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Abstract

Every step of the traditional Russian wedding finds expression in songs and laments. Interactions
between the two parties are staged as mock conflict with blaming and teasing songs, humor, and

obscenity. The largest share of songs belongs to the bride, whose loss of maidenhood, often imagined as a

withered or cut flower, constitutes the central plot line. The songs dramatize the irreversible change she
undergoes in ceasing forever to be a girl (free, playful, and cherished by parents and friends), her

resistance, and eventual acquiescence. In her laments, the bride composes in performance, acting her own

self within the world of the wedding. As the turning point in the wedding is reached, the laments cease;

and the songs reflect this reversal by transitioning to praise for the newlyweds and themes of fertility and

abundance.

Keywords: wedding, song, lament, bride, maidenhood, composition in performance, praise, blame,
fertility

Subject: Literary Studies - World, Literary Theory and Cultural Studies, Literature
Series: Oxford Handbooks

Collection: Oxford Handbooks Online

The traditional Russian wedding, as attested primarily in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (this

chapter is based on records taken between the 1850s and the 1990s), is diverse yet stable in its outline. It begins
with some contact between the two families, followed by a betrothal, and then by a variable number of steps—
gift exchanges and games, the presentation or “leading out” of the bride, the viewing of the groom’s house, the

sewing and singing gatherings of the youth, the baking of wedding breads, the bridal bath, etc. The list of

events differs by region and diminishes over time, as does the “cast” of characters, which could be very large.

The most important participants—two families, the tysiatskii (master of ceremonies), druzhki (male agents),
and svakhi (“matchmakers,” or female agents)—on both sides often had some hierarchy among them and
specific songs. Young women, the peers of the bride, would act and sing collectively, often in her voice.
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The decisive moment of the wedding comes when the groom’s party arrives to take the bride, her hair is
dressed in the way of a married woman, there is a festive meal, and the wedding cortege takes her to her new
family, where another celebratory meal lasts until late on the bridal night. Depending on the region, various
events happen the next morning and for several days afterward, for example, the “awakening” and housework
tests for the newlyweds. The church ceremony (the “crowning”) in effect breaks up the procession to the
groom’s house: the wedding party goes to the church and then continues on its way.

Every event in this sequence is accompanied by songs, long and short, fixed or variable, wedding-specific or
not. Their sheer number is striking, especially in regions where laments were practiced. Some rituals involved
multiple actors with their sung or spoken “parts,” traditional postures, and gestures. In records from Siberia,
the groomsman says something in verse almost constantly (Potanina et al. 2002:185-208). In the early
nineteenth century, Snegirev described the wedding as “a folk drama, or, more precisely, opera-vaudeville”
(1839:119).

The mood and tone of this opera modulate over the course of it—lyrical, dramatic, playful, celebratory, and
bawdy. There are songs of praise aiming to promote L the prosperity, fertility, and health of the new family
(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:16). There are songs of blame and teasing, usually humorous and sometimes
obscene. The mockery is frequently tied to an occasion—the arrival of the groom’s party or the newlyweds’
departure for bed—and it is possible to discern a ritual significance in the blame—the acted-out resistance of
the bride or the fertilizing magic of obscenity. Short songs of praise often demand a reward and can turn to
blame to extort a better one. Such songs occur at multiple points during the wedding, as do erotic songs.

The agonistic aspect of the wedding is fully reflected in song. Each side praises their protagonist and
disparages the other. The mutual visits and gift exchanges are staged as conflicts—the groom’s party, for
example, may be barred from the bride’s house, only to buy their way in, all the while responding to mockery
and teasing. Quick repartee is a demand of the genre, and both sides would have to find representatives with
well-hung tongues.

There are songs tied to ritual—the undoing of the bride’s braid, the bath, or the baking of the bread. Such songs
are usually choral even if they are in the voice of a single protagonist—the bride’s party voices her role; the
groom’s voices his. Solo singing is absent, but solo performance, called mpuuer (translated here, imperfectly, as
“lament”), was common in several regions, especially in the north (Arkhangel’sk, Vologda, and shores of the
White Sea and Onega) and parts of Siberia.

The Drama of the Bride

The unmarried young women, friends of the bride, often do most of the singing, bewailing or resisting her
departure from their midst, teasing the groom’s party, praising the bride and, eventually, the groom. The bride
sings with them or laments alongside them, and fieldwork records contain many exchanges in song and
lament between the bride and her parents, her brother, or her friends.

The story of the bride—her initial resistance and eventual resignation to the loss of her maidenhood—is the
central plot line that stands out against the background of the wedding. This loss is irreversible and dramatic in
its finality, and even the happiest weddings involve songs expressing the bride’s complaint. In some regions,
this drama of the bride could take the form of a week of public laments. In regions to the south and west of
Moscow, the wedding seems less dramatic, the bride (in song, at least) is more cheerful. Yet even here there are
songs with familiar themes: the loss of youthful beauty and freedom, blame of the bride’s parents for giving her
away, and separation from her peers.
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Laments are distinct from songs in meter, music, and manner of composition; solo laments are composed in
performance by each lamenter. She would use traditional diction and express traditional themes; but there was
no set text, and a talented lamenter could expand and vary her performances, adding similes, metaphors, and
L description. Group laments either followed a text known to all or relied on traditional diction: it was enough
for the leader to start a verse, and the group would step in to finish it. Solo and group laments could be
performed simultaneously in dialogue and competition, like a dissimilar duet in opera. For example, a choral
song representing the bride’s words could accompany a solo lament of her mother (Potanina et al. 2002:37-38).

Several features of lament are suited for composition in performance: stichic form, repetition of syntactical
patterns, and abundance of traditional expressions. Laments share these features with other oral traditional
poetry including epic tales (Gerd 1997:609), and it is no accident that the most expansive laments are attested
in the regions where epic poetry flourished the longest (Kuznetsova 1993:6). In their size, variety, and richness
of narrative elements, the famous laments of Irina Fedosova can compete with epics. Her lament of the bride,
recorded by Barsov in 18671869, is 1,070 verses long and answered by the mother’s lament of 514 verses
(Chistova and Chistov 1997:277-312).

The wedding also has many points of contact with fairy (magic) tales. In wedding songs, the groom finds his
bride by shooting an arrow, traverses impassable forests and mountains to find her, and has to pick her out
among identically veiled figures, while the bride shapeshifts to avoid marriage, or turns into a swan, all
elements attested in folk tales (Potanina et al. 2002:129-130, 213; Gura 2012:608, 683). The tale of the Frog
Princess (ATU 402 “The Animal Bride”l) can be read as a script of the wedding and a collection of attendant
beliefs (Barber 2013:153-232).

Although there are many songs on the groom’s side of the wedding, the repertoire is richer on the bride’s side.
The devishnik, the gathering of the bride’s friends, was an especially lyrical moment where songs about the
bride’s loss of maidenhood predominated (Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:13-14). The bride is the prima donna of
the wedding opera, and the reasons are not difficult to see. She alone undergoes an irreversible transition,
ceasing forever to be a girl, free and playful and cherished by her parents and friends (or such is the depiction of
maidenhood in wedding songs). She enters a transitional and altered state marked by changes in her dress, the
way she moves, where she can be within the house (Kuznetsova 1993:15-20; Balashov et al. 1985:33—35). Where
laments were sung, the bride would, in her altered state, communicate almost entirely through lament—
everyday speech was reduced to a minimum (Baiburin 1993:66). In the end, the bride emerges from this state as
if from a chrysalis, irrevocably changed. The endpoint of her transformation is childbearing, and so the bride’s
ability to produce new life is central to the wedding, which is permeated everywhere by fertility magic (Barber
2013:152).

