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Introduction
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Mermaids. Beautiful and treacherous. 

But there’s so much more to them than that. This book in the “Spirits and Creatures” series is a breakout book. Instead of covering a variety of water spirits, I’ll focus on Rusalki alone. These water maidens are popular throughout much of Eastern Europe: some good, others bad, but all are fascinating. You’ll learn not only about these water spirits, but also about rituals and customs people practice that relate to the maidens, including special groups of people who heal diseases the Rusalki cause. 

As I mentioned in the first book in this series, these looks at spirits and creatures are meant to be fun, more than academic, although they do contain many references from those who write in the academic world. Those authors present the facts, while I’d like to make those facts feel more alive through art, music, videos, and stories.

I hope you learn something, but most importantly, I hope you have an enjoyable journey into the world of Rusalki.



Rusalka (Русалка)

Here the Rusalki, green-haired nymphs of wood 

And water, gambolled in delight, or played 

Upon the rivers, wringing their dark locks, 

Plucked lilies from the fields of fragrant breath, 

Or twined in chorus round the branching trees 

That bent beside the limpid current’s edge: 

White hyacinths like snow-flakes fell around.[1]
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Etymology
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Rusalka (singular); Rusalki or Rusalky (plural)

Name variations: russalka, rousalka, roussalka, roussilka, rousalia, roussalia, rusalia, rusanka, rusalja, rusávka, rusálaŭka, rosáŭka, rusál’nica, rusałka, rusawka

Related names: vodianikha, mavka, navka, vila (See more in the “Who’s Who?” sidebar.)

Alternate names: demoness (chertovka), “demon” jokestress (shutova), tickler (leskotukha or loskotukha), abductor (khitka or khitkha),[2] bather (kupálka), spoiler (kazýtka or smoljánka), crooked one (krivúcha), iron one (železnjáčka)[3]

Slang: A term used to represent universal beauty.[4]

In a negative context, it’s also a euphemism for women of non-traditional sexuality.[5]

––––––––
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Mankind’s fascination with the sea has sparked imagination since the first person beheld its mighty waters. Curiosity led people to invent the means to travel across the great oceans and eventually explore beneath them, trying to discover their secrets. Throughout the centuries, millennia in fact, people have created myths and legends about creatures living within the sea’s depths. One of the most alluring and formidable beings to inspire writers, artists, children, and adults is the mermaid, who has been forever immortalized in stories such as Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Mermaid. But there’s more to this sea maiden than that story tells. In Slavic folklore, she’s called a Rusalka and lives mostly in fresh-water bodies or swamps, rather than the sea.

Belief in the spirit was widespread across Eastern Europe: from Russia to the Czech Republic, from Poland to Bulgaria. Even today, she lives on in the minds and imaginations of many people.
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Rusalka Goddess. Illustration by Nelinda. © Bendideia Publishing
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Origins 
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The name Rusalka may be derived from an old Slavonic word rus (river or stream), ruslo (river bed), or even rosa (dew).[6] Others have thought it comes from the word rusyj/rusaja (strawberry blond, golden [of hair]).[7] Many scholars, however, believe the name of the spirits comes from the spring rusalia festival. (You’ll learn more about this in the “Rusalka Week” section.) Although the rusalia festivals have been mentioned between the twelfth and eighteenth centuries, the term “rusalka” is more recent, first appearing in the eighteenth century.[8] 

These water spirits have existed far longer, though, so what did people call them before Rusalka became popular?

Goddesses and Nature Spirits

As far back as the Neolithic era (7000 – 3500 BC), archaeologists have discovered artifacts that indicate societies worshiped female deities. Not wimpy, sidekick-to-men-only goddesses, but powerful ones, who ruled in their own right. They were linked to all life: “water, animals, plants, birth, life, death and regeneration.”[9] During this era, women may have been the head of their households and leaders in the community. This, in part, was due to the fact they were able to prove their lineage from their mothers, while the paternity of a child wasn’t always known.[10]

As time moved on and Christianity swept over the region, that state of mind changed. The Church suppressed the role of female deities as much as they repressed women. 


[T]he role of the sacred female deteriorated over time. Long ago people venerated her as the supreme creator. Over time she acquired a son or lover, then became the partner of a god with whom she ruled equally. Her status eroded later to sister, wife, or mother of the supreme god under whom she served. Finally, the male deity ruled as the supreme being, and the goddess was either demonized as a witch or monster; trivialized as an angel, nymph, or fairy; demoted to a subservient and docile saint or “good” wife; or dichotomized as a madonna/whore.[11]
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Rusalki, Minor Goddesses. Franciszek Siedleck, before 1934.

