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UKRAINIAN MYTHOLOGY

Ancient Slavic Gods, Goddesses, Nature Spirits, Myths and Legends from Ukraine

A Complete Guide to Slavic Folklore
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There is a village in the Cherkasy region of central Ukraine where, every year on the Thursday before Pentecost, the women still walk to the edge of the forest at dusk. They carry bread and salt. They speak quietly, not quite to each other. They are doing what their mothers did, and their grandmothers before them — leaving an offering at the treeline for the rusalky, the spirits of young women who died before their time, whose restless energy was thought to be at its most dangerous in the weeks between Easter and midsummer. The Orthodox priest in the village knows about the tradition. He does not encourage it. He does not stop it either.

This is Ukrainian mythology in its living form: not a museum exhibit, not a dead religion preserved in amber, but a set of beliefs and practices so deeply embedded in the rhythms of Ukrainian life that they have survived Christianisation, Soviet atheism, two world wars, and the current catastrophe of Russian invasion. It breathes in the embroidery on a wedding shirt, in the egg dyed red at Easter, in the names people give their children, in the way a grandmother still knocks on wood and the way a farmer still watches the behaviour of his cattle on the eve of Kupala. The gods have different names now, or no names at all — but they are still there.

This book is an attempt to recover those gods and spirits in full — to give them back their stories, their symbols, their complex and often frightening personalities, and to place them in the landscape that created them: the vast Ukrainian steppe running south to the Black Sea, the dense forests of Polissia in the north, the Carpathian mountain country in the west, and the great rivers — the Dnipro above all — that have been the spine of Ukrainian civilisation for three thousand years. The geography matters enormously. Ukrainian mythology is not an abstract theology. It is a religion of place, of seasonal rhythm, of the specific terror and wonder of living in this particular landscape, with its extreme winters and blazing summers, its sudden floods and its dry, cracking droughts.

A word about sources — and about honesty. Ukrainian mythology is, in one important sense, a reconstruction. The ancient Slavs had no written literature. When the Christian missionaries arrived in Kyivan Rus in the ninth and tenth centuries, they brought writing with them, but they had little interest in recording the old beliefs in sympathetic detail. What we have are fragments: the Primary Chronicle's famous account of the idol of Perun being thrown into the Dnipro in 988; scattered condemnations of "pagan" practice in church texts; a handful of references in the Rus literary tradition, most famously in the magnificent twelfth-century epic The Tale of Igor's Campaign, where the poet invokes Dazboh and Veles with a familiarity that suggests the old religion was not yet dead.

Beyond these written scraps, the real record is ethnographic. In the nineteenth century, a generation of Ukrainian scholars — fired by Romanticism, by nationalism, by the urgent need to establish that Ukraine was a distinct culture and not merely a province of the Russian Empire — began the systematic collection of folk tales, songs, proverbs, ritual practices, and oral traditions from villages across the country. Mykhailo Hrushevsky, Ivan Franko, Borys Hrinchenko, Mykhailo Drahomanov: these men and their colleagues produced an extraordinary body of work that remains the foundation of everything written about Ukrainian mythology today. They were not always objective — they had a nationalist agenda, and they sometimes imposed patterns they wanted to find — but they were thorough, and without their work, the old religion would be almost entirely invisible to us.

More recently, scholars such as Volodymyr Antonovych, Natalia Pylypenko, and the Ukrainian Institute of Folk Art and Ethnology have continued and refined this work. Western scholars including Marija Gimbutas, with her controversial but influential theories about Old European religion, and Lev Klejn, who approached Slavic mythology from an archaeological standpoint, have added comparative dimensions. This book draws on all of these traditions, and where the evidence is thin or contested, it says so. Reconstruction is not falsification — but it should be transparent.

One thing this book will not do is flatten Ukrainian mythology into a generic "Slavic" tradition. There is such a thing as Slavic mythology — a broad family of related beliefs that extends from Poland to Russia to Bulgaria — and Ukrainian mythology is part of it. But Ukrainian mythology has its own distinctive character, shaped by its own geography, history, and cultural identity. The Ukrainian Perun is not quite the same as the Russian Perun, even if they share the same thunderbolt. The Ukrainian rusalka is a different creature from the Russian rusalka. And there are figures in Ukrainian tradition — Baba Yaha in her distinctly Ukrainian incarnations, the domovyk in his peculiarly Ukrainian domestic form — who belong specifically to this landscape and this people. That specificity is what this book is about.

We begin at the beginning: with the land, the people, and the world they inhabited before the first Christian church was built on the hills above the Dnipro.
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THE WORLD OF THE ANCIENT UKRAINIANS

Stand on the high right bank of the Dnipro River above the city we now call Kyiv, and look south. The river below you is enormous — wide and slow and brown with silt, flecked with sandbars and islands thick with willow and alder. Beyond it, to the east and south, the land opens into the steppe: grassland running all the way to the Black Sea five hundred kilometres away, interrupted by river valleys and occasional outcrops of granite, but fundamentally flat, open, and immense. The sky over that steppe is the biggest sky in Europe. Thunderstorms build on it like mountain ranges. The wind comes unobstructed from the Asian interior, cold in winter and burning in summer.