The Green Orchard

One of the most widespread wedding themes is that of the bride’s “green garden,” the association between her
maidenhood and flowers or green trees. The betrothal lament by Fedosova contains an expanded description of
the “green orchard” full of L, flowers and birds, which suddenly begins to wither—the flourishing of
maidenhood is over:

U BApyT NOGIEKNN TYT LIBETOUNKH JIa3yPEBBI,
U BApPYT MO3516/IM TY'T CaXapHU JiepeBUHOYKY;
U Maspl NTUYEHbKU —Yero OHU CITyTajIuCsI—
U3 3en1€Ha ca/ia COMOBBY PO3/IE€TAINCH!

(Chistova and Chistov 1997:285)

GZ0Z 8unp Q| Uo Jasn zeN uuy Aq G| | SyH0y/181deyo/zg | ey/ewn|oA-palips/wod dno olwapese//:sdny Wwolj papeojumoq



p. 34

And suddenly the sky-blue flowers faded,

And the sugar-sweet trees were bitten by frost,

And the little birds—who knows what scared them—
All the nightingales flew away from the green orchard!”

The same theme is present in songs recorded at different times in different places—for example, in this song
from Kaluga sung by the friends of the bride while she lamented alongside:

OcTarics Mot 3ejieH cafi 6e3 MeHe,
3a67EKHYT B Cafly I[BETUKY ajIble.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:386-387, no. 261)

My green orchard is left without me,
The scarlet flowers will fade in it.

The bride then asks her father (or mother, in other versions) to water the garden:

VTpeHHel, BeuepHelo 3apélo,
Y cBepX TOT'0 FOPIOYEI0 CIIEe3010.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:386-387, no. 261)

At sunrise and at sunset,
and also with your warm tears.

The garden, field, or forest is a verdant landscape where the maidens play, dance, and sing, their hair decorated
with ribbons and flowers. Until now, the bride was one of them, enjoying her volia (“freedom”), nega (“tender
care”), and dev’ia krdsota (“maidenly beauty”). Now the bride is taken out, absent from the playful group of
girls, as in the following lament, addressed to her mother:

Tlornangu-Ka Thl poguMast

Koro Terneps B TOJIIE-TO HET?

V3K Kak HET B TOJIIIe Yajja MUJIOLO,
V3K KaK HeT 4afja JI6nmoro!

(Shapovalova and Lavrentieva 1985:109)

Look, my dear mother

Who is absent in the crowd?

Your dear child is not in the crowd,
Your beloved child is absent!

The Bride’s Parents

In songs belonging to the early stages of the wedding, the bride reproaches her father for selling her or
“drinking her away” (a reference to a betrothal custom), and the notions of betrayal, deception, and being
married too young are prominent. The bride might complain about being chased away like a wild animal or
that her father is selling her for a pittance. In a lament from the Kokshen’ga Basin, the bride recalls her father’s
past pity for her, a contrast to his present cruelty:
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Moti KOpMUHeI] ThI 6aTIOIIKO,
JJaK ThI BO3bMU MEHS Ha PYKHU,
Tlo>kaselt MeHsi, 6AaTIOIIKO,
CTaponpesKHel-TO >KaIOCThIO.

(Balashov et al. 1985:37)

My father, you brought me up,
So take me up in your arms,
Have pity on me,

That old pity, like you used to.

The bride as a child, too young to marry, is a common trope in laments. In one lament by a mother, all the other
girls are still playing with dolls and sticks, only her child “sits under a storm cloud” (Chistova and Chistov
1997:302).

In regions where the bride laments, her mother does likewise—in fact, she may persist in lamenting even after
everyone else stops. In her laments, the mother often echoes the bride, as in this one, sung on the day of the
bride’s departure:

V3K ThI SIGJIOHBKA, ThI KypsIBasi,

4 caguia Tebs1, Hacamma cebs,
TlosuBaa-yKpbIBaia,

OT mopo3a 6eperia;

41 Ha A07I0HbKe [1BeTHKa He BI/IbIBaJIa,
4 caxapHOro s6/I09Ka He KyII1BaJIa.

(Koskina 1997:214-215)

Oh my apple tree, my curly apple tree,

I planted you, I planted you,

I watered you, covered you,

Protected you from frost,

I have not seen flowers on the apple tree,
I have not tried its sugar-sweet apples.

The implication is that someone else (the family of the groom) will eat the apples from this cherished tree. The
beauty of trees and flowers in these songs is either unproductive, L as here, or untouched by agriculture.
Maidenhood is associated with growth and flowering rather than fruit and harvest, and the bride may
complain that she is “ungrown grass” (Balashov et al. 1985:37) or her friends may reproach her for marrying
too early, calling her an “unripe berry in the field,” to which she responds that it is not her will (Potanina et al.
2002:84). To the mother’s lament above the bride responds, threatening never to come to visit if her married
life is unhappy.

Competing claims about the bride’s “betrayal” may be voiced in dramatic, sung dialogue. In one such dialogue
from the Pinega Basin, the bride laments that her parents are selling her to an utter stranger (Kolpakova
1928:122), while the maidens contradict her in a choral song, saying that she deceived them and invited in the
“young prince”:

[Tanambst 0OMaHIITHUIIA,
O6MaHy/Ia CBOUX TOPYIKEK;
Cama-T0 60JIBIION POCia,
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Cama BUHY cZieajna:
Mosoforo KHsI3s1 B CEHULLY 3BaJIa,
Co ceHell B HOBY F'ODEHKY.

(Kolpakova 1928:122)

Paladia is a liar,

She deceived her friends,

She grew up tall,

She herself is at fault:

She invited a young prince into the hallway,’
From the hallway into the room.

In Pinega, the bride might conclude by lamenting in her mother’s arms, asking what she did wrong (was I not
obedient? did I not do my work?), describing the hardships that await her, the suddenness of the change
(Kolpakova 1928:124). Such interactions between different actors of the wedding drama were both ritualized,
requiring certain gestures and postures (such as holding an apron or kerchief to her eyes), and highly
emotional. In Zauralye, the mother might kneel before her daughter and, rocking back and forth with emotion,
vyt’ (“howl”) a lament:

Ja u, pogumoe Thl MO€e AUTATKO,
B 9Ty HOUKY-HOYEHDBKY,

[la v ctanock Tebe MaJeleHbKO.
He Bupana nu ThbI COH,

CBOIO JIEBBIO KPAcoTy?

(Fedorova 1997:3.4.2)

And now, my dear child,
In this night, this night,
You slept so little,

Did you see a dream—
Your maidenly krdsota?

The Krasota

The bride’s krdsota, a symbolic object that embodies maidenhood and freedom, has a prominent place in the
wedding. In practice, it could be the bride’s wreath, ribbons, branches of a tree, or a small cut tree decorated
with ribbons, beads, and flowers. The loss of her krdsota corresponds to a change in the bride’s hair, the
undoing of her braid. By the end of the wedding, her hair is bound or covered, the ribbons given away, and the
little tree, if present, denuded of its decorations.

The green landscape from which the bride is excluded is also the one into which her krdsota escapes, though
the escape is never a happy one. In a Siberian song, the krdsota clings to a dry tree, a symbol of the irrevocable
loss of maidenhood:

IMomnuta AUBBA KpacoTa

Bo 3enéHble myTa,

Bo npemyuue jeca,
IIpuBuack [UBbS KpacoTa
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K cyxomy 9TOMY JiepEBY,

He 6yBaTh emy 3eJIeHy.

