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Voices from the Forest Edge

In the winter of 1861, the Russian ethnographer Alexander Afanasyev published the first volume of what would become the most significant collection of Slavic folk narratives ever assembled. Narodnye russkie skazki — Russian Folk Tales — ran eventually to eight volumes and contained more than six hundred stories gathered from peasant communities across the vast expanse of the Russian empire. Among those tales were witches who lived in houses balanced on chicken legs, dead men who rose at midnight to ride through villages, water spirits who drowned young men at river crossings, and household demons who pressed the breath from sleeping children. These were not fantastical entertainments invented for children. They were records of a living belief system, ancient in its roots, urgent in its social function, and stubborn in its survival against the centuries of Christian pressure that had attempted to erase it.

This book is a scholarly investigation into that belief system — specifically, the traditions of witchcraft, folk magic, and supernatural belief as they existed and evolved among the East Slavic peoples: the Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians whose intertwined but distinct cultures occupy the vast geographical expanse stretching from the Carpathian mountains to the Ural river, from the Baltic coastline to the Black Sea steppe. It is a world defined by extremes: by winters of ferocious cold and summers of almost tropical abundance, by enormous distances and isolated communities, by a peasant agricultural life that endured with remarkable continuity from the early medieval period until the violent upheavals of the twentieth century.

It is also a world saturated with the presence of the supernatural. Every stream had its spirit, every threshold its guardian, every crossroads its accumulated power. The forests that stretched for hundreds of miles in every direction were not empty wildernesses but inhabited places, populated by beings with their own logic, their own demands, their own capacity for both harm and assistance. To live successfully in this world required not only the practical skills of farming, animal husbandry, and survival in extreme climates, but also a sophisticated knowledge of the invisible forces that shaped daily life — forces that could be appeased, bargained with, redirected, and, in the hands of those with specialist knowledge, deliberately deployed.

Those specialists are at the heart of this study. The vedma, the znakharka, the koldun, the volkhv — these figures occupied ambiguous but essential positions in East Slavic village society. They were feared and consulted, respected and despised, sometimes burned and sometimes buried with elaborate ceremony to prevent their power from continuing after death. They were not marginal figures operating outside the community but deeply embedded ones, whose services were sought at every crisis of the agricultural and human life cycle: at births and deaths, at weddings and illnesses, at moments of personal misfortune and communal catastrophe. To understand them is to understand a great deal about the societies that produced and sustained them.

The task of understanding is complicated, however, by the nature of our sources. Unlike the Norse or Celtic mythological traditions, which were recorded — however imperfectly — in medieval literary texts of considerable scope and sophistication, the pre-Christian Slavic religious system was never systematically documented. The Byzantine Christian missionaries Cyril and Methodius brought literacy to the Slavic world in the ninth century, but the literature that subsequently developed was ecclesiastical in nature and actively hostile to the pagan traditions it displaced. What we know of pre-Christian Slavic religion comes largely from condemnatory Church documents listing the practices that needed to be suppressed, from the folklore collections of the nineteenth century gathered centuries after Christianisation, and from the painstaking work of comparative mythology and archaeology that has been ongoing since the early twentieth century.

This creates methodological challenges that must be addressed honestly. Much of what circulates as ancient Slavic mythology in popular culture — including entire pantheons of deities, cosmological systems, and ritual practices — is significantly reconstructed, embellished, or in some cases outright invented. The notorious Book of Veles, which claimed to be an ancient pagan text of enormous religious significance, has been conclusively demonstrated to be a modern forgery. The elaborate cosmological system of Prav, Nav, and Yav — the three worlds of the living, the dead, and the divine — appears in sources no earlier than the nineteenth century and may reflect romantic nationalist imagination rather than genuine ancient tradition. This book takes seriously the responsibility to distinguish between what the evidence actually shows and what later interpreters wished it to show.

At the same time, the evidence that does survive is genuinely extraordinary. The bylichki — the memorates or belief legends that formed the living oral tradition of supernatural experience in Russian and Ukrainian villages — were collected in their thousands by the ethnographers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These short first-person or close-third-person accounts of encounters with supernatural beings provide a remarkably vivid picture of how ordinary people experienced the spirit world and the practitioners who mediated between the human community and those spirits. The trial records of Church courts and secular tribunals provide glimpses of actual accused witches and the specific practices attributed to them. Archaeological evidence illuminates ritual deposits, burial customs, and material culture in ways that complement the textual record.

