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What people are saying about

Baba Yaga - Slavic Earth Goddess

I’ve felt for a long time that there must be more in the call to Baba Yaga’s cottage than the fairy tales tell us. Natalia Clarke has drawn on her Siberian heritage and personal insights in this powerful piece to show us how we might approach this powerful Goddess. This is a book for anyone drawn to dark Goddesses and Crone Goddesses. It’s also the first map I’ve seen that explores the forests in search of wild Gods who will not make themselves comfortable in our homes or on our altars. It’s ground-breaking stuff.

Nimue Brown

A truly fascinating book that opens up our understanding and knowledge of this perhaps misunderstood Goddess. Natalia Clarke shares personal experiences mixed with folklore and practical information to guide seekers to find their own connection with Baba Yaga.

Rachel Patterson

This is an impressive work, clearly written, exploring Baba Yaga as Earth Goddess and laying out what an apprenticeship with her might look like. In a culture that tends to categorise everything - emotions, actions, people - as either wholly good or wholly bad, this book brings some much needed nuance and an exploration of a healthy darkness through this fantastic, visceral deity.

Meredith Debonnaire
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To know her is to know nature To know nature is to know yourself


Deep in the birch forest she dwells between the human and non-human worlds. With every rising sun she witnesses the darkness and light in nature and the world. She doesn’t participate, but joins its unfolding in quiet observation. Nothing surprises or moves her. She’s seen it all since the time began. It is the cycle of repeat that she frowns upon from where humans dwell, although cycles in nature sustain her. She holds the balance between the good and bad, dark and light, wet and dry, rich and barren. Maintaining it is feeding herself as they are one and whole.

Her hut is her womb, her food is her cells both human and non-human, her oven is her cauldron and all the animals about her are kin. In secure privacy she wants for nothing and when she cares she decides what for. She ventures out in her mortar or as a bird she grows wings and flies all over the Earth rejoicing in her all-knowing, and in that she’s content: free and at home in her being.

She smells the human which repulses her to the core yet amidst the stench she detects a scent of the primal, just born, wilderness lost in someone out there crying to come out. Her face flashes and she changes form from a child to a young girl, to a mother holding a babe, to an old hag. The house begins to dance in chaos jingling pans and pots inside it and bones about her dwelling join in with an ear-piercing rattle. The Three Horsemen stand together at the ready, side by side.

She’s called. Will she go? She turns into a raven and flies to oversee. She hears the deep cry within a human that will either meet their death or salvation at her wisdom. She must decide. She will either kill or save it. It will either be safe out of its womb or it will die not knowing.

Facing the demise of what’s familiar and precious and becoming wild again is the quest of brave and raw ones. Are you one?





Introduction

This is a story of a Crone like no other you’ve heard or read about before. It is a re-defining of an archetypal folk figure that for time immemorial has been portrayed in certain ways through culture, history and literature. She’s more than a wicked witch of the forest that devours children and scares all that is human and makes us run from all that is dark. She’s been exiled from society and made into a hateful murderer one should avoid at all cost. To me she is an Earth Goddess. Will she share her wisdom with those of us prepared to be taught? Can we throw away the clothes of deceit and misconceptions about her and about ourselves? Can we be brave enough to be stripped to the bone, to the very essence that had been buried within us all for far too long? None of us have escaped and got to keep the skin we came into the world with. We have all been stripped bare in the face of culture, society, war and politics. Some shed more skins than others. Many seek its reclamation actively, others have given up and given in, and many will never realise it has been lost long ago. The question is “what about you?” Do you feel the deep yearning and the need to reclaim yourself? This is a story for the brave and vulnerable, for the pioneers of self-discovery in a different way.

First of all, I would like to offer you a brief traditional description of Baba Yaga, as a folklore figure from Slavic culture, traditions and mythology. The figure has featured in children’s stories and fairy tales as an old hag, who lives in the woods, for hundreds of years. She is portrayed as a terrifying entity, someone to fear greatly with an appetite for children. She is old and wild with white messy hair and a crooked nose featuring a large wart. Her nails are long and hard like an animal’s claws, and she has many helpers such as her magical house on chicken legs, her flying mortar and broom and the gates, doors and locks in the shape of human remains with skulls featuring strongly around her dwelling in a clearing in thick woods. There are animals around, who assist her and the Three Horsemen. She is believed to eat enough food for ten people and to resent all things human. The word “Baba” in Russian means ‘a woman old enough to marry’. The story of Baba Yaga and Vasilisa the Wise is one of the most well-known tales, and provides an underlying thread for my inspiration and exploration of what it means to know yourself.