Tebe, AHHa 1IBaHOBHAa,

B KpacHBIX [IEBYIIIKAX He ObIBATH,
BecébIx TeceH He MeBaTh,

C HaMW, C IOZPY’KKAMHU, He T'Y/SITh!

(Shapovalova and Lavrentieva 1985:159, no. 855)

The maidenly krdsota has gone

To the green meadows,

To the forest thickets,

It has grafted itself

To a dead tree.

This tree will not be green,

And you, Anna Ivanovna,

Will not be a maiden,

Will not sing joyful songs,

Will not play with us, your friends!

In some songs, the bride looks for a place to put her krdsota, a place where it would turn into flowers (Potanina
et al. 2002:132). Yet nothing will save her krdsota—it is taken to a beautiful meadow, only to be destroyed by
grass-cutters:

“Ila yHecy s AVBbIO KPacoTy,

[la BO YKMCTO MOJTe, Ha TPAaBUHKY,
[la oJ; KyCTOUeK PpaKUTOBBIH,
[la mmof] 1jBeTOYEK JIa30peBbiii!”
[la TYT U [IUTM CEHOKOCHUYKY, L
JJa My>KVKU IepeBEHCKUe,

[la MO KOCHIIY IeBbI0 KPACoTYy,
[la moKOCHIY U TIofipe3arty,

Jla MaTYIIKY JUBBIO KPacoTy!
(Shapovalova and Lavrentieva 1985:188, no. 904)

“I will take my maidenly krdsota

To the open field, to a blade of grass,

And put it under a bush of broom,

And under a sky-blue flower.”

But then some hay-cutters were passing by,
Peasants from a village,

They mowed the maidenly krdsota,

They mowed it and they cut it,

The mother, the maidenly krdsota!

The krdsota is often personified and voiced by the bride’s friends as a chorus or actually impersonated by one of
them (Potanina et al. 2002:127), being variously depicted as offended or abandoned by the bride, crying, and
begging to be picked up (Shapovalova and Lavrentieva 1985:187, no. 902).
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In regions where a visit to the bathhouse was practiced, this is often the moment when the krdsota is lost. In a
lament from Mezen’, the bride says she washed off her maidenly krdsota and asks her sister to fetch it from the
bathhouse; but the sister opens the door too wide, and the krdsota escapes. It flies into the “wide field,” perches
on top of an aspen, and “howls like an animal, and whistles like a nightingale.” Still lamenting, the bride asks
her brother to cut down the aspen and retrieve her krdsota, to which the brother responds, in everyday speech,
“I'went, but there was nothing there, I missed it, that’s it. It flew away! A maiden’s krdsota is not coming back,
no way!” (Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:143, no. 13).

In parts of Siberia, the removal of the bride’s krdsota (symbolized by her wreath and ribbons) took the form of a
dramatic act with several family members taking off some part of it. For each participant, the bride’s friends
would sing a request, in her voice, to take off her krdsota because He nputagunach o crapomy, He
npuIaAuiIach no npeskHemy (“it does not sit as it used to”) (Potanina et al. 2002:126).

The equation of the bride’s krdsota and her headdress is common, and her separation from peers is often
expressed in terms of hair, as in the following example, which is also typical in depicting the bride as the only
sad one in a crowd of joyful maidens:

U3 capy, capa,

N3 capia-BuUllleHbS

Tam ¥ TN -TIPULIUINA

BecénpIx [ieByIlleK TOIIa.

OHU BCe [AeBYIIKY,

OHM BCe KpaCHbI4,

Ila Bce BeCEnbIa Oy Th! L

ByIHBI TOJIOBBI Y UX YUECaHBI,

Kocel pychble y UX YIJIETEHBI.

JIeHTBI aJible [1a B KOCax BBA3aHbI,
[I1éTKOBBIM IVIATKOM OHU I10BSI3aHBI.
Tonpko oxgHa JIeHOYKa

HeBecémas nper.

ByiiHas rojoBa y Hell He yuécaHa,
Pycas Koca y el He VIUIETEHa,
JleHTa arnasi B KOChI He BIUIETEHA,
[I1é71KOBBIM IJIATKOM He TIOfiBsI3aHa.

(Shapovalova and Lavrentieva 1985:181, no. 889)

From the orchard, orchard,

From the orchard, the cherry orchard
There was coming, arriving

A crowd of joyful maidens.

They are all maidens,

They are all pretty,

They are all joyful as they walk along!
Their luxuriant hair is combed,
Their blond braids are made,

Their silk ribbons are braided in,
They are covered with silk shawls.
Lenochka alone

Is sad as she walks along.

Her luxuriant hair is not combed,
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Her blond braid is not made,
Her red ribbon is not braided in,
Nor tied with a silk shawl.

The head of a maiden is often described by the adjective buinyi (“tempestuous”), applied also to epic heroes and
referring to willful thoughts as well as hair (Dal’ 1981: under buinyi). The luxurious and brightly decorated hair
of a young woman is an expression of her “potential energy,” her burgeoning but as yet unspent fertility, and
her volia (“freedom”)—qualities lost in marriage.

When the bride’s braid was made for the last time, it was often made especially tightly and with knotted
ribbons. In songs, the bride asks her helpers to make it in such a way that the groom’s agent, svakha or
godmother, will not undo it; for example, she may ask her mother to put knives and sabers into her braid:

3aruieTu-Ko KOpMUINLA

ThbI B MO0 PYCY KOCY

[IBa HO>Ka, 1a 1Ba Oy/IaTHbIE,

[IBe cabesIbKU OCTPBIE,

IIBe uronouku Komoune! (Shapovalova and Lavrentieva 1985:135, no. 755) L

Braid, mother,

Into my long braid,

Two knives, two damask knives,
And two sharp sabers,

And two prickly needles!

Once undone, the braid is divided into two (or more) parts, which were usually wound around the bride’s head
under her new headdress. The conventional cruelty of the “godmother” who “tears” the braid dramatizes the
bride’s resistance and the dark vision of the groom’s family that often prevails before crowning:

ITprexanu cBallleHbKY HEMUJIOC/IUBBI,
Hemunocnusebl.

Cranu eé KOCaHbKY BCIO pBaTh-TIOPBIBATH,
Bcro pBaTh-IIOPHIBATbD.

Crainu eé pycyro Ha [iBe pa3fieNsaTh,

Ha fiBe pasfensars.

(Potanina et al. 2002:299, no. 291)

The pitiless svakhi arrived,

The pitiless ones,

They began to tear and rend the braid,

To tear and rend,

They began to divide it, the blond one, in two,
To divide it in two.
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Violence, Hunt, and the White Swan

The sexuality and violence implicit in the image of the torn braid are persistent themes in wedding songs. In an
image that echoes torn hair, the bride is depicted as a bird whose feathers are pulled out. In a song recorded in
Arkhangel’sk, the falcon finds a mate, but she asks to be released, to return to her own “warm nest.” The falcon
responds:

1 Torza Tebst CIyIy, Ok PaHO PaHO fa
KpbLIbsi-TIEpPhsI OLIUIIIO, OF PAHO PAHO Jja

., 4
[IpaBO KPBUIBIIIKO YIIOMIIIO, OF PaHO PAHO Aa.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:114, no. 375)

Here’s when I'll let you go—oh, early, early, yes
Once I pluck your wings and feathers—obh, early, early, yes
Once I break your right wing—oh, early, early, yes.

