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Introduction


Europe occupies a position of interest in many people’s minds, and research on European history is heavily represented in a number of fields. Research on the origins of Europe has recently been invigorated by ancient DNA sequencing, which has revealed how modern Europeans arose from hunter-gatherers, Anatolian farmers, and people from the steppes of modern-day Russia. If you have European ancestry, then a significant portion of your ancestry can probably be traced back to the Yamnaya and Sredny Stog cultural horizons, 5000+ years ago, in Eastern Europe.


Despite its historical and prehistoric significance, Eastern Europe is a footnote for many, particularly in the west. It is not unusual to encounter educated westerners who do not even know who the Slavs are, despite the fact that they occupy almost the entire eastern half of Europe. The three main language groups in Europe are (in order of size) Slavic, Romance, and Germanic. Speakers of Slavic languages such as Russian, Polish, and Ukrainian number approximately 250 million as of 2022. For comparison, the Latin-derived Romance languages have approximately 225 million speakers (In Europe), and the Germanic languages have about 200 million. If we identify “Slavs” by language, then they constitute just over a third of Europe by population. Furthermore, the maximum extent of the Slavic tribes in the 7th century CE included much of modern-day Austria, Hungary, and Eastern Germany. These countries no longer host a Slavic-language speaking majority today, but we know that Slavic tribes once had a significant presence within their modern-day territories. Yet despite the historical and present-day significance of the Slavs, many English speakers will ask “who are they?” The Slavic peoples of Europe have a long history of being sidelined.


The term Slav is related to the word “Slovo” which in many languages like modern-day Russian simply means “word.” The term for “German” in many Slavic languages simply means “mute” or “dumb” (e.g. someone without words). The term “Slav” likely referred to an ethnolinguistic identity originally, which helps explain how they managed to assimilate such a vast swath of eastern and central Europe during the early Middle Ages. Assimilation undoubtedly happened in the south, where many Romanized Balkan peoples originally lived. In ancient times, the Balkans were inhabited by the now extinct Illyrian, Thracian, and Dacian languages. The only survivor of this group is modern-day Albanian, although its exact relationship to the ancient languages of the Balkan region is uncertain. Some consider it a descendant of Thracian, but others find Illyrian to be a more likely source. The Serbs and the ostensibly related Sorbs of eastern Germany are an interesting case. In Roman sources, the “Sorboi” were identified as a Sarmatian group, yet at some point, they evidently joined the Slavic ethnolinguistic identity. The Bohemians today speak the West Slavic language known as Czech, yet they are named after an eastern Celtic tribe that was known as the Boii.


The Slavs, therefore, should not be treated as a racial group. Indeed, such flawed racial ideology nearly led to a mass genocide of Europe’s Slavic peoples during World War II. The Nazi plan for the East (termed Generalplan Ost) anticipated mass extermination and deportation of people from Poland, Czechia, Ukraine, and Russia, in order to make room for “Aryan” settlers from Germany. The Slavs were regarded as inferior and ultimately rescued themselves from genocide on the eastern front by crushing the German Wehrmacht at Stalingrad and Kursk.


It is therefore highly disappointing that much of the interest in ancient Slavic culture comes from Russian and Ukrainian Neo-Nazis and other related far-right nationalist groups. It would seem that these people cannot appreciate the absurdity of following in the footsteps of an ideology that nearly exterminated them. The neopagan movement in Russia and Ukraine, often called Rodnoverie (literally “native faith”) has a decidedly political nature. In the 2014 conflict between Russia and Ukraine, numerous Rodnovers fought on both sides. The infamous Azov Battalion (numbering approximately 400 people) combined Ukrainian Rodnoverie with Neo-Nazi and white supremacist ideology.


By contrast, the interest in Paganism in western countries like the U.S. is generally left-wing overall. It has its roots, at least partially, in the counter-cultural movements of the 1960s and 1970s. However, there are some similarly far-right elements associated with Germanic and Norse paganism in the West. Overall, however, we are fortunate in that the interest in European paganism in the U.S. and other western countries is generally not of a nationalist nature. I would argue that this western perspective has enhanced our ability to understand our history, not diminished it.


Many Rodnovers in Eastern Europe, on the other hand, actually have a very poor understanding of history. The pseudo-historical religion Ynglism, for example, claims to be based on hypothetical tablets that the founder discovered in Siberia. These hypothetical tablets are the so-called “Slavic Aryan Vedas.” A ridiculous name if ever one existed. Ironically, it’s partially due to the sorry state of reliable information that I felt called to Slavic paganism. If I didn’t try to reconstruct it with rigorous research, then who would? The answer is that there are very few of us. As near as I can tell, there aren’t many who are truly dedicated to the task. To be fair, I have no doubt that there are others like me in Eastern Europe, but they often seem to be drowned out by nationalists with no real desire for knowledge on the ancient culture they claim a connection to.


On the other hand, Western countries sometimes seem so cautious about ideology that they almost discourage people from seeking an identity. We are so timid about ideology that we’ve allowed an ideological vacuum to form in the west. And this is part of a broader trend, one that has left much of the world in need of a cultural revolution in order to reinvigorate itself spiritually and recover from its current disorder.


If our society was enlightened, or even halfway functional, we would now be responding rapidly to meet the challenges we face in the modern world, such as climate change. The reasons we fail to respond are not for lack of science or evidence. It’s not even for lack of intelligence: The average person is perfectly capable of understanding the situation. The roadblocks are irrational and ideological. Consequently, only an ideological and psychological realignment in our culture can solve this problem. Logic is precious, but I no longer have faith that logic alone is sufficient to create an enlightened society. Obviously, there are no simple solutions to this dilemma. However, I believe that neopaganism is one movement that might revive an appreciation for our connection to the planet.


In short, the neopagan movement can be a force for positive change in our society. One that gives people a sense of belonging and values. Yet it must be a movement not based on racial hatred or the rejection of pluralism. The European neopagan movements should have deep solidarity with others who are attempting to revive / preserve their native faith in the Americas, Asia, and Africa. I believe that neopaganism should seek the rebuilding of a pre-racial and pre-colonial worldview. It must be against the outright destruction of native culture anywhere, which we must recognize as a birthright inherited by all human beings. This book is, in fact, written by a half-Jewish, half Polish-American author (from Texas of all places!) Even so, it represents an urgent call for Slavic Paganism and “Rodnoverie” to turn away from the darkest impulses of humankind.


Ideology aside, the main purpose of this work is to address the lack of English language sources that deal with the subject of Slavic pagan beliefs comprehensively. The view of many conventional scholars seems to be that Slavic mythology is destroyed beyond all recognition and that it is also uninteresting compared to that of other cultures. I hope to challenge both of these views. While the end of this book does explain my own spiritual views, I will try to focus on the factual, history-based reconstruction of Slavic paganism. I will also include research on the broader subject of comparative mythology.


I will wander a bit beyond the cut-and-dried facts because I do embrace paganism on a religious and spiritual level. However, my main focus has always been to try and present the material in a fairly objective manner. I take the liberty of interpreting resources, to be sure, but always while specifying what is interpretation and what is not. I hope that my readers will understand that this cut-and-dried factual approach is driven by a deep spiritual desire to seek the truth in all things. In that sense, this is a very scholarly attempt at reconstructing Slavic paganism, but one driven by a single-minded desire to arrive at the historical truth of its origins.


One obvious thing that should be stated up-front is that I am questioning the conclusions of many scholars on this topic, though always with a fair representation of the various scholarly positions. Many would likely question what qualifies me to do this, but my hope is that the dedicated research will speak for itself. It is obvious that a spiritual love of Slavic folklore has motivated me to pursue this topic single-mindedly and passionately. Again, however, this passion is primarily oriented towards finding out the truth of the topic in question (historical Slavic paganism).