Franciszek Siedlecki (1867-1934) [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons.

Not only that, but sacred places and customs became profane or replaced with religious variations, and helpful spirits were deemed dangerous demons. 

In ancient societies, people worshipped nature, especially water, and the spirits who lived there—but water spirits were also the most feared of those that roamed the community. Water spirits, who lived the farthest away from the homestead, were the most dangerous and cruelest among their brethren. They lured people into the water with the sole intent of causing them harm. The community never considered drownings to be accidents. Everyone who drowned was a victim of these spirits, who had dragged the unfortunate person beneath the surface. 

Although some nature spirits with a connection to water caused death, others also brought life. Among these are the collective beregini fertility spirits and one-time Great Mother earth goddess called Berehynia, who “conveyed a message of female empowerment.”[12] Some believe beregini are the ancestors of Rusalki, since these spirits brought moisture to the land. Their name possibly comes from bereghy (“riverbanks” or “shore”). Over time, the beregini also became associated with the home’s hearth.

Rusalki may also have been descendants of Mokosh’, goddess of fertility of both land and people, as well as spinning, weaving, and fishing. She protected women’s fate and also provided moisture to the land, with rain being her milk. Over time, due to “dual faith,” where Christian and pagan beliefs merged, she became connected to the Virgin Mary and the goddess Paraskevaand, who herself became known as Saint Paraskeva.[13] 

As time progressed, some believe these fertility spirits became associated with the concept of the unclean dead, and so Rusalki came into existence. 
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Mokosh and Dual Faith. Marek Hapon, 2011.

Mhapon [CC BY-SA 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0)].

Unclean Dead

Although different explanations exist about the origins of Rusalki, the most commonly accepted idea since the nineteenth century is that they’re “unclean dead,” sometimes called the “unquiet dead.” These are people who have died a “bad” death: for example, they committed suicide or died from unnatural or premature causes, especially a violent death such as from strangulation. People feared these spirits, whom they believed were dangerous.

What’s especially important to Rusalki, as you’ll learn throughout this book, is that the unclean dead are also those who died during a liminal (that is, in between or transitional) phase of their life: before baptism, on the verge of marriage, or while giving birth. These bad deaths demonstrate “the absence of control, and uncanny presence of arbitrariness, contingency, and/or volition that goes against the social order, procreation, regeneration and moral code of the society.”[14] 

Those who died unclean did not receive proper Christian burial rites as the deceased were considered cursed. Because of their status as unclean dead, Rusalki are also classified as demons in some countries, because the spirits adhere to pagan customs or fall under the rule of the Devil, as the story below demonstrates. And, as you’ll learn through various stories, they are unclean because they have no soul.


One peasant woman accidentally suffocated all of her newborn children when she was sleeping with them and, in order not to hurt her last daughter, she didn’t sleep with her even when she became an adult girl. Finally, the daughter, being already married, went to visit her mother, who said to her: “My daughter, I have never slept with you; let’s sleep together today.”

The daughter agreed, and the same night her mother accidentally suffocated her. After the funeral, the mother was inconsolable. She went to the field one day and heard a voice: “Go to church on Annunciation day and, when they start singing the Cherubic Hymn, stand by the door; during that time all the devils will be coming out; you’ll see your daughter among them. You let the devils pass by, and grab your daughter and hold onto her until the priest comes out and starts lecturing her!” The mother did so and brought her daughter home unharmed.[15]



It didn’t matter whether the girl’s death was her fault or not. She still became a Rusalka—and cursed.


What is missing here is any sense of equitable justice. Nature is presented here as being indifferent to notions of fairness; it makes but little difference whether the mermaid failed as a result of her own fault or her bad luck. What is crucial in both the folklore and its literary imitators is that she failed and therefore wasted her reproductive resources, the same potential celebrated in the fertility rites. This is what damns her.[16] 



Drowned Women

Unlike other unclean dead, Rusalki are always female. The male version of the water spirit goes by a different name: Vodyanoy or Vodnik. In particular, Rusalki are spirits of young, unmarried (but often engaged) women or girls who have drowned—whether accidentally or intentionally—or died near water. They are restless, wandering spirits because they didn’t complete motherhood, which was considered “the most important ritual transition in their life.”[17] 

They remain in this undead state, unable to move to the other side, until various conditions are met: 1) they live out what would have been their normal lifespan if they hadn’t had a violent death or committed suicide, 2) they are avenged of their jilted lover, 3) they become human again through the miracle of the cross and baptism, or 4) until Christ returns to the world (what’s commonly called “the second coming”).
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Water Nymph. Wilhelm Kotarbiński, before 1917.