In a song from the Kursk region, the bride is a “sparrow-cuckoo” who begs the falcon to let her go sy vorobkami
popyrkhat’ (“to flutter about with other sparrows”), but he responds that he will let her go only once he plucks
out her xpputbsi-TiepbIkY (“wings and feathers”) (Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:114, no. 376). In a song from the
Sevskii district, it is a swan that has her wing broken (Slavianina 1978:59, n0.99). The story then repeats on the
human plane, with the bride’s undone braid (kosatku raspleli) corresponding to the broken wing.

The bride can be a sparrow or cuckoo, a dove, or a jackdaw, while the groom is often the nightingale or falcon.
Songs about the nightingale looking for his cuckoo are especially widespread to the south of Moscow. Most
often, however, the bride is a belaia lebédushka (“white she-swan”), presumably because swans are especially
associated with abundance and fertility (Barber 2013:181-183). In a group lament from Mezen’, the bride is the
only wounded swan in the flock:

Kaxk Bo cTafie fa ilebeiiHOMY

ECTbh OffHa TONBKO Jie6e/Ib TOfACTPeieHa,
Kax Bo Kpyry, pony JeBbem

KpacHa fieByIlIKa eCTh 3all0opy4eHa.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:193, no. 67)

In the flock of swans,

there is one swan who is shot,

In the circle, in the family of maidens,
There is one maiden beauty betrothed.

In their laments, the brides sometimes sing about being unable to walk up the stairs or to see clearly, as if they
were bodily hampered in their altered state, physically unable to run and dance with the other girls, like a
wounded swan who cannot fly with the others (Balashov et al. 1985:36; Kuznetsova 1993:79—81). Separated from
her flock, the swan-bride finds herself in a flock of geese, who begin to peck at her, a metaphor for her change
of family.

OTcTraBaa fa 1ebens 6emad,

Kax 1Ito ot cTaja fia 1e6eJuHoBO,
[lak mpuicTaBaia jja ebenb Gesas
Ko cTagy—cepbim rycam.
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(Balashov et al. 1985:243)

A white swan fell behind,
Separated from the swan flock,
A white swan joined

A flock—of gray geese.

In a widespread folk tale, “The Swan Maiden” (ATU 400, “The Man on a Quest for His Lost Wife”), swan-
maidens dance on the shores of a lake and are spied by a hunter. He steals the feathers or dress of one of them,
and she becomes his wife but eventually L regains her dress and flies away (Barber 2013:13-27, 202207,
Hatto 1961:331-333). These swan-women are allied with other dancing groups of girls in nature—the vily,
rusalki, and other “nymphs.” These “dancing goddesses,” to use Barber’s term, are figures of fertility and have
many points of contact with the bride, herself such a figure. A belief that the brides who died before
consummating their marriages became rusalki or samodivy was widespread (Gura 2012:677). The swan and
hunter meet again in wedding songs but with a different outcome. In Mezen’, when the party of the groom
arrives at the bride’s house, they are told that she has disappeared. One of the excuses given is the following:

OHa paHHUM YTPOM BBIIIIIA Ha B3BO3,
O6BepHyIach 6e1011 1e6ebio

U yreTena 1o mogHe6echro.

BOT BbI TaM, Ha/Tb, 1K €H U JIOBUTE.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:279, no. 538)

Early in the morning she came out to the porch,
Turned into a swan,

And flew away in the sky.

So, go catch her there.

Sometimes, the bride also turns into a pike, another egg-laying creature associated with fertility. But the bride,
of course, will not escape her wedding; and in the dialogue from Mezen’, the groomsmen respond:

V Harrero KHs134 MmoJjioforo CreraHa MaTBeeBrU4Ya
EcTh cob6aky IIOpaTo TOHKUE,

OXOTHUKWU JIOBKUE,

Py’>Kbst HaIIX IITUOKO METKHUE,

U MBI, Kak 00 9TOM y3HaIH,

U cpas3y >ke eé orHa/IN.

U He cTpensiiy, He paHUIu

U B IOJTHOM COXPAaHHOCTH CIOfia el JOCTaBUJIU.

U 3/1eCch OHA HAXOJJUTCS.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:280, no. 538)

Our prince young Stepan, son of Matvei,

Has very swift dogs,

Agile hunters,

And our guns have very good aim.

As soon as we learned about it [that the bride turned into a swan]
We caught up with her right away.

We did not shoot or wound her,
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But brought her here completely safe and sound,
And that’s where she is.

The groom himself is frequently a hunter, while the bride is his prey. He might be urged to “hunt the marten”
(an animal standing for the bride) (Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:252, L no. 128), or his party might be on the trail
of a kunitsa-lisitsa (“marten-fox”) (Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:272, no. 535). Often, the instrument of the groom’s
hunt is the unmistakably sexual arrow, just as it is in the folk tale of the Frog Princess (Afanasiev 1855—-1864 :no.
267-269). In a song from the region of Onega, the groom is described in a near-epic way as a young hero sailing
on a ship. He walks on deck and combs his curls so that they spread down his white neck. Then he takes out his
bow and aims his arrow with the following prayer:

V3K TBI CTPEJIKa, ThI CTpeKa Mos, 1,
[la kanéHa fAa MypaBiéHad fia,
IMoneTu, MosI KayléHas CTpena [,
BbICOKO BBEpX 110 06J1aKO,

[a Janéxo BO YHCTO IOJIE 13,
3acTpenu, Mos KajlléHasi CTpea [ia,
YepHa BOpOHa I10]] TYYel0,

fIcHa COKoIa BO II0/IYBOJIOKY,

[la 6eny nebenp Ha IepeieT Ja,
Cepy yTHUIY Ha 3aBOLU 13,

KpacHy fieBully B BBICOKOM TepeMy Jia
IJa AHHY-0T VIBaHOBHY.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:342)

My arrow, my arrow,

My tempered, slender arrow,

Fly, my tempered arrow,

High up under a cloud,

Far away into the open field,

Hit, my tempered arrow,

A black raven under a dark cloud,
A bright falcon under a light cloud,
A white swan in flight,

A grey duck on water,

A pretty maiden in her high bower,
Anna Ivanovna.

The bride asks him not to shoot, and the groom dismounts from his horse (the boat being, apparently,
forgotten), lowers his arrow, and gets congratulated. In some songs, he does let the arrow fly—and in all cases,
he gets the bride.
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Water

Water birds, boats, and riverbanks are elements of another theme in wedding lyric, that of water, and especially
rivers with their vivifying powers. The bride and groom meet by the water, where he waters his horse and she
washes clothes (Kulagina and Ivanov L 2000:311, no. 182), and riverbanks are the favorite haunts of the
maidens. Whatever the local river may be, in wedding songs it is often the mythologized “Danube,” the river of
maidenhood and marriage (Ivanov and Toporov 1995:172) or else “Jordan” (Fedorova 1997:3.2). Fedorova
describes an old custom of choosing the brides “by the water”: on a day in January, young women, dressed in
their best, would arrive in sleighs at the river and line up “by the Jordan,” to be seen by potential grooms and
matchmakers.

Wind and water also mark the manner of the bride’s transition to her new life (Gura 2012:638—645). The
morning of the crowning day often features songs about black clouds and storms that fell forests and disturb
lakes, a metaphor for the force that compels the bride (Yamaguchi 2020). It is often this storm that separates
the one swan from her flock (Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:338, no. 211), while the arrival of the groom’s party is
described as wind:

He 6b1710 BeTpy—/1a BeTPBI IYHY/IY, Ja BETPhI JYHYIIH, 9X,
He 6b110 rOCTE—OCTHU HaeXalu, TOCTU Haexasy, fia.