Additionally, the state of the research on Slavic paganism is fairly difficult to praise currently. There are still significant barriers preventing the type of research that needs to happen from taking place. One that remains in effect to this day is ethnic and national boundaries. The most logical approach to this topic is to analyze traditions from all 13 Slavic countries, and reconstruct a body of shared elements. It is precisely these shared elements that are most likely to represent old traditions from the Common Slavic or Proto-Slavic period. However, one of the primary motives for studying folklore in Eastern Europe has always been nationalism, and the goal to put forward a narrative of national or ethnic exceptionalism. While there are indeed many exceptional cultures in Eastern Europe, this book will attempt to show the incredible benefits that come with an international approach to understanding the ancient culture of Eastern Europe. There is a general principle that folklore concepts found in multiple isolated communities are more likely to be ancient than those found in a single location. Based on this, a localized approach to understanding Slavic paganism - or even one focused on material from just one nation - is unnecessarily limited.


Another circumstance that has stymied the field is obviously the environment of the Soviet Union. It’s no secret that scholarship in this period could be incredibly narrow in its aims, and the discourse was not always a free-flowing one. This was definitely true for the topic of religion and Russian history during the Soviet Union. Furthermore, the scholarship of the USSR was often narrowly focused on “Russian” identity, if it was focused on cultural identity at all. This meant limited support for academic research on, say, Bulgarian folklore or Ukrainian folklore. At least not in an even-handed fashion that would do justice to all ethnic groups.


This also holds true for non-Slavic ethnic groups in Eastern Europe. It is not always appreciated how interconnected the various ethnic groups of the region are. In particular, we know that the Slavs probably assimilated a conglomeration of various ethnic groups from the fragments of the Hunnic empire during their expansion in the 5th century CE. This would have included Scytho-Sarmatian, Hunnic, Gothic, Baltic, and Romanized Balkan elements from an early date. As such, the mythology of the early Slavs is perhaps uniquely qualified to be analyzed under the comparative approach - precisely because the early Slavic culture is likely to have had mixed origins. Despite a strong resistance to this idea among many modern Slavic peoples, the comparison of Slavic folklore to various traditions across Eurasia makes a lot of methodological sense. We should expect to find a matrix of connections anchoring Slavic folklore into the crossroads of the Eurasian continent, and as this book will demonstrate, that is exactly what I have found.


In particular, I will stress the Scytho-Sarmatian elements in the Slavic religion. The word for “Gods” in most Slavic languages is derived from the root “Bog” which in Proto-Slavic denoted any deity. The title of this book “Bogowie” (Pronounced BO - GOV-YEH) references the Polish word for “Gods.” This term, which is found in all Slavic languages, implies a huge influence from Iranian language-speaking cultures. Specifically, it is a direct borrowing from the nomads known as the Scythians and Sarmatians. This book is in part an acknowledgement of Slavic paganism’s “eastern” or Asiatic inheritance. Disappointingly, I have encountered many Slavic pagans who are actually offended at the idea of a cultural connection with the Iranian and Indian cultures, despite the fact that their very language attests to a rich spiritual inheritance from Iranian nomads of the Eurasian steppe.


In one of the chapters of this book, we will discuss the giant Svyatogor, from the Russian Bylina (Epic Song) tradition. This bylina has great symbolic meaning to me. The song of Svyatogor looks like a swan song to Slavic paganism, probably composed orally by East Slavic peasants during the glory days of Kievan Rus (the predecessor state of Russia and Ukraine). In this bylina, the giant Svyatogor is laid to rest in a coffin. He accepts his fate, and before he falls silent, he transfers a portion of his strength to the Christian bylina hero Illya Muromets. In a way, this mythological death of Svyatogor accomplishes two things; It bids farewell to paganism, yet ironically preserves a great deal of it as well. The pagan symbolism is generally not contested. In fact, the giant’s name literally translates to “Holy Mountain.” It is clear that Svyatogor is not just a giant person, but rather that he personifies the strength and majesty of the land itself. As I hope to show, Slavic paganism is a lot like this sleeping giant who was sealed within a coffin. It may appear dead, yet in many ways the symbolic eulogies to paganism carefully preserved in folk tradition contain the secret to resurrecting it again.


I would like to begin this book with a message to the giant Svyatogor; Wake up! You are not dead. The rumors of your death have been greatly exaggerated. And so has the “death” of Slavic paganism. Like a dead “Prince Ivan” from Russian wonder tales, I hope to show that Slavic paganism has not really died at all. It has merely been sleeping for a long time. With the help of like-minded individuals, I believe that we can pour the water of life upon this sleeping giant, and thus raise it once more from the oaken coffin of modernity. The giant is already stirring, but with your help, dear reader, we can awaken it again!


This is, of course, a very dramatic way to open a book that is primarily research-based. But the burning desire for a believable and credible reconstruction of Slavic mythology has been a powerful motivator to scour all available evidence on this topic. Additionally, while many might roll their eyes at the idea of professed neopagan attempting research on Slavic prehistory, this does not make me inherently more biased than a devout Christian studying Slavic history. (Of which there have been many). Additionally, there is always some difficulty in explaining why paganism would be spiritually meaningful in today’s day and age. To be inspired by the beauty of nature, and the simplicity of pre-industrial culture is often deemed sentimental or foolish. We rarely associate this sentimentality with morality or values. However, I would argue that the ability to venerate a mountain or a sunrise is not so unrelated to our sense of values. As Greek philosophers argued, the ability to appreciate beauty is not unrelated to our sense of right and wrong.


Of course, these two impulses are not the same. Just because you feel awe at a sunrise does not automatically mean you live by noble principles. But it is necessary to recognize that there is a connection between these two impulses, even if they are not identical to one another. Spiritually and psychologically, they both come from the same place - namely, the fiery and irrational nucleus of the human soul. All values require some sentimentality in order to become more than just words. For an increasing number of us in the modern world, the poetic beauty of mythology and folklore is intimately connected with our passion for our principles.




Chapter 1


The Ancient Origins of Europe up to the Early Slavs


It may puzzle some people that I am a student of Biology. Yet in many ways, the booming field of ancient genetics has given great clarity to speculations about our ancient origins that archaeologists and linguists have debated for over a century. Undoubtedly, we live in an era that heralds the revival of Indo-European studies. However, in order to understand what has been revived by ancient DNA, we must first understand the origins of Indo-European studies. What does “Indo-European” mean?


The Indo-European language family is often cited as having been “discovered” by the British Lawyer William Jones. As an English Lawyer, he spoke Greek and Latin. Once deployed to India, it became necessary for him to learn the ancient Indian language of Sanskrit. In 1786, he discovered something incredible about Sanskrit. His discovery is often summarized with the following quote, and for good reason. In 1786, William Jones wrote the following:1




The Sanskrit language, whatever may be its antiquity, is of a wonderful structure; more perfect than the Greek, more copious than the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either… No philologer could examine the Sanskrit, Greek, and Latin, without believing them to have sprung from some common source, which perhaps no longer exists.





While it is debatable whether he was the sole “discoverer” of Indo-European commonalities, he was definitely the first to present the case for it so succinctly and academically.


This book is not intended to be the definitive book on Indo-European studies, though I find them to be critical for interpreting the Pre-Christian culture of Europe. That distinction most likely goes to one of a handful of scholarly publications. Most recently, “The Horse the Wheel and Language” by David Anthony, which also cites the same exact quote by William Jones.