Wilhelm Kotarbiński [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons.

Rusalki wander around the place where they died, moaning about their untimely fate as you’ll see in the story below. 


They tell that formerly the pond in the hollow was not large, but mighty deep. Well, a certain woman drowned in it. Even now she walks about the hollow crying in a thin voice, clad in a white shift with her tresses hanging loose. As soon as she sees anyone, she beckons him to her.

It’s clear that she’s not at peace. You see, a funeral office wasn’t sung for her and she died without confession. It was during Lent she drowned. And when the flood waters came, they swept the entire pond into the river, and they didn’t find her. And it still happens that she climbs out onto the edge of the hollow, sits, and weeps. Many of us have seen her. Even dogs tuck their tails between their legs and begin to yelp and howl at her, only they don’t go near her. On account of her the hollow is a bad place for us. You’re seized with fright if you go by on nightly business.[18]



In some cases, Rusalki haunt deceitful lovers and seek revenge, unable to find peace until they are avenged. The story below tells of one jilted lover.


The story says that in one village a beautiful girl had drowned. Everyone felt sorry for her, the girl was kind and hard-working. And everyone judged and reviled the guy, because of whom she drowned: he was a partier and a drunkard. Since then, people began to see a beautiful rusalka by the lake. Once Mitka was fishing on the lake, and as always, had some vodka with him. The evening came quietly; the moon came out. And then he saw her. She swam along the moonlit path close to the boat and started calling him with beautiful translucent hands: “Come to me; I miss you,” said the rusalka. He got scared and started telling her that it was her own fault, that he was joking when he was seeing another girl. The rusalka grabbed the boat and started rocking it. Mitka threw a bottle of unfinished vodka at her and started paddling very fast. He came to his senses only when he got home. Since that incident no one has seen drunk people at the lake.[19]



In this story, the jilted Rusalka doesn’t get her revenge, because she was unable to murder her deceitful lover. But, then again, maybe she did get satisfaction. She took away something he loved dearly—alcohol. What kind of life would he endure from that point onward without being able to socialize with his drunken friends?

Many stories tell of unmarried women—quite often pregnant—who drown themselves (or even hang themselves) after being jilted by a lover. 


My grandmother has told me this story. She knew a young girl; she worked for a landowner. The landowner had a young son; they liked each other. But he didn’t care much about love. He had so many girls it was hard to count. And she was just a poor working girl. He slept with her and then dumped her. But she got pregnant and couldn’t tell anyone but him. The young landowner didn’t want to hear anything about the child, and she became a stranger to him. The poor grieving girl went to the lake and drowned herself while pregnant. The story says that she’s pouring tears into the lake each night, and the lake, because of her bitter tears, replenishes during the night and dries up in the morning.[20]



A few sources claim that any women who don’t marry can become Rusalki when they die, because they’re shirking their duty of being wives and mothers. Even married women who drown themselves because of unhappy marriages have the potential to become Rusalki.

At times, it’s not even an act of violence or self-injury that causes girls to drown. Failure to wear a cross while in the water enables the Vodyanoy (male water spirit) to drag them under the surface and drown them. In such a way, he can then claim them for his own realm as brides or daughters.

Unbaptized Children

Similarly, infants who have died (by drowning, suffocation, abortion, or natural causes) before being baptized have the potential to become Rusalki. The same applies to unborn babies cursed by their mothers. Fireflies or lights that flicker above graves are believed to be the souls of these children.[21] In some areas of Eastern Europe, these little Rusalki are called Mavki or Navki. 

These wandering souls run around clapping their hands and saying, “Ho, ho! my mother has brought me into the world and abandoned me without baptism.”[22] They beg people to baptize them. If they’re fortunate, someone will say, “I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.” This releases the child from earthly wanderings so she can proceed to her eternal home. 

Often though, no one hears these laments, so faint are the cries. If people hear anything, they think it’s “the wind whispering in the tree-tops or the breezes sighing through the water reeds.”[23] 

The child has a better chance of rescue if she waits near a church. Once a year, the priest holds a baptismal service there, and people pray for these lost souls. If the wandering spirit happens to be nearby and hears the rite, she’ll be freed of living between worlds. 

