one 
party in a dialogue is the one who asks, while the other is the one 
who answers.

In songs-descriptions, the overall emotional-lyrical content is 
conveyed in symbols. For instance, a sad mood is rendered by the 
images of mist rising from the sea and the red sun setting behind 
dark forests. A monologue or a dialogue may be added to the songs 
starting with descriptions, thus conveying the main idea of the 
song and reflecting the thoughts and feelings of lyrical heroes.

The songs often use poetic parallelisms, where they begin with 
the depiction of the life of living or non-living nature and by anal-
ogy continue with the life of people.

Division of genres. It is rather difficult to classify non-ritual lyric 
songs. A number of researchers proposed different principles of sys-
temization of the songs. For instance, Russian songs can be divided by:

◆ Themes: love, family, conscripts, heroes;
◆ Social context of creation and existence: soldiers, burlaks, 

carriers, Cossacks, etc;
◆ Gender of singers: male and female;
◆ Melodies;
◆ Relationship with movement: marching, march, dance;
◆ Emotional dominant: humorous, satirical.

Traditional non-ritual lyric songs are mostly peasant songs reflect-
ing the life and psychology of the peasantry and peculiar character-
istics of their world-views. The largest song cycles are songs reflect-
ing the relations of love and family.
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Love songs. Their principal heroes are young people, young 
men and girls. Their interrelations, thoughts, feelings and experi-
ences comprise the content of the songs.

There are a number of songs where a young man is speaking 
about his affection to a girl. To express this feeling, the songs em-
ploy a wide range of emotional epithets and words with diminutive 
suffixes. It should be noted that the songs elaborate on the girl’s 
emotional love trials. It is not surprising because as a rule, the au-
thorship of lyric songs was assigned to females. It is them who used 
to sing about their sincere and tender, yet unfortunate love in the 
patriarchal society: there is no lack of complaining in the songs 
about the parents forbidding her to love her “darling” and prevent-
ing her from dating with him. The songs telling about a girl divorc-
ing her beloved man are full of deep sadness.

Family-life songs. The songs of this type are a certain logi-
cal sequence of love songs. There is only one major difference 
between the two groups of songs: while light and tender feelings 
unfold next to the motifs of sadness in love songs, the songs sung 
by women about their family life are laden with deep sadness 
and misery. One of the most popular motifs is the comparison 
between the free girlish life and a slave life after marriage. Indeed, 
in a large patriarchal family the daughter-in-law could not have 
any ‘will’. She had to do the hardest housework, cook, raise chil-
dren, etc. Girls would usually find themselves in a poor family af-
ter marriage but it was not poverty and hard physical labour that 
were the hardest to endure. Psychological hardships were most 
difficult – when the members of a new family took a hostile ap-
proach towards her. The approach of the mother-in-law referred 
to as cruel mother-in-law, snake in the songs was most hostile. 
The father-in-law was cruel as well. There are songs where the son 
does not listen to his parents and refuses to whip his wife but he 
eventually obeys to his parents; a number of songs depict a harsh 
husband’s behaviour with his wife.
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There are also songs sung in the name of the husband. The hus-
band’s situation in a large patriarchal family was not easy as well. 
He had to surrender to his father, mother and elder brothers. He 
also could not marry the girl he loved.

Peasant non-ritual lyric songs are usually grouped by the theme 
of songs, while the songs of other social groups are classified by 
people’s profession or common fate; therefore, the songs are divid-
ed to robber, prisoner, soldier, carrier, burlak songs. They used to 
help to survive the hardships and ease mental suffering. Such songs 
would make a person feel that he/she is not alone with his/her mis-
ery. Compassion to the one who suffers heard in the songs would 
usually bring consolation.

Singers also refer to lyric songs as ‘continued’, ‘vocal’, ‘long’. The 
afore-mentioned descriptions show their slow musical character. 
Melody plays a very important role in the songs of this type as it used 
to strengthen the emotions conveyed to an even greater degree.

Task for individual work:
Compare the lyric (love, family-life) songs of two nations. Remember 
the symbolism of your native folk songs. What images are used to 
express personal feelings (love, longing, sadness, etc.)?

Chastushki. In the late 19th century chastushki became the most 
popular genre of Russian folklore distinctly different from other 
songs by their content and artistic form.

In the beginning, the new genre did not have a single name. Dif-
ferent regions used different terms to refer to short songs: припевки, 
пригудки, приговорки, прибаски, прибаутки, etc. Writer G. I. 
Uspenski was the first to use the term ‘chastushka’ in the media 
in 1889 (though he himself did not coin the term). The term itself 
does neither come from literature nor books but from folklore. Due 
to their fast tempo, dance songs were referred to as ‘rapid songs’ 
(chastyje) from the old times.
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Chastushki are short rhymed songs mostly consisting of four 
lines and performed in a vocal style between singing and speak-
ing in a very load manner. They are performed with an accordion, 
bayan, balalaika, instrumental ensemble accompaniment; the ab-
sence of accompaniment is also rather common.

Chastushki are the poetry of lyrical origin. Like traditional lyric 
songs, they do not focus on the depiction of events or facts but the 
conveyance of various feelings, thoughts, moods. On the whole, 
they reflect a single moment, personal feelings at that very moment. 
It is sung on the spot; it distinguishes by an element of improvisa-
tion. It is the genre in the ongoing process of creation; it features 
a close link with the present; they are only composed on contem-
porary relevant topics. Chastushki are not created about yesterday. 
Therefore, most of the songs of this type are short-term; they are 
very mobile; the repertoire changes rapidly.

The genre originated and formed in the second half of the 19th 
century. The first chastushki were recorded in central Russia in the 
1850s–1860s. The genre was fast to develop by gradually marginalis-
ing the traditional lyric song and becoming the most popular genre 
in the Russian folklore. The origin of the genre is associated with 
the rise of new historical conditions – development of capitalism in 
Russia and changes occurring in the life, consciousness and culture 
of the people of that time. Other impulses behind the origin of the 
genre are the increasing impact of book poetry. The earliest chas-
tushki were merely the ‘pieces’ crumbled off from the old longish 
songs. Chastushki emerged at the junction between the city and the 
village. It is small towns, villages near important roads and con-
struction sites where more people used to gather which witnessed 
the first cases of recording of such songs. Afterwards, chastushki 
spread out to large cities and small villages; they were created and 
sung everywhere.
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Researchers determined that by their poetical sources and ge-
netically, chastushki are most tightly linked with traditional folk 
songs, primarily the rapid dance, game and round-dance songs. 
Indeed, the first chastushki were performed at the time of youth 
parties. They used to supplement dances. It is interesting to note 
that young men were the first to start composing them; the initia-
tive was gradually taken over by girls. From the late 19th century 
chastushki were more commonly composed and performed by 
women.

It should be noted that the songs of this type greatly vary by their 
ideological-thematic content. By its origin, development and con-
tent, a traditional lyric song is related to the feudal epoch, whereas 
chastushki are associated with the epoch of capitalism and reflect 
all the new phenomena. The theme of family relations plays the pri-
mary role in traditional lyric songs, while chastushki scarcely ad-
dress this topic. It is a youth genre, thus, there is no wonder that a 
young man and a girl become its main characters, and a number of 
chastushki are devoted to the theme of love: meetings, joyful prom-
enades, falling-outs, divorce and all nuances of feelings. Traditional 
songs express a generalised approach towards young people, where-
as chastushki include a myriad of individualized images of a young 
man and a girl. Sad situations are also likely but the immeasurable 
pain and misery, which reflect in traditional lyric songs, are not 
typical of chastushki.

