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​Editorial Review
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The black and white view of Baba Yaga is wrenched into brilliant greys by the keen research and writing of Ronesa Aveela. You don’t have to forget what you might know about this misunderstood figure of Slavic folklore, but you must be ready to learn, at the very least, several new aspects of the character. What other sources outline in broad strokes, Ronesa colors in with details and features in a brilliant masterpiece of information, storytelling, and understanding of Baba Yaga in one volume. It’s clear this figure holds a special place in the author’s heart, which makes the character gleam on every page. If you’re looking for a source of information, parallels to different mythologies, a thoughtful consideration of roles and heritage, plus all the chicken feet you can handle – look no further; you’ve found it.

— David Flora, Blurry Photos Podcast

www.blurryphotos.org/podcast/
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​A Closer Look at Baba Yaga
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Who was Baba Yaga? Did she ever exist? And, more importantly, does she still exist today? 

Many books have been published about Baba Yaga: academic studies and spiritual guides alike. So why something new? What makes this book one you’d want to add to your collection? 

The answer is simple: the diversity of the content. It’s an in-depth study that will take you beyond the tales that have terrified children throughout the ages. The book is like a liberal arts study—a little of this, a little of that. It takes all the best from the academic world and portrays the information in easy-to-understand bits. Plus, it digs deeper into her character, and we are not afraid to discuss any topic related to Baba Yaga: modern-day beliefs, controversial subjects (aliens, anyone?), and anything we can find that will give readers a well-rounded look at who this persona called Baba Yaga might actually be. You’ll even discover a side of the witch as she is perceived by those who say they have had an encounter with her.

We want to tell you her story and make her come alive. By the time you finish reading this book, you’ll either want to crawl back into bed with the covers over you, or you’ll seek out the witch of witches for her guidance.
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​Baba Yaga (Баба Яга)
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Good is good, and bad is bad.

Baba Yaga (singular); Baby/Babi Yagi, Бабы Яги (plural) 

In Russian and other languages, “Yaga” is accented on the second syllable (Bába Yagá), but other languages, like Bulgarian, accent the word on the first syllable (Bába Yága). 

Common name variations: Yaga Baba, Baba-Yaga, Baba Jaga, Baba Iaga, Egibaba, 

Yagishna, Iagishna, Yagonishna.​[1]

Related names: Ježibaba (Czech, Slovak), Jezinka (Czech), Baba Roga (Bosnian, Croatian, Macedonian, Serbian – “horned old woman/grandmother”), Jezda/Ienzababa (Polish), Jazi Baba (Czech), Baba Cloanţa (Romanian – “old hag with broken teeth”), Zalizna Baba (Ukrainian – “iron woman”), Vasorrú bába (Hungarian – “iron-nosed woman”).

Slang: “Baba,” by itself, is a derogatory word among Russians, Ukrainians, Poles, Czechs, and others (but not Bulgarians), referring to a loud, whiny, low-class woman who is a slob and unattractive. It may also refer to a timid man, who is considered unmanly or lacking character. The term “iaga” may be hurled as an insulting word, with much the same meaning. The two words together can also refer to any old woman who lives alone.
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​Etymology 
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Translating names of mythical characters can be a tricky business. Native speakers understand the cultural context that goes along with the names. But how do you convey that in a translation? Understanding the origin of the name can help. Scholars have a multitude of opinions about where the name Baba Yaga came from. It may not even be her actual name. It was common practice in ancient times to substitute a euphemism for demonic beings, so it may have been taboo to speak Baba Yaga’s true name for fear of summoning her. Or, she could have been a goddess, in which case, her name would have been too sacred to say out loud. The following ideas about the meaning of her name will give you an idea of Baba Yaga’s complexity.

Baba

Even if Baba Yaga was her one and only name, the least controversy exists about the meaning of the word “baba.” Throughout the Slavic languages, it means “grandmother.” Along with this, though, comes an implied reference to any woman, but in particular to an older woman. Although in olden days, this was not the case. Once a woman married, she became a “baba,” regardless of her age. It was also a term used for a midwife, sorceress, or fortune teller. The word “baba” comes from the Indo-European root *b(h)āb(h)-. This is a “consonant-vowel pattern, repeating syllables” and reflects how adults speak to children.​[2] 

Yaga

Now the fun begins, trying to determine the meaning and origin of “yaga” or “iaga.” To know this will take you a long way into unraveling who exactly Baba Yaga is, or where she originated from. By looking at words with a similar sound, scholars have made numerous suggestions. One is that “Yaga” is a proper noun, a form of the name Jadwiga. Other possibilities are words that have a negative connotation or type of problem, such as: 


	Eza (Bulgarian) – torment, torture

	Jeza (Old Serbian) – illness, nightmare

	Jęza/jędza (Old Church Slavonic) – disease, illness

	Jeziv (Serbo-Croatian) – dangerous

	Jeza (Slovenian) – anger

	Jezinka (Czech) – evil woman, wicked wood nymph, dryad

	Jeza (Serbo-Croatian) – horror, shudder, chill

	Jězě (Old Czech) – witch, legendary evil female being

	Jędza (Polish) – witch, evil woman, fury

	Iagat’ (Russian) – yell, make a noise, rage, curse, squabble

	Egat’ (Russian) – burn fiercely, be angry, rage









These definitions certainly paint a not-so-nice picture of Baba Yaga. Not all examples point to a negative origin, however. Other thoughts about the meaning of “yaga” follow:


	A large number of sources say “iaga” has been derived from the Proto-Slavic *ož and Sanskrit ahi,​[3] or Latin anguis,​[4] for “serpent” or “snake,” making her name “snake-baba.” 