Some people once believed that cuckoos were the souls of these unfortunate children, and so they “baptized” every cuckoo they heard. Others would create an effigy of the bird and perform the rite, so that any unbaptized souls in the area would be freed by the ritual.[24]

If no one blesses them, or if the wandering souls miss the service for seven years, the spirits must plunge themselves into a river or other water body to become Rusalki. In the “Rusalki in Literature” section, you can read a tale about one such unbaptized girl on the verge of becoming a Rusalka.

Abducted Children

Often, a devil steals children, exchanging his own offspring for them. These human children—abducted and hidden in a dark, cold dungeon with little space to move—will curse their mothers for not protecting them. It’s likely the mothers cursed their children in the first place by saying, “May the devil take you.” Give him permission, and he’ll snatch children the first moment he can. The devil gives these children to Rusalki to raise, and forces the innocent children to create and spread fires. Over time, the now-cursed female children become Rusalki.[25] Abducted boys become forest demons, rather than water spirits.

At other times, Rusalki themselves steal unbaptized human children for their own. Their desperate—and failed—attempts to nurse, however, result in the death of the infants. Since these babies haven’t been baptized, they, too, become Rusalki or rusalenji (little Rusalki).

Ancestors

Unlike “bad” deaths from suicides and violence, natural causes of death are called “good” deaths. They’re considered good because they follow the normal, expected order of life. An important aspect is that people have lived long enough to continue the cycle of life by having children. 

These good deaths don’t make spirits unclean; instead, the deceased become ancestral spirits, rodiyelui. They help their living relatives when called upon to do so. (These spirits were covered in more detail in Household Spirits, book 1 of this series.) 

Although Rusalki are the souls of people the community once knew, these maidens are not classified the same as rodiyelui. The difference between ancestors and Rusalki is stated quite nicely below:


Ancestors are the patrons of revival of crops in general—they are celebrated during the early spring, during sowing, as we have seen. But the period of crops ripening requires different patrons. Someone who would embody the fragile, transitional, vital and somewhat sexual nature of the process itself.

Therefore, it makes sense that rusalki, the undead young maidens, are the patrons of the most delicate period of this process, the time of flowering of crops. The ambivalent and fragile ecological process needs to be guaranteed by equally ambivalent and fragile symbolic representations. Rusalki are simply the personification of the eternal unripen-ness.[26]



You’ll learn later in this book what makes Rusalki “fragile,” “transitional,” “vital,” and “sexual.” 
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Appearance
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As with most other mythological beings found across Eastern Europe, Rusalki vary in appearance from one geographic location to the next. They appear at times as white butterflies, the insect being a common depiction of souls in various cultures. They have also been described as “little doll-like people, birds, beasts, traditional mermaids, and young boys.”[27] Other late-nineteenth century authors described them as sometimes being “tiny beings floating in the cup of the water-lily” and at others as “huge female forms which haunt the cornfields and steal the grain of the peasants.”[28]

Aquatic Aspects

Most often in traditional folklore, Rusalki lack the fish tails other mermaids possess. However, Slavic literature in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—influenced by stories such as Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Mermaid (1836)—introduced the half-woman, half-fish beings to “re-folklorize” the tales.[29] 

Some stories also describe the spirits as having webbed fingers and toes, and having the ability to shape-shift into water creatures: white, migratory birds like swans and geese, snakes, silvery fish, toads, and frogs. It’s interesting to note that all these creatures lay eggs, which from ancient times has been a symbol of renewal of life and fertility.[30]
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The Swan Maidens. Walter Crane, 1894.

Walter Crane [Public domain].

Avian Features

Rusalki can appear as semi-human but with wings, and have been referred to as “swan maidens.” When they put on white linen garments, the material behaves like “a second skin,” transforming the spirits into birds or other creatures.[31]


Their bird-like aspect was represented in folk costume as extra-long sleeves, like wings. In the tale of the Frog Princess, at the wedding feast, the Princess empties her drink into one long sleeve, and hides the bones of her swan-meat in the other. When the king commands her to dance: “she waved with the left sleeve and a lake appeared; she waved with the right and white swans were swimming on the water; the tsar and guests marveled.” Legends of this kind formed the basis for Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake (1877), Dvorák’s Rusalka (1990), and Chopin’s Les Sylphides (1909).[32]



This visual representation of a goddess with extra-long sleeves appears in ancient imagery and on garments swan-girls wore during Rusalki dances performed in the 1930s. 
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Frog Tsarevna. Viktor Mikhailovich Vasnetsov, 1918.

Viktor Mikhailovich Vasnetsov [Public domain].

These maiden spirits may also appear completely in the form of birds, as the teller of the tale below recounts.