Chastushki reflect everything that is important to people: they 
once reflected revolutions, wars, hard factory work; they now deal 
with all political issues, social problems, interrelations among peo-
ple, etc.11

Like traditional lyric songs, chastushki are dominated by the 
living spoken language and lexis much more lively than the lexicon 
of lyric songs. They are laden with neologisms; a lot of picturesque 

11. Examples of chastushki: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RIIH8bxrGTQ 
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poetic means are in use: epithets, comparisons, metaphors. They 
also abound in hyperboles which are little likely in lyric songs; they 
help to convey a sharper image of the situation concerned. Humour 
and irony are common.

Other Slavic peoples have their peculiar genres corresponding 
to Russian chastushki: Ukrainians have kolomyjkas, Slovaks – ko-
lomaikas, Poles – krakowiaks, Serbs – kolas, etc.

Task for individual work:
Present the humour songs of your country.
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Two large groups of works are distinguished in oral prose: folktales 
and non-folktale prose. The classification is based on the approach 
of the author of this type of folklore – the common people – towards 
folktales as invention, fantasy and “true events”. According to the 
people, folktales are a figment of imagination. They astonish, sur-
prise, delight, raise interest by their unusual humorous situations.

The most popular epic genres of folklore prose are the follow-
ing: folktales, historical legends (преданиe), legends and bylichky 
(былички; they are sometimes considered a sub-type of the legend).

Certain confusion occurs when translating the terms to other 
languages. The term predanije (преданиe) may be used to refer to 
legend / historical legend. People use the term predanije to refer to 
‘former events’. Historical themes are characteristic of this genre. The 
things told in folk legends are considered to have actually happened. 
Both storytellers and listeners consider most of the folk legends the 
retelling of true events. As many as several peculiar features of the 
genre render a feeling of verisimilitude to legends: historical mate-
rial, which sometimes has its local colouring, precise definition of 
time and place, daily-life details, frequent reference to traditional 
authorities (“ancestors tell”, “it is told that”) and a comparatively 
low number of fantastic elements. Legends do not only testify for-
mer events and actions of historical figures but also explain their 
causes. It highlights the information function of legends.
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A folktale is an easy-content fantasy moral literary work of epic 
genre, usually with a happy ending. Miracles, shape-shifting, magi-
cal items, magical characters, colourful action, time and place are 
characteristic of the genre. Good and bad characters are always 
clearly separated in folktales. Certain folktales have preserved a 
clear link with the ancient myths, faiths, customs.

Legends differ from folktales by their free form: legends do not 
have established beginnings and endings and plot twists. Legends 
differ from daily-life narratives by the remote past depicted in leg-
ends, and their narrator is not a participant or witness to the events.

1. Folktales
Folktales have been created since the old times. There are few folk-
tales which can be considered a property of a single nation – simi-
lar living conditions and world-views of the mankind led to the 
origin and existence of similar folktales across a number of nations. 
Nevertheless, each nation adds its own elements; different pecu-
liarities of style and poetics are characteristic of the folktales told 
in different languages.

The principal feature of folktales is their plot. It originated and 
developed as a result of a conflict, while a conflict was driven by 
the life and reality, which did not always coincide with the ideal of 
the people. There is always an antithesis between the dream and 
the reality in a folktale. The folktale plot offers a full, even if uto-
pian, resolution. The dream triumphs in the world of the folktale.

The principle of antithesis found a universal application in folk-
tales. By the principle of contrast, their characters divide to the 
poles of the good and the bad, with good / proper and bad / im-
proper behaviour becoming their artistic expression.

A folktale distinguishes by its rigid form and established com-
ponents. It has few images of nature and daily life. However, it 
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has such established means of composition and style as beginning, 
ending, episode repetition, plot repetition for three times – it is 
especially characteristic of the magic tales. For example, a typical 
beginning of Russian magic tales is “In a certain tsardom, in a 
certain country, there lived and dwelt…” (В некотором царстве, 
в некотором государстве жил-был...); the ending – “Never since 
the world’s creation was there such a celebration; I was there, drank 
mead and yet barely got my whiskers wet” (Сделали пир на весь мир. 
И я там был, мед-пиво пил, по усам текло, а в рот не попало).

Folktales were also recorded in the old written sources. Their 
collection process began rather early; their collections were pub-
lished. In the second half of the 19th century the European folklor-
istics witnessed the increased attention to folktales, primarily mag-
ic tales. Their comparison revealed that a part of their structural 
elements is fixed, recurrent in various folktales, whereas a part of 
them is variable. Russian folklorist Vladimir Propp best succeeded 
in distinguishing the fixed elements and finding the system of their 
arrangement. His research method of the magic tale, referred to as 
the functional analysis method, was laid down in the book Mor-
phology of the Folk Tale published in 192812.

Russian Folktales

The variety of Russian folktales is immense. In Russia, folktales 
preserved their vitality for a much longer period than the major-
ity of Western European countries – until the 1920s–1930s. Special 
storytellers had been known in Rus’ since the old times; it is also 
mentioned in the written sources dating as far back as the 12th cen-
tury. Ivan the Terrible used to listen to the folktales told by blind 
old men; storytellers also lived at the manor of other rulers – Vasily 
Shuisky, Michael and Alexei Romanov. However, folktales were si-
multaneously condemned by the church; following the instructions 

12. Пропп В. Я. Морфология сказки. Изд. 2-е. М., 1969. Propp V. IA. Morphol-
ogy of the Folk Tale University of Texas Press, United States, 1968.
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of the church, it was also done by the civil government. In the laws 
of the 17th century, storytelling was denounced as blasphemy and 
soul killing. This notwithstanding, folktales prospered and were 
very popular among the common people.

The 18th century witnessed the first printed publications. A col-
lection Russian Folk Tales (1855–1864) published by Alexander Afa-
nasyev had an important social and scientific meaning. The collec-
tion included the folktales from most of the regions in Russia. In 
1929 Russian folklorist N.P. Andrejev published Index of Folktale 
Plots according to the Aarne’s System.

Classifications of folktales vary greatly but most regions divide 
them into three principal generic groups: animal tales, magic tales 
and realistic tales (anecdotal and novelle)13.

It is not always easy to draw a line between the genre of a folktale 
and the literary works of other epic genres. For instance, a bylina 
about the voyage of Sadko to the underwater world reminds of a 
magic tale, which is why it is sometimes told as a folktale. The folk-
tale plot Miraculous Pipe (about the revelation of the secret of mur-
der by means of a miraculous plant) is also known in ballads. In 
the late period of their telling, certain magic tales lost their magic 
elements and became novelle. Certain animal tales also found their 
place among anecdotal tales.

Animal Tales. It is one of the oldest types of tales of the mankind. 
Some 140 plots of animal tales are known in the world, of them 
119 belong to the Russian folklore.14 A part of tales is original. The 
animal tales which are not met in other nations (or rarely met in 
the neighbouring regions) are The Fox Midwife, The Cat, the Roost-
er and the Fox (in an equivalent Czech tale, the fox kidnaps a boy 
named Budulinek / Smolicek rather than a rooster. He is not freed 

13. A lot of Russian folktales can be found here: http://hyaenidae.narod.ru/story1/ 
14. Зуева Т. В., Кирдан Б. П. Русский фольклор: Учебник для высших 

учебных заведе ний. М., 2002, c. 145.
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by the cat but by his parents), The Wolf as the Dog’s Guest, The Fly’s 
Castle. The peculiar character of the repertoire of East Slavic folk-
tales drew the attention of a number of researchers – after all, it 
accounts for as many as 10% of the plots in the overall repertoire 
of folktales and is comparatively little spread (few folktales were 
recorded for more than 10 times).