	Variations of the name in different languages are related to fire, flame, or heat (Baba Aga, Ega, Iga, Ga, Yaga), thereby making her name “Fiery Baba.”​[5]


	Yagilev (Russian) – from yagel for “deer moss,” which was once called yag. The theory is that Baba Yaga lived where reindeer moss grew.​[6]


	The word may have Uralic origins. A suggestion says prehistoric Slavs came in contact with Samoyed people and adopted the word *nga for “god” and integrated the God of Death with Baba Yaga.​[7]


	Another theory is that the name is a derivative of the Sanskrit yagya, for “sacrifice,” with “baba” derived from another word for “sage,” “father,” or “ascetic.”​[8]


	A less-popular theory is that the name may have come from a tribe of cannibals called yaggas, who were ruled by a queen. Russian sailors may have brought the tales with them from Central Africa and incorporated them into Russian fairy tales.​[9]





	More in tune with nature, “yaga” may come from a word in the Komi language that means “coniferous forest” or “pinewood.”​[10] Even the Russian ekhat for “to ride [a horse]” is a possibility.​[11]


	An older belief was that “iaga” was from the Mongolaian eke for “mother,” which is similar to the Turkic ekä for “elder sister” or “aunt.” The word “baba” was added to help explain the unfamiliar word.​[12]


	In a similar vein, the designation of “baba” was a way to distinguish her from a male Yaga counterpart, with the two of them being similar to ancient Indian deities Yama and Yami.​[13] In this case, iaga comes from a Baltic word for “strength,” “force,” “understanding,” or “sense.”​[14] This positive aspect of her name may have come from an earlier time, with the more negative meaning added later.​[15]


	Another origin of “yaga” points toward a sleeveless coat called “yaga” or “yagushka,” which was worn with the wool on the outside. In ancient Slavic mythology, this was considered an attribute of the “undead.”​[16] In a Finno-Ugric ritual to be connected with deceased relatives, people created a baba doll out of sticks and dressed it in the above-mentioned yaga fur coat. They made for the doll a windowless and doorless wooden house and raised it above the ground to prevent animals from getting inside.​[17] As you’ll discover later, this house resembles Baba Yaga’s hut. 



[image: image]

Baba Yaga with her Trusty Cat. Illustration by Alexander Petkov.
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​Introduction 
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If you’re familiar with Baba Yaga, you’ll likely say she’s a cannibalistic witch. Many who have researched this infamous individual have called her “ambiguous,” but my thought is that she is more “complex” than ambiguous. The proverb “Good is good and bad is bad” may be true of most characters in Slavic fairy tales, and fairy tales in general, but Baba Yaga is an exception. She is almost never completely one or the other—at least not if you examine the story and culture more thoroughly. 

She may be the hero’s enemy or friend depending on the situation. When she is “good,” she may do so reluctantly, or she may assist the hero or heroine while harboring nefarious thoughts. She is a trickster, after all. 

When she is “bad,” the hero may have caught her on an off day, or he may be trespassing, or any other number of reasons, such as in the story of “Nikita the Footless and the Terrible Tsar,” where two brothers, one with no legs and the other blind, trespass in Baba Yaga’s house, eat her food, steal from her, and make a terrible mess.


Then when all was still the door was suddenly opened and the wicked Baba-Yaga entered her cottage. When she saw the two in one she screamed out with a loud voice: “You beggars and thieves! Up to this time not even a bird or a beast had come to my lonely dwelling, and now you have come to devour my food and loosen the very props of my little cottage. But very soon, and indeed sooner than that, I will settle with you.”​[18] 



She’s had many labels besides that of witch: goddess, demon, nature spirit, healer, shaman, mother figure, cannibal, and even alien. Even within the fairy tales, she plays numerous roles: villain, helper, guide, gift-giver, mentor, sorceress, initiator, animal mistress, and more. 

These titles are not all mutually exclusive. Baba Yaga doesn’t have to fit nicely into a single category. People’s personalities differ, being kind to one person and cruel to another. Why not so for Baba Yaga herself? Ancient deities possessed diverse functions; it indicated they held great power and authority.​[19]

Let’s look at the extremes: a goddess and a demon. What’s the difference between them? Does a goddess do “good” while a demon does “bad”? The line between good and bad is often indistinct, especially if knowledge of the intention behind the action is lacking. 

Think about nature. It can be nurturing or destructive. The same applies to the immortals. On one hand, their actions can be beneficial, while on the other, they are construed as evil. As you’ll discover, Baba Yaga is fickle like nature: able to nurture and destroy all within a matter of moments. She is a character who “straddles the threshold between life and death, between the promise of change and the imminent thread of destruction, between learning to cook a meal or becoming the meal.”​[20]

It’s this complexity that makes Baba Yaga more real, rather than simply being a fairy-tale character, who is black-and-white, at least on the surface. Take the hero, for instance. Although often clueless, he’s on a noble quest (at least according to him). And let’s not forget about the princess. She’s always beautiful and in need of a hero (even if she doesn’t really want one). Not least of all of the one-dimensional characters is the villain, frequently the kidnapper of maidens. Whether he’s a dragon or other monstrous being, he’s always evil. 

But Baba Yaga is so much more. What “real” person doesn’t have conflicting actions or desires depending on the circumstances? Does the fact that she doesn’t fit into the cut-and-dry fairy-tale character mold prove that she was, or even still is, something more than an imaginary being? Perhaps. Read on, so you can make up your own mind as to whom you think this Baba Yaga is or was.
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​Origins
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Who was Baba Yaga before she became a legendary cannibalistic witch? Where did she come from? Just like there are a variety of opinions about the meaning of her name, numerous theories exist about Baba Yaga’s origins—from ones many scholars agree upon to those that will raise the eyebrows of the academic world and perhaps even the non-academic one. The following brief summaries will give you a clue as to what makes up this fascinating being. You’ll see her transform from goddess to wicked witch as time marches on.