In his book, David Anthony examines the linguistic and archaeological evidence for the origins of the Indo-European language family. Using archaeology and linguistics, he presents a fairly up-to-date case for placing the original Indo-European language (Called Proto-Indo-European, or “PIE”) in the Ukrainian and Russian steppes, or grasslands. The Indo-European languages are today found from the U.S. to India, not to mention Europe, Kurdistan, Iran, and Afghanistan. However, the majority of scholars - even in 2008 - saw Eastern Europe as the most likely homeland for the original PIE language.


David Anthony was far from the first to propose such a homeland for the Indo-European language family. Another excellent text on the subject is the book “In Search of the Indo-Europeans” by J.P. Mallory, published in 1989.2 Together, these two texts probably present most of the linguistic and archaeological research that can be obtained by the casual English-speaking reader.


The story of the Indo-European language family is being unraveled in our lifetimes. Yet who really deserves the credit for placing the Indo-European homeland correctly in the Pontic-Caspian steppes of modern-day Ukraine and Russia? The first person to truly perceive the plausibility of this model was none other than a Lithuanian woman, born in 1921, by the name of Marija Gimbutas.


Today, Gimbutas is sometimes dismissed because of her extreme tendency to idealize the pre-Indo-European Neolithic farmers of Europe. According to her, the Neolithic farmers were a peaceful and matriarchal society which was violently destroyed by the so-called “Kurgan” nomads of the steppe region.3 Modern genetic evidence adds some nuance to this picture. The nomads apparently arrived with plague. DNA research has clearly shown evidence of a plague epidemic during this migration. On one hand, they probably did not shy from violence. They also ended up fathering an uncomfortable number of children with the local women. But whatever aggression they displayed, the plague was a significant part of their expansion into Europe.4


Additionally, it’s now apparent that the Neolithic farmers themselves had displaced the earlier hunter-gatherer population. Many earlier archaeologists assumed hunter-gatherers were assimilated in large quantities by incoming farmers from the Near East, but it’s now clear that such assimilation was rare, and little ancestry from the original hunter-gatherer population ended up surviving through the late Neolithic. Therefore, the Neolithic farmers of the Middle East displaced much of the earlier hunter-gatherer population in Europe and were themselves then displaced by people with steppe ancestry.


Whatever you say about Gimbutas though, she deserves credit for getting the Proto-Indo-European homeland right. As Mallory argued in his book from the ’80s, linguistics and archaeology alone were sufficient to craft a solid argument for the steppe origin model. In particular, the Tocharian languages of the Tarim Basin in northwest China were always nearly impossible to explain without the steppe model. The Tocharian languages are among the most archaic in structure (second only to Anatolian languages, which are the most basal branch of the family), and Tocharian is unambiguously of steppe origin. With ancient DNA bolstering the steppe model, it seems the writing is on the wall.


The other often touted model for the spread of Indo-European languages is the Anatolian model, which claims the Indo-European languages spread from Anatolia way back in the Neolithic, and began fragmenting around 7,000 BCE. There are some issues with this purely on linguistic grounds: Wheels were invented no earlier than 4,000 BCE and all Indo-European languages other than the Anatolian branch have significant shared terminology for wheels and wagons. There was a high-profile study by biologists Atkinson and Gray, who decided to perform phylogenetic analysis on the language family. Basically, they constructed a linguistic family tree.5


Obviously, the tree in question comes from two proponents of the Anatolian model for the spread of Indo-European languages. Even so, it is informative, because it shows something that both sides of the debate have tended to agree on: Anatolian languages like Hittite split off first. Then the Tocharian branch. Then all the others. However, in their family tree they show Tocharian splitting off around 6,000 BCE, which is about 2,000 years before the wheel / wagon terminology of the Tocharian languages could have existed.


The wheeled vehicle simply didn’t exist before 4,000 BCE. In his book “The Horse, the Wheel, and Language” David Anthony uses this argument with devastating effect to show the flaws of the Anatolian model - even just on linguistic grounds. He includes a map of the wheel/ wagon terminology in his book6, which highlights the dilemma for the Anatolian model.


In one of the two Tocharian languages “Kukal” means wagon. This is cognate to Ancient Greek Kukla (literally plural of “wheels). It’s also cognate to Russian “Kolo” (meaning wheel) and Indo-Iranian terms like Sanskrit “Cakra”. Significantly, however, the Tocharian word “Kukal” has an “L” instead of an “R” thus proving that it is not a loan word from the neighboring Indo-Iranian branch. (Switching Proto-Indo-European “L” for “R” is a characteristic of all Indo-Iranian languages.)7 This is actually the origin of the Sanskrit word “Chakra.”


The fact that the Tocharian term “Kukal” has an “L” instead of an “R” is very telling. Indo-Iranian language speakers appear to have been the only neighbors of the Tocharians who also spoke Indo-European languages. The fact that the Tocharian wheel / wagon terminology is clearly not borrowed from any Indo-Iranian source means that this word was almost certainly inherited directly from Proto-Indo-European (i.e. prior to the divergence of Tocharian and Indo-Iranian languages). This supports David Anthony’s assertion, which is that all of these terms for “wheel”, “wagon”, “axle” and “thill” belong to the early vocabulary of Proto-Indo-European from the very beginning of its expansion.


As I have mentioned, we don’t just have to rely on linguistic and archaeological evidence anymore to support an expansion from the steppe starting around 4,000 BCE. Ancient DNA has provided this smoking gun beyond any shadow of a doubt, in some cases showing that as much as 70% of the ancestry in bronze age Europe was replaced by people with Eurasian Steppe ancestry.8


Even so, it is remarkable that scholars were able to construct the basics of this model long before 2015, without any genetic data whatsoever. One final caveat on the brutal expansion of people with steppe ancestry - there is an unfortunate trope that nomads are “bad” and violent whereas farmers are “good” and peaceful. Even Marija Gimbutas, as much as I admire her as an archeologist and as a pioneering woman of the mid-20th century, fell into this preconception.


As an avid follower of this research, however, I would submit that history shows land-grabbing agriculturalists to be the most invasive and genocidal type of people on earth. That was certainly the case in the Americas. Furthermore, the idealized Neolithic farmers that Gimbutas extolled performed a very similar erasure of the European Hunter-Gatherers who existed before them.


Finally, there are still many questions about the context of these population shifts. It is by no means clear that the elimination of Neolithic farming populations was carried out by nomads. We know that the people who replaced them had steppe ancestry, but there are still significant questions about how “nomadic” the Corded Ware individuals actually were. Agriculture appears to have continued in some capacity during this time period.


It may still turn out that the steppe nomads abandoned their wandering way of life, and adopted agriculture - and only then did they begin to obliterate their neighbors. Nomadic pastoralism is not a viable way of life throughout most of Europe - not on its own. Nomadic pastoralism essentially requires a limitless supply of grassland that allows massive herds of livestock to graze one area until it is bare and then move on to a new pasture. Once nomads leave the grassy steppes behind, this lifestyle tends to fade.


Sure enough, when we look at history, we almost always see that steppe nomads in Eastern Europe are dependent on farmers to provision them. Far from exterminating them, they actually require them. This was certainly the case for the 6th-7th century Avars, a nomadic people from Central Asia. Once they left the Pontic steppe behind, they were heavily dependent on provisions from Slavic and Byzantine farmers in Europe. After conquering cities in the Balkans, the Avars are recorded as imploring the natives “go out, sow and reap” so that the Avars could obtain food from them as tribute.9


While the Avars would eventually become more settled and agrarian, this does not seem to have happened under the first generation of “actual” Central Asian nomads from the 6th century. Perhaps the Proto-Indo-Europeans, like the Avars, established themselves as an elite group who demanded tribute in the form of agricultural produce. Over time, however, they may have evolved into a rival farming population - but one who carefully preserved a sense of “otherness” based on ancestry.