Animal tales reflect the ancient human beliefs about nature: 
animism, anthropomorphisation and totemism. The remnants of 
totemism can be found in the folktales where a man considers him-
self to have evolved from animals: his parents are animals, he may 
turn into an animal and vice versa. For instance, in a folktale The 
Bear Linden Leg, the old man cuts off the bear’s leg while it sleeps for 
stealing the turnip sowed by the old man and the old woman. The 
bear makes itself a linden leg, comes to their house and eats them 
both / the bear is slaughtered.

Human traits are characteristic of animals: common sense, kind-
ness, slyness, etc. Animals are depicted in a rather typical manner; 
most of them reflect certain qualities: fox is a symbol of slyness, 
wolf – stupidity and greediness, bear – gullibility, hare – timidity. 
The folktales make a mock of the negative human qualities, they 
teach good behaviour with the weak, etc. Like other folktales, they 
are also moral by nature. Two main ideas of animal tales can be 
singled out on the moral plane:

1) exaltation of friendship, thanks to which the weak win over 
the evil and the strong;

2) exaltation of the victory itself conveying a sense of moral sat-
isfaction to the audience.

Animal tales are usually rather short and simple by structure. Epi-
sodes are as if linked to one another. The initial situation – one ani-
mal meeting the other – is very characteristic of the further devel-
opment of the action. But the meeting is usually only a beginning 
to a number of other meetings of the entire chain. Cumulative or 
chain structure is characteristic of these folktales.
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A dialogue is more common of animal tales: it moves the overall 
action forwards, reveals the situations depicted and shows the situa-
tion of characters. The folktales of this type are usually told by adults 
to small children; hence, the folktales feature certain peculiar fea-
tures of narration: singing passages are common; storytellers usually 
employ intonations for a better portraying of different animals.

Clearly expressed optimism is also characteristic of animal tales: 
the weak always find a way out of complicated situations. Another 
feature typical of these folktales is the comic and satire.

Magic tales constitute a large share of folktales in the repertoire 
of a number of peoples. A human being is the main character of 
these folktales. As a rule, it is a young person: matured to the age 
of marriage, full of powers and ready for adult life. The folktales 
of this type are more expanded than the folktales of other genres; 
adventures manifesting through the hero’s overcoming of various 
challenges in pursuit of his goal are a characteristic feature. Events 
are unrealistic; magical items / people / phenomena helping to 
overcome any obstacles are very common.

The range of the plots of Russian magic tales is extensive. Out 
of 192 plots included by Aarne into his index of folktales, 144 were 
singled out by N. P. Andrejev as characteristic to Russian folktales, 
of them 38 plots are not known in the folklore of other peoples. As 
many as 225 plots are counted in Comparative Index of Plots15 pub-
lished in 1979. The most popular of them are counted in hundreds 
of versions.

The most popular Russian folktales are the following: Three 
Kingdoms: Copper, Silver and Golden, Magic Escape, Magic Ring, 
Ivanusha and the Witch, The Winner of the Snake, The Death of Ko-
schei in the Egg, Ivan Bear’s Ear, The Little Hunchback Horse, The 
Dead Tsarina, The Handless, Stepmother and Stepdaughter.

15. Сравнительный указатель сюжетов. Восточнославянская сказка. Л., 
1979.
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An important ideological task of a magic tale is the fight between 
the good and the evil ending with the victory of the former. There-
fore, the characters of the tales of this type fall into two groups: 
positive and negative. The principal positive characters are gifted 
with power, manhood, courage, persistence in pursuit of their goal, 
beauty, unsurpassed dignity and a number of other idealized physi-
cal and moral qualities. In turn, they are divided into two large 
groups: heroes – warriors (e. g. Bear’s Ear) and ‘ironical minions 
of fortune’ (Dumb Ivan, Dunno, Jamelia the Fool, etc.). The hero’s 
assistants are depicted in the background plan: people, animals, 
fantastic creatures, magic items. The hero’s opponents are envious, 
angry, cruel, ungrateful heroes: people or fantastic creatures (Snake, 
Koschei the Immortal, witch / баба Яга but the latter may not only 
harm but also help).

Most Popular Characters of Russian Folktales

Koschei the Immortal (Кощей /Кащей Бессмертный). Russian 
researchers assume that this character first appeared in the Russian 
folktales in the 18th century. The word Koschei is believed to be of 
Turkic origin meaning ‘servant, captive’. Before him, the character 
of folktales was known as Korochun. The character is mythological 
by origin but it was later attributed a number of new traits.

It is a negative character of Russian folktales. He is depicted as 
a tsar, sorcerer, sometimes – rider on a magic speaking horse. He 
is portrayed like a tall and thin old man reminiscent of a skeleton, 
ruler of death, darkness and cold, often pictured as greedy and stin-
gy. He often kidnaps the fiancée of the principal hero in a folktale. 
He often shapeshifts into a crow.

It is a very powerful sorcerer related to the element of water. 
Water bestows an enormous power on him. After drinking three 
buckets of water brought by Prince Ivan, Koschei tears 12 chains 
and frees from captivity (an interesting fact reflecting in byliny and 
Russian folktales: only snakes and heroes can drink water in buck-
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ets, which brings tremendous powers to them). They may turn peo-
ple or various items / entire kingdom into stones or other items.

The oldest character type is a hero magically born from a totem. 
Gifted with an enormous physical power, he reflects the early stage 
of human idealization. The plot evolves around the hero of extraor-
dinary strength as his major quality, which culminates in the hero’s 
deed of combating a snake in a fight (Fight on the Snowball Bridge, 
Winner of the Snake, Fighter with the Snake the Currier / Змееборец 
Кожемяка, Three Underground Kingdoms).

Prince Ivan (Иван-царевич) is the most popular character in Rus-
sian folktales. In the magic tales he is portrayed as a folk hero em-
bodying the supreme moral qualities: courage, dignity, goodness. 
He is young, handsome, smart and strong. It is a type of a brave 
and strong hero. Like Ivan the Fool, he is the youngest third son 
in a family. The prince of the folktales and his becoming the king 
(tsar in Russian folktales) reflect a poetized folk dream about the 
possible personal success and happiness. However, such an image 
could have only originated in a socially developed society with a 
historical understanding about tsars. Prince Ivan is a typical char-
acter in such folktales as The Frog Princess, Apples of Youth, Magic 
Children, The Magic Mirror, etc.

A character embodying an ironical minion of fortune is Ivan the 
Fool (Иванушка-дурачок / Иван-дурак). Some researchers assume 
that an epithet ‘the fool’ is a protective name preventing from evil eye. 
Others believe that he is given the name of the fool because Ivan is 
usually the third son in a family, thus deprived of the right to inheri-
tance. As a rule, his social status is low – it is a son of a peasant, an old 
man or an old woman, the youngest child in a family. He is always the 
one who is humiliated and laughed at. However, he is kind-hearted 
and gullible, he takes pity of everyone; as opposed to his elder broth-
ers – he is hard working and honourable. Thanks to his successful ac-
tions, he emerges victorious, beats his opponent and often marries a 
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princess and is awarded with wealth and honour. Hence, he embodies 
a certain strategy in folktales which does not only derive from stan-
dard postulates of practical mind but rests on the attempt to search 
for own decisions which, despite of their occasional contradiction to 
the sound mound, eventually bring success to the one who behaves 
beyond any standards. Such a strategy reflects in the folktales The 
Little Humpbacked Horse, Dunno, At the Wish of the Fish, etc.

All three types of female characters can be found in a magic tale: 
tsarina - maiden, princess and stepdaughter (Царь-девица, царевна, 
падчерица). However, such plots are not numerous; plots about a step-
daughter are more wide-spread. The principal female role in a magic tale 
is to be an assistant of her groom or husband.