[image: image]

Baba Yaga rides on a pig to battle a “crocodile.” 18th century Lubok from the collection of D. Rovinsky. Unknown author, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.

Zoomorphic Aspect

The creatures that primitive mankind worshiped were giant snakes, birds, or fish that developed from ordinary animals. As time went on, people’s imaginations became more vivid, and animals evolved into hybrid beasts: snakes grew wings, and birds obtained human faces. In the same way, Baba Yaga displays zoomorphic traits dating back to the earliest of times. Remnants can still be found in fairy tales, where she was known to “squeal like a snake” or “roar like an animal.”

Frog

Let’s start way back in time. In the earliest days, she had the appearance of a frog, with clawed, twisted arms and disheveled hair.​[21] This type of frog goddess appeared in Europe during the Neolithic age (circa 7000/6000 to 3000 B.C.), but also extended to an even wider time span in the Near East, China, and the Americas.​[22] 

A frog goddess symbolized regeneration and, like the Egyptian goddess Heket, was considered the “primordial mother of all existence” who “controlled fecundity and regeneration after death.”​[23] This aspect of Baba Yaga is apparent in tales in which her children are all manner of creatures, as in the story of “The Stepdaughter and the Stepmother’s Daughter,” where both girls, at different times, are ordered to bathe Baba Yaga’s children: “Suddenly she saw worms, frogs, rats, and all sorts of insects come crawling up to her in the bathhouse.”​[24] In another tale, Baba Yaga is a dragon-like creature. She bursts after drinking water from the sea to quench her thirst. Out of her come vipers, toads, lizards, spiders, worms, and all manner of vile creatures. 

Snake

Baba Yaga’s most popular animal connection, however, is with snakes. These, in turn, are associated with the underworld, death, and rebirth, because they live in the earth. Even the words in Russian are similar: snake (zmeya) and earth (zemlya). This underground world of the dead, however, wasn’t the Hades we so often imagine. People perceived the earth, all of it, as being “a living entity whose good will must be earned and whose feelings must be respected.”​[25] As you’ll discover, respect and worthiness are two attributes Baba Yaga demands from her visitors before she will assist them. This reinforces her link to the earth and the world below it.

In oral tradition, Baba Yaga may have first been called a “snake-baba.” 


The latent significance of the name is also interesting as the first letter of the elusive “Yagá” also means the personal pronoun “I” in Russian. Because of the importance of sound value in folklore, the Latin root “anguis” or snake was doubly rich, since on Slavic ground it afforded a double suggestion. This interpretation is aided by the hyphen connecting the two parts of the name Bába-Yagá, or possibly “the (old) woman-who-is-I snake.”​[26]





This snake aspect made its way into fairy tales. In some stories, an enormous female snake-dragon (zmeikha) may be called Baba Yaga or simply be an unnamed mythical snake. Either way, listeners understood that the creature and Baba Yaga were interchangeable. This villain may be the wife or mother of multi-headed dragons who create chaos throughout the land. She has the ability to shapeshift into a mountain, storm cloud, dense forest, or endless wall, and her mouth opens so wide it touches both the ground and the clouds. 

Other snakelike aspects of Baba Yaga show her slithering through the air in a mortar that spits out fire, while she uses a burning broom to wipe away her traces, much like the “fiery snake” (one name for the monstrous dragon-like snake) makes its way through the sky. 

People also once believed that snakes loved milk. Families would set out a bowl of milk for the guardian snake, which lived under the threshold and protected the home. Not all snakes were so benevolent, however. Stories told how some would suck milk from cows, from an infant’s bottle, or even from the nursing mother herself. In one fairy tale, Baba Yaga sucks milk (or blood) from a woman’s breast to steal her lifeforce.


But one day Baba Yaga with the bony legs came into the hut and sucked the blood out of the fair maiden’s breast. And whenever the two knights went away on the chase, Baba Yaga came back, so that very soon the merchant’s fair daughter became thin and feeble.​[27]



As a giant snake, Baba Yaga was also believed to devour the sky, steal rain and dew, and consume the moon and stars, much like the dragon or storm demon Hala.​[28] Peasants believed that the moon was Baba Yaga’s body. Like her, the moon, at certain phases, was horned like a bull. The cannibal witch ate away at her own body in the process of regulating fertility not only of the planet, but also of women. The phases of the moon suggest “the decomposition of the body, as the self-devouring goddess moves from generation to death.”​[29]

Snakes, like Baba Yaga, are also the guardians of the waters of life and death, sometimes called healing and living waters, or life-giving and dead waters. These springs are hidden deep within the earth and bubble up through wells, or Baba Yaga may keep them at her home, contained within barrels. These waters demonstrate her power over life and death, and they represent death and rebirth through initiation. This dual concept of both living and dead waters appears mostly in Slavic tales, whereas in most other ethnic fairy tales, you’ll read about only the water of life.

How exactly do these waters work?

The hero sometimes gets chopped up by the villain. In this case, his companions or others will arrange the pieces of his corpse in their proper positions. It’s not always quite so drastic a death. The hero may have been killed with a sword or fire. In any case, his body is sprinkled with the dead water. This enables the dismembered corpse to grow together. The reason for doing this may be because of the belief that “the continuation of life after death and the rebirth of the deceased is possible only upon the condition of the integrity (preservation) of the body.”​[30] Once the body is back to its original state, it’s still dead. The companions once again sprinkle their fallen hero, only this time they use the water of life, so he is reborn.


Koshchey leaped on his horse, caught up with Ivan Tsarevich, broke him up into tiny bits, put them into a tar chest, took this chest, locked it with iron bolts and threw it into the blue sea. And he took Marya Moryevna away with him. 

At the same time the brothers-in-law of Ivan Tsarevich looked at their silver ornaments and found they had turned black. 