The structure of this volume moves from the historical and cultural context that produced East Slavic witchcraft traditions, through the social figure of the witch in all her (and his) complexity, into the specific practices and the cosmological world that gave those practices their meaning. It is not a how-to manual and makes no claim to offer a path of spiritual reconstruction. It is an attempt to understand, as rigorously and as sympathetically as the evidence allows, one of the most fascinating and least-known magical traditions of the European world.

A note on the Ukrainian dimension: this book was substantially revised in light of the scholarly conversation that has intensified since 2022 regarding the distinctiveness of Ukrainian cultural and historical identity. It would be intellectually irresponsible to treat Ukrainian folk tradition merely as a regional variant of Russian tradition, as older scholarship often did. Where Ukrainian materials have their own character, emphasis, and history, this has been carefully distinguished. Chapter Fifteen is devoted specifically to the Ukrainian tradition, but the distinction is maintained throughout.

Transliterations follow a modified Library of Congress system, simplified to improve readability for non-specialist readers. Russian and Ukrainian terms are given in their original languages where the distinction is significant. All translations from primary sources are the author's own unless otherwise noted.

Dr. Elena Vasilieva

Moscow / Kyiv / London, 2024
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HISTORICAL AND RELIGIOUS FOUNDATIONS

The Pre-Christian Slavic World

A People Without a Book

The Slavic peoples present one of the most remarkable puzzles in the history of religion. By the time they appear clearly in the historical record — in the chronicles of Byzantine writers of the sixth century, in the accounts of Arab travellers of the ninth and tenth centuries, in the nervous observations of Latin missionaries in the lands between the Elbe and the Oder — they are already a numerous and widely distributed population occupying an enormous territory from Central Europe to the edges of the Eurasian steppe. Yet they left no indigenous written record of their religious beliefs, no priestly literature, no mythological narratives set down in their own hand. The tradition that would eventually be preserved was preserved almost entirely by their enemies: by Christian writers who recorded pagan practices in order to condemn them, and by the folk memory of ordinary people that proved stubbornly persistent long after the official adoption of Christianity.

This absence of self-documentation is not simply an accident of history. It reflects the nature of the Slavic religious world itself, which was fundamentally local, practical, and oral rather than theological, literary, or institutionalised. Unlike the Germanic peoples with their skalds and their kennings, unlike the Irish with their druids and their elaborate poetic traditions, the Slavic communities appear to have had no specialist class of religious intellectuals whose primary function was the preservation and systematisation of sacred knowledge. Religious knowledge existed, and those who possessed unusual quantities of it held special social positions, but the knowledge itself was embedded in practice — in the doing of things, in the saying of words at appropriate moments, in the maintenance of proper relations with the invisible powers that shaped the world — rather than in the preservation of texts.

The Landscape of Belief

The physical world in which East Slavic religion developed was one of extraordinary spatial scale and dramatic seasonal contrast. The great plain that stretches from the Carpathians to the Urals offered few natural barriers to movement, which meant that Slavic culture spread relatively rapidly across an enormous area while maintaining considerable continuity. At the same time, the practical conditions of life in this landscape — the long winters, the dense forests, the great rivers, the vulnerability of agricultural communities to both natural disaster and human predation — created a set of shared preoccupations that gave religious belief much of its character.

The forest was perhaps the central fact of this landscape. Before the great agricultural clearances of the medieval and early modern periods, dense woodland covered much of what is now Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus. For early Slavic communities, the forest was simultaneously a resource and a threat: a source of timber, game, honey, and medicinal plants, and also a place where human control ended and something older and less predictable began. This ambivalence is deeply embedded in Slavic supernatural tradition. The forest spirits — the leshii of Russian tradition, the lisovyk of Ukrainian — are not simply malevolent monsters but complex figures who embody the uncontrollable power of the non-human world. They may be dangerous, but they are also powerful, and those with the knowledge to deal with them properly could derive considerable benefit from the relationship.