Thus, while it may be impossible to defend the actions of Proto-Indo-Europeans from a modern standpoint, we can also argue that agriculture was the main driver of population displacement from about 6000 BCE to 2000 BCE - and the Indo-Europeans were just the final wave of this 4,000-year long disruption precipitated by farming. Agriculturalists started the era of population displacement across Eurasia: the Proto-Indo-Europeans simply finished it.


As fascinating as the Proto-Indo-Europeans are, there is some unfairness in glorifying them alone, without thinking about the other major “builders” of European culture. The Indo-Europeans were the victors, who succeeded in winning sovereignty over the largely agrarian peoples they came into contact with. Yet most of our ancestors for the past 4,000 years have been simple farmers, continuing the agrarian tradition that was initiated during the Neolithic.


Additionally, we should not assume that the steppe nomads of the Pontic region remained “pure” in any sense of the word during their migrations. For one thing, the Corded Ware culture that carried an influx of steppe ancestry largely missed southern Europe. While it would certainly exert influence on its southern neighbors, the massive shift in ancestry associated with the Corded Ware culture did not necessarily happen to such an extent in the south. For instance, in Spain, it looks like about 40% of the total ancestry is from the steppe region.10 That’s still a lot - perhaps more than we would like to think about. Still, it shows that we should not dismiss the Pre-Indo-European element of Europe either. It may have been heavily diluted, but it didn’t vanish altogether.


Furthermore, all populations must have been hunter-gatherers at some point. Even the people of Anatolia and the Steppe, at one time, probably lived in simple hunter-gatherer communities. Indeed, it’s quite likely that many spirits and supernatural beliefs of these pagan cultures had continuity from the Mesolithic to the Neolithic, and possibly even up to the Bronze Age. One of the most beautiful things about paganism is that it maintains continuity with the past, rather than rewriting it completely. A river might be venerated in the Mesolithic as a disembodied power, and much later as a humanoid idol carved from marble - but in paganism there is generally little real reason to abandon earlier objects of worship altogether. Instead, I believe that paganism evolves without losing continuity - and in that sense, it will always be timeless, even if the outward forms morph.


Marija Gimbutas wrote a lot about what she saw as “Old European” beliefs hidden within paganism - that is, relics of the old matriarchal culture which she thought the Indo-European nomads had replaced. While she may have been more liberal than most in this pursuit, I don’t think she was altogether wrong that some traditions can be traced back to the Neolithic.


In the ruins of Knossos, on the Greek island of Crete, archaeologists have found evidence of a domestic Snake goddess cult, one associated both with the dead ancestors, and with the household. This has parallels with the domestic snake cult that is well attested on mainland Greece.11


This is despite the fact that the Minoans apparently spoke a non-Greek (and most likely non-Indo-European language). The Minoans were almost exclusively descended from Neolithic farmers, and were isolated from the Proto-Greek speaking Mycenaeans on the Greek mainland for much of their history. So the Minoan religion is as good a proxy as any for the “Neolithic” religion of Europe. Marija Gimbutas certainly thought so.


As mentioned, the mainland Greeks practiced a very similar household snake cult to the Minoans. This is well known among scholars. In fact, multiple Slavic countries have a folk tradition involving a domestic guardian in the form of a snake. This cult may even be associated with the Russian folktale Witch, Baba Yaga.12 Similar concepts show up as far north as Lithuania, where the domestic snake is often a feminine spirit or household Goddess called “Aspelenie” who dwells behind the stove.13


If there is one thing we have learned about Gimbutas, it’s that we should never assume she was right, and never assume that she was wrong either! Because of her intense interest in the Neolithic European culture, she could be remarkably insightful about their mythology. Particularly what she saw as the Neolithic Goddess Cult. The one caveat is that the survival of a major Neolithic Goddess does not necessarily imply a matriarchal culture. Rather, this could simply reflect the fact that Neolithic maternal ancestry survived more successfully than Neolithic paternal ancestry - and hence most Neolithic traditions that survived did so via the oral transmission from mothers. It’s not hard to see how this “maternal transmission” could bias the types of traditions that were most likely to survive past the Neolithic. This hypothesis is strengthened by the fact that the Neolithic snake Goddess seems to have a domestic character. So what should we think of when we think of “Indo-European’’ mythology? Ironically, and perhaps not coincidentally, it is the serpent-slayer or dragon-slayer who seems to have dominated many Indo-European mythologies. Scholars discovered this very shortly after they realized Sanskrit was an Indo-European language. Once they began to delve into the “Vedic” religion of ancient India, they noticed that the most popular deity seemed to be the thunder god Indra, who used his thunderbolt to slay the dragon Vritra, thus releasing the waters. This has an abundance of parallels in Europe, most famously the struggle between Thor and the Midgard Serpent in Norse Mythology.14 As we will see, these old dragon- slaying narratives clearly survived in Slavic folk tradition.


When we talk about the cultural origins of the Slavs, in Northeastern Europe, we must start by understanding the Corded Ware Culture. As we have discussed, this culture arose from a mixture of influences. In their 2015 paper, Haak and Lazaridis estimated that the Corded Ware culture carried approximately 79% Steppe ancestry, 4% Western Hunter-Gatherer, and 17% Early Neolithic Farmer ancestry.15


Unfortunately, there’s a long sequence of history that’s missing between when the Proto-Indo-European language spread throughout Europe (approximately 4,000 BCE to 2,500 BCE.) and when the “Slavs” suddenly appear in recorded history. A people identifiable as the “Slavs” first appears during the 6th century CE, initially only in Byzantine chronicles. Mentions of “Slavs” from the Germanic and Carolingian sphere show up somewhat later.


On the surface, we can say that the Proto-Slavic language spoken by these 6th-century tribes was an Indo-European language. The Proto-Slavic language gave rise to modern-day Russian, Ukrainian, Polish, Czech, Slovak, Slovene, Serbian, Bulgarian, and many others as well. Their exact relationship to the other Indo-European languages is a complex one. All scholars agree that the closest relative of the Slavic language branch is the Baltic branch (today represented only by Lithuanian and Latvian). In fact, “family trees” constructed around the Indo-European language family sometimes just have a “Balto-Slavic” branch on them, which then forks into Slavic and the much smaller Baltic branch.


This is significant because Baltic paganism is somewhat better preserved than Slavic paganism. The chief irony here is that there are far more people who would identify as “Slavic” than “Baltic” alive today. As mentioned, there are some 250 million Slavic language speakers in Europe alone. If we include diasporic communities living outside of Europe, that number increases to about 315 million - nearly the population of the United States of America. By contrast, there are under 5 million speakers of Lithuanian and Latvian combined, making the Baltic branch less than 1/60 times the size of the Slavic branch.


So, the tradition that more people would relate to is the tradition that is less well preserved. This is something that I will attempt to address somewhat in this book. To an extent, we can rely on Baltic material to help interpret the available material on Slavic paganism. However, there is some caution warranted in drawing parallels between the two. One thing we know for certain is that the Balts had a Sun Goddess16, whereas the Slavs seem to have worshipped a fairly widespread male Sun God.17 Therefore, anywhere that we encounter traces of the Slavic solar cult, it is likely that we have to look beyond a simple linear connection to Baltic mythology. On the other hand, it seems there’s little reason to doubt the connection between the Lithuanian thunder God, Perkunas, and the Slavic Perun.18


The Balto-Slavic languages are also classified as “Satem” languages. This requires some explanation. The Satem isogloss is one of the major divisions within the Indo-European language family. The Balto-Slavic and Indo-Iranian languages are today the two major groups of Satem languages. By contrast, all Romance, Germanic, and Celtic languages are classified as “Centum.” In modern times, there is very much an east / west divide between Satem and Centum languages respectively (though this has not always been the case.)