“Oh,” they said, “evidently some disaster has befallen him!” 

The Eagle rushed into the blue sea, dragged out the chest to the shore, and the Hawk flew for the Water of Life, and the Crow flew for the Water of Death. Then they all three met at a single spot and broke up the chest, took out the bits of Ivan Tsarevich, washed them, laid them together as was fit. Then the Crow sprinkled him with the Water of Death, and the body grew together and was one. And the Hawk sprinkled him with the Water of Life.

Ivan Tsarevich shivered, sat up and said, “Oh, what a long sleep I have had!”​[31]



In cases where the hero has not been slain, but merely needs healing, before he attempts to use the waters, he will test them out on a twig to avoid Baba Yaga’s deception. The living water will cause the twig to bloom, while the dead water will make it dry up or burst into flames. 


“Very well, ancient witch,” said the knights, “show us the well with the waters of Life and Death.” 

“If you’ll only not beat me, I’ll show you it.” 

Then Katoma climbed onto the blind man’s back, and he grabbed Baba Yaga by her hair. They traveled into the deepest part of the dense forest.

There, she showed them a well and said, “This is the healing water that brings life.” 

“Be careful, Katoma. Don’t make a mistake. If she deceives us this time, we might not recover from it for our entire lives.” 

Katoma broke off a twig. It had hardly fallen into the water before it flamed up. “Ah! that was another deceit of yours!” 

The two knights prepared to throw Baba Yaga into the fiery brook. 

But she begged for mercy as before, and swore she wouldn’t deceive them again. “Honestly, I’ll show you the right water!” 

The two knights got ready once more to travel, and Baba Yaga took them to another well. Katoma broke off a dry twig from the tree and threw it into the well. The twig had hardly fallen into the water before it sprouted up and became green and blue. 

“This water is the right one,” Katoma said.

The blind man washed his eyes and could see immediately. And he put the cripple into the water, and his legs grew back.​[32]



Although Baba Yaga may be the keeper of these waters, you won’t ever see her voluntarily using them to restore anyone. The hero will force or trick her into doing this or providing him with the waters so he can perform the healing himself. 

Demonized Nature

Slavs often considered natural occurrences to be demons. However, this concept is not like the Devil or a servant of Satan. It has no religious connotation. These demons were spirits that personified nature. They were neither good nor evil, although they could bring abundance or destruction, changing from one to the other in a moment—just like Baba Yaga. 


You cannot label a thunderstorm as good or evil: for someone hit by lightning it is likely to be evil, but for the one whose fields it saturates with rain, it is good. In a similar vein, you cannot judge the sun, the moon, the wind, the day and the night, the earth and the sky, fire and water, field and forest. Essentially, every element and every part of creation, in its purest form, is by default hostile to humans. We get burned by the fire, we drown in the water, we cannot stay aloft in the air and while the earth is our mother, she is not the kindest of mothers. But man knows how to deal with each element to benefit from the interaction and not get harmed by it. Every element has a dark and a light side, as does every deity, and even those Slavic Gods that are now considered Dark never exclusively take the dark or evil side of the cosmos. Without darkness there is no light, without death there is no life, and destruction is as important as creation – everything is a boon for the world in one way or another.​[33]



In the same way, Baba Yaga represents both sides of these natural occurrences.

Winter Storms

Early interpretations of Baba Yaga’s character in fairy tales compared her to a raging storm. She makes the winds howl as she urges on her fiery mortar, with squealing spirits flying by her side. Her whistle causes the trees to groan and quake. Thunderstorms rage when her magical, fire-breathing horses race through the sky. 

Not only is she the storm, but she is the mother of winds and summons them to obey her every command: “The old woman came out onto the porch, shouted in a loud voice, whistled with a valiant whistle; suddenly violent winds blew, arising from all sides, making the hut shake!”​[34] A common folk belief was that when strong winds bent corn stalks that Baba Yaga was around, searching for children she could grind in her iron mortar.​[35] 

Winds were thought of as demons who lived in dark places: forests, caves, old wells, and more. Baba Yaga alone didn’t hold this title. She split the seasons with the dragon Hala. While Hala dominated the warmer months, causing crop destruction, Baba Yaga brought winter storms. 

––––––––
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Baba Yaga in her Mortar. Illustration by Alexander Petkov.

––––––––
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Her boniness, barrenness of old age, a pestle that petrifies, raging winds that can sweep away all traces of her presence, all point to her destructive power. Some fairy tales interpret her as being an evil spirit, a “fiend of darkness,” who fights against the sun.​[36] When she abducts a person, it represents death—not only of the person, but also of the land. Like the Gorgon Medusa, Baba Yaga can turn her victims to stone by striking them with her pestle. With one blow, “No hero can live in the world.”​[37] 

In one story, Baba Yaga turns men to stone in a different way. She plucks one of her hairs and tells Ivan Dévich to tie it into three knots and blow on it. 


He does so, and both he and his horse turn into stone. The Baba Yaga places them in her mortar, pounds them to bits, and buries their remains under a stone. A little later comes Ivan Dévich’s comrade, Prince Ivan. Him also the Yaga attempts to destroy, but he feigns ignorance, and persuades her to show him how to tie knots and to blow. The result is that she becomes petrified herself. Prince Ivan puts her in her own mortar, and proceeds to pound her therein, until she tells him where the fragments of his comrade are, and what he must do to restore them to life.​[38]



Spring rituals are performed to drive out the old hag. The popular story about Vasilisa the Beautiful is compared to “a battle between sunlight (Vasilisa) and storm (the stepmother) and other dark clouds (the stepsisters).”​[39] More often, though, in fairy tales, the hero Ivan is depicted as the sun and Baba Yaga the storm. Baba Yaga’s death loosens her power over her prisoners, and springtime triumphs over winter. Nature can once again revive: “at the first sounds of the spring thunders, the sleeping, as it were petrified, realm of nature awakes from its winter slumbers.”​[40] 

In a religious sense, these types of stories also depict the banishment of paganism. Baba Yaga and other goddesses were deities of the Moon season, the autumn and winter months. These types of deities existed in older, shamanistic cultures dominated by women: the mothers and grandmothers. But when Dionysian Sun Cults arose, these male-dominated groups “spread like wildfire into every pagan culture around the world, pushing out the older Shamanic cultures.”​[41]

The religion and society that grew up around the Sun Cult domesticated the wild grandmother type by having her turn against the most innocent in the family—the children—and becoming a hag who fattened them up to eat them. The new religion replaced priestesses with priests and wrote laws pertaining to what women could and could not do. 