When embarking on this project I was asked what this book was to be about. Was it going to be another fairy tale? A short-story collection? Poetry? A description of the character popularised in literature and TV programmes in Slavic culture? A caricature of a grotesque figure created to be used as a scare figure for children and a mystery to humans?

This book is a snapshot of my relationship with the deity/archetype/energy/Earth spirit in a psycho-spiritual sense where I attempt to answer a few questions about what Baba Yaga is and isn’t from my perspective of relating to her; what her main lessons are and how, if willing, one can integrate the qualities and wisdom of this Earth Goddess; into your own spiritual practice and your life in general.

I am an intuitive person and my life is based on intuitive knowing whatever I embark on. My magic practice is also intuitive and when Baba Yaga came forward one day and said she wanted to be talked about, I had to listen. In truth I had been waiting for an invitation for many years and there it finally was. Ideas, observations and explorations in this book are based on my own experience and understanding of this Goddess. Interpreting the symbols and stories associated with her have come to me through listening deeply and going into her essence, be it through her whisperings in the night or dreams or actively learning and relating to the ideas and concepts that she exists by. One thing was for certain, I knew that I needed to write her story down essentially, as it was unfolding in me and in front of me through her presence and energy. After many years of seeking and waiting she was near, showing herself and beginning to speak.

My aim with this introductory guide of working with a deity is to spark curiosity about Baba Yaga. I describe how she comes to me and what her world, concepts, presentations and ideas mean to me, my magic practice and my self-development. How, via my responses and engagement with her work, my life is affected. Why my relationship with her is useful, creative and meaningful to me and in what areas.

I touch upon her place within an Earth-based spirituality and explore the meaning of her qualities and behaviours in that context rather than in literary, cultural or societal concepts and beliefs. My personal relationship with her is based on how I understand her, and how she comes to manifest in my reality. Each of us will have some similar and some very different experiences as we are not all alike, but there are some common characteristics we all share. She is what she is and can be chaotic, the rule is not to fit or force or fix her in any particular place or practice. This is what culture, literature and history have done and here I am breaking away from that and seeking to present her as she is. That is the key. Who is she without any of the prescribed characteristics? I intend to present this through my journey with her so far.

I would like to offer an example of a Goddess with much bigger ideas than first meets the eye. I offer interpretations of how she can be incorporated into your spiritual practice and your life and what her value is to the world. I would like to inspire you to look at her, and maybe other deities, as beings with whom you can form a relationship, a collaboration, a sacred union towards balance. I hope to bring enthusiasm and inspiration into the work with subjects that interest you like Baba Yaga has always interested me; an interest, which brought questions, and a wondering curiosity to look beyond the persona of a fairy tale.

I invite you on a journey of being with her and experiencing the journey into her realms via your own magic. I aim to portray and share my story of a relationship with her with grace, intimacy and respect. I invite you to draw your own lessons from her if you decide to work with or are called upon by her.

In 2020 Baba Yaga did not feel like returning to the underworld for spring and summer, but decided to hang around for a bit longer, as she, herself was curious about the reactions in the world and the dramatic unfolding of collective shadow. Writing this book during 2020 is not a coincidence. She whispered to me during the winter and I heard her. Little did I know of the reason or understand the timing of this, but luckily, I tend to follow my intuition without questioning the motives. With intuition something like this brings an instant insight: the voices that speak through it are clear as day and I need nothing else. As the journey unfolded this year, I saw the reason, I heard the motivation and I embraced the purpose of this work; as it was asking to be propelled into the world and into human consciousness. This time is full of personal and collective tragedy, a deep yearning for expression and personal empowerment. It is time when using our voices is not just necessary: it is unquestionably life-saving if we are to move towards healing on a wider scale. We can no longer stay still, silent and in the shadows. She stayed with me this year till the end of May and then quietly slipped away into her domain giving space to the Maiden hoping that this time she is sufficiently armed with wanting to speak the message on behalf of the Crone. This is unusual, but these times are not what we have encountered before, so one might say she stepped up to the plate. I heard her, saw her and committed to the work.

In this book I would like most of all to give Baba Yaga a voice. What is she as herself when she’s not upholding a role in a particular story and not relating to yet another hero? Who is she as herself? She’s been enslaved, manipulated and misunderstood. Depending on the message and motivations of the hero she’s portrayed as either good or evil, but what is it that she wants to be? What is it that she is? I am interested in looking at, and relating to her from outside the fairy tale persona and as the Goddess that she is to me. When she’s set free and observed in freedom, allowed to function how she does and invited into kinship, what will she then be and what will she choose to do?





Chapter 1

Who is Baba Yaga Really?

Historically, her name is associated with negative emotions, scary vibrations that are meant not to attract, but repel, reflected in the translations of her name below. She is not an example of who to be or how to live a life. Her name means:


‘Horror and shudder’ in Serbian and Croatian.