To the north, behind you, the landscape changes entirely. The forest begins — first the mixed oak and ash and maple of the forest-steppe zone, then, deeper north, the vast, dark, boggy coniferous forests of Polissia, where the trees close over the rivers and the ground is treacherous with marsh and standing water. And to the west, rising blue on clear days, are the Carpathian mountains, where the ridges are cloaked in beech and fir and the valleys hold the oldest settled communities in Ukraine, where the Hutsul people still preserve traditions that seem to reach back unbroken into the Bronze Age.

This is the landscape that made Ukrainian mythology. Not a landscape that humanity could easily dominate or ignore. The steppe demanded constant watchfulness — it was the highway of every nomadic people from the Scythians to the Mongols, and the settlements on its edge were always vulnerable to sudden violent incursion. The forest demanded respect and ritual propitiation of the spirits that lived in it. The rivers were arteries of trade and communication but also sources of flood and drowning, inhabited by dangerous female spirits who pulled the unwary under. The sky was an arena of terrifying power — lightning, hail, drought, flood — presided over by a god whose anger was expressed in thunder.

Before we can understand the mythology, we need to understand the people who created it, and here the story is more complicated than it might appear. The territory of modern Ukraine has been inhabited continuously since the Palaeolithic, and the Bronze and Iron Age cultures of the region — most famously the Trypillia culture, which built large proto-urban settlements on the right bank of the Dnipro as early as 5500 BCE — were not Slavic. The Slavs, as a distinct linguistic and cultural group, seem to have emerged somewhere in the forest-steppe zone of what is now northern Ukraine and southern Belarus around the first millennium BCE, though the precise details remain fiercely debated among archaeologists and linguists.

The Scythians, who dominated the steppe from the seventh to the third century BCE, left their mark on the region in ways that still echo in Ukrainian culture — in the burial mound tradition, in certain animal symbols, in the persistent memory of a fierce horse-riding people who communicated with their gods through fire and blood sacrifice. After the Scythians came the Sarmatians, then the Goths, then the Huns, then the Avars — wave after wave of steppe peoples rolling west and leaving behind fragments of language, belief, and practice. Ukrainian mythology absorbed all of these influences, though identifying exactly what came from where is often impossible.

The Antes — thought by most scholars to be an early Slavic or proto-Slavic tribal confederation — appear in the historical record in the sixth century CE, when Byzantine sources mention them as a powerful people living north of the Black Sea. The Antes are significant because they represent our earliest clear evidence of the Slavic presence in the Ukrainian steppe zone, and because their culture seems to have preserved elements of the pre-Christian religion that would later become "Ukrainian mythology." Byzantine writers describe them as worshipping a god of lightning and as believing that fate could be read in the flight of horses through sacred groves. These are hints — frustratingly vague — of the religion that would fully emerge in the Kyivan Rus period.

Kyivan Rus — the medieval state centred on Kyiv that flourished from roughly the ninth to the thirteenth century — is the crucible of Ukrainian civilisation, and it is in this period that Ukrainian mythology comes most sharply into focus. The Rus elite were originally Varangian Norse — the ruling dynasty, the Rurikids, descended from Scandinavian warriors who had made themselves lords of the Slavic river-trade routes — but they quickly Slavicised, adopting the language and religion of their subjects. By the time of Prince Vladimir the Great, who ruled from 980 to 1015, Kyiv was a major European city, rich from its control of the trade routes between Scandinavia and Byzantium, and its religious life was correspondingly complex.

Vladimir is a central figure in the history of Ukrainian mythology for two reasons. In 980, early in his reign, he undertook a systematic religious reform of the old Slavic religion, establishing on the hill above his palace a pantheon of six major deities represented by wooden idols: Perun, Veles, Mokosh, Khors, Dazboh, and Striboh. This "Vladimir's Pantheon" is one of the most important pieces of evidence we have for the official religion of early Ukraine, though scholars debate endlessly about whether it represents an authentic reconstruction of older beliefs or Vladimir's own political invention — an attempt to unify his diverse subjects under a single state religion. Eight years later, in 988, Vladimir converted to Orthodox Christianity, and the idols he had erected were thrown into the Dnipro.

The conversion of Kyivan Rus to Christianity is one of the great turning points in Ukrainian history, but it did not mean the immediate death of the old religion. It meant its transformation. The old gods did not disappear; they went underground, hiding inside the new faith, inhabiting the bodies of saints, lurking in the margins of the church calendar, surviving in folk practice that the church could condemn but never entirely suppress. This process — which scholars call "dual faith" or dvoivir'ia in
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