They eventually broke the power of the Triple Goddess (that circle that bound grandmothers, mothers, and maidens) by focusing on the maiden, implying that only the young are desirable and trustworthy. The male powers lured maidens “into these alcohol, drug, and sex orgies until they became unstable. And when they became unstable through these festivals, they eventually left the circle. And that’s how the great circle was broken from the grandmothers.” The wisdom of the grandmother type that Baba Yaga exemplified was replaced with the worship of the virgin, who had no power in the patriarchal structure of leadership: “When the grandmothers fell, the goddesses rose. And when the goddesses fell, the pagan men and the religious men fought for power,” and so summer prevailed over winter.​[42] 

Illness

From the earlier etymology, you can see that various interpretations of Baba Yaga’s name connect her with being a demon of illness. One such case is the word язва, yazva, which means “ulcer.” The modern meaning can also be “harm” or “evil,” and a woman who causes harm is called this name. In ancient Russia, the word was written as яза, yaza and the word indicated a plague, and could also mean “wound,” “trouble,” or “sadness.” So, how did the з (z) change to a г (g) to become яга, yaga? It’s been suggested this was due to “linguistic changes in the Proto-Slavic language,” a process called the second palatalization, in which “back-lingual consonants” became “soft whistling ones.”​[43]

These types of demons of illness roamed the world, trying to access villages to torment people and make them sick, before moving on to the next village. Like other demons, Baba Yaga was believed to press down on people while they slept, suffocating them and causing nightmares. However, the personified diseases couldn’t directly enter any inhabited place. They either had to be called into the village by someone who performed evil witchcraft or pronounced a curse, or they were forced to wait until a peasant allowed them to come in with him. 

Once the disease made a foothold in a village or home, the inhabitants would try to appease it or bargain with it to lessen the effects of the illness. They also brought the sick person into the bathhouse to steam away the illness from his pores. If none of those things worked, they resorted to magical charms and rituals to expel the demon and send it back to the “unclean” liminal places, such as forests and swamps.

Goddess

Long before Baba Yaga was called a witch, it’s believed people considered her a goddess. It has been suggested that she is a child of Rod and Rodanitsa, the progenitors of the lesser gods, whose names mean “god” and “goddess.” Rodanitsa represents “the beginning and the end of a day, young and old, birth and death,”​[44] characteristics that Baba Yaga herself exemplifies.

Many scholars say that goddess worship existed in matriarchal societies, or what some call “pre-patriarchal matrifocal societies.”​[45] They claim it’s the oldest form of religion that dates back to the Paleolithic period or the Old Stone Age (about 2.5 million years ago until 10,000 B.C.). Even in ancient male-centered Indo-European societies, goddesses performed an important function, that of choosing the ruler of the kingdom. 




In Indo-European cultures, these sovereignty-figures were enablers, women who gave access to the throne. A man with the proper heroic qualities would marry a foreign princess, live with her at her home, and inherit her father’s kingdom. He could not become ruler of the kingdom without marrying the daughter of the king.​[46]



As you’ll learn later, Baba Yaga in fairy tales was instrumental in helping both pauper and prince acquire their princess brides. Is this perhaps indicating her role as a deity in choosing who should be the ruler, as this was a role of the goddess? Others, however, argue that “matriarchy did not precede patriarchy, that matrilineal inheritance and kinship systems are not evidence of former matriarchal societies.”​[47]

Baba Yaga’s role as a deity took on different forms: she was a fertility goddess, the Forest Mistress, the goddess of death and the underworld, and a mother goddess. Let’s look at each of these in turn. 

Fertility Goddess

Often, when people think of goddess worship, it’s only her fertility and nurturing aspects that come to mind. After all, figurines that have been discovered show these goddesses with large breasts and buttocks and often pregnant, which in today’s society speak of sexuality more than they do fertility. 


The term “fertility goddess” may be a narrow one; the goddesses so described may actually have been multi-functional.... However, the promotion of animal and vegetal fertility was indeed an important function of such goddesses, and the female principle may well have become primary as an object of worship.​[48]



Baba Yaga, too, has these fertility characteristics. Her breasts are so large they hang down to her waist or lower. She tosses them over her shoulder when she rushes around. While inside, she has to hang them over a rod, wind them around a hook, or place them on a shelf. She may also stuff up the stove with her breasts. 

Another aspect of a fertility goddess was her ability to give birth parthenogenetically, that is, to become “pregnant autonomously, without the fertilization of any man or god.”​[49] Baba Yaga, although she has no consort, has numerous offspring: dragons, magical horses, toads, and more. 

As a fertility goddess, Baba Yaga was connected to the harvest. It was believed that she lived in the last sheaf of grain or corn that was tied together in agricultural festivities. So, her death (seeds under the ground) brought forth new life (harvest).