In the village of Dolgo on the Rusal’naia Day a peasant set out with his laborer for the forest to cut firewood. The peasant went about the forest, cut branches, and the hired man scooped what had been cut into one place. Suddenly a whole flock of rusalki in the form of birds attacked the peasant. They flew on him and pecked at him; and they would have pecked him to death, but the hired man ran up to his master at his cry. He rescued the peasant, hoisted him onto the cart, and drove him home. But all the same the peasant didn’t get off free from his encounter with the rusalki. He began to get ill and soon died. They say that on this day one shouldn’t work so as not to anger the rusalki.[33]



Their ability to shape-shift into birds has possible origins with the Greek Sirens.[34] This makes sense, because Rusalki, like the winged enchantresses, sing hypnotic songs to entice men to their death. However, in Slavic folklore, the Greek Sirens appear to have split into two entities: Rusalki and Sirins (or Sirens). 

While Rusalki, in general, remain non-birdlike, they cause destruction by enchanting people with their songs. Slavic Sirens, however, are not evil; they are “songful birds of paradise perched on the Tree of Life—Sirin, Alkonost, and Gamaiun,”[35] who reward “the virtuous by flying down from heaven and singing to these fortunate few.”[36] This fortune is short-lived, though, as those who hear the song forget everything and die.
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Sirin. Public Domain.
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Alkonost. Public Domain.
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Gamaiun. Public Domain.

Women

Most often, however, Rusalki appear as young women with large, voluptuous breasts and eyes that are pale or have no pupils. 

On occasion, Rusalki have been described as having no breasts, because of their demonic nature, which was considered “inherently ‘reversible’ and inverted in comparison with the human world.”[37] One account states:


You’ve never seen rusalkas, but I have. They’re very beautiful. I was working through the village, and one of them was in the vegetable patch sitting and giving me looks with her darting eyes. She’s damned and she has no breasts. She’s not a woman at all![38]



These ghostly figures have pale or translucent skin. Gogol, in A May Night, describes them as follows.


Levko cast a glance at the lake-shore. In a silvery mist there moved, like shadows, girls in white dresses decked with May flowers; gold necklaces and coins gleamed on their necks [typical wedding attire]; but they were very pale, as though formed of transparent clouds. They danced nearer him, and he could hear their voices, somewhat like the sound of reeds stirred in the quiet evening by the breeze.[39]
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Southern Rusalka. Illustration © Andy Paciorek. Used with permission of the artist.

Rusalki twist together wreaths of poppies and sedge, the grasses and weeds along the water’s edge, to adorn their long, loose-flowing tresses. Their hair color varies by location: green (Russia, Bulgaria), pale blond or strawberry blond, golden, light-brown (Ukraine), red, and black (Poland, forest Rusalki, while water Rusalki are fair-haired). In extreme cases, their hair can appear like Medusa’s, a tangle of snakes.[40] Whatever the color, if you get close enough to them, their hair is likely to turn green and their faces become distorted.[41]

Rusalki’s attire ranges from unbelted, transparent, white shifts or wedding robes to ragged clothing, and quite often nothing at all. Some even wear robes made of mist or green leaves.

Ralston describes them as follows:


They are generally represented under the form of beauteous maidens with full and snow-white bosoms, and with long and slender limbs. Their feet are small, their eyes are wild, their faces are fair to see, but their complexion is pale, their expression anxious. Their hair is long and thick and wavy, and green as is the grass. Their dress is either a covering of green leaves, or a long white shift, worn without a girdle.[42]



The farther north you go (in Russian North, Volga, Ural, and Western Siberia regions),[43] the more vicious and monstrous Rusalki become. There, the spirits (sometimes called lobasti)[44] are far from how you’d envision mermaids. They’re cadaverous old women, looking like drowned corpses.[45] Their long hair is unruly and green, and their eyes are green, glowing orbs. They have overly large, pendulous breasts, which they can toss over their shoulders. They’ve been described as “hideous, humpbacked, hairy creatures, with sharp claws, and an iron hook.”[46] And that laughter you hear is not the giggling, playful sort; no, instead, they scream like savages, making a noise that verges on hysterical. 
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Northern Rusalka. Illustration © Andy Paciorek. Used with permission of the artist.
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Getting to Know Rusalki
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Rusalki are complex, unpredictable beings, whom humans both fear and respect, as well as show compassion toward the cursed spirits. Much about these dead maidens is dualistic: from their appearance (as you’ve already learned) to their actions and nature as well. They emerge from the water one week a year when crops are flowering, and the spirits bring both life and death, fertility and chaos. They are innocent maidens and seductive enchantresses. Vulnerable and dangerous. Demons and goddesses. They’re stuck in a liminal state, not quite belonging in the world of either the living or the dead. Even the place where they live, water, is dualistic. In water, the supernatural or spiritual world overlaps the real world in “an ambivalent ‘no man’s land’ ... symbolic of the unconscious and the other world.”[47]