(Potanina et al. 2002:241, no. 222)

There was no wind—and then the wind picked up, then the wind picked up, eh,
There were no guests—and then the guests arrived, then the guests arrived, yes.

In harmony with this mood, the bride reports a terrifying dream when she is woken up by her mother on the
crowning day, the content of the dream being as traditional as its occurrence and often involving fast rivers or
floods:

U nnpucHUsCS MHe, pOjHa MaTVIIKa, CTPAIIHbIN COH:
Peuka 6bICTpasi U B 9TOU peuKe ObICTPOI

A rymanacy,

IIpefjo MHOO, PO/IHA MaTYIIIKa,

CunbHas BOJIHa KOJIbIXajacs,

A 4, pofHa MaTVIIIKa,

Eé namyranacs.

(Koskina 1997:235, no. 42)

And I saw, dear mother, a terrifying dream:
A swift river, and in that swift river

I was bathing,

In front of me, dear mother,

A big wave rose up,

And [, dear mother,

Was afraid of it.

In a lament from the Povetluzhie, the bride, carried away by water, tries in vain to hold on to a “white birch
tree” and, at last, grasps two plants that are painful to touch—the cutting sedge and the prickly shepita. The
white birch, the last verses explain, is her mother, the sedge her future mother-in-law, and the shepita her
future father-in-law (Lobanov et al. 1998:111).
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In other songs of the crowning morning, the mother calls out to her daughter to return because she has
forgotten her “golden keys.” The bride responds that she will not return; it is not her keys but her maidenhood
that she has forgotten:

[To3abbLa 51, MaTYIIKa,

BCIo BOIOLIKY OATIOMIKUHY
U BCIO Her'y MaTyIIKUHY,
Bcro Kpacy CBOIO [1eBUYbIO

(Snegirev 1839:175, no. 9)

I forgot, my mother,

All the freedom of my father,

All the tender care of my mother,
All my own maidenly beauty.

The Work of the Bride

Neither the krdsota nor “the keys” exhausts the list of the bride’s losses: the songs speak also about the loss of
her handiwork. The bride’s peers are still filling up their wedding chests, sewing shirts and embroidering the
towels they will distribute as gifts; but the bride’s chest is now being emptied. Near Sevsk, the two families
would gather on the eve of crowning and exchange gifts. One of the songs sung on this occasion was the
following:

ITrakana MapuHyIlKa,
[Tnakana I'aBpuiioBHa,
K cynayKy npuBnajaia,
K cyHnyRy npusnajgana:
— I He rof He [jBa IIpsJia,
S He rop He 1Ba IIpsna,
He HepienIoOIIKY TKala,
He Hefenromky TKaia,
He neto 6enuna,

He neto 6enuna,

A 3a yac paspgapuia.

(Slavianina 1978:32, no. 34)

Marinushka was crying,

Gavriolvna was crying,

She was falling on her chest,

She was falling on her chest:

—I spun not for one year only, not for two
I spun not for one year only, not for two
I wove not for one week only L

I wove not for one week only,

I bleached not for one summer only,

I bleached not for one summer only,
But I gave it all away in one hour.
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There are also songs about her family’s loss of the bride as a worker. In a song about two fathers, the father of
the bride complains: she will no longer be there to help in the fields or to clean the house or to honor her
parents; the father of the groom rejoices: now it is he who will reap these benefits (Kulagina and Ivanov
2000:358-360, no. 232, 233).

The Bride and the Two Families

The undoing of the braid was often also the moment for the bride to receive blessings from her family, and, at
this point especially, the completeness of the family seems to have a magical significance, a prediction,
perhaps, of future good fortune. An orphan bride was a special case, and for her there were separate “orphan”
songs, in which she often asks a relative to ring the big church bell and to wake up her parents:

He pacCTymUTCS T MaTh ChIPA 3€MIISL?
He packomneTcs i y60Ba flocka?

He yCIIBIINT 1 POJjHA MaMeHbKa?

He mipuaéT vt 671ar0C/IOBUTH MEHS?

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:397, no. 271)

Perhaps the dank earth will part for my mother?
Perhaps the oak board [of the coffin] will split?
Perhaps my dear mother will hear me?

Perhaps she will come to bless me?

Sometimes orphan brides would go to the cemetery to perform such songs (Teplova 2017).

At this point in the wedding, the songs begin to persuade the bride to accept her fate. Prior to this moment, the
bride’s future in-laws appear in her songs as strange, foreign, and harsh, her future life as unending work,
poverty, and oppression (Balashov et al. 1985:51-52). But eventually the bride must acquiesce, and the songs
speak of her “reasonableness” and give her advice on how to live in the “foreign land” of her future husband:

ThI He IJIa4b-Ka, Hallla YMHUIIA,
He TysKH, Hallla pa3yMHUILIQ,

MbI Tebst Belb He B [TOJIOH JaéM,
MbI Tebst Be[b 3aMY’K BbIIaéM.
Bpart cecTpuily yroBapusai, b
Bpar cecTpuuyIiike HaKa3bIBaI:
—TbI CECTPUIIIOIIKA POAMAs
Ty/Ibl BBINTY HAZI0 HABEKH,
YKuThb-TO HAJI0 TaM YMEIOUH,
HocuThb 3/1aTa TaM, He CHALlIBaTh,
TepreTs ropsi, He pacCKa3bIBaTh.

(Kuznetsova and Loginov 2001:221)

Do not cry, our sensible one,

Do not cry, our intelligent one,

We are not giving you away into captivity,
We are giving you away in marriage.

The brother was persuading his sister,
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The brother was instructing his sister:

—My dear sister,

You have to go there forever,

You have to know how to live there,

There you have to wear gold and never wear it out,
You have to tolerate grief and never tell it.

Such songs about brotherly persuasion often end with the bride’s objections, such as this one, in which the
bride paints a dire picture of her future life:

Benib MHe 6y/1eT HaCTOATHCS
V >KepHOBaQ, Y CTYIIBI-TH,
BOT [OraHoro KOpbITa,

Befib He 6y7eT OTTPOCUTHCS
Pabo1aTHOro KyCcouKa.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:431, no. 304)

I am sure I'll get my fill of standing

by the mill or by the mortar

or by the refuse trough.

Iam sure I'll keep asking in vain

for a piece of bread for all my work.

Such grim visions are sometimes expressed in song even during the journey to the groom’s house.

Just as there is only one possible outcome to the bride’s resistance in the wedding script, so there is only one
way for the “foolish white swan” to become “reasonable” and “intelligent”—to accept her fate without
complaint (Chistova and Chistov 1997:302.38; Shapovalova and Lavrentieva 1985:105). A song about how the
bride who “was sitting tallest of all, bent her head lowest of all” to think about marriage occurs in several
regions:

Cama oHa cajuacs—Oblia BBIILIE BCEX,
CKJIOHWJIA TOJIOBYIIIKY —CTaJIa HIKe BCeX. L
—TIlomymariTe, EBOYKY, TIOAYMATe MHe: (twice)
Kak >ke MUHe 6bITh, KaK 3aMY’K unTn?’

(Potanina et al. 2002:93, no. 40)

She sat down—she was taller than all,

She bent her head—she became lower than all.
—Think, girls, think for me: (twice)

What should I do, how should I marry?

The song concludes with the bride’s decision to call her parents-in-law “mother” and “father.”