Realistic tales (Russian researchers also use the term realistic-social 
tales). As illustrated by the name of folktales itself, social and daily-life 
relations are in the centre of these tales. Compared to the folktales of 
other genres, the tales of this type are short. They usually limit with a 
single episode; action evolves swiftly, while the events depicted may be 
referred to as funny, weird, unusual. The comic is the characteristic fea-
ture of these tales. Some tales focus on social inequality as their princi-
pal theme, others highlight human vices (idleness, stupidity, etc.).

Researchers believe that the folktales of this type originated at a 
slightly different time: realistic tales emerged earlier, in the forma-
tion of the family, in the period of development of the family-based 
community, while social tales originated together with the rise of 
class society and contradictions among different social classes in 
the early feudal period, in particular with serfdom becoming more 
entrenched. Social tales mock at nobles, merchants, clergymen 
(popes), wives of popes; realistic tales laugh at husbands, wives, old 
man or old woman, soldier.

Realistic tales fall to two groups: one group consists of the tales 
mocking at universal human vices with a fool, liar, idler, trickster, 
thief as their principal characters. The other group of tales depicts 
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family conflicts with a fool and idle husband, angry, quarrelsome, 
stubborn wife, experienced soldier, gullible old men becoming their 
principal characters. Human vices, in particular stupidity, are hy-
perbolized. Folktales mock at the stupidity of the residents of cer-
tain regions, villages or individual characters.

The range of Russian realistic tales is rather numerous – they 
account for over a half of the overall repertoire of folktales. In turn, 
the folktales of this type fall to two genres: anecdotal and novelle. 
Estimates put the number of the plots of anecdotal tales at 646 and 
at 137 in the case of the plots of novelle tales16.

Folktales were created and told among the peasantry. Their creators 
and tellers were people with an extensive life experience. Travelling 
craftsmen (tailors, shoemakers), soldiers would often become sto-
rytellers. Skilful storytellers could also be found among the people 
engaged in certain crafts (hunters, fishermen, woodcutters, millers). 
Naturally, there were also otherwise talented storytellers who had 
never stepped outside their village. Folktales were usually told in 
the evenings, after work or at the time of breaks, occasionally in the 
course of work (working bees). Collectors of folktales note that folk-
tales were also told at the time of conversations, in weddings or dur-
ing other festivals. The range of the folktales told often depended on 
the storyteller’s occupation: soldiers would often tell folktales with 
a soldier as their principal character; craftsmen would tell folktales 
about a bright and smart craftsman.

South Slavic Folktales17

The variety and diversity of folktales in the Balkans can be ex-
plained by the influences from Byzantium, Turkish, Italian and 

16. Зуева Т. В., Кирдан Б. П. Русский фольклор: Учебник для высших учеб-
ных заведений. М., 2002. C. 163.

17. И. Голенищев-Кутузов. Сказки народов Югославии. Internet access: 
http://www.kuzbass.ru/moshkow/koi/TALES/jugoslavia.txt
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German cultures, as well as the difference of religions. The Bogomil 
movement with its dualistic understanding of the world – where 
the good struggles with the evil, and the light tries to combat the 
darkness – left a remarkable trace in the collective folk conscious-
ness. However, despite the said influences, South Slavic peoples 
preserved their common approach towards nature, society and hu-
man fate. Such an affinity can supposedly be traced to even older, 
common-Slavic times.

Supporters of comparative method found various motifs from 
the ancient Indian Panchatantra (The Snake Groom, Count the Hog), 
Arabic One Thousand and One Nights (Animal Speech, Ali Baba and 
the Forty Thieves), medieval collection of narratives Deeds of the 
Romans and even the folktales of the French Charles Perrault (Puss 
in Boots), etc. can be found in the South Slavic folklore. However, 
contemporary researchers focus on the peculiar characteristics of 
folklore rather than the search for common motifs in the folklore of 
different peoples. Common motifs are a result of a common social 
structure, customs and faiths.

South Slavs have magic tales about dragons, mountain sorcerers, 
winged horses, charmed items, magic shapeshifting, other miracles. 
Doors of huts and manors are ripped from hinges; a magic force en-
ters the house; voices of monsters desiring the beautiful woman to 
become their wife are heard. Brothers or grooms embark on a mis-
sion of liberating a female hostage and combating terrible obstacles. 
A lavish son falling to despair finds a pouch in his deceased father’s 
chest, where copper coins turn into golden ducats, wide trousers 
making a man invisible or a magic pipe inviting the servants obedi-
ent to the will of the one who plays it. Caves are inhabited by hor-
rible and wise snakes which may eat the hero but may also gift him 
with precious stones for a service.

The Balkan nature itself is a perfect environment for storytelling. 
While sitting on a hill at the edge of the village in the summertime, 
it suffices for a storyteller to point to the horizons where mountains 
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can be seen at a distance, where clouds travel above the abyss, and 
there is no longer any need to prove to the empathized listeners that 
the world of fairy tales is right here. Everyone has by its own eyes 
seen a water body near the road where Prince Marko watered his 
horse speaking in a human voice. The imprint of Sharatz’s hoof has 
remained on the stones to this day. Marko himself did not die – he 
is sleeping in a cave on the top of the mountain and he will awake 
when it is the right time to free the Serbs from the Turkish yoke. 
This is how the Serbs used to tell their folktales, while the Slovenes 
used to wait for their saviour King Matthias sleeping in the depth 
of the mountains. Fantastic elements in folktales merged with the 
hopes and expectations of the subjugated people by bringing out 
the spirit of resistance in them.

Even if Marko, like other characters in folktales, can sometimes 
be cruel, in the epoch of slavery and yoke people could not imagine 
him otherwise. Ottoman invaders would assume cruel measures 
in respect of subjugated peoples: they would sit people on stakes, 
burn them on a slow fire, hang on iron hooks, ‘decorate’ the walls 
of castles and cities with the heads of the disobedient. It is not with-
out a reason that a number of Serbian folk poetry scenes shocked 
Goethe who, being a poet, deeply felt the power and expressiveness 
of vivid images in the South Slavic folklore.

Serbs refer to miraculous magic tales as “female”, whereas re-
alistic and daily-life narratives got the name of “male” magic tales. 
The latter feature a very clear moral aspect. By the way, morals play 
a very important role in the majority of magic tales. It suffices to 
remember the endings of some of them, where they end with prov-
erbs: “Lies have short legs”, “Everything is important but the most 
important is the craft”. Fables about animals also have a moral 
character.

Joke tales are more for entertainment than moral purposes. 
Clowns and hoaxers, people with a keen eye and a sharp tongue 
would always emerge from among the common people. A promi-
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nent wise man Nasreddin Hodja (see Fig. 16), who was first men-
tioned in Turkish, later South Slavic narratives, is worth mention-
ing. After comparing the three sources – Central Asian, Turkish 
and Serbs – not only similarities but also differences invisible at the 
first sight come to the fore. On his journey south-westwards from 
Samarkand to Sarajevo and Mostar, Hodja evolves from a know-it-
all / wise man into a funny weirdo and acquires all traits of a smart 
fool: his actions are as surprising as the will of Allah himself, oc-
casionally senseless; sometimes they help to understand the essence 
of things and phenomena. Yet a different image of a simple and 
cunningly smart weirdo Ero was created in Herzegovina. He does 
not flounder after facing the strong of the world and can get out of 
the most difficult situations by his witty and accurate answers.

It should be noted that most of the Near East, Middle East and 
Central Asian peoples call Nasreddin their hero; he is occasionally 
given different names in different languages – Hodja, Mula, Efendi.