As goddess of the harvest, Baba Yaga is compared to Mokosh, Moist Mother Earth: “As Moist Mother Earth ‘eats’ the bodies of the dead, so Baba Yaga eats human beings.”​[50] In some areas, they call her Jitnaya Baba, “the Corn-woman,” and dress her up in women’s clothing.​[51] It was believed that the woman who bound that sheaf would give birth before the next harvest. 

People also believed Baba Yaga might take the life-giving power of grain away from them. Therefore, in rituals they drove her away into the forest or into another field. Both of these places are associated with being the borders of the lands of the living and the dead.​[52]

Forest Mistress

In some tales, Baba Yaga commands all creatures, birds, fish, and forest animals, in the same way she commands the winds. However, she is not called their mother, even though she has absolute power over them. 


In one of the northern Russian fairy tales, she calls the animals like this: “Where are you, gray wolves, all run, run and roll into one place and into one circle, choose between yourself, which is more, which is more daring to run after Ivan Tsarevich.” Or: “The old woman came out onto the porch, shouted in a loud voice – all of a sudden, where did they come from, all kinds of animals ran in, all kinds of birds flew in.”​[53]



Because of this, some scholars say she is the Potnia Therōn, the mother and mistress of animals, who has complete power over them. Other sources, however, say there needs to be more than control of the animals. This title is reserved for a specific type of deity, one who is shown as holding animals in both hands or who has animals on both sides.​[54]
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Baba Yaga and the bird maidens. 1902 Illustration by Ivan Bilibin (1876–1942), Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.

This ancient type of goddess is believed to date back to the time of the hunter-gatherers, when nature provided the means of living, prior to the advent of agriculture. This Mistress of Animals merged with the Great Mother, and so was mother of all living things, not just animals. In the same manner that the fertility goddess did not need a consort; the Mistress of Animals gave birth from the very earth, her womb. This comes from a time when “fertility was thought through women independently from men.”​[55] 

Deity of Death

Death is a part of the cycle of life, and so, a goddess of fertility and birth is not far removed from a goddess of destruction and death. In fact, during the Neolithic period, the fertility goddess people worshiped may have had control over the lifecycle from birth through death. 


This life-and-death-bringing goddess has been called by some the “Goddess of Regeneration.” In her life-giving aspect, the “Goddess of Regeneration” was creatrix, bestowing fertility upon the womb and fruitfulness upon the Earth. In her death-giving aspect, she became queen of the Underworld, withdrawing the same life which she had created, and she held responsibility for the wintry barrenness of the Earth.​[56]



It’s this death aspect that many scholars see as the primary function of Baba Yaga, with her connections to initiation (which you’ll read about later in this book) and weather secondary. She is the gatekeeper between the worlds of the living and the dead. She is a guide and instructor to those who wish to reach the “otherworld.” She is the “Master of Souls,”​[57] giving people life and taking it back.


The Slavs venerated the underworld goddess by this name [Baba Yaga], representing her as a frightening figure seated in an iron mortar, with an iron pestle in her hands; they made blood sacrifice to her, thinking that she fed it to the two granddaughters they attributed to her, and that she delighted in the shedding of blood herself.​[58]



It’s debated whether her role as the gatekeeper guarding the border between the worlds of the living and the dead classifies her as a “goddess” of death. Some scholars argue that to be a goddess of death, she would have to exist solely in the realm of the dead. Baba Yaga does not. She lives on the border, neither fully in either world, but part of both. It’s argued that she “stands at the gates of death, not behind them....[D]eath’s gatekeeper and death’s master are never the same character.”​[59]

Mother Yoginya

Some people believe that the Great Mother Yogina or Baba Yoga the golden leg, who was the mother of all living things, was the predecessor of the Slavic Baba Yaga.​[60] According to Vedical Knowledge (religious texts that originated in ancient India), Yoginya was the eternally beautiful goddess of the forest, the guardian between the worlds of the living and dead. She was kind and set people on the right path. The ancients did not fear her, but revered and loved her. She herself was especially fond of orphaned children and wandered throughout the world on her fiery chariot to gather them to her.​[61]

When children were dedicated to the gods, they were dressed in white robes, adorned with flowers, and given herbs to make them sleep. At that point, they were laid in one of two niches in a sacred cave, the one farther from the entrance. Either Mother Yogina or a priest set firewood ablaze in the front niche, supposedly to burn the children, roasting them like in an oven. Some said, after this, the goddess ate them. This latter part has transferred to Baba Yaga.

However, unknown to those who witnessed the events, Mother Yogina lowered a stone wall between the niches to protect the children, her sacrifices. When they awoke, priests and priestesses raised the children as family and taught them the sacred rites. After the children became adults, they returned to the community as priests and priestesses, and no one realized they were the same orphan children left to die.​[62]

Priestess

A study claims that various roles Baba Yaga plays (such as, the benefactor, who has secret knowledge and tests the hero with riddles before supplying him with gifts; the kidnapper; the warrior, who has unmatched strength; and the warden of the underworld) all point to “Yaga the Priestess, the performer of the ancient rituals.”​[63]

Perhaps this refers to the old Slavic spring rites of the Suida Baba, where a priestess served the goddess for a year by guarding the sacred fire. On the day when she chose a successor, she smeared herself with soot. As she looked through the village, she blessed people and marked their faces with soot from the temple.​[64] 

This priestess was associated with transitional rituals, the three “sacred milestones” that brought a person from one stage of life to the next: birth, marriage, and death. 


