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Baba Yaga

Baba Yaga (Russian: Ба́ба-Яга́) is, in Slavic folklore, the wild old woman; the witch; mistress of magic; a
mythical creature. She is also seen as a forest spirit, leading hosts of spirits. Stories about Baba Yaga
have been used in teaching children the importance of reverence for the delicacy of nature and the
spirit world. They were also used by worried parents in an attempt to frighten children from wondering
far from home.

Baba Yaga's legacy is derived from several Eastern
European cultural groups and her character differs
depending on who tells it. The outcome of the story,
however, usually emphasizes a purity of spirit and polite
manners. Baba Yaga can also be a source of guidance when
approached correctly. When Baba Yaga is approached
without good preparation, sincerity, and due respect, she is
dangerous. When too many questions (or the wrong
questions) are asked, she is also dangerous. Only by
maintaining pure heart and faith, proper respect for her as
one's elder, and loving care of her creatures can the
encounter be successful.

Etymology
The name differs within the various Slavic languages. "Baba Yaga" is spelled "Baba Jaga" in
Polish and as "Ježibaba" in Czech and Slovak. In Slovene, the words are reversed, producing
Jaga Baba. The Russian is Бáба-Ягá; Bulgarian uses Баба Яга and Ukrainian, Баба Яґа; all of
the last three are transliterated as Baba Yaga.

In South Slavic languages and traditions, there is a similar old witch: Baba Roga (Croatian
and Bosnian), and a Cyrillic equivalent, Баба Рога in (Macedonian and Serbian). The word
Roga implies that she has horns.

The name of Baba Yaga is composed of two elements. Baba (originally a child's word for
Babushka) means an "older or married woman of lower social class," or simply
"grandmother" in most Slavic languages. Yaga is a diminutive form of the Slavic name
Jadwiga: (Jaga/Jagusia/Jadzia), although some etymologists conjecture other roots for the
word. For example, Vasmer mentions the Proto-Slavic ęgа.

Folklore
In Russian tales, Baba Yaga is portrayed as a hag who flies through the air in a mortar, using
the pestle as a rudder and sweeping away the tracks behind her with a broom made out of
silver birch. She lives in a log cabin that moves around on a pair of dancing chicken legs. The
keyhole to her front door is a mouth filled with sharp teeth; the fence outside is made with
human bones with skulls on top—often with one pole lacking its skull, leaving a place where
she can threaten to place the hero's skull after eating them. In another legend, the house
does not reveal the door until it is told a magical phrase, "Turn your back to the forest, your
front to me."

In some tales, her house is connected with three riders: One in white, riding a white horse
with white harness, who is Day; a red rider, who is the Sun; and one in black, who is Night.
She is served by invisible servants inside the house. She will explain about the riders if asked,
but may kill a visitor who inquires about the servants.

Baba Yaga is sometimes shown as an antagonist, and sometimes as a source of guidance;
there are stories where she helps people with their quests, and stories in which she kidnaps

children and threatens to eat them. Seeking out her aid is usually portrayed as a dangerous act. An emphasis is placed on the need for
proper preparation and purity of spirit, as well as basic politeness.

In the folk tale Vasilissa the Beautiful, the young girl of the title is sent to visit Baba Yaga on an errand and is enslaved by her, but the
hag's servants—a cat, a dog, a gate, and a tree—help Vasilissa to escape because she has been kind to them. In the end, Baba Yaga is
turned into a crow. Similarly, Prince Ivan, in The Death of Koschei the Deathless, is aided against her by animals whom he has spared.

In another version of the Vasilissa story recorded by Alexander Afanasyev, Vasilissa is given three impossible tasks that she solves using a
magic doll given to her by her mother.

In some fairy tales, such as The Feather of Finist the Falcon, the hero meets not with one but three Baba Yagas. Such figures are usually
benevolent, giving the hero advice, or magical presents, or both.

Baba Jaga in Polish folklore differs in details. For example, the Polish Baba Jaga's house has only one chicken leg.