“Do not give me away” is perhaps the most dominant theme in the laments before crowning. The following
song, which enacts a dialogue between a daughter and her father, exists in many variants, often with the
mother rather than the father as the bride’s addressee:

—T9aTeHbKa POJUMbBIMN, TATEHbKA POAVMBIN,
KomOKO/IBYMKY 3BEHAT, [ja KOJIOKOIbYNKY 3BEHAT.
—Muiia MosI I04b, Ia MIJIa MOsI I04b, /1a
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He y6oricssi—He oTHaMm, ja He y6oIics—He OTAaM.
—TaTeHbKa POAUMBIM, TATEHbKA POSUMBIH,
JKeHuxu-TO y BOPOT, [ja )KEeHUXU-TO y BOPOT
—Mwia Mosi 04b, la MUJIa MOSI 104b, fid

He y6oricss—He oTHaM, ja He y6oIics—He OTAaM.

(Potanina et al. 2002:182 no. 151)

—Dear daddy, dear daddy;,

The bells are ringing, the bells are ringing!

—My dear daughter, my dear daughter,

Don’t fear—I will not give you away, don’t fear—I will not give you away.
—Dear daddy, dear daddy,

But the groom’s party is at the gates, the groom’s party is at the gates!
—My dear daughter, my dear daughter,

Don’t fear—I will not give you away, don’t fear—I will not give you away.

In this way, the song continues step by step, with the groom opening the door, entering the house, and finally
taking the bride by the hand, at which point the father says:

—Muwua Mod J04b, jJa MAJIa MOS I04b, fia
Terneps BoOjig He MO, ja Bond CallinHa

—My dear daughter, my dear daughter,
Now it’s not my will, it’s Sasha’s [the groom’s] will.

The sudden reversal of this song is iconic and matches the reversal at the core of the wedding, which is often
p.48  expressed by paradoxical wording, as in the song about a falcon L summoning a dove from her “green
orchard”—she does not want to go, but then she just does.

OHa He X0TeJjla, OHA He XOTella, [1a,
BoT 1 3a um nosneTesna, fa.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:342, no. 214)

She did not want to, she did not want to,
And so she flew with him.

The Crowning and the Songs of the Groom

The day of the crowning is one of the occasions for songs claiming that only the groom can do something at
which everyone else fails and that is why he gets the bride. It is the conceit of the wedding that the bride is the
best of the maidens—the most beautiful, the best singer, and the leader (Balashov et al. 1985:226)—and when
they lose her it is as if a tree is losing not just a branch but its very top:

[la Ha Te6e i1, 7TKa-COCEHKa,
[Ja MHOTO Cy4YbeB, MHOT'O OTpaciel],
[la ojHOTO Cy4YoYKa HETYTKO,
[la 9TO Cy4YKa, CaMOl BEPIIMHOUKU.

(Shapovalova and Lavrentieva 1985:194)
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You, our fir-tree-pine,

Have many branches, many twigs,

But one branch is missing,

And not even just a branch, the very top.

Songs about the groom participate in the same system of metaphors and follow the same logic, only here the
inaccessibility of the bride is transformed into an exceptional quality of the groom, who alone can find or catch
or save her. In a song from Pomorye, the bride is hiding behind exactly the kind of tree that elsewhere stands
for the bride—a green, “curly,” and flourishing tree atop a tall mountain. She boasts that no one will find her,
but the groom hears her and promises:

1 ofuH Tebst TOBBICMOTPIO,
1 IOBBICMOTIO, TIOBBITTISIKY.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:310, no. 180)

I alone will spy you,
I will spy you and notice you.

p.49  Inasong from Kaluga, the bride is unable to cross a river, standing on a “white stone,” crying, and looking at
the “steep banks.” Her father does not have enough pity to help her, nor does her mother, but the groom does.

YV BaHIOIIKY JKaJIOCTU TOO0IbIIIE,
OH CHSIT MeHSsI ¢ KaMyIlIKa ¢ 6eJ1oro.

(Kulagina and lvanov 2001:51, no. 330)

Vanyushka had more pity,
He picked me off the white stone.

In a song from the vicinity of Sevsk, the bride is weaving and will not come out to the guests. Her father asks
her, then her mother, and she sets her conditions, but still does not come:

CmeTaliTe BOPBbI—sI IIOMY,
CrenuTe KOBPbI—4 CANY,
HanuBaiiTe yapy— BBIIBIO.
CMmeTanu JBOpbI—He IOIII1a,
CTenuny KOBpbl—He ceJia.
HanuBanu yapy—He niuna.

(Slavianina 1978:77-78, no. 139)

Sweep the yard—and I will come,

Spread the carpets—and I will sit down,

Fill my cup—and I will drink it.

They swept the yard—she did not come,

They spread the carpets—she did not sit down,
They poured her cup—she did not drink.

Finally, the groom asks her, and she comes out. These songs dramatize the bride’s resistance but also shift the
focus from her “unfreedom” to the suitability of the groom and the willingness of the bride to come to him.

GZ0Z 8unp Q| Uo Jasn zeN uuy Aq G| | SyH0y/181deyo/zg | ey/ewn|oA-palips/wod dno olwapese//:sdny Wwolj papeojumoq



p.50

p.51

The Journey and the Feast

As the bride’s momentous departure approaches, the mood of the wedding shifts. The laments decrease and
finally cease, replaced by songs of praise. The transition is often a gradual one. In the Kokshen’ga Basin, for
example, the bride would still lament as she was led out by her father for the last time. She had to turn back
three times—to say goodbye to her “green orchard,” to “part with her krdsota,” or “because she forgot her
friends”; but once the father hands her over to the groom, saying, “I have given my daughter to you,” L. a
decisive break occurs in the mood: the maidens gradually switch to songs of praise, and, once this happens, the
bride’s laments also cease (Balashov et al. 1985:219). Balashov and colleagues describe the transition: “For some
time these two elements (the laments and the praise-songs) struggle with each other, overlapping in a peculiar
way, and then the joyful element wins over: soon it is time for the crowning” (1985:220). From now on, joyful
songs overtake the wedding, and themes that so far were sung primarily on the groom’s territory begin to
dominate. In some regions, this stage of the wedding is full of jokes and humorous teasing. Near Sevsk, for
example, the table was first occupied by a fake bride, who was eventually rejected by the groom’s party. Then
the girls, here called igritsy (“players”), sang insulting little songs about the groomsman and his party
(Slavianina 1978:83, no. 153), who responded in kind. The main agents on both sides would be subjected to
personal mockery (the groomsman has a frog on his nose, the svakha’s cap is moving because of lice
underneath, etc.). One frequent caricature is that someone is extremely big and heavy—the benches groan
underneath them, and the svakha is so heavy that seven horses cannot pull her (Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:61—
62, no. 337). Eventually, the groomsman would suggest reconciliation, offer wine and money to the girls, and
they would cede the table.

The actual journey to the groom’s house was seen as the most dangerous and precarious moment of the
wedding, and precautions were taken (the ground swept for the bride to walk on, salt placed in various places,
and needles stuck in the hem of her dress). There are tales about whole wedding companies turned into
animals, bears, or wolves (Balashov et al. 1985:289). In song, the bride’s mother describes her daughter’s
journey as going “beyond the tall mountains, beyond the swift rivers, beyond the dark forests.”® Some spell-
like songs ask the horse not to stumble or ask the “noblemen” to be careful on the way (Kulagina and Ivanov
2001:266, no. 519, 520; Kolpakova 1973:141, no. 273). Sometimes, choral songs were sung on the way, for example,
ones about the bride walking in a meadow and coming across a smithy where her golden ring is being made
(Slavianina 1978:53—53, no. 81).