The Satem isogloss seems to be characteristic of Corded Ware Culture populations who existed outside of the Bell Beaker sphere of influence. The Germanic languages are considered “Centum” despite originating from the western territory of the bronze age Corded Ware Culture. The most obvious explanation for their exclusion from the Satem language category seems to be that they arose from an “overlap-zone” between Corded Ware and Bell Beaker cultures. I’ve included a map showing this relationship (See Figure 1 below for illustration of these 3rd millennium BCE European cultures.)
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Figure 1: Three Cultural Zones in Europe during the 3rd millennium B.C, drawn by the author with guidance from Heyd, 2019.19 Black arrows indicate gene flow from the Pontic Steppe region. The black shows the actual “source” of Eurasian steppe ancestry, first coming from the Sredny Stog and Yamnaya cultures, later perhaps from the Catacomb Culture. The Bell-Beaker culture is shown in white, and the Corded Ware Culture is in grey. Stripes denote an overlap zone.


It’s likely that all three cultures portrayed in Figure 1 were heavily populated with Proto-Indo-European language speakers by the mid-3rd millennium BCE. However, the divisions between the different zones do help us interpret the variations present in different language groups. As I mentioned, the Satem languages seem to be languages derived from the Corded Ware culture. Specifically, regions of the Corded Ware Culture that were outside of the Bell-Beaker overlap zone. It has been proposed that Proto-Germanic interactions with the Bell-Beaker folk caused them to “reject” or avoid the spread of the Satem isogloss from further east. However, it appears that all other Corded Ware-derived groups adopted “Satemization” as a late innovation of Proto-Indo-European. This included not only the Balto-Slavs, but also the Indo-Iranians, who appear to have been descended from the easternmost branch of the Corded Ware Culture. This eastern branch of the Corded Ware culture is sometimes referred to as the “Fatyanovo-Balanovo” culture. By about 2,000 BCE the genetic signature of the Fatyanovo-Balanovo people had spread like wildfire from the Corded Ware periphery, eventually reaching as far as modern-day Kazakhstan. The telltale Y-DNA marker “R1a-Z93” clearly shows the spread of eastern Corded Ware ancestry from the Fatyanovo-Balanovo, all the way to modern-day South Asia and Central Asia.20 Oddly enough, my Jewish side of the family also has this marker associated with the expansion of Indo-Iranian language speakers from the Eurasian steppe.


It should be noted that claiming East European origins for the Indo-Aryans is still a politically inflammatory topic in some circles, even though the genetic data obviously does not advocate for any political view. DNA is simply a polymer compound that stores information and is not inherently political until human beings make it so. The Nazi’s were infamous for claiming that Germany was the original homeland of the Indo-Europeans, thus appropriating the title of “Aryan” from the Sanskrit language in India. As a half-Jewish, half Polish-American man myself, I’m very familiar with these pitfalls, and I will attempt to navigate them as ethically as possible. Suffice to say, the Nazi’s would be horrified by much of the data that has been gained over the past several years. Not only would they have hated the idea of placing the Proto-Indo-European homeland in Ukraine, which they intended to colonize with German settlers, but they would also have probably rejected the revelation that only about half of their genome comes from the original Early Bronze Age steppe population. (The percentage has decreased since the time of the Corded Ware Culture!)


As strange as it may sound, the Balto-Slavic languages of Eastern Europe share a unique kinship with the Indo-Iranian languages like Hindi, Bengali, Farsi, Pashto, and Kurdish. Not only do they belong to the Indo-European language family, but these languages all seem to have shared the Satem isogloss - a linguistic innovation that altered the way that sounds like *k, *g, and q* were pronounced. And the place where this innovation took place was apparently Northeastern Europe, during the 3rd millennium BCE. This has long been suspected on linguistic grounds, but the genetic data from the Fatyanovo-Balanovo culture seems to confirm it.


Throughout this book, you will see me frequently referencing comparative mythology as a means of interpreting the sources available on Slavic paganism. Most especially, the pagan folktales that have been passed down from word of mouth, only to be recorded in the 19th century by scholars like Afanasev. Some may ask - why reference ancient Vedic texts from India to interpret such material?


The truth is, the data supporting a connection between these cultures is stronger than it has ever been. I believe that with added insight from ancient DNA, now is the perfect time to present the case for reviving comparative mythology as a tool for understanding Slavic folklore. To be sure - folklore is not easy to interpret. The people who recited Russian Wonder Tales to be recorded by folklorists in the 19th century often only dimly understood the origins of their own tales. In order to interpret this material, you might argue that we need a time machine. Except we do have a sort of time machine now, thanks to the combined efforts of linguists, archaeologists, and geneticists.


However, the tale of the origin of the Balts and Slavs does not end with the Corded Ware culture. In order to understand the history of Eastern Europe over the 2nd and 1st millennia BCE - we must talk about a couple of other groups. The first of these are the Scythians.


The Scythians were the Indo-Iranians who came back home. Recall that the Proto-Indo-Iranians were offshoots of the eastern Corded Ware culture, who eventually migrated eastward into Central Asia. Obviously, a subset of the Indo-Iranians migrated south, into the Middle East and South Asia. This gave rise to the Old Persian and Sanskrit languages, and their many modern descendants.


The Scythians were different, however. They were a culture of Iranian nomads who had spent roughly a millennium in Asia before eventually finding their way back to Eastern Europe. As they rode across the Pontic grasslands into modern-day Ukraine, it’s possible they did not even realize they were returning to the land of their Proto-Indo-European forefathers.


The Scythians left numerous loan words in Proto-Slavic. Perhaps the most important of these was “Bog” meaning “God” or “Deity” in all Slavic languages. This is a direct cognate to Iranian “Baga” of the same meaning. The loan of the word for “deity” from Iranian suggests significant cultural influence in the sphere of religion.21 I have already mentioned that Baltic mythology and Slavic mythology differ in some key areas. This Iranian influence on the early Slavs is one likely cause of the difference. Therefore, we cannot simply treat Slavic mythology as a slightly different version of Baltic mythology - even though the Baltic languages are closely related. Early Slavic culture obviously had other influences as well that must be considered.


Also of Iranian origin is Proto-Slavic “Topor’’ meaning “axe.” This is cognate to Persian ‘Tabar.” This seems to imply that the Slavs were quite familiar with the light, single-handed battle axes used by Scythian warriors. The Scythian men and women were both renowned for their ferocity in warfare, and quite a few Scythian skeletons have skulls broken by axes.22


In many ways, the Scythians who extended from Eastern Europe to Mongolia were the last true nomads of the Indo-European language-speaking world. When all other Indo-European language speakers had settled down, and become sedentary, the Scythians were the only ones who still roamed the grasslands with their herds, much as the Yamnaya had done back in 3,000 BCE. Things changed in the 4th century CE, however; The Huns put an end to the Scythian era throughout much of Central Asia and modern-day Russia.


The successors to the “Scythian” or nomadic way of life were the non-Indo-European Huns, and their relatives - the Gokturks and Mongols. Evidently, the Huns and Mongols adopted the Scythian bow, which was a composite of animal horn, and ideal for use on horseback due to its compact size. In fact, the Mongol bow of the 13th century had the same basic design as a Scythian bow over a millennium earlier.23 The Huns and Mongols also may have adopted their horses from the Scythians. In many ways, the Huns learned all of the tricks that the Scythians had depended on for success and beat them at their own game. However, it is quite likely that many Asiatic nomads today are partially descended from Scythians, even if they no longer speak an Indo-European language. The genetic evidence supports a strong Indo-Iranian element among the Huns and Avars, both nomads thought to have “East Asian / Siberian” roots from the Mongolian steppe. Thus far, one of the most common Y-Chromosomal haplotypes (showing paternal ancestry) sequenced from the remains of Huns and Avars is R1a-Z93.24 If you recall, this is the same paternal lineage associated with the Eastern Corded Ware (Fatyanovo-Balanovo) expansion into Central Asia and India.