Nasreddin

Nasreddin was a satirical figure, sometimes believed to have lived 
during the Middle Ages (around 13th century) and considered a 
populist philosopher and wise man, remembered for his funny sto-

ries and anecdotes. He appears in thousands 
of stories, sometimes witty, sometimes wise, 
but often, too, a fool or the butt of a joke. A 
Nasreddin story usually has a subtle humour 
and a pedagogic nature.

Origin and legacy. Although he is very 
likely Turkic in ancestry, claims about his or-
igin are made by many ethnic groups. Many 
sources give the birthplace of Nasreddin as 
Hortu Village in Sivrihisar, Eskişehir Prov-
ince, present-day Turkey, in the 13th century, 
after which he settled in Akşehir, and later in 

Fig. 16. A 17th century 
miniature of Nasred-
din, currently in 
the Topkapi Palace 
Museum Library
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Konya under the Seljuq rule, where he died in 1275/6 or 1285/6. The al-
leged tomb of Nasreddin is in Akşehir and the “International Nasred-
din Hodja Festival” is held annually in Akşehir between 5–10 July. 
1996–1997 was declared International Nasreddin Year by UNESCO.

As generations have gone by, new stories have been added to the 
Nasreddin corpus, others have been modified, and he and his tales 
have spread to many regions. The themes in the tales have become 
part of the folklore of a number of nations and express the national 
imaginations of a variety of cultures. Although most of them depict 
Nasreddin in an early small-village setting, the tales, like Aesop’s fa-
bles, deal with concepts that have certain timelessness. They purvey 
a pithy folk wisdom that triumphs over all trials and tribulations.

Today, Nasreddin stories are told in a wide variety of regions, 
especially across the Muslim world and have been translated into 
many languages. Some regions independently developed a char-
acter similar to Nasreddin, and the stories have become part of a 
larger whole. In many regions, Nasreddin is a major part of the cul-
ture, and is quoted or alluded to frequently in daily life. Since there 
are thousands of different Nasreddin stories, one can be found to fit 
almost any occasion. Nasreddin often appears as a whimsical char-
acter of a large Albanian, Arabic, Armenian, Azerbaijani, Bengali, 
Bosnian, Bulgarian, Chinese, Greek, Hindi, Italian, Judeo-Spanish, 
Kurdish, Pashto, Persian, Romanian, Serbian, Russian, Turkish and 
Urdu folk tradition of vignettes.

The Nasreddin stories are known throughout the Middle East 
and have touched cultures around the world. Superficially, most of 
the Nasreddin stories may be told as jokes or humorous anecdotes. 
They are told and retold endlessly in the teahouses and caravanse-
rais of Asia and can be heard in homes and on the radio. But it is 
inherent in a Nasreddin story that it may be understood at many 
levels. There is the joke, followed by a moral and usually the little 
extra which brings the consciousness of the potential mystic a little 
further on the way to realization.
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Tasks for individual work:
1. Enumerate the most popular folktales in your country.
2. Read the most popular Russian folktales. Identify equivalents with 

the folktales of your country, if any.

2. Bylichki / Belief Legends
Literary works of non-folktale prose are an important source of in-
formation, even a warning or a moral in certain cases. It is not artis-
tic but cognitive and didactic functions that play the key role in such 
literary works. They can be related with real time, place and people.

Legends are especially popular in the Slavic folklore. Even sci-
entific literature uses several terms to refer to this genre: сказание, 
преданиe,  быличкa. The term of bylichka was taken from the lan-
guage of peasants who lived in Beloozersk Region, Novgorod Gov-
ernorate. The term was proposed by the brothers Boris and Yuri 
Sokolov who recorded folklore in that region.18

Bylichka is a narrative about devils, forest spirits, household 
spirits and various mythical creatures. It is a small-scope literary 
work telling about the encounter with the creatures of another / 
mythical world or about their invisible participation and impact 
on man. The function of bylichka is to prove and confirm one or 
another faith. However, today the term ‘bylichka’ is also used as a 
synonym of a horror story or city / contemporary legend.

A legend plot usually comprises of a single clear but unusual episode. 
Their characters are a human being and a mythical creature. Each 
mythical character has its roots; they often have links with pre-Chris-
tian world-views and the cultures of neighbouring peoples. The devil, a 
universal character embodying any evil force, is one of the most popu-
lar creatures. Various characters of bylichky could be called devils.

18. Сказки и песни Белозерского края. Записали Борис и Юрий Соколовы. 
М., 1915. С. LVIII.
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The narratives can be characterised by the unity of time and 
place of the event and the shape of a mythical creature (its looks 
and behaviour). Demons appear at a dangerous, boundary time 
of the year or the day: during Christmastide, on the night of the 
Feast of Saint John the Baptist, at midday, midnight, before sunrise, 
after sunset. Everything happens at dusk, on a dark night, in the 
mist, in the moonlight. A human being meets the creatures in their 
habitats – empty and dangerous places: wastelands, depth of the 
forest, swamps, crossroads, water bodies, wells, even vessels with 
water. Mythical creatures can be encountered in abandoned houses, 
bathhouses, barns, even at home – under the stove or behind it, in 
cellars underneath the floor and at the attic.

The meeting with the demon is always unexpected. He may get 
out from sight as unexpectedly as it appeared. Usually, the plot is 
constructed as an attempt of a mythical creature to inflict harm on a 
human being: the woodland spirit leads a person astray; the house-
hold spirit frightens by knocking or touching; the water spirit drowns 
the person, rusalka can tickle to death. At the same time, certain 
mythical creatures can be neutral or even help a person, for instance, 
a household spirit takes care of cattle, the woodland spirit cradles 
the baby forgotten in the field. Sorcerers, witches, warlocks – people 
capable of coming to contact with evil forces at their will – take an 
intermediate position between the demonic and human worlds.

The external looks of a fantastic character is already a reason for 
being wonder-struck. It may take different forms and sizes (it may 
be both higher than the forest and lower than the grass). A mythical 
creature may appear in a human shape, yet having some abnormal 
traits: horns, hoofs, tail, fur or resemble a dead person by its looks.

Several thematic groups of demonological folk narratives can 
be distinguished under the available classifications: about demons 
of nature; about household spirits; about the devil, snake and the 
damned; about sorcerers and vampires; about treasures; about un-
recognized flying objects. Other groups can also be distinguished as 
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the genre of bylichka continues to exist to this day (for instance, in 
contemporary children’s mythology).19

Spirits of Fate / Death/ Diseases

Fate (dolia / vstrecha) or happiness (sudba / usud / Serbian suden-
itsa) is a personification of fate of an individual human being. It is 
often portrayed as a person’s other dyad. Serbian sudenitsa is a girl 
who enters a house through a chimney. In Ukrainian folklore, dolia 
is a robust old woman in white garment with a stick in her hand. 
The looks of fate depend on the one to whom it belongs: The dolia 
of a happy person walks in fancy clothing; the dolia of an unhappy 
person is dressed in shabby clothing. Occasionally, dolia looks like 
the opposite of the person: the dolia of an ugly woman is beautiful, 
while the dolia of a beautiful woman is untidy, dressed in tatters. It 
may take the shape of a bear, ox. Dolia helps a person in his work, 
protects his crop. Future can be predicted by dolia’s behaviour: do-
lia sings sad songs before a person’s death; it may be asked about 
the person’s future. It is also said that dolia can only be seen twice 
in a person’s life – right after birth and right before death. If dolia 
gives anything (e. g. a piece of fabric or felt), the gift has to be kept 
throughout the person’s lifetime. Three spoons of kutja have to be 
left on the table on Christmas Eve: all dolias of the dead ancestors 
come over for supper that night. Nedolia is the opposite of dolia. If 
it attaches to a person, he is deprived of his luck; besides, it is very 
difficult to get rid of nedolia.