The arrival of the bride and the festive meal at the groom’s house were events full of praise: in Zaonezhye, this
meal was called khvalenie (“praise”) (Kuznetsova and Loginov 2001:236). The father-in-law would “open” the
bride—pick up her shawl and three times circle the heads of the newlyweds with it. At this moment, the svakha
exclaims, khvalite moloduiu! (“Praise the young (wife)!”), and everyone shouts, khorosha, khorosha molodaia!
(“Fair, fair is the young wife!”) (Balashov et al. 1985:295). Fertility magic is abundant at this stage—sitting on
furs, being showered with grain and hops, the bride being given a child to hold in her lap, etc—and the songs
also display the exuberant imagery of fertility and productivity. The ungrown grass and trampled flowers of the
bride’s laments are replaced by flourishing grapes, red apples, and ripe berries. From the beginning, “grape
trees,” and roses are mentioned in the groom’s songs, but now they come to dominate. The following song is
typical:

BuHorpap B capy LiBeTeT,

BuHorpap B cafly LiBeTeT,

A garopia, a arofa cospeBaer, L

A darofja, a arofia co3peBaer.
BuHorpan-To—VBaH cyaaps,
Bunorpan-To—UBaH cygapb,

A garofja, a aroga—cBeT I[IpacKoBb4 ero,
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A Arofa, a Aroga—cCBeT HpaCKOBbH ero.
(Kolpakova 1973:158, no. 312)

A grapevine blooms in the orchard

A grapevine blooms in the orchard

And a berry, a berry ripens

And a berry, a berry ripens.

The grapevine is master Ivan

The grapevine is master Ivan,

And the berry, and the berry—his Praskovia,
And the berry, and the berry—his Praskovia.

Vinogradié krasno-zelénoe (“Red—green grapevine”) is a frequent refrain in such songs, as is roza, roza, roza—
alye tsvety (“rose, rose, rose—red flowers”) or sladko fablochko nalivchato (“sweet apple full of juice”) (Kolpakova
1973:158, no. 313).

Some of the themes familiar from the bride’s songs and laments persist throughout but appear in happier
variations. A song that could be sung almost at any point during the wedding features familiar themes: the
bride washes clothes in a river, the groom walks on the banks, he aims his arrow at a swan:

OH 1 Xoua 6uTh Gesta 1ebens Ha Bofe,
OH 1 X0ua B3sTh BOT IIlypouky 3a cebe.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:104, no. 366)

And he wants to hit the white swan on the water,
And he wants to take Shurochka to be his wife.

In this song, however, there are no broken wings, lonely swans, or pecking geese. Instead, at the end we have a
happy pair:

Ia y nebefs ne6EqyIiiKa Moy, KPbUIOM,
[la y Komeuku BoT LllypoyKa mofi 609KoM

A he-swan has a she-swan under his wing,
Kolechka has Shurochka under his side.

Even “green orchard” appears in a new guise. In one of the nisicoBelie (“dancing”) songs for the concluding
feast, the young wife wakes up her husband and tells him that his “raven horse” broke free and got into his
green orchard:

3acKo4nII KOHB BO 3€/I€HBIN Cafi,
B caj1 co KaJIMHOM, CO MaJTMHOM,
C uépHoi ssrofoy cmopopuHoro. (Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:128, no. 380; cf. 379, 381, 382) L,

The horse jumped into the green orchard,
The orchard with viburnum and raspberries,
With black currant berries.

This orchard is filled not with pretty flowers but with ripe berries, and when the horse tramples the garden, no
tears are shed. Instead, the young husband consoles his bride—they’ll grow a green orchard together:
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He nieyasnbcsi, KpacHa IeBUIIA AVIIIQ,
HaykuBéM ¢ TOOOM 3eJIEHBIN cajy

Don’t be sad, pretty maiden, my soul:
You and I will grow a green orchard.

Songs about the groom come to the fore now, and in them he rides up to the bride on his “raven-colored” horse,
whip in hand. In one song, the groom is going to church: he puts on his boots, washes his face, puts on a
marten fur coat and a black hat, “crosses himself as it is written, bows in a learned way” (Kulagina and Ivanov
2001:83, no. 354). His most impressive attribute—most frequently mentioned in all regions—are his curls, no
doubt a sign of his youthful virility, corresponding to the bride’s “tempestuous” hair. His curls are usually gold:

Ha riiaBe-To 30710ThI Ky[jpU CBUBAIOTCE,
B Tpu psibl ero KyApH [ia 3aBUBaloTCe.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:83, no. 354)

On his head the golden curls are rolling
His curls are curling three rows deep.

All the “noblemen” wonder whether perhaps such a brave and handsome youth has the moon for his father
and the dawn for his mother, a typical praise for the groom:

He cBeTén1 11 Mecs1]-6aTIOIIKO B30CesI MOJIOALA?
He 3aps 11 Te64 1a CIIOpofMiia MOJIOZLA?

Was it perhaps the bright father-moon that sired such a lad?
Was it perhaps dawn that gave birth to you, such a lad?

The groom responds by naming his father and mother and adds that it was his sister that curled his hair.

Hair is so important in the lexicon of the wedding that sometimes it can stand metonymically for the
newlyweds, as in the following song from Zaonezhye, performed after the bride’s hair was done up in the
fashion of a married woman. The groom puts his hand on the bride’s hair, turns the bride around three times,
and then kisses her as the maidens sing:

JKénTple KyApU 3a CTOJ MOIUIH,
3a CTOJI TIOIUTU
Pycyo KOCaHBKY BCIle]] 10BN,
O, BCJIe[] TIOBeJIH.

(Kuznetsova and Loginov 2001:231, no. 151)

Yellow curls went to the table,
went to the table
They led the blond braid after them,
oi, after them.

The symmetry of this song belies a difference between the hair of the bride and that of the groom: nothing
happens to the groom’s curls; they are as golden and flowery as ever at the concluding feast, in contrast to the
bride’s maidenly hair, which is celebrated and then undone.
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The loss of the bride’s krdsota, however, is now firmly in the past. In songs, she chooses the groom, waits for

him, and desires him (Kolpakova 1973:145, no. 284). A typical example is a much-varied song beginning with

the question Kto u nas khoroshii, kto u nas prigozhii? (“Who here is good, who here is handsome?”). The answer

is, of course, the groom, depicted as mounting his horse and arriving at the bride’s bower to be welcomed by

her:

Jlonro s Tebd skaana,
Jomnro goxkupgana,

Co CKyRM IIpoIajjana,
Co CRyKH IIponazana ia,
C rops nomupara.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:90, no. 359)

How long I waited for you,
how long I waited,

I was perishing from boredom,
Perishing from boredom, yes,
Dying of grief.

The groom, for his part, is also free and chooses for himself the best bride among many:

I[Tepe6op, mepebop,

YacTheI 3BE3AYILIKY,

I[Tepe6pai, mepebpar,

YacTsl 3B63504KH!

Boi6pait cebe, BbIOpa cede

Ila 3apsHOUKY!

MaJieHbKY, MaJIEHBKY,

Ila sscaennKy! (Shapovalova and Lavrentieva 1985:280, no. 1292) L

Looking through, looking through

The countless stars,

He chose among, he chose among,

The countless stars!

He chose for himself, he chose for himself
The dawn star!

Alittle one, a little one,

But a bright one!