The great rivers — the Dnieper, the Volga, the Don, the Dvina — were equally central to both practical life and religious imagination. They were highways of trade and communication, sources of fish, and natural boundaries between human communities. They were also, in Slavic belief, inhabited by beings of considerable power. The vodyanoi, the water spirit of Russian tradition, was a shapeshifting creature capable of drowning travellers and ruining fishing nets but also capable of being appeased through appropriate offerings. The rusalki — perhaps the most complex supernatural figures in the East Slavic tradition — were associated with rivers, pools, and the uncertain boundary between the living world and the realm of the dead.

What We Can Reconstruct: The Gods

The question of what pre-Christian Slavic religion looked like at the level of formal theology — if the word is not too anachronistic — is genuinely difficult to answer. The Byzantine historian Procopius, writing in the sixth century, described the Slavic peoples as worshipping a single god of lightning above all others, along with river and water spirits and other divine beings to whom they made sacrifices. This is one of our earliest descriptions, and it fits tolerably well with what later evidence suggests about the pre-eminence of Perun, the thunder god, who was the closest thing in the Slavic pantheon to a supreme deity.

Perun — whose name is cognate with the Lithuanian Perkunas and the Sanskrit Parjanya, all derived from a Proto-Indo-European root associated with thunder — was, according to the twelfth-century Russian Primary Chronicle, one of the two idols erected by the Kievan prince Vladimir before his conversion to Christianity in 988. The Chronicle describes Perun's idol as having a silver head and a golden moustache, standing on the hill above Kiev alongside an idol of Volos (also called Veles), described as the god of cattle. This is a crucial pairing. The opposition between Perun, the sky god of the nobility and warriors, and Veles, the chthonic deity of the underworld, cattle, wealth, and magic, appears in various forms across Slavic traditions and has been interpreted by scholars such as Vyacheslav Vsevolodovich Ivanov and Vladimir Toporov as reflecting a fundamental cosmic dualism at the heart of Slavic religious thought.

Veles is particularly important for any study of witchcraft and magic because he is, among his other attributes, a deity of magic and sorcery, the lord of the dead, and the keeper of wisdom that transcends ordinary human knowledge. The volkhvy — the pre-Christian religious specialists whose memory survived in folk tradition long after their actual suppression — were associated with Veles in ways that suggest they served as his priests or mediators. The koldun, the male witch of later East Slavic tradition, inherits some of this Velesic character: the capacity to move between the world of the living and the world of the dead, to know things that ordinary people cannot know, and to deploy power that derives from proximity to forces that are fundamentally dangerous.

Beyond Perun and Veles, the reconstruction of the Slavic pantheon becomes progressively less secure. Mokosh — whose name may be related to words meaning "wet" or "to spin" — appears in the Primary Chronicle alongside Perun and Veles as one of the deities whose idol was destroyed during Vladimir's baptism. She is the only clearly female deity in the early Slavic pantheon, and she has been associated with fate, weaving, fertility, and the protection of women. The persistence of her name in later folk belief — where her functions were gradually absorbed into the figure of the Mother of God in the dual-faith synthesis — suggests she was indeed a significant deity rather than a minor local spirit.

Svarog, a deity associated with fire and possibly with the sky, appears in a twelfth-century chronicle translation where his name glosses the Greek Hephaestus, suggesting a connection with smithcraft and divine fire. His son or emanation Svarozhich was associated with the sacred fire that burned in certain temples, the maintenance of which appears to have been a priestly function of considerable significance. The Arab traveller Ibn Fadlan, whose remarkable account of a Rus Viking funeral on the Volga in 922 remains one of the most vivid primary sources for pre-Christian Slavic and Norse practice, described rituals involving fire that correspond broadly with what we know of Svarog's cult.

The Problem of a Unified Pantheon

It would be a mistake, however, to imagine that pre-Christian Slavic religion had a unified, consistent pantheon of the kind familiar from, say, Olympian Greek religion. The evidence suggests rather that religious practice was highly localised, varying significantly from region to region and from community to community. The great gods — Perun, Veles, Mokosh — may have been known across a wide area, but local spirits, local sacred places, and local ritual obligations were probably more immediately important to most people in most communities most of the time. The religion was not a system in the theological sense but a set of practices for maintaining proper relations with a wide range of supernatural powers, from the cosmic forces of storm and death down to the spirit of the individual household.