Personified diseases. Mythical creatures are considered the 
causers of epidemics. Human diseases are attributed to female 
creatures. Bulgarian Baba Sharka was believed to cause smallpox; 
Russian Babucha and Serbian Babile were the personifications of 
childbearing diseases. Cow disease – korovja smert – was believed 
to take the form of a cow, cow’s skeleton, woman with cow’s legs, 

19. Зуева Т. В., Кирдан Б. П. Русский фольклор: Учебник для высших учеб-
ных заведе ний. М., 2002. C. 185.
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cow’s head or cat. Horse disease manifested as a horse skeleton. 
Where the disease goes, people and cattle get sick and die. Legends 
tell about the methods employed by people to protect against the 
impact of diseases, e. g. women weave a towel in a single day and 
put it on the road leading to the yard / tie the towel to the cross at 
the entrance to the village – thus preventing the disease from enter-
ing the yard; people do not get sick.

Time personifications. Bulgarian, Serbian, Macedonian baba 
Marta is the personification of March, spring. Croatian baba Korizna 
is a personification of seven weeks of Lent. She walks with seven sticks 
and drops one stick every week. Russian personifications of time are 
nedelia, piatnitsa / Paraskoveja piatnitsa. They punish the women 
weaving at a forbidden time (on Friday, Sunday): pour chaff to their 
eyes; a woman can not get up from a bench; bones are fractured.

Spirits of Nature

Woodland spirit. In East Slavic regions, the looks of the woodland 
spirit (Leshy / Borovik) combine anthropomorphic and demonic 
traits. It manifests itself as a very tall or very short hairy man with 
curved /goat’s legs. It may take the form of an old long-haired grey-
bearded man dressed in a wide white long-sleeved cloak like a peas-
ant. It may be black, wearing a red belt, or green / like a fir. Hence, the 
colour of clothing (occasionally also eye colour) is green, less com-
monly – white or black; blood is blue. Like other mythical characters, 
it may shapeshift – transform into an animal or a bird, change its 
height: it is as tall as trees in a forest and as low as grass in a meadow. 
It may acquire the shape of a neighbour or relative to be able to make 
a bitter joke of a person, to scare him, or even kidnap him. Leshy 
frightens people by its laughter, clapping. It leads people astray.

Each complex of forests and each individual forest have their 
owner. They differ by their skills, status and wealth at their dis-
position (the scope of wealth is not only decided by trees but also 
by the amount of mushrooms, berries, animals and birds). Certain 
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storytellers are convinced that the community of woodland spirits 
is hierarchically organised and crowned by the tsar of woodland 
spirits. In the wartime, the woodland spirits of opposing regions 
also fight between themselves by employing their subordinates: 
their victories and defeats repeat the victories and defeats in the 
battles of real people.

The woodland spirit takes away cattle but also helps those who 
communicate with them herd them. When people call down a 
curse “May Leshy take you!”, the cursed disappears because the 
woodland spirit takes him away. For instance, the daughter cursed 
by her mother disappeared. She made her way back after a year: 
with a cross grown into her wrist as she was holding on to the cross 
on her neck.

The woodland spirit is escorted by the herds of wolves; it shep-
herds the herds of animals and birds, protects the forest from hunt-
ers, makes deals with them. Not only hunters but also shepherds, 
hollow-log beekeepers and those who used to spend much time in 
a forest and took advantage of forest goods had to maintain special 
relations with woodland spirits. They would ask luck in their works 
and make deals with the head of the forest: as a rule, they would 
refuse “conveniences of civilization” for a while (did not go to the 
saloon, bathe in a bathhouse, cut off hair and nails, play an accor-
dion, etc.). If the promises were met, the woodland spirit used to 
help to protect the cattle from predators, guard log hollows from 
bears, chase animals and birds into the traps and loops set by hunt-
ers, guarantee dead shots.

Woodland spirits were often portrayed as the creatures trouble-
some to deal with, prone to gambling and drinking-bouts. Leshys 
play cards; one of them loses animals to the other and has to give 
them away. People see it driving wolves, squirrels, deer or other ani-
mals (for example, seeing mass migration of some animals, people 
explain this phenomenon by saying that the losing forest spirit thus 
pays back its debt to the winner). It drinks a bucket of vodka in a sa-
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loon and continues to drive animals. In later times, the shepherd of 
wolves in legends was replaced by Saint Yegor / Yuri. People would 
associate autumn storms breaking and tearing off trees with roots 
with the marriage of forest spirits; people tried to avoid going to the 
forest at that time without necessity.

In South Slavic regions, the forest master is a shepherd of wolves, 
while its mistress is umska majka (mother of the forest). The mistress 
may manifest as a haystack, turkey, cow. She sings and molests men.

To free from the influence of the woodland spirit, a person had 
to resemble it for a while: to replace the usual norms by anti-norms 
and feel comfortable in respect of the other world where everything 
takes place vice versa (put on the upper garment inside out, op-
posite shoes). People tried to treat woodland spirits with gifts: they 
would leave pancakes, boil eggs, bread and salt on stumps, or even 
packs of tobacco (‘devil’s grass’) in later times.

Vilas are the spirits of nature known in the folklore of all South 
Slavs. They are beautiful women with wings and cow’s / horse’s / 
goat’s legs. They dwell in mountains or near the water (they were 
given names by their dwelling place Jezernica, Vodarnica, Brod-
nica). Hawthorn is the tree of vilas. People would bring wine there 
and ask vilas to heal a person. One could not drink water drawn 
after sunset; one could not drink water by lying on the ground. One 
could not stand in a place where vilas performed a round dance, 
one could not watch at vilas while they were bathing or tell others 
what he saw. Vilas could be seen on Shrove Tuesday: one had to 
make a roll out of the remains of food, climb into a tree and look 
through the roll.

Water spirit (vodianoj / vodovik / vodnik) is one of the most im-
portant and popular mythical Slavic characters. The water spirit 
has a lot of links with the woodland spirit. The East Slavic folklore 
depicts it as follows: a tall or a short old man with long legs, dressed 
in blue, occasionally a naked old man with a huge belly, green / grey 
beard / naked muddy old man with goose’s legs / reminiscent of a 
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fish. It gets to the shore rarely and only for a short while; it is easy 
to recognise it in a crowd by its wet clothes. He enjoys riding large 
fish – pikes, catfish. Each water body has its master: oceans and 
seas, large and small lakes, rivers, rivulets, even deep wells. Like 
other demonic characters, the water spirit is most active at night, as 
well as at midday.

Seeing a drowned man, it laughs aloud and claps its hands. It 
also tries to frighten those who go for a swim when the time is not 
right, pulls them under the water and drowns them. If it gets angry, 
it destroys the dam and drives the fish out. Fishermen would sacri-
fice fish, millers would pay a tribute.

Like the woodland spirit, it is often considered a magic shep-
herd; by the way, he also owned “animals” – not only fish but also 
cows pasturing in the islands of water bodies. Seeing a water body 
by accident, a person was in a hurry to hide for the master of the 
lake or the river not to turn him into its shepherd or for his cow not 
to run away. If one could catch such a runaway cow, it would give 
plenty of excess milk but one would also become a damned enemy 
of the water spirit and it was better to stay away from water bodies 
for the threat of death.