It’s here they live in underwater crystal palaces; the roads leading to them are covered with gold, silver gravel, and precious stones. At other times, they call nests of straw and feathers their home. They dwell at the bottom of fresh-water bodies—mainly lakes, rivers, streams, and brooks, as well as swamps—or hide among the reeds at secluded locations and even under waterfalls. 

Bulgarian Rusalki reside at the end of the world in a land called Zmeykovo (Dragon Village), a mystical place that other spirits and supernatural creatures also call home. Some accounts say they live in the palace of the Sun, and like Rusalki from other countries, they come to the human world only once a year.

The spirits control the weather. At their command, clouds scatter so crops can ripen with the sun’s heat, but Rusalki also command clouds to gather to prevent too much sun from withering the harvest. The spirits dance to bring rain to water the crops, but Rusalki can also cause strong winds to rip across the land if they’re in a bad mood. People living along the seacoast tell tales of Rusalki who sometimes assist and other times thwart fishermen. They stir up the wind to bring men home safely, or they may cause fatal storms to sink boats and drown those brave enough to venture out onto the water. 

When they leave the water during what is called Rusalka Week (which you’ll learn more about later in this book), they frequent forests, fields, and meadows, and love to sit on tree branches, especially willow and birch. 

Trees are sacred, especially the World Tree,[48] which has been called a tree of souls. 


(As spirits of the dead, it was natural for them to live in the green trees, which ancient Slavic belief regarded as the homes of the departed.) When the sun has not yet entered “the abode of summer,” the Rusalki can remain under water, but when the waters are warmed by the rays of life-giving light, they have to return to the trees, the houses of the dead.[49]



Their time spent beneath lakes and rivers attributes to their deathly pale skin, since they seldom see sunlight. Even when they do surface, they hide among the branches of trees gracing the shoreline. But remember, they’re also spirits—sometimes ghostly images, other times solid forms that can interact with people—and so they are colored by death.

Rusalki are seldom alone, preferring to be among their sisters. They spend their time the way unmarried peasant girls do by singing, dancing, swimming, swinging, and laughing. As they swing from willow branches, they call out to one another: “Kum! Kum!” Like human girls, Rusalki are each other’s kum, those who have sworn eternal friendship to one another. They giggle and admire themselves in mirrors while they sit on the riverbanks combing their hair to keep it moist. Failure to do so causes their hair to dry, and then Rusalki will die. 
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Rusalka. Сергей Панасенко-Михалкин, 1992.

Сергей Панасенко-Михалкин [CC BY-SA 3.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0)], from Wikimedia Commons.

When they get bored, they may catch a flock of geese that have slept by the water. The spirits wrap themselves around the birds’ wings, preventing them from flying away. If geese aren’t around, they’ll catch people to torment. Always carry wormwood with you if, for any reason, you must walk in the forest during Rusalka Week. The moment Rusalki discover you’re there, they’ll force you to answer their favorite rhyming riddle: “What do you have in your hands? Poluin (wormwood) or petrushka (parsley).”

Even if you’ve forgotten to carry wormwood, be sure to say, “Poluin.”

Off the Rusalki will run, frustrated and crying, “Hide under the tuin (hedge).”

If you can, throw the wormwood into their eyes to make sure they leave you alone. You’re doomed, however, if you forget the safe answer and instead say, “Petrushka.”

The Rusalki will open their arms wide and rush at you, saying, “Ah! my dushka (sweetheart).”

If you fail to tell them you have parsley or incorrectly answer any of their riddles, they’ll gang up and tickle you until you foam at the mouth as you’ll discover in the poem below.[50]


Whither, pretty maiden, speeding? 

Fast the Rusalque treads behind thee; 

Thus her ruby message pleading, 

In the trust that she may bind thee— 

Riddles three 

She’s giving thee:— 

What without a root is growing? 

What without a bridle’s flowing? 

What without a flower’s blowing? 

Answer, maiden?—Still she flies. 

Without a root the stone upgrows, 

Without a stay the fountain flows, 

And fern without flower blows. 

The maiden sad 

No answer had. 