Yaga did actually play a stabilizing role – the violation of the sacred rituals could possibly shatter the World of men. Hence there appeared a great importance of educating and examining the neophytes. Yaga was this educator (again as a mediator between the worlds), who brought harmony into this world and taught people of their social role by showing the initiates the Path of the social Force and the Path of the individual Force. She knew and saw something different from what common people could see and she passed this knowledge to her apprentices.​[65]



Other sources say Baba Yaga was a priestess who performed cremation rites for the dead. Not only did she sacrifice cattle, but also concubines were added to the ritual fire.​[66] 

Shaman

In pre-Christian Russia, Baba Yaga was “the keeper and guardian of the clan and folk traditions.”​[67] The name “Yaga” in this situation is said to mean “decisive,” referring to a woman who makes the decisions.​[68] This concept of Baba Yaga may have been centered around the wise old “grandmothers,” those women of old who led their communities as shamans or priestesses in early matriarchal societies. 

It’s interesting to note that sometimes Baba Yaga is depicted as having horns. The same goes for Baba Roga from eastern Slavic folklore. The possible origin of this was due to the fact that these grandmother leaders had stag or bull horns on their ceremonial headdresses. The horns demonstrated their leadership. The larger the headdress, the more power the women had.​[69] These horned grandmothers eventually became demonized as dark, night goddesses or witches, with their horns becoming associated with the Devil.

Baba Yaga was often depicted with wearing a povoinik, which was a married woman’s headdress that could be pointed or horned. This gave her “the appearance of being crowned with a bull’s horns or the crescent moon.”​[70]

Baba Yaga, as a shaman, initiated youths into adulthood with various rites of passage. Suffering and fear were inherent in initiation rituals, which enabled the initiate to overcome his or her old self. 

Unlike a goddess of death, who existed within the realm of the underworld, a shaman exists between the world of the living and that of the dead, where the real and magic intermingled. And Baba Yaga likewise resides in this in-between land, acting as a shaman or perhaps “half-goddess.” She doesn’t belong fully in one world or the other; instead, she is a part of both and can easily transcend from one to the other. 

In other ways, Baba Yaga is caught in an in-between world. Neither deity, nor human, but both. A mother, but without a consort. A mother of beasts, but not of humans. And so, she has her feet in both worlds. 

She is a male hero’s guide to the underworld, the mediator between the worlds, giving him tools and knowledge to make his quest successful. For females, she is the initiator into the sacred rights; the women become her apprentices. To them, she shares her sacred knowledge.

Warrior

In a few stories, Baba Yaga appears as a warrior leading an army of soldiers who are created by tailors, shoemakers, and other artisans. This warrior Yaga was perhaps the Scythian goddess Tabiti, who had many similarities to the Russian Yaga. In appearance, she was a woman or half-woman, half snake. Some say she was the leader of the Amazons, and rode a fiery horse. In addition, she had control over animals and was mistress of the hearth and fire. It’s been said that “when her people stopped riding, Tabiti went to live in a little hut deep in a Russian birch forest where she eventually emerged as Baba Yaga.”​[71]

Where did this warrior Yaga live at first, if not within the forest?


This one lives beyond the steppe river, by the silken grass at the seaside. Pastures, livestock and herds of excellent horses are constantly mentioned in fairytales. All of this is located somewhere near the mountains with cliffs and ravines either at the seaside or overseas. Apparently, as the author [B.A. Rybakov] implicates, this is the pre-Turkic steppe realm of the Amazons of Cimmerian-Sarmatian origin.

Could well be the case that the armed conflicts between Russian bogatyrs and snake women in the “snake lands” reflect the setting of VIII BC, when male Cimmerians went on campaigns to the Middle East (722-611 BC).

The very means of fighting the bogatyrs, who reached the core of the snake lands, were different from the ones in the Cimmerian period, when there was evident aggression from the Yaga’s forces infiltrating Russia; snake women here are no Amazons, no self-sufficient warriors. This is just the women left in the rear with no part in warfare. The means of fighting the bogatyrs here are purely female: snake women turn into ruddy apples, spring water and duvets in order to lure the conquerors and kill them subtly.​[72]



The last sentence in the above quote is referencing a fairy tale in which the dragon daughters of Baba Yaga turn into these items in an attempt to trick and devour Ivan and his companions.

Another source connects Baba Yaga with fierce, bloodthirsty warrior tribes that were believed to be cannibals. They lived near Tuapse along the northern shore of the Black Sea and built their homes on the water, and so their dwellings resembled Baba Yaga’s hut on chicken legs.​[73] 

Sergey Mikhaylovich Solovyov (1820-1879), in his History of Russia from the Earliest Times, said at one time there were people from Yaga, but they were merged into Russian tribes. These were cannibalistic people who lived in forests. Over time, they became associated with Baba Yaga.​[74]

Baba Yaga also makes an appearance as a warrior in mythology. There, she was the young, beautiful daughter of Viy, the ruler of the kingdom of Navi (the underworld). She often traveled to the upper world of the living. Her father was unable to find her a husband because she vowed the only man she would marry would be one who could best her in a duel. The god Veles met her in the upper world after he betrayed Perun and was expelled from the heavens. They battled and he won, and he claimed her as his bride.​[75]

Baba Yoga

A few sources say Baba Yaga originally was a yogi, who came from India. Those who believe this cite the following reasons:


	She lives a hermitic lifestyle in the forest.

	Her mortar resembles the yogi’s places of worship.

	Their hair is long and shaggy.

	The Nag tribes hold rituals by bonfires and perform sacrifices (yagya).

	They smear their bodies with ashes, walk naked with a staff (symbolizing Baba Yaga’s bony leg), and repeat mantras.

	They perform rituals with skulls. 

	Nags are snakes in their mythology and can have multiple heads.​[76]




Alien

One of my favorite theories (because I love bizarre, off-the-wall information) is the belief that Baba Yaga, as well as Koshchei the Deathless, was not originally from Earth. It’s easy to see how this would relate to Koshchei, who is an emaciated, skeletal old man. In the controversial Slavic-Aryan Vedas, ancient texts that followers say have been handed down from generation to generation, it says Kashcheis were an extraterrestrial race from the Zen star system, from whom Koshchei gets his name.​[77] 

––––––––
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Baba Yaga. 1990. Сергей Панасенко-Михалкин, CC BY-SA 3.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons.