Cabin on chicken legs
A "cabin on chicken legs with no windows and no doors" in which Baba Yaga dwells sounds like pure fantasy. In fact, this is an
interpretation of an ordinary construction popular among hunter-gatherer nomadic peoples of Siberia of Uralic (Finno-Ugric) and
Tungusic families, invented to preserve supplies against animals during long periods of absence. A doorless and windowless log cabin is
built upon supports made from the stumps of two or three closely grown trees cut at the height of eight to ten feet. The stumps, with
their spreading roots, give a good impression of "chicken legs." The only access into the cabin is via a trapdoor in the middle of the

Baba Yaga by Ivan Bilibin

[1]

https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Bab,_The
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Babi_Yar
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Russian_language
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Magic_(paranormal)
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Mythical_creature
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Forest
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Spirit
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Spirit_world
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Parent
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Eastern_Europe
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Russian_language
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Russia
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Chicken
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Horse
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Kidnap
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Cat
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Dog
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Tree
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Crow
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Fairy_tale
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Poland
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Hunter-gatherer
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Nomad
https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/File:Bilibin._Baba_Yaga.jpg
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjssNKfgN5_7Il9ZwZJnPf4iLjocVZQJOdC4Wt6t9O-Ra1sL13iAjbnlYPjKyOj2Y4f5WbyCQ_NS2la6CL44lovefliUAVCrncasCxRaQ3Z4BYSL10rtCkrT6bjj4JrFBvQQNDnSht6c2WFvOJbhgcUb8hblOgmSmJFGow_Z3ldgPY_H2q-iH8U1Mcb5lSOmUPcDFBS_Ov19WCrpyNuhFKBfC7cWVzJjEFOKSPR8e20eAZOyKpNk3JyCLCzEs8hev4wwXIeisG-MtX0uUA6Gmst0nWNuTYxFyyXM61aGJRxs_r3uNDVMLF1ds_GFveF83y9IMLvqP4TVNgVpzFlAH5lL0DdDo4eq1XnxrPVIczxQDzFJZLnmeS-ZskqpwPWnBPi2w55XRe6-T-nHRSA7jttSwkRNepmC9KBbhSX7aF3QaIg5vwUczcEc9SDFlkcxRw52TQQP-vWfq6rpteYrYlXicrMNHTopi6t3SNd-HB9Z2tADcLxXuCcEha8ivAamkQBMHbx9mmebFb-IkeVcjl9KDRafHZ3vGu4PC7VeQHEFSdbdthtBY67qJLgzRdua51VubZz9TzhlmYoDLBWD5J9j8Gufw11t2lPElsBXYf30HYpYaTvhU9d3_VdNggdF1dev5c-YKJj1qT80t_MYZGOeFjo4gk_IGT4B3IXVg5WUKXpMJTblf1MZu--BYaaTGxd5eJmjXbEFV5Q-HE-mb3t24zLxOvjqXThEe5ABKPfrzEo4CGajr1FQCKQV0uLb1Oa_5urE0HttJEFE1RxifyuvBo9lz7nyAHoqqIAW1AhK69BLJEpocRlelsS4DpWR92H_1vvlmfc2V5VqoxAAJJOUZinfKsEqvBbw6bi1-yJWvNey7c8Ba-TUSQWs6XTOLCy9pIoRnCdK1VvjFUDqS_O9P8Fr5n7eA7InvefpEX7_jatu0pVpF3scjWXFzTiaQFCQcA7aGJFewc44cAD5tKmP9G53FCOfT0kkeuH0iTUruu_oXN_muUMAbGxhbNR5EFJgFYxSSh5EaYqIkX97BYVEEpom7OsL5Xnjbld9M06WOLx4r8R2dKlzlUK6ArJDn0fkTBF41Q5AKInRfMWj8bwqujzslUoYNx39w9duFf58CHfJEfE17iXelyNN_frWsGjvYOsW2kk10MZkC-g2_AiFyadhtuZ5ARxnYjQccttBwRnj470sakfBBJM_PJI8_XH8WMUgzHfXC_h2bIP7ngWpmWvSxbUJs061yLHSfY20lteLGSiusEpXSA3HbGNatB_EDaw&sai=AMfl-YSCim0txwBUumSCWfxjChTOqVK2cUns_UozLYYkpW9tMmJPhlVStlH5GRRN23qjJIhz-C-z4cO7UWPyrbvtdH9hYiNi5_1FxqdRN8AWuipuYTDjhQxZN0KrNQLTQpm2WDrk1GT3_36jLAPV5Vo2cOqqWiAbf1lxEXgC13mSNxaP8DCCHn2XNlu8wGVmGIpIDcuOyWFCzpaxIaWGo9a4_uyAQ71fjxL9y2OuGYpvKN2lK3hC1XqKRgU0Aq_N6dpLFCdsc5lQnOZ6KzjSVYbaVA&sig=Cg0ArKJSzHe7lTdRxr8g&cry=1&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.hbomax.com/series/house-of-the-dragon%3Futm_id%3Dcm%7C27770977%7C2414963%7C338080816%7C178984898%26dclid%3D%25edclid!
https://freestar.com/?utm_campaign=branding&utm_medium=banner&utm_source=newworldencyclopedia.org&utm_content=newworldencyclopedia_skyscraper_left
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjssQhEQgtOda8c9q4n8bA1ssbF9ZDA79eS9sJ82jNcaFVpXy3kqzYRgl_pzZvb4ZBR48gP70LHgE2V7gzj7m64j3thj3zOB4PCavHPxwP7YnuzGW7U8f7QuS4-2tiXHqxM_mkIS7H-IJWVwoF9zGdqQd7dd0M1U-OOEbUfSnWRZbzS5J8ytqZTqQhbEjl02y3mHoKVEeVM8E7SSLCk41bvlG_gkQzP7BKzK81Uz0G-Takfqz3Fvz2TNAbPF-9BucloxHX1o6V3wvBnX7R3dOFnuFQOHo-CZXdFEfzvChNVFyclPk3SRD4ti75aVPNaugKtFoZA8eGvi2saDlWeBhz0fuBwonN0izQGOlPTMNGRaZ0xItYWQ-TYNi6E9OzsY4NtMS8wa6577ftOVo1E69_he3b12gaFcmEZTZhZjD8IXnJgOSNcexM5Evu8U8__fPe7Q0nNMT6M7q00neaKpKhHqM2ESEfQf6YfucPJjedDO3E0hAoRIeIN2H8TzUiw1E5gzTv0_eMLblgRxSfs1JL7ig5cufCDml1GDBN_zEfWQ947YRpIJ3hNSKowCqYB9J15KNpIEFIKOpPaNC-pqA7YS96Q6HXb8Rd94uCluE8FPx2yNy4XDwPad5wY2zxFwqzCaVUHMT24jzEuKj-qItzSPbxAbg1my3_aYVn_cj-L0PH422WtQg5iWzPziikK8gMPg_8SCJWTJKh95RXanoKpvT7eQH7vM1OxiHtUODE2OWm7V2PqKd-6dDCUOMAbuI4Ia-btet-Giv6xUJ4H1sohGpWZpEa1XKnQOkJ0FdmHJHiDMsi_j7jRpZeXCi4sm5WeO7To7zAp44sn4Hk1wV3xHNbXmtr24Ue-T6euwLQRPuRkc77ZaIVQbnnFK8qwA-leFBJauzpcH0neXCu0fk7n3SHxo9R0m-3mbNc64eRxqkh7NWsCLNC02PDb5Ar5QnnKA1hzxK0_yARruRzOgWif_TmBmszR_LB5HwNrRNDcDIUgmUNABoujclV6sAeFW2TaklOYT7kCibYpOkJ_LCNyyhgum94BFw8VsvRUXxCezdTp7xxwoWvCDa2ZtGUqcMEBtfi7un-duyuqGkhdyf5G44bI7tR_GvdxHopmSk8QzhIitMHrKhLwfhK6edJ28VRL2-zDSqa969cR2eoataz2W71LYZ6_jHzV4ecgeiC3V_FRyodwRwetSEksBjY0QyBDkDBCE7Lckxd_nwLvLRpw8MDF30xFI7HK_lymK3av8aSsY7pjihlPuN3evrsGiWd25p&sai=AMfl-YR0s44gCki2sTwf2L46E50aCGmetRxHq-2PPvLb67DDYoefsvNe9gmNjELLOk-7qT3hcusDEnQIXn3w3V6H5vzwU7KKzcc14pbpJdWGl6zNmxzGvI6z_X6cFtW9t8MTDPrqEu_2F9xm90xq0yS87b-dJbOc9klUVhBgqbbQK3m8YeKpbAp_Fg39XjslTDAIqbX2OqnIfg5OdsaSY7EU22nKqOHCZu9ZJygDS1PdOsNgCry5RFtxekTTFjN4_1HkEVkg-m0VkB84-5i7svQKqQ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzO2eiX9hc4m4&cry=1&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.hbomax.com/hub/dc%3Futm_id%3Dcm%7C27770977%7C2414963%7C354064982%7C183507304%26dclid%3D%25edclid!
https://freestar.com/?utm_campaign=branding&utm_medium=stickyFooter&utm_source=newworldencyclopedia.org&utm_content=newworldencyclopedia_adhesion