On the other hand, it is hard to deny that these East Asian nomads from the Mongolian steppe brought many East Asian and Siberian elements that had previously been absent or marginal among the Scythians. As I will discuss, these “Siberian” influences from the Mongolian Steppe are significant as well. However, the most significant source of Siberian influence in Europe was not the Huns or Mongols. The most significant influence from Siberia was the Uralic languages. Specifically, the Finno-Ugric languages of the broader Uralic language family. Today these “Uralic” languages can be found from Finland to Siberia, and they are definitely not related to Indo-European languages in any meaningful way.


Today the Finno-Ugric languages have a significant presence in Europe, despite also being present in Siberia. They include not only Finnish and Sami in Scandinavia, but also some minority languages in the modern-day Russian Federation. Among the Uralic languages in “European Russia” are Mordvinic, Komi, and Udmurt.


Moving even further east, into the Siberian side of Russia, we encounter Khanty and Mansi - not to mention the Samoyedic languages as well. How did a Siberian language family expand into Northeastern Europe? The most likely timing for the arrival of Siberian ancestry in the Eastern Baltic seems to be approximately the 8th century BCE. There is no evidence of non-Corded Ware Siberian ancestry in modern-day Estonia earlier than this period. However, modern Finno-Ugric language speakers have a very detectable genetic signature from a Ngansan-like Siberian population. Therefore, genetics seems to say that the Uralic language family spread from Siberia to the Baltic region around 800 BCE or right around the Bronze Age / Iron Age transition. This matches very well with linguistic attempts to date the “Proto-Finno-Ugric” language.25 How exactly did Siberian Hunter-Gatherers and Reindeer herders expand into former Corded Ware territory? That’s a trickier question. But it appears that is what happened.


The legacy of these Siberian migrants is evident in much of Northeastern Europe. Especially in Y-DNA (DNA from the Y-Chromosome, which is passed from father to son). As is so often the case, male ancestry seems to have changed more than female ancestry with each subsequent migration! In the case of the hunter-gathering, reindeer-herding Finno-Ugrians from Siberia, it seems unlikely that this was due to any kind of pronounced aggression. It may simply be that some of these men were very successful, and successful men had many surviving children and grandchildren. Indeed, it’s not unlikely that these were factors at play in the earlier steppe migrations as well - rapid expansions of foreign male ancestry clearly do not always involve an “invasion” of heavily armed warriors.


Finnish men have Y-Chromosomal haplogroup N at a frequency of about 59%, and it is similarly high among many Finno-Ugric language speakers.26 However, this haplogroup appears to have been absent in most of Europe until almost 3,000 years ago, when it arrived with a general influx of Siberian ancestry. However, we also see the Siberian haplogroup N at a frequency of approximately 4.29% in Polish men27, 9.6% among Ukrainians28, and 21.6% among Russians.29 Therefore, the Finno-Ugric peoples are noteworthy for understanding the heritage of Eastern Europe, even in Slavic countries.


In many ways though, studying the Finno-Ugric mythologies brings us full circle. That’s because researchers of these traditions have repeatedly drawn attention to what they see as Indo-Iranian and Scythian influences from the steppe. Numerous scholars have observed this Indo-Iranian influence in the beliefs of the Khanty, from Siberia. Furthermore, even Finnish contains Indo-Iranian loan words, which were inherited from Proto-Finno-Ugric itself. Evidently the very first Finno-Ugrians borrowed words from Indo-Iranians during the Bronze Age. Proto-Finno-Ugric words adopted from an Indo-Iranian source include words for honey, horn, boar, piglet, sickle, axe, orphan, man, lord, seven, ten, hundred, God, and heaven - among many others.30


Thus in many ways, the patterns of influence throughout Eastern Europe are an endless loop. And it may be impossible to fully understand them - but if we are to reconstruct Slavic paganism, we cannot be entirely unaware of this complexity. This is also one reason why this book focuses so much on comparative analysis to interpret Slavic folklore - because the ancient history of Eastern Europe is one of continual, often circular mixing of influences. It seems there was a constant circulation of cultural influences and migrations between the Ukrainian steppe, and those living further east - reaching even as far as the Mongolian Steppe, and as far north as the Volga. As we will see, the results are still evident in many myths and folk traditions.


Where do the Slavs come in, after all of this? Unfortunately, quite late. Thanks to Byzantine chronicles, we know they existed as a recognizable ethnic group by the 6th century. With some work, we can perhaps push their origins back a little earlier than this. The story of the Slavs probably starts with two major fragments of the Corded Ware culture - the Komarov culture and the Trzciniec culture - in modern day Poland and Ukraine. These are thought to be associated with the earlier Balto-Slavic languages.31


One likely offshoot of this group is the Chernoles culture around modern day Western Ukraine. This culture overlaps with a group described in Classical times by Herodotus. Herodotus referred to them as “Scythian farmers” obviously recognizing them as closely related to or influenced by the Scythians, despite not living their nomadic lifestyle. It is plausible that he was describing Iron Age Proto-Slavs, or perhaps it would be more accurate to call them “Pre-Proto-Slavs”, since this would technically predate the classical “Proto-Slavic Language” by at least a few centuries. In any case, the main strength of this proposed Slavic “homeland” is that it overlaps quite well with the oldest Slavic hydronyms. There are other regions with archaic Slavic hydronyms, but by far the largest concentration of them is in modern-day Western Ukraine.


This is illustrated in Figure 2 below, based on a discussion of Slavic origins written by J.P. Mallory.32
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Figure 2: The estimated territory of the Proto-Slavic homeland based on the archaeological record of the Chernoles Culture and the distribution of archaic Slavic hydronyms. Drawn by the author with Guidance from J.P. Mallory’s book, “In Search of the Indo-Europeans.”


It has often been noted that river names can stick for thousands of years, even when the language changes in a region. As we will see, Poland still has Celtic river names in places. So it makes sense to look for where the archaic Slavic ones seem to originate. Much of this region later got absorbed into the Zarubintsy culture. As we will discuss later, it is likely that Proto-Slavic spread from the Zarubintsy culture - although pushing it back to before that period gets tricky.


There is a school of thought that tries to place the Proto-Slavic homeland further west, in modern day Poland. The Poles have coined this as the “autochthonous” or Polish school. They generally attempt to link the Slavs with the Lusatian culture - and it’s not entirely convincing. The Lusatian culture extended from the Urnfield complex around the Odra River. The early epicenter of this archaeological culture included most of Silesia, which is Southwestern Poland.33 If we are discussing the homeland of the Proto-Slavs, this presents some issues for the so-called “Polish” or autochthonous school of thought. It seems doubtful that any Satem language was spoken in Silesia, near the source of the Lusatian culture.


