
BABUSHKA BABA YAGA 
BONY-LEGS AND VASILISA 

THE BRAVE AND HER 
MAGIC DOLL 

The Composite Baba Yaga of  Children’s Picture Books 



An Introduction: “Vasilisa the Beautiful” 





The Many Faces of  Baba Yaga 

Physical Appearance 
•  “bony-legged”  
•  “golden-legged”  
•  legs of  clay  
•  so big that she stretches 

“from corner to corner” 
with her nose hitting he 
ceiling of  her hut  

•  claws 
•  sharp teeth  
•  a veined snout 

from Matrushka’s Egg 



Dignified. From Baba Yaga  
and Vasilisa the Brave 



Goofy. From Marushka’s Egg 



Huge. from The Black Geese 



Party Person. from Baba Yaga  
and the Wise Doll 



Grandmotherly. from Babushka Baba Yaga 



Just plain disrespectful. “Baba Yaga” in 
Magical Tales From Many Lands” 



Multiplicity of  Character 

Behavior 
•  kidnaps, eats children 
•  huge appetite 
•  assists hero with 

advice, food or 
transportation 

•  one story has 3 Baba 
Yagas- 2 help the 
hero and 1 tries to eat 
him from Bony-Legs 



Gleefully Hungry in Baba Yaga and Vasilisa the Brave 



Temper, temper. From Bony-Legs 



Baba Yaga’s Dwelling 

House 
•  hut on chicken legs 
•  fenced in with bones 
•  surrounded by heads 

on pikes 

Illuminated letter from Baba Yaga 
and Vasilisa the Brave 



From Anna and the Seven Swans 
(recognize that illustrator?) 



from Baba Yaga 



Baba Yaga Gets Around 

Transportation 
•  flies on a mortar, 

guides it with a pestle, 
sweeps her tracks 
away with a broom 

•  runs 

from The Tsar’s Bird 



Using her mode of  transportation 
as a storage unit in The Flying Witch 



Fleet feet! From Bony-Legs 



Running house from 
 Baba Yaga & the Wise Doll 



Through the fireplace? 
 Baba Yaga and Her Magic Doll 



Original Tales 

•  5"original"tales"
–  3"explicitly"stated"
“original"folk"tale”"

""""(oxymoron?)"
–  2"I"inferred"from"
research"

•  Why?"
–  flexibility"as"a"character"
–  and…"



  Somewhat Troublesome 



A Perfect Pork Stew – 
Le sigh.  



The Elusive Source Note 

•  Hearne’s Index: 
6. My addition- no 
explanation whatsoever 
5. The nonexistent source 
note (vague 
acknowledgement) 
4. The background-as-
source-note 
3. The fine print source note 
2. The well-made source 
note 
1. The model source note 

•  Baba Yaga books: 
6. 3 books, all original tales 
(eep!) 
5. 2 books, both Vasilisa 
tales. One was only on the 
inner dust jacket!  
4. 1 book, both the author 
and illustrator 
3. 3 books, traditional 
2. 2 books, one original, one 
traditional 
1. 3 books!  
 



Model Source Notes 



Making the Cultural Transition"

Betsy Hearne proposes 
“that a text adapted from 
folklore be judged for its 
balance of  two traditions: 
the one from which it is 
drawn and the one that it is 
entering”  
– some achieve this delicate 
balance and some do not 

 
 

Baba Yaga and a Western 
audience?  

This ain’t the Brothers 
Grimm. 



OR IS IT? 

What’s wrong with this picture? 



Trying too hard. from Baba Yaga. 



Harmony. from Baba Yaga & the Wise Doll. 



A (small, non-comprehensive) 
Russian Perspective "

Russiamap.org 



Baba Yaga and Vasilissa the Beautiful 
Illustrated by Alexander Koshkin, who lives in Moscow 



The Flying Witch, an original folk tale by Jane Yolen 
Illustrated by Vladimir Vagin, who lived in Russia most of  his life and has 

won the Soviet National Gold Award 



Retold and illustrated by Katya Arnold, who was born and educated in Russia. 
She says: “The crude, simple shaped and bold coloring of  lubok pictures 

perfectly match the mood and period of  the Baba Yaga stories.” 



Palekh painting by Alexei Orleansky 
Bought in St. Petersburg.  



Ivan Bilibin’s illustration from 1900.  



Things To Think About"
•  It’s really cool that Baba Yaga’s diversity as a character is 

mirrored in children’s picture books.  
•  Is there a limit, as Paul Brett Johnson suggests, to the 

number of  times a folktale can be retold? 
•  Since “folktales belong to all of  us,” as Betsy Hearne 

says, can some interpretations be wrong?  Do I have a 
legitimate right to criticize interpretations of  Baba 
Yaga?  Would a Russian person have more of  a right?  

•  Either way, when choosing multicultural books, it is 
important to have a discerning eye.  

•  But none of  these books were perfect! It seems it’s up 
to the parent/educator/librarian to fill in the gaps.  



THE END 