She tickled dies.[51]



Although the following aren’t specific to Rusalki, they’re likely representative of other riddles the spirits may ask:


“What is higher than the forest?” (the moon)

“What is brighter than the light?” (the ruddy sun)

“What is thicker than the forest?” (the stars)

“What is there that’s rootless?” (a stone)

“What is never silent?” (the sea)

“What is there past finding out?” (God’s will)[52]



Another place Rusalki entertain themselves is by a mill. From a distance, you’ll know they’re dancing from the splashing of the water. They cry, “Kuku,”[53] as they cling to the wheel churning water. Don’t let them catch you watching. As soon as they discover you peeping, they’ll call you toward them. Run away if you can! You don’t know whether they intend to harm you or merely have a little fun. 

As a rule, they rarely attack women, girls, or children, although some people say Rusalki are even more violent toward females. They may lure children into the water with fruit baskets. When they do, it’s likely due to the Rusalki’s desire to nurture a child, which was an activity denied them during their life.

Men, however, are the primary targets of Rusalki. They desire the company of men, as lovers and husbands, who, like children, they were unable to obtain while they were alive. They love men and yearn to seduce them (often with ruinous results). When they bring men home to their crystal palace, the unfortunate men drown. A few stories say that these men don’t die; quite the contrary, they remain forever young.[54]

What you know about mermaids in other cultures applies to Rusalki as well. They use their beauty and voices to lure men into the depths of the water. Overcome by desire, men can think of nothing but going toward the melody, and therefore the Rusalki. The result often is their death or, if they escape, a life of physical or mental illness filled with hallucinations.

Rusalki can change their looks depending on the man they’re about to seduce. Does the gentleman prefer blondes? Voilà, blondes by the dozen—and buxom by nature, even if they weren’t so in life. 

If the spirits don’t know a man’s preferences (besides his often-jested “one-track mind”), Rusalki call out any man’s name that crosses their mind as they’re swinging in the tree branches. “Hey, Ivan!” or “Vanya sweetie!” is certain to grab the attention of some Russian walking near the riverbank. Even if it’s not Ivan, if the man replies, the spirits have successfully trapped him with their power. The man will hurry their way, hypnotized by their siren-like voices. When he’s near enough, they’ll drop from the tree behind him and tickle him under his armpits, sometimes until he dies.

[image: image]

Rusalka. Sergey Solomko (1928). Public Domain.

If you’re brave enough to be out at night, stay away from campfires you see in the forest. These are set by Rusalki to lure you toward them while they play.[55] Even if you can’t see the spirits, you’ll know they’re nearby from the noises and chatter resounding in the forest. Their voices sound like rustling leaves or sighing in the breeze, and you’ll hear them clapping their hands. 

Rusalki laugh as they tie together willow or slender birch branches so they can swing by the river. They love to perform somersaults and sing and dance in the moonlight—their enchanting voices irresistible and their laughter melodious. Some people say that merely hearing Rusalki’s laughter causes death.

Sometimes, the spirits look kindly upon people and let them join in their games without causing anyone harm. If a shepherd is nearby, they may beg or entice him with flattery to play the kaval (a long, wooden flutelike instrument). All night long he plays, his foot tapping the ground to his own music. In the morning, he finds himself alone. One foot rests in a hollowed-out spot, the grass worn away by his own actions. 

[image: image]

Rusalki Dancing to Shepherd’s Kaval. Illustration by Nelinda. © Bendideia Publishing.

Fertility of the Land

What do you imagine when you think about mermaids? Most likely, it’s their beauty and lovely voices. What you’re probably unaware of—and one thing that makes Rusalki different from what you may already know about mermaids—is their relationship to the fertility of the land. 

Their large breasts symbolize their nurturing ability. The water in which they dwell also adds to the overall picture of this fertility: water has been called “the feminine realm of life-giving water: amniotic fluid, menstrual blood, maternal milk, or, in folklore, the revivifying ‘water of life.’ ”[56]

How do these spirits aid the nourishment of crops?

The answer lies in the “unused fertility” or the “potent yet not quite tapped fertility”[57] Rusalki carry with them after death. However, while Rusalki’s fertility may be potent, it’s not “fertile and procreative in a proper, cultural, social manner.”[58] It’s fertility they can bestow upon nature.

In life, the young women died before their fertility was realized, that is, before they had children, at least legitimate children. In a patriarchal society, they didn’t achieve women’s one main function in life—to be mothers. Their fertility, however, didn’t disappear after their death. In fact, it became more powerful. 