Like woodland spirits, water spirits communicated among 
themselves. Stories about water spirits driving fish from one water 
body to another or one water spirit losing fish to another in a card 
game are widely spread. It helps the fishermen who follow the es-
tablished rules and tears the nets of those who violate the rules. By 
the way, it is not allowed to whistle in a lake or a river (the wind 
will get strong); it is not recommended to go for a swim or fish after 
sunset and in the deepest places (not to disturb the master), to tell 
neighbours about the place where you go fishing and to boast of 
a good catch. In case a big fish goes off the hook or escapes from 
hands, one should not curse but wish it a good road and add: “It 
was not mine after all…” To express its gratitude for recognising its 
rights as a master, the water spirit would then award the fisherman 
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with a catch. It may drown those who swim without wearing a cross 
on the neck. The greatest concern of the water spirit is the cleanli-
ness of the water body entrusted to it.

Water spirits were occasionally assigned the ability to change 
the landscape: they would dig channels from one lake to another, 
drag islands, make new river beds. The entire cycle of legends on 
this topic was recorded in Voldozero (Karelia). Local residents as-
serted to the collectors of folklore that two water spirits dwelled 
on different sides of the lake (it is a unique motif in the Russian 
folklore), whose names are related to the Christian names of Ily-
inskoye and Prechistensky Orthodox churches. They would previ-
ously fight with each other but later established family relations – 
the water spirit of Ilyinskoye married its daughter to the neighbour. 
As a dowry, the bride got the entire island which a rooster dragged 
across water. To commemorate this event, the island is today called 
Petunja (Rooster’s).

Water spirits had been considered the spirits of nature most dan-
gerous to people since the old times. Whatever happens near the 
water or in water (a boat breaks loose, someone drowns, a bridge 
is carried away during the flood, fishermen nets are drifted away), 
the evil masters of water are always to blame. Nevertheless, they 
also had their favourites – professional fishermen, millers carrying 
regular sacrifices.

A black pig was sacrificed to the water spirit once a year for it not 
to inflict any harm. Ukrainians would bury a horse skull under-
neath the dam for the water spirit not to damage the dam. People 
would carry gifts to the water spirit on 14 April – they would throw 
flour into the river asking to protect their family. Millers would 
throw grease into the water, pour vodka or tobacco on the mill’s 
wheels. Millers would also sacrifice a black cat or a rooster. When 
going for a swim, people would ask the water spirit for permission.

People would throw live cattle, dried lizards, rooster heads, tobac-
co, cash, bread into the water on Ivan Kupala / Christmas Eve / com-
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memoration days of the drowned. To protect against the water spirit, 
people would use garlic, eat twice-baked bread, plant willows near 
dams. The water spirit can be caught by a rope made of linden chips.

Like woodland spirits, water spirits, rusalki were to blame for 
the kidnapping of unattended children. Not to make their life style 
reminiscent of that of the devil, people would not eat crayfish or 
fish without scales (burbots, lampreys, eels) in some regions, believ-
ing that it is a favoured food of water spirits and considering the 
said types of fish unclean.

Rusalki were considered the souls of drowned people. They are 
beautiful and nicely dressed girls (or ugly old women according to 
the north tradition) who enjoyed swaying on birch branches hang-
ing above water, brushing their long hair with a golden comb and 
performing round dances. By contrast to other spirits of nature, 
they could not only be seen at night but also during the daytime.

They may be unbaptised children and women walking during 
the Souls/Rusalka week and asking for a cross/baptism. They help 
to work, protect the crop but punish those who work during the 
Rusalka week (tenth week after Easter). They kidnap children, tickle 
a person to death, communicate with men. In older times Rusalki 
were used as a motive for children not to go to the forest alone, not 
to pick peas, trample the rye.

Household Spirits

In ethnographical literature Domovoj (household spirit) is called 
the master of the house. It dwells behind the stove, underneath the 
threshold, at the attic, under the floor; when it is also the master of 
the farmstead, it may live in a cattle-shed or at the barn. Two types 
of world-views reflect in the image of the household spirit: on the 
one hand, it is related with the devil, on the other hand it is associ-
ated with the cult of the ancestors. Being a character of demonic 
origin, it is active at night; it sometimes takes away the children 
damned by their parents. However, it is not that easy to associate it 
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with the devil because they have a number of differences: it does not 
have horns, hoofs and tail; it is not afraid of rooster’s crow, crossing 
oneself, burning incense; it is a friend to dogs which can sense invis-
ible spirits. It enjoys being treated with people’s food; on Easter, it is 
happy to get a blessed coloured egg. But most importantly, they do 
not cause harm to people, except for giving an occasional fatherly 
lesson to those, who make a whistle sound at home, speak loudly 
near the threshold and violate other rules of common cohabitation.

Domovoj manifests itself as identical to the master of the house, 
its family is the same as the family of the true master of the house. 
It eats the foods left overnight. It may manifest itself as a short man 
with a big head in the form of a milking bucket / a short red old 
man with a beard. It may also appear as a weasel, dog, toad, snake, 
rat. A person cannot kill these animals. It protects home, family, 
loves animals or torments them if it does not like their colour. It 
weaves cow tails into a braid, brushes horse fringes, strokes them. 
In the villages of northern Russia, where residential and farming 
buildings were under the same roof, the household spirit was also 
considered the guardian of livestock and poultry.

They could predict the future and appear to people in order to 
warn them about the coming disaster. Before the person’s death, it 
would appear with a hat, yell and squeeze the mistress. If a hairy 
household spirit is squeezing – it is a good thing; if a naked house-
hold spirit is squeezing – it is a bad thing. Generally speaking, if it 
strokes by its hairy hand – it means wealth, warm hand means good-
ness, naked or cold hand is a sign of the coming disaster and misery.

It may be seen accidentally, when it loses its vigilance, with the 
help of magical items (if looked through a collar or harrow) or 
when it wants that itself. One must know how to behave with the 
household spirit. A person invites domovoj to stay overnight – a wet 
creature enters and disappears. When a new cow / sheep is bought, 
a person must ask the household spirit to accept, protect and feed 
it. When moving to a new house, people would take some bread, 
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salt, groats. Upon entering a new house, they ask: “Dear old man, 
the spirit of the house, accept, warm up, put on shoes and dress up, 
impel for good works”. When leaving the old house, they would say: 

“I am leaving and my master is leaving with me”. If not invited to go 
together, it cries and yells.

A creature bringing / multiplying the wealth is known in West-
ern Slavic, Belarusian, Ukrainian folklore. It is a flying grass-snake 
/ potvor / zmok / motelnik / lataniec. It hatches out from an egg of 
a rooster / crowing hen. It takes away grain, milk, curd and brings 
them to others. The master of the house makes a deal with the devil 
and gets a wealth-bringing spirit. The spirit occasionally comes 
at its initiative in the form of a wet chicken / red butterfly. It may 
appear as a grass-snake / huge bag. The house may have plenty of 
wealth carriers: one takes care about bees, the other looks after the 
house, household, cattle, works in a field. It needs to have work. It 
eats porridge, milk, fried eggs.

Sorcerers / magicians are people capable of magic, knowing ways 
to take away milk from the neighbour’s cows, make cattle or people 
sick. They may cause storms. For instance, in a Belarusian tale, a 
sorcerer sends a daughter-in-law to twist one ear in a field of each 
neighbour. The daughter-in-law considers it a sin and twists the 
branches of an oak. The storm comes, starts breaking everything 
and fills the sorcerer’s yard with oak branches. The sorcerer did not 
send his daughter-in-law for twisting ears again.

Tasks for individual work:
1. Compare the systems of mythical characters of the Slavs and a na-

tion of your choice.
2. Compare legends picturing different mythical characters.
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Charms are magical formulas (oral or written) used by the charmer 
in order to make influence on another person or mythical creature, 
animal, plant, natural phenomena.