In some stories, Baba Yaga and Koshchei are connected, and Baba Yaga falls into the alien category because of her bony leg. People who adhere to this belief say her mortar was a spaceship. It was so small, with no windows or doors, just like her hut, and she had to squeeze into it for long travel.​[78] The fact that the chicken hut twirls around also gives the impression of a spinning flying saucer, and the chicken feet are likened to three-pronged landing gear.​[79]

Adherents to the alien belief point to a slab found in a Mayan burial chamber, in which a person controls a device that resembles a mortar.​[80] The roar this flying mortar made sounded like several women crushing grain in their mortars, and Baba Yaga’s sweeping away traces was the fire from the jet engine. And finally, her desire to eat people was her alien nature to understand the composition of the species, with her bubbling cauldron being her chemical laboratory.​[81] 

Other Suggestions

Other, less common theories exist about Baba Yaga’s origins. The following are a few of these ideas.

Devil’s Grandmother: The Russian saying of “Go to the devil’s grandmother” (Idi k chertovoi babushka) had its origins in the fact that Baba Yaga was the devil’s grandmother.​[82]

Babai Aga: Baba Yaga comes from a Mongol-Tatar Golden Horde tax collector called Babai-Aga, with “Aga” being a rank or title of honor. He was said to have a dreadful face and squinty eyes, and he wore clothing that resembled the attire of females, making it difficult to tell if he was a man or woman. Over time, the character became associated with the feminine “baba” and subsequently, Baba Yaga.​[83]

Cooked in a Devil’s Cauldron: An account of Baba Yaga’s origin also occurs in a collection of literary fairy tales by Vasilii Levshin [Russian Fairy Tales, Russkie skazki, published in 1780]. In this account, the devil created her by cooking twelve evil women in a cauldron. It’s unknown whether Levshin created this story or took it from oral accounts. You can read his full tale in the “Baba Yaga Tales” section at the end of this book. 

From Goddess to Witch

You may think a witch is the opposite of a goddess. She is, after all, a demon, isn’t she, or at least one who calls on her satanic powers? Actually, no. As you’ll discover later, those who were called witches among the Slavs had no dealings with the Devil, although the evil ones might use dark arts. Instead, a witch and a goddess may be “inseparably integrated,” with the witch being the crone aspect of the goddess. At least that is a theory supported by proponents of modern-day goddess worshipers, who reconnect the goddess and witch and claim the power of both. 

So, how did a goddess become a witch? 

As myths of the old deities collided with the advent of Christianity, the old and new intermingled, at least within the Orthodox church. The church attempted to eliminate them, but they were too ingrained in the beliefs and customs of the people. It was easier to transform the main gods and goddesses into saints instead. 

But what could they do with the crone and all those secondary deities, in particular those of a chthonic nature, who represented “life events”?​[84] The church leaders could not put a positive spin on any being that dealt with death and the underworld. That would be glorifying Satan and his hordes. The solution was to demonize the crone and others like her. 


The witch, although in a sense a mortal follower of the chthonic goddess, was also herself a transmutation of the more ancient goddess. Whereas the powers over both life and death were natural to the prehistoric goddess, her powers over death were feared by many of the assimilating historical male-centered cultures. Her vast powers were detrited into negative magic that a clever hero, or anyone who knew the proper apotropaic chant, might hope to avoid. The witch was generally a woman, and always a person with connections to the Underworld. She could be old or young, ugly or beautiful.​[85]



Another factor that contributed to the crone becoming a witch was the fact she would not willingly submit to a male-centric world. She had power over death and life, and she meant to keep it. 

What made some goddesses assimilate into saints while others were demoted to witches? 


[T]hey all possessed one characteristic in common: they were autonomous; they possessed powers which were not controlled by men. They were thus, in one way, a projection of men’s fears, fears of energies which they did not control. Whereas virgins and matrons have been tied to the patriarchal culture, and have given energy in some form to man, the witch, whether old, depleted woman or simply woman who has reserved her powers for herself, has not been possessed by the patriarchy. Patriarchal men have always feared powerful women.​[86]



And so, the crone became the powerful, but evil, Baba Yaga, who had a morbid taste for children.
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​Appearance
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The most common description of Baba Yaga is that of a hideous, hunchbacked, scrawny old woman. Her white or gray hair is disheveled and matted, and it hangs loose. Sometimes she covers her hair with a black headscarf or a horned povoinik, a married woman’s headdress. Her clothing is in tatters, and she wears only an unbelted long garment. 
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Lubok of Baba-Yaga Dancing with Old Man, mid-18th century. Unknown author, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons.

She has bony, clawed hands. On the rest of her body, her bones poke out in places, perhaps like an exoskeleton. Her most prominent features are her long hooked nose (sometimes said to be blue), which may be made of iron; her sharp iron tooth or teeth that can devour anything; and one ordinary leg and one bony one. In some stories, she’s described as having one leg and hops around. Her bony leg is completely devoid of flesh. It may be made of clay, wood, iron, gold, silver, tin, steel, or the polished thighbone of a young boy. 

Her eyes glow and flash red, and some people say she is blind. Her face has been described as clay, furry, or mangy. In addition, her giant breasts, which may be made of iron, hang down to her waist or lower. When she’s lying in her hut, she tosses them over a rod or onto shelves, or she may throw them over her shoulders when she rushes about. 

A narrative poem, “Baba Yaga and the Bony Leg,” written by Nikolai Nekrasov in 1840, describes her as wearing a toadskin cap and a snake coat. She has fangs, huge ears, horns on her forehead, holes where her eyes should be, and nostril hairs that hang down to her breasts.​[87]
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