It’s important to emphasize how isolated Proto-Slavic was from most western influence during the iron age. As I mentioned above, Satem languages like Slavic pronounce a number of velar sounds differently from Centum languages. Germanic is typically considered a Centum language, but it’s a very unique type: According to Grimm’s law, where most Centum languages have a hard “K”, Germanic has an “H” sound. For comparison, see Latin “Kentum” and Old English “Hunda.” Still, it’s generally considered that these substitute “H” sounds in Germanic are derived from an earlier pronunciation that was more “Centum” than “Satem.”34 The “centum” character of Germanic is also apparent in the Proto-Germanic treatment of the “g” sound, which would be palatized into a “z/zh” in Satem languages. There is absolutely no hint of this sound shift in Proto-Germanic, or in any language of the centum category. However, the presence of Grimm’s law means we can not only identify Centum loanwords in Proto-Slavic, but we can also identify Germanic vs Non-Germanic Centum loanwords. As it turns out, Proto-Slavic has few if any non-Germanic Centum loans. This is an issue for the Polish school, and for a number of reasons - and not just on the grounds that the Lusatian culture seems to be a product of the earlier Urnfield complex from Central Europe.


With the rise of the Hallstatt culture in the 1st millennium BCE, archaeologists start to see evidence of a recognizably “Celtic” culture, one that would eventually evolve into the so-called “La Tene” style. These cultures track amazingly well with the Celtic languages. They obviously are linked with the Celtic languages of Gaul, in modern day France. Even in Southern Poland, we see that a river bearing a Celtic river name “San” is associated with La Tene style artifacts during the Iron Age. Thus, we have some good evidence that the Celts had a presence in modern day Southern Poland, at least as far north as the San River.35


Therefore, if the Proto-Slavic homeland was truly in southern Poland, we should truly expect it to be reasonably rich in Celtic (or at least Non-Germanic Centum) loan words. However, the evidence for such loans in Proto-Slavic seems to be nonexistent - or nearly so.


There is another issue for the “Polish School” of Slavic origins. Baltic hydronyms are attested at least as far south as the Bug river. Hydronyms show that the original territory of Baltic language speakers was vast, and covered much of the modern territory of Belarus and Northwest Russia, not to mention northeastern Poland.36 However, it is estimated that Proto-Slavic separated from the Baltic languages around 1,000 BCE.37 It’s not clear how such an early separation would be possible if Proto-Slavic coexisted with the West Baltic languages within this area. Furthermore, the Old Prussian West Baltic language in this region survived long after the expansion of the early Slavs, which would be surprising if the Old Prussians lived near the very epicenter of the Slavic migrations. Proposing a northern Polish homeland for the Slavs raises an important question- why were the Old Prussians not among the first to be Slavicized? Therefore, the Proto-Slavic homeland probably could not have been in northern Poland either.


I will obviously be arguing for an “eastern” homeland for the Proto-Slavs. Moving farther East, we do see evidence of Baltic languages once being spoken in modern day Belarus as well. However, the Baltic languages of this region are attested only via hydronyms. Unlike in Prussia (Northeast Poland) we cannot substantiate that Baltic languages survived throughout this region up to the Middle Ages. Here, the geographical barrier of the Pripyet marshes in Southern Belarus is significant. It is not hard to imagine Proto-Slavic becoming “split” or separated from Balto-Slavic languages north of the Pripyet marshes as early as 1,000 BCE. Geographically, however, it is not clear why such a split would have taken place in Poland.


On the subject of Slavic origins, a Balkan origin for the Slavs is probably the most ridiculous option. The Paleo-Balkan languages like Dacian largely died out as a result of Romanization. If Proto-Slavic had been among them, it likely would have shared in this fate. Also, the earliest references to the Slavs by Byzantine historians writing about them in the 6th and 7th centuries clearly depict them as outsiders from beyond the Danube.38


In the 5th century CE the presence of “Slavic” (Prague-Korchak) type artifacts in the Balkans seems mainly limited to modern day Romania, and is contemporaneous with similar material from western Ukraine. This material in Western Ukraine finds its clearest precursors even further north, in the region of the “Kiev Culture” as early as the 3rd century CE. For instance, the “baggy” pottery of the Kiev culture is similar-looking to that of later Slavic cultures using the Prague-Korchak type pottery. Where early Prague-Korchak pottery occurs in Romania, it is often associated with a total break in continuity from the previous material culture. By contrast, the presence of early Prague-Korchak artifacts in Western Ukraine seems to reflect some kind of link with the nearby Kiev Culture. This may be due to the fact that the Kiev culture was just up the Dnieper River from where the typically “Slavic” Prague-Korchak culture seems to originate.39 It’s worth noting that the apparent “source” of the Prague-Korchak culture in Western Ukraine and the neighboring Kiev culture both covered territories formerly linked by the Zarubintsy culture in the archaeological record.


There is something of a dilemma about the cultural identity of the Zarubintsy culture. To be sure, it is not an easy thing to assign. The Zarubintsy culture lay within territory of Baltic hydronyms. Therefore, some researchers like P.M Barford have suggested that they could have been Baltic.40 On the other hand, some scholars have noted Scythian influences on the Zarubintsy culture from the south, and even La Tene influences associated with iron age Celts (and their neighbors) from the west.41


With that said, however, even the “mixed” nature of the Zarubintsy culture has significant implications for its ethnolinguistic character. For one, the assumption that the maximum range of Baltic languages (as preserved by hydronyms) survived from the 2nd millennium BCE all the way up to the common era seems unlikely.


The presence of intrusive elements in the Zarubintsy culture during the dawn of the common era appears to imply that the Baltic period of isolation was at an end, and therefore this era is unlikely to have allowed the Baltic languages to maintain their maximum range of territory. Simply based on the presence of both “southern” and “Western” elements in the archaeological record, we can probably infer that the Baltic languages were already undergoing displacement at this time. To an extent, this is common sense, simply due the broader dynamics of the migration period. In general, by the migration period, we can generalize that most European linguistic identities were either expanding or declining. And it seems unlikely that the Baltic languages were expanding at this time.


Secondly, the hydronyms don’t only tell us about where the Balts were. Hydronyms also indicate that the Proto-Slavs existed directly south of the Baltic territories. However, this raises questions about “Scythian” influences from even further south/southeast. Presumably, the Slavs lived north of the Scythian nomads of the Pontic steppe. If that’s the case, however, then how could Scythian influences have simply “leapfrogged” over the Slavs into formerly Baltic territory? It seems that the Scythian influences in the Zarubintsy culture hint at Slavic influence by proxy, simply due to the fact that the area of archaic Slavic hydronyms forms a “bridge” or bulwark between Scythian and Baltic territories.


Evidence of blending between two cultures that existed on opposite sides of the Proto-Slavs must presumably have been mediated (at least in part) by Proto-Slavs. The Scythian influences intruding into the Zarubintsy culture provide us evidence of just that; as many scholars have acknowledged, the Zarubintsy culture has Scythian influences, yet based on hydronyms, it also intrudes into the formerly Baltic territories.


In short, the location of early Slavic hydronyms from Figure 2 matches very well with the apparent point of origin for the early Slavic Prague-Korchak culture, as shown in the archaeological record. Additionally, this is approximately the correct location to explain the pattern of loan-words in Proto-Slavic; not just the presence of Iranian loan words from the Scythians, but also the apparent lack of Centum loan words (aside from Gothic words).


The evidence for Latin, Celtic, or even “Italo-Celtic” influence on the Proto-Slavic language is extremely weak, which probably precludes a Polish or Balkan origin. As we discussed way back in the map from Figure 1, modern day Poland fell firmly within the Corded-Ware / Bell Beaker overlap zone during the 3rd millennium BCE (typically a region associated with Proto-Germanic). And in general, the archaeological record confirms that this region was closely connected with the west for most of prehistory. Additionally, the archaeological record of the migration period shows an intrusive culture spreading throughout the region.


If this interpretation of “intrusive” Slavs in former Baltic and Germanic territories seems forced, it’s only because numbers are required in order to explain the Slavic migrations. Certainly, the Proto-Slavs could not have assimilated the Eastern half of Europe if they were only a comprised of a handful of villages.