Charms and other magical formulas have been recorded in the 
folklore of every nation: people used to have faith in the effective-
ness of their words since the old times and tried to exert influence 
over nature and even other people using stable formulas. Charms 
are very difficult to record as most of them are secret texts: they are 
muttered under one’s breath; charmers only communicate texts to 
others when feeling their immediate death. The communication of 
knowledge is subject to a very strict regulation: as a rule, a chant is 
disclosed to the youngest person in a family, who is obliged not to 
disclose the text to anyone until his death. Hence, we have to wait 
for the time when the faith in the power of charms deteriorates but 
the texts are not yet forgotten. In certain East Slavic regions, the 
faith in charms was preserved until as late as the end of the 20th 
century. In the meantime, a number of charms preserved in mem-
ory were recorded in Podlesia. There used to be a belief that evil 
warlocks necessarily had to get rid of their knowledge before their 
death; otherwise it would be very difficult for them to die. They 
could also transfer their magic by deception. Furthermore, it was 
believed that a charm text could not be altered; otherwise, its power 
would weaken. Hence, personal memory was not trusted; charms 
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were written down in text-books. It gave rise to their tradition in a 
written form.

Christian attributes were also used for magical purposes (icons, 
crosses, blessed Easter eggs, palms), items related to the living and 
non-living nature (thorny plants, aspen stakes, slough of a snake, 

“living water”).
Some magical formulas were said openly; they were known to 

all adults; the youth were easy to grasp them. It covers various spe-
cial wishes told to people doing a certain job, wedding wishes to 
the bridal couple, etc. The function of charms was purely practical: 
to get the desirable result by magical words – a good yield, healing, 
love, etc. Only another charm could repeal or weaken the power of 
the charm. In later tradition, the charm was not always required to 
be said out loud: it sufficed to write it down on a piece of paper and 
carry it with you.

Researchers assume that charms were once also accompanied 
by ritual actions. Actions were gradually omitted and forgotten; 
only the texts of charms were preserved for a longer period of time. 
However, a certain ritual character of charms remained for a long 
time: they were told at a certain time of the day (at sunrise or sunset, 
at midnight), on special days of the year (Maundy Thursday), in a 
specific location (e. g. near water, in a forest, at crossroads); they 
must necessarily be said half whispering or in patter.

Methods of Creation of Charms. They were created using the 
parallelism of animist world-views, where two phenomena or items 
are compared. It was believed that by comparing, one item / phe-
nomenon had to exert a magical influence on another; the traits 
and qualities of one item were in such a way passed to another 
item. Formulas-comparisons render the main idea of charms. Cer-
tain charms consist of one-two or more comparisons. However, in 
most cases the comparison is preceded by a descriptive-narrative 
part. Before saying a comparison, the charmer develops a narra-
tive, draws one or another picture which makes it clear why specific 
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objects are selected for comparison. For instance, a charm against 
a toothache may begin as follows: “A tree is standing near the road, 
near the highroad; a dead body is lying underneath that tree; Saint 
Antipas walks by the dead body and says: “Dead body, why are you 
lying, don’t your teeth ache, don’t your bones hurt, don’t worms eat 
you, aren’t you bleeding?” – “They don’t ache”. It is only after such 
an introduction that the charm itself expressed in the form of com-
parison sounds absolutely reasonable: “Teeth of the God’s servant 
NN, stop aching like you did in the dead body”.

In certain charms, the descriptive-narrative part is even more 
expanded. Charms also make use of images and motifs from other 
folklore genres – folktales, Christian legends.

Themes of Charms. They vary greatly. We may guess that the 
oldest charms were those dealing with the success in agricultural 
matters. They cover the charms for the crop to grow well, for flax to 
grow tall, for a better milk yield, for success in beekeeping, for luck 
in fishing and hunting, etc. Texts trying to inflict damage on the 
neighbour are occasionally met – to make his vegetables grow with 
their roots upside down, his sheep to be struck by sturdy, etc.

Charms on other everyday topics are also closely linked with the 
latter group of charms: various wedding charms, charms against 
insomnia, charms for good appetite, charms against the stinging 
of bees, charms against fleas, mosquitoes and other insects, charms 
for taming a dog, etc. A number of artistic charms were used for 
solving the matters in love affairs. There are even charms used 
when going to public authorities – various officers difficult to deal 
with or the court. Other themes of charms: “Protection against the 
bullet at war”, “Protection against torturing”, etc.

Healing charms constitute the largest group of charms. The ma-
jority of nations preserved medical charms for the longest period 
of time. The magical texts of diverse purposes can be found in the 
group of East Slavic charms. Naturally, a number of texts are dedi-
cated to the treatment and prevention of diseases (charms were not 
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only used against a snake bite, bleeding, bone dislocation but also 
for the removal of childbearing pains, rheumatic pains, cattle dis-
eases, etc.). The disease is either driven out or it is prevented for 
getting any closer to a person or animal. Charms were often ac-
companied by other traditional medicinal means (herbs, rubbing, 
fomentation, etc.). The impact of the said means would strengthen 
the faith in charms.

Like any other witchcraft, charms could be both helpful and 
harmful. Therefore, “white” and “black” charms were distinguished.

It is not difficult to observe such a feature of primeval thinking 
as extraordinary material concreteness in the charms in general, in 
particular healing and love charms. Diseases and various mental 
states (love, longing, etc.) were expressed in very specific objects 
and items, which could be driven out from a person or, on the con-
trary, drawn inside, arranged in one or another body part.

By origin, all images mentioned in charms can be divided into 
4 groups. They are household items used in daily peasant life and 
items surrounding each person:

1. natural phenomena (land, field, forest, green meadow, river, 
lake, moon, sun, wind);

2. livestock (horse, cow, sheep);
3. wild animals (wolf, bear, fox, hare) and fish (pike, bass, stur-

geon, etc.);
4. housewares and household items (house, door, gate, fence, 

stone, lock, keys).
Apart from the afore-mentioned real household images, charms 
also feature a number of fantastic images (sea tsar, fiery snake, witch, 
Koschei the Immortal, magic horse, devil, household spirit, etc.). 
We may assume that these images came to charms from folktales at 
the time when folktales were no longer told for ritual purposes and 
developed as the genre of oral art.

Saints entered charms under the influence of Christianity: 
Christ, Mother of God, apostles, angels, archangels, miracle-mak-
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ers, etc. Social characters made their way to charms in even later 
times: tsars, dukes, nobles, judges, etc.

Charm composition looks very diverse and varied. We may 
guess that a binary form was the oldest form of charms: the first part 
is dominated by the description of a charm ritual, while the second 
part features the charm formula itself ending with a reinforcement 
clause. For instance, a charm used for good growth of plants can be 
as follows: “I, slave of god [name], shall stand up, thanking, I will 
go out from the house after saying my prayers, I will go through the 
door, from the door to the gate, to a clean field straight to the east 
and I shall say…” It continues with the formula of the charm: “The 
hot sun, please, do not dry out and fire up my vegetables and my 
[name] bread, instead dry out and fire up corncockles and artemi-
sia”. The charm ends with a reinforcement clause: “May my words 
be strong and effective”.

As time passed by and the ritual character of charms gradually 
decayed, the first part of charms describing the ritual was first short-
ened and later abandoned altogether. The influence of Christianity 
can often be sensed in the beginnings of charms. Such charms usu-
ally start with the following words: “Dear Lord, bless, Dear Christ”, 

“In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Amen”, etc.
The reinforcement clause which is used to end the charm for-

mula is required for reinforcing what has been said before, thus en-
hancing the magic effect. Reinforcement clauses also underwent the 
influence of Christianity as they often end with a word “Amen”:

“May my words be strong and unshakable.
The key – the chest.
Amen, amen, amen.”

Task for individual work:
Compare the form of Slavic and your native charms.
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