‘Anger’ in Slovenian.

‘Wicked wood nymph’ in modern Czech.

‘Fury’ in Polish.

She is the Dark Goddess, traditionally coming from the Slavic cultures of Eastern Europe.

The huntress.

The dryad.

The forest spirit.

The shapeshifter.

No stranger to blood bones and gore.

Territorial, like an animal, hence her protective homestead.

Deity.

Energy.

Witch.

The wise woman.

Supernatural figure.

Folklore legend.

The ruler of the Elements.

The bone mother.

Raw nature spirit.

Mother Archetype.

A psycho-spiritual guide.

The queen of the underworld, the old Persephone, who knows it all.

The Triple Goddess.

Animal speaker.

Spirit of the dead.

Queen of afterlife.

Embodied seasons.

Dweller of multidimensional realities.

Elder.

Wise-self.

The Universe.



When you look at her face; close up, terrifying yet knowing beyond anything imaginable, you don’t only see yourself, you see the whole world, continents, mountain ranges, oceans, the burning Sun and the fullest silver bright Moon. She is the Earth itself. To me she is a true Earth Goddess.

She is complex, yet values simplicity of life and sight. She believes in using herself and only herself whatever the challenge. She assists others only when she is willing. It is the prep-work that is big and challenging for anyone seeking a path of wisdom, satisfaction and life-fulfilment. To encounter her is to transform and those, who are ready to listen, observe, work hard and persevere will receive her assistance… perhaps…

It you stumble upon her unaware or unprepared or “young” in your consciousness, your fate will be uncertain and if you manage to find your way back from the dark woods you will be confused and unsettled. Before she agrees to apprentice you into the work of transformation, she requires clarity of thought and sight, a sharpness of all senses and an ability to see through and beyond the veils of the world and into the spiritual realm. She is wise beyond measure and will only respect commitment to knowledge. She will smell your fear, your lack of determination, but she will also know when courage and a desire to learn burns bright within you. She also responds to kindness – a rarity in her world, something that, perhaps, speaks of the wounds of human existence in her or a representation of withdrawing from society.

Children-eating associations stem from an old tale and a technique of scaring children into submission, as if fear is the best tool. We all know that when we are scared, we cling to our mothers and it makes for a union, although not a very authentic one. Children are not trusted with their imagination or to dwell in the dark. Perhaps, she sees children as the possessions of adults; unreachable just like their parents, and she devours the qualities she deems useless: innocence and the lack of will and direction.

One has to be in a certain position/stage of psychic and spiritual development to be able to truly hear her teachings and become a learner of her magic. She requires sacrifice and takes no prisoners. So, you’d better be sure. If you like a challenge, she is the one for you. Journeying with her requires care and attention at all times and most of all she demands respect. She has a temper and it is easy for her to use it. She is fearless. If there is no engagement she will simply disappear and disengage. Will you get the second chance? Only you know. Will she be there again? Only she decides.

Her ambivalent/contradictory presentation holds a key to the representation of the whole, which I welcome. She might be seen as cruel, wicked, uncaring and terrifying. She knows what evil is, but she also holds an overwhelming desire for kindness and does not tolerate cruelty of any kind. In recent years, Baba Yaga’s desire for kindness has been a large part of my experience of her and I consciously addressed my own quality of kindness and its meaning. The collective unconscious holds evil and divine as being in opposition; it is polarised. Thus, things are either blessed or cursed depending on what goal there is to be achieved. Both can be manipulated, and used in service to any society that rules through division, guilt and shame. The idea of wholeness, of being both light and dark, is seen as nonsensical and useless, even dangerous. Polarisation is a form of control after all.

To me it is evident that it is kindness that she responds to despite popular opinions and representations. It is the beauty underneath the scarred body that she represents; it is the life in the depth of hellish experiences, and she calls for resurrection. She is the one, who showed me on a much deeper level what kindness can do. She reprimands with a piercing stare or a loud sound when I forget. She always brings the mirror right up to my face. Over time, I am becoming uninterested in anything but kindness through the restoration of the heart.


Dark night, thick forest and cold wind. Three knights on horseback guarding her territory: one white, one red and one black. They represent dawn, midday and night. A clearing in the forest, a wooden hut on chicken legs surrounded by a fence made of human bones with skulls on top. The gates are human legs, the locks are human hands and sharp teeth. The eyes in the skulls are lit up and the clearing filled with light like daytime. The Earth begins to shake underfoot, she is flying in her mortar with a broom sweeping up behind her. She can smell human and it fills her with disgust. It is hard to escape the place due to her helpers in the forms of trees and animals and only with her words can the gates open and close. “Hut, hut, turn your back to the woods and front towards me.”
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