Neither is there a compelling economic or military reason for the simple agrarian Slavs to have prospered in the absence of significant numbers. In order for the Slavic language to become a popular language in the aftermath of the migration period, a significant number of early Slavic peoples is required. An early expansion into formerly Baltic territories is one of the few explanations for how significant numbers of Slavic tribes could have been generated just prior to the arrival of the Huns.


Conversely, if the Slavs were not at all numerous on the eve of the Hunnic invasion, then it’s unclear why they even survived as an ethnolinguistic group. (Much less how they expanded!) Therefore, the early expansion of the Slavs within the Zarubintsy culture seems to be a necessary fact in order to explain their significant numbers in the 6th century CE, and the loss of formerly “Baltic” territory is a prerequisite for this early expansion.


These three lines of evidence are probably sufficient to trace the Proto-Slavs to this approximate location, which today would be Western Ukraine and parts of Southern Belarus. This also includes much of the Pripyet marshes, which has been cited by some scholars as a Proto-Slavic homeland based on terms for flora and fauna in the early Slavic language.42 While there are reasons to think that the Proto-Slavic homeland overlapped with the Pripyet marshes, limiting the early Slavs to this region alone has its issues. (Again, see my arguments that there must have been a significant Proto-Slavic population already existing in the 4th century CE.)


Still, the flora / fauna-based arguments behind the “Pripyet Marshes Homeland’ hypothesis do bolster the general idea that the Proto-Slavs were at least familiar with this swampy region, even if they did not all exclusively live there. On the other hand, attempts to place this homeland further west, or worse still, further South, seem to be grounded mainly in nationalism and wishful thinking. Overall, the various types of evidence converge on a homeland around Western Ukraine.


This will likely be the driest and most technical chapter, but it is important for defending the comparative methodology that I use to revive the cryptic fragments of Slavic paganism found in folklore. Without this technical context, a lot of comparative mythology can look like random dot-connecting. However, as I hope I have shown, my methodology is anything but that.
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Chapter 2


Baba Yaga and Mokosh the Great Mother


As you may have guessed, this book will involve a lot of folklore analysis. That’s simply because folklore is the most significant medium in which Slavic paganism has survived. I want to warn you all that folklore is inherently high-volume. Folklore texts are notoriously dry at times. The field of folklore often involves numerous fables and beliefs collected and compiled by an avid enthusiast. It is easy to say that two fairy tales are related, for example, but without reading both of them you cannot get a feeling for how related they are.


This is one reason why the Aarne-Thompson Classification system of fairy tales exists. If you’re unfamiliar, it’s a system that catalogues various international fairy tale types. In the context of the Russian Baba Yaga and German Frau Holle, for example, it is known that both of these figures appear in Aarne-Thompson Type 480: The Spinning Woman by the Spring. This is also known as “The Kind Girl and the Unkind Girl.”1 This is a story type that is especially relevant to the discussion of Baba Yaga, and as I hope to show, the Slavic Goddess Mokosh. However, the story type (AT 480) is extremely widespread, and exploration of the deeper meaning of these tales has implications well outside of Slavic paganism


On the Term “Sovereignty Goddess”


The concept of the “Sovereignty Goddess” is often wrapped up in the story motif of the loathly lady. In Irish lore, it is closely associated with the story known as Echtra Mac nEchach. In this tale, the protagonist willingly kisses an old hag who then transforms into a beautiful woman and bestows kingship upon him.2 This is far from the only appearance of this motif. It is common in British folklore, the most famous parallel often being drawn to Queen Guinevere of the Arthurian Romances. There’s also an old English Folk Song titled “King Henry” which features a loathly lady. The folk-rock band Steeleye Span has a great version of it for modern audiences.


The harder one looks though, the more so-called “sovereignty” connections pop up around a number of Celtic Goddesses. According to Irish lore, the ancient King of Munster, known as Ailill, tried to force himself on the Goddess Aine. In response to this rape, she bit off his ear. As Ruth Marshall writes in “Limerick Folk Tales”.3




As sovereignty guardian, Aine could grant or take away the right to rule. Under the ancient laws, a king had to be unblemished and whole in himself. Now that he was disfigured in the damage to his ear, Ailill was no longer fit to be king… As a result of the rape, Aine gave birth to a son, Eogan, who later became king of Munster. From him, the Eoganacht lineage claimed its descent.





The last portion of the narrative mentioning the royal line of Munster helps cement her status as a sovereignty Goddess. As we shall see, stories about noble lineages going back to Goddess or fairy ancestors are fairly standard in Indo-European cultures.


Another Celtic Goddess who appears to be associated with sovereignty is the Cailleach. Legend says that a saint once struck the hag Cailleach with her own staff, turning her to stone. She became a pile of stones overlooking Coulagh Bay, which are now referred to as Ard na Cailli (The Hag’s Height.) According to Kate Corkery, she embodies the strength of the land, and contains within her all ages and seasons.4 Her association with the land is one reason why she is sometimes thought to embody sovereignty. A more explicit link is provided by an 8th century poem in which the Cailleach laments that she was once beautiful and powerful and slept with kings.5 This strongly suggests that the “hag” aspect of the Sovereignty Goddess is tied to Cailleach.


No discussion of the sovereignty Goddess would be complete without the Morrigan, however. One thing at issue here is that the Morrigan is often described as a triple Goddess. As such, it would almost be surprising if none of her aspects had sovereignty functions. These three are sometimes listed as Badb, Macha, and Neamain. The triad varies between sources, however, and the land Goddess Anu or Anan is also frequently included. This link is well demonstrated by the two hills known as the Paps of Morrigan. This links her to the Irish land Goddess Anu, who has a similar place in Ireland’s geographical nomenclature.6 The triad known as the Morrigan is clearly linked to the triad of Goddesses whose names were used to refer to the land of Ireland itself. Of these three, only Eriu is still used in the modern term for “Ireland.”7


However, few would deny that the primary associations with the Morrigan are those of war, death, and destiny. Even here, we see some possible hints of a sovereignty function. For instance, when the Dagda finds her straddling a river and has sex with her on Samhain, she agrees to assist him and the Tuatha de Danaan in the fight against the Fomorians, which leads to the rule of the Tuatha de Danaan over Ireland. On the other hand, when the hero Cu Chulainn scorned Morrigan’s advances, he sealed his doom. He would later see her in the form of the washer at the ford, an ominous woman of Celtic mythology who washes the clothing of the doomed. Her appearance was considered an omen of death. As we will see, this “washerwoman” aspect of Morrigan is one with deep roots going back to mainland Europe.

OEBPS/images/half.jpg
Bogowie

A Study of Eastern
Europe’s Ancient Gods





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Bogowie

A Study of Eastern
Europe’s Ancient Gods

Troy David Kokoszka

®

MOON
BOOKS

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/images/f0029-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg
‘ w Bell Beaker

Corded Ware
Overlap Zone

g

. Corded Ware

g PYamnaya
/Catacombem
Cutlire





OEBPS/images/copy01-01.jpg
N
\_

JOHN HUNT PUBLISHING





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
-ﬂ'" \t?-f ‘\I?-f ‘U?-f W?-f ‘\I?-f
ﬁxgﬁxﬂuﬁuﬁxﬁx

N N N NN G NN O N NG ‘
2, ¢¢¢ ¢¢¢ <}¢_¢ <}¢¢ ¢¢¢ ¢¢¢ *}{ﬁ ¢¢¢ ¢¢_¢ ¢¢¢ 2,

s
2

o

2
2

T.D. Kokoszka