Rural people wanted—needed—to be able to access that fertility. The poor girl never got to use it, so why waste it? In much the same way that farmers believed they could “coax” spring to arrive by performing rituals, they believed that if they were nice to Rusalki and tried to understand their ways and imitate their behavior, they could coax the maidens to dole out that fertility onto the crops, land, animals, and even people. (In the section on “Rusalka Week” below, you’ll learn how they imitated the spirits.) 

How do Rusalki accomplish this transfer? Through their songs, caresses, dances, and swinging on tree branches. However, some researchers believe Rusalki, in performing these actions, are unaware of the benefits (or damage) their activities cause. They merely love to sing, dance, and play upon the land during the time they’re free of their watery home.

Besides their beauty, you probably think about mermaids’ lovely, enchanting voices. You may have heard that talking or singing to plants helps them grow; just imagine what the power of these divine creatures can do when attempting the same thing. Their voices, when not used to seduce men, sing in eternal harmony and bestow life upon the land. 

Not only their voices, but Rusalki’s mere touch also brings nurturing power to growing crops. But they do more than touch. They frolic among the rye, corn, and wheat fields, hanging off the stalks, making them sway as if tossed about by a strong breeze. 

Even more than their touch, their dancing stimulates the soil. Peasants believed that “divine life simply ‘dances’ and in this very act of dancing is thought to create life.”[59] The grass always grows thicker and greener where the spirits step or perform their circle dances. (See “The Power of the Circle Dance” sidebar for more information.)

Dancing alone cannot sustain the land, though; water is also necessary for successful crop growth. This moisture is produced when Rusalki comb their hair. Water flows from the long, thick strands to moisten the soil. Their green tresses are symbolic of fertility and have been called “a metaphorical image of the long green ‘hair’ of the flowering crops.”[60] 

The symbolism of swinging on trees, as well, has connections to the regeneration of life. Among young people, it was part of the courting ritual, which Rusalki mimicked. 


In Bulgaria the young men also scouted out sturdy trees from which to hang swings made from hempen ropes they had just twisted. Each marriageable girl, dressed in her best clothes so as to make a good impression on the bachelors and their mothers, and each bride in her full regalia sat down in turn on the wooden seat to be swung three times by the boys, while the other girls sang wishes for health and a good marriage. In some areas everyone, young and old got to swing, so as not to be left out of the fun. The higher the swing went, the taller the hemp would grow.[61]



In colder, harsher northern climates, where growing seasons are short and temperatures are frigid, Rusalki aren’t considered fertility spirits. You won’t see groups of lovely maidens dancing among the rye and corn, because these spirits are neither lovely nor social. 

Poor Imitators

Water spirits are also called nymphs. The word comes from the ancient Greek Nýmphē, which was used to describe not only a spirit maiden, but also meant a bride. They were “females on the verge of producing new life, just like human brides.”[62] In many ways, Rusalki spirit nymphs try to mimic or complete the role they could never achieve in life—being beautiful, desirable brides. But, in the same way that they’re neither completely dead nor alive, they’re also neither married nor unmarried. 

In their attempt to become brides or wives, Rusalki emulate the appearance of a human bride: wearing a white linen chemise and adorning their hair with a wreath woven from flowers, river grasses, and willow branches. They also imitate typical women’s activities such



































Rusalki and Brides







































Funeral Customs













Rusalki as Lovers






































On the Dark Side 































Protection from Rusalki 





























	Don’t go swimming, especially if you forget to wear a cross. (They’ll drown you.)

	Don’t bathe yourself or your children in water bodies, especially without first praying. (Again, they’ll drown you.)

	Don’t go outside alone, especially not to the river to fetch water. (Go anywhere near the water, and they’ll drown you.)

	Don’t venture into the fields or forest. (They’ll tickle you or make you dance until you die.)

	Don’t spy on them even from a distance. (Seeing or hearing them singing will make you go blind, mute, deaf, or insane. And watching their dances, in which they appear to “writhe and contort” themselves, will cause you to involuntarily imitate them and thus become crippled or deformed.)

	Don’t step anywhere the spirits gather. (You’ll get foot disease, lose your strength, or become a cripple.)

	Don’t sleep near springs, forests, or in damp, cold places. (You’ll lose your strength or be disfigured.)

	Don’t drink from well water at night. (You’ll become disfigured.)

	Children, don’t clap your hands or shout in the forest. (They’ll carry you off to their realm.)

	Women, don’t spin, weave, sew, wash clothes, weave, or perform any other handiwork. (You’ll become ill.)

	Men, don’t work outside or build fences. (You’ll become ill, or the Rusalki will steal your cattle and poultry.)















Appeasing Rusalki
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