This localism is actually crucial for understanding the witchcraft tradition that is the primary subject of this book. When Christianity was officially adopted by the Kievan Rus state in 988 — an event that was, for most of the population, an imposition from above rather than a conversion from within — it could suppress the formal cult centres, destroy the idols, and convert or disperse the volkhvy. What it could not easily suppress was the accumulated practical knowledge of how to deal with the spirits of the forest, the water, the crossroads, and the household: knowledge that was not in any book, not in any temple, but in the minds and hands of ordinary people and the specialists who served their communities.

Sacred Space and Sacred Time

Pre-Christian Slavic sacred geography was organised around natural features rather than built structures. While the Primary Chronicle mentions idols and implies some kind of cult enclosure at Kiev, the overwhelming evidence of both archaeology and folk memory suggests that the primary sacred spaces were natural ones: sacred groves (the roshcha or sacred grove appears repeatedly in condemnatory Church documents), springs with healing or prophetic properties, prominent trees of great age, hills with exceptional natural features, and boundary zones where one type of landscape gave way to another — the edge of the forest, the crossing point of two rivers, the place where a road divided.

The calendar of religious observance was tied closely to the agricultural year and to the behaviour of the natural world. The great festivals that survive, considerably transformed, in the Russian and Ukrainian folk calendar — Maslenitsa in late winter, Ivan Kupala at midsummer, the autumn harvest celebrations — represent points in the year when the boundary between the ordinary world and the supernatural one was considered especially permeable. These were times for divination, for propitiating potentially dangerous powers, and for communal acts of magic designed to ensure agricultural fertility and community wellbeing. They were also, as we shall see, the moments when those with specialist magical knowledge were most in demand.

The structure of sacred time in Slavic belief also operated at a shorter cycle. The night, and particularly midnight, was a liminal period when supernatural beings moved more freely through the human world and when magical practice was both more powerful and more dangerous. The dark of the moon was associated with magic oriented toward death, diminishment, and the chthonic powers associated with Veles; the full moon with abundance, healing, and the powers of light. Thursdays — associated, as across much of the Indo-European world, with the thunder deity — were significant days for both magic and the activity of supernatural beings. These temporal structures were not accidental but embedded in a cosmological understanding of how time itself was organised.

The Spirits of the Household

If the great gods represented the cosmic scale of Slavic religious imagination, the household spirits represent its most intimate and practically important dimension. The domovoi — the house spirit of Russian tradition — is not a minor figure in the folk belief system but a central one: the supernatural embodiment of the household's continuity, wellbeing, and prosperity. Described as a small, hairy, vaguely human figure, often identified with the spirit of the household's founding ancestor, the domovoi lived behind the hearth or under the threshold and concerned himself with the smooth running of the domestic economy. A household that maintained proper relations with its domovoi could expect protection from fire, illness, and the malevolence of outsiders; a household that neglected or offended him might find its animals sickening, its food spoiling, and its members tormented by nocturnal disturbances.

The specificity with which folk belief described the domovoi is itself significant. He had preferences — some domovye preferred households with horses of a particular colour, and a mismatch between the spirit's preference and the actual animals in the stable could cause serious problems. He had moods — he was more dangerous at liminal times, more amenable to approach during the regular domestic routine. He had ways of communicating displeasure — certain sounds in the night, certain disruptions of the household order, certain ominous appearances in a recognisable form. This level of specificity suggests a tradition of genuine practical engagement rather than abstract theological speculation: people had, or believed they had, actual experience of dealing with this being and had accumulated knowledge about how that dealing should proceed.

Similar figures populated the other buildings of the traditional Slavic farmstead: the dvorovoi inhabited the yard, the ovinnik the threshing barn, the bannik the bathhouse. Each had its own character, its own demands, its own particular dangers. The bathhouse spirit deserves special mention because the bathhouse — the banya — occupied a uniquely liminal position in Russian and Ukrainian domestic space. Separated from the main house, associated with heat, steam, nakedness, and bodily vulnerability, the banya was used not only for washing but for childbirth, healing, and divination. The bannik who inhabited it was among the more dangerous of the household spirits, capable of strangling those who used the bathhouse at improper times or without proper precautions.

Toward the Witch: The Shape of Specialist Knowledge

The religious world briefly sketched in this chapter — cosmic deities, local spirits, sacred places and times, household guardians — created both the need
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