12/31/22, 12:11 PM Baba Yaga - New World Encyclopedia

https://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Baba_Yaga 2/3

Did you know?

Baba Yaga's "cabin on chicken legs"
may be based on real buildings.

floor.

A similar but smaller construction was
used by Siberian pagans to hold figurines
of their gods. Recalling the late
matriarchy among Siberian peoples, a
common picture of a bone-carved doll in
rags in a small cabin on top of a tree
stump fits a common description of Baba
Yaga, who barely fits in her cabin, with
legs in one corner, head in another one,
her nose grown into the ceiling. There
are indications that ancient Slavs had a
funeral tradition of cremation in huts of
this type. In 1948, Russian archaeologists
Yefimenko and Tretyakov discovered
small huts of the described type with
traces of corpse cremation and circular
fences around them.

In popular culture
Baba Yaga is a favorite subject of Russian
films and cartoons. The animated film

Bartok the
Magnificent
features
Baba Yaga
as a main
character,
but not the
antagonist.
Indeed, the
film
Vasilissa
the
Beautiful by
Aleksandr

Rou, featuring Baba Yaga, was the first
feature with fantasy elements in the Soviet
Union, and the figure appeared often during
the Soviet era.  At that time, she was
interpreted as an exploiter of her animal
servants.

Baba Yaga is the primary antagonist in the
fantasy novel Enchantment by Orson Scott
Card, appears in the short story "Joseph &
Koza" by Nobel Prize-winning writer Isaac
Bashevis Singer, and is regularly featured in
stories in Jack and Jill, a popular children's
magazine.

Baba Yaga has also been portrayed in two
famous musical works. Modest Mussorgsky's
Pictures at an Exhibition, a suite for piano
composed in 1874, features "The Hut on
Bird's Legs (Baba Yaga)" as its penultimate
movement. Baba Yaga, a symphonic poem
by Anatoly Lyadov, depicts the Baba Yaga
summoning her mortar, pestle, and broom,
and then flying through the forest.

Clarissa Pinkola Estes, the Jungian author of
Women Who Run With the Wolves, utilized various fairy tales to depict the stages of women's development. Estes was born of Hungarian
and Mexican ancestry and focused her study on the stories share by both cultures. One story in her book is about "Vasilisa the Wise" and
her encounter with Baba Yaga. In this case, both characters are symbols for the different phases of life.  Baba Yaga has also made
several appearances in the Dungeons & Dragons fantasy role-playing game.

Notes
1. Alexander Afanasyev, Vasilissa the Beautiful (http://www.surlalunefairytales.com/babayaga/index.html) SurLaLune Fiary Tales.

Retrieved September 21, 2007.
2. J. Graham, Baba Yaga in Film. (http://www.endicott-studio.com/crossroads/crBabaYagaF.html) Retrieved September 16, 2007.
3. Angela Carter, The Old Wives' Fairy Tale Book (New York, NY: Pantheon, 1995, ISBN 0679740376)
4. Big Red Toybox, Jack and Jill Magazines (http://www.bigredtoybox.com/cgi-bin/toynfo.pl?jjindex) Retrieved August 9, 2007.

Vasilissa the Beautiful at the Hut of Baba Yaga, by
Ivan Bilibin

The Red Rider, by Bilibin

Sami Storehouse on stilts,
displayed at Skansen in
Stockholm
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