Songs of praise celebrate the bride’s beauty and ornate dress (Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:93, no. 361) but also the

future work she will do for her new family. The mother of the groom is depicted rejoicing at the help she will

get:

A B3pafioBaiack liBaHOBa MaTyIlIKa: A Tellepb Y MeHs 1 TOIUIEHas FOpeHKa,
A Ternepb y MeHS I MeTEHbIE CeHIOIKU.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:103, no. 365)

Ivan’s mother rejoiced:
Now my main room is warm,
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Now my entrance way is swept.

The idea that the groom’s family acquires another daughter is often expressed though the contrast between the
two children—their first child is born (Pervoe dité rozhénoe), but their second child—the bride—is fate-given

(A vtoroe suzhénoe) (Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:141, no. 385). A widespread song contrasts the “three griefs” of
the bride’s mother and the “three joys” of the groom’s mother. The former cries when she gives birth to her
daughter, brings her up, and gives her away in marriage. The latter rejoices when she gives birth to her son,
brings him up, and sees him married (Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:146, no. 390).

It was not all praise for the bride, however. If the groom received his fair share of mockery earlier, now it is the
bride’s turn. Blame songs for the bride are not as frequent as those for the groom and especially for his party,
the main butt of attacks; but when she is blamed the themes of her songs are transmogrified. Instead of lyrical
laments about being too young, now it is the mother of the groom who complains:

ThI Kyfia, JUTS, €30UII0?

ThI KOTO, [T, IIPUBE3JIO?
OHa Xy/IbIM J1a Xy/IEIIeHbKa,
[OHa] manbIM ja MaIEIIeHbKa.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:209, no. 445)

Where did you go, child?
Whom did you bring, child?
She is so thin,

She is so small.

At issue is the bride’s ability to work. Most often, however, the bride is blamed for her pride: she is ropména
(“the prideful one”), who refuses to go into the groom’s house L because it is not up to her standards—the
rooms are dirty and dark, full of flies and mosquitoes. The bride’s earlier fears of hardship and poverty are
echoed in these songs, but now she gets little sympathy:

[la ropAéHyIIIKa TOpAJINBa,
Jla MmosofyIliKa JIOM/IVBa.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:208, no. 442)

This prideful one is proud,
This young wife is demanding.

These songs are a vivid reminder of the women’s hardships since the remedy for the bride’s pride is found at
once, and it is a whip. A song from the region of Kaluga laconically states:

Ha 3Tu-T0 MyXyU—JIUCTBSIHOM BEHUK,
Ha 9Ty ropiéHy— IeJIKOBYIO [UIeTKY!

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:209, no. 444)

For these flies—a broom with green leaves,
For this proud one—a silken whip!

As with the groomsman earlier, blame for the bride can turn into praise, depending on her response. In a report
from Vyatsk, as soon as the newlyweds entered the house people from the village would start to blame the
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bride, comparing her body parts to various household implements (the technique often used on the groom’s
party). Then she would stand up and bow to the singers, and the song, to the same tune, would change:

VuéHasi IUTS, yI€HAS JUTS,

OHa BblyUeHa, OHa BbIyYeHa, O,

BrlyueHa, Bbly4eHa,

B nmtoniv BbIBE3€HQ, B JIFOAY BbIBE3€Ha, 01

YmueT oHa, yMUeT OHa

Ha pe3Bble HOKKU BCTaTh, HA pe3Bble HO>KKY BCTATh, OM
YmMmueT oHa, yMUeT OHa

TToKJIOH BO37aTh, [ja IIOKJIOH BO3[aTh.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2001:211-212, no. 446)

She is an educated child, an educated child,

She is well brought up, she is well brought up,

Well brought up, well brought up

She’s been taken out, taken out to show the people, oy
She knows how to, she knows how to

Stand on her swift feet, stand on her swift feet, oy,
She knows how to, she knows how to,

Bow respectfully, bow respectfully.

The blame turns to praise, but it is clear what is expected of the bride: modesty, resignation, and hard work.
Songs advising the bride to bow politely are very common (Slavianina 1978:232).

Sexual Songs

Songs on either side of the nuptial night often have transparent sexual overtones, and sending the newlyweds
off to bed was the prime occasion for obscene songs, plentiful in the wedding (Kolpakova 1928:157; Varagova
1995:150-151). In a song attested in numerous variations, the noblemen ride along and see a cunt atop a tall
haystack (shakshu na zarode). They don’t know how to get it down until the groom comes to the rescue, giving
the familiar “top of the tree” and “only the groom” tropes a bawdy twist:

Kaxk MbI 6yzieM jocTaBaTH,
JoCTaBaTh?
[la BIIaMU JJOCTaBaTH, JaK IIPOKOJIEIb,
JlaK IIPOKOJIEIb,
A rpabsiMu JocTaBaTh—pacliapamnaliib,
pacliaparnaiib,
[ay Hac Beqjb Cepreii-To jora/iuB,
Jia IoraJi/IuB,
OH Be[Ib MpaBY I10/1y 3arubaert,
3arubaer,
TOJCTHIN Xep U3 IIITAHbI BBITSTAET,
BBITSATAET,
Jla c 3apopy IIaKIlly OH CHUMAeT,
Jla CHUMaeT.

(Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:302-303, no. 174)
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How will we get it,

will we get it?

If we get it with a pitchfork, we’ll pierce it,

we’ll pierce it,

If we get it with a rake, we’ll scratch it,

we’ll scratch it.

But our Sergei is quick thinker,

yes, quick thinker,

He lifts, he lifts the right flap of his coat,
lifts it up,

He takes out, he takes out his thick dick,
takes it out,

And he takes down the cunt from the haystack,
yes, takes it down.

According to some reports, sexually explicit songs were sung by old women, who take on a disparaging role in
other ways as well—for example, in songs about the bride’s future work (Ivanova and Kliaus 1995:167).

The joking mood would often return the next morning, when the bride’s party would come back to look for
their “lost heifer,” sometimes even with jesters in costume L (riazhenye) (Kulagina and Ivanov 2000:84—85;
Kulagina 1995:174). Around Sevsk, songs similar to the ones above could be sung at festivities after the first
night (Slavianina 1978:102-110). The newlyweds would usually visit the bride’s family the next day ( Balashov et
al. 1985:298). The songs on that occasion, however, were already outside the wedding “libretto”—the “opera-
vaudeville” was over.

Conclusion

This is a superficial picture: behind the generalizations and simplifications of this chapter lies an astonishing
complexity of available material. A look at the laments, for example, of the White Sea region reveals subregions
with different melodies and meters (Efimenkova 2008); and similar complexity is to be found in Siberia, where
the songs of the bride and the groom were musically different and local traditions more distinct musically than
in genre, plot, or themes (Potanina et al. 2002:39, 45). The music of the wedding song requires a separate
chapter.

Questions remain about the antiquity and spread of this type of wedding. Many of its elements find parallels in
ancient Greece, for example—including the laments of the bride, her interrupted weaving, trampled flowers,
meeting by the river, girls dancing in groups in a flowering landscape, the inaccessible bride, humorous songs
about the size of the wedding participants, the bride’s luxurious hair, and the groom’s tight curls. This points to
the systemic and diachronic persistence of wedding poetics of similar magic and ritual logic across time and
space.

The fieldwork on the Russian wedding contains a treasure trove of interviews with the singers, a glimpse into
the ways people related to the traditional wedding. There is no ready-made category for describing what the
bride does when she performs her laments. Is she acting? To some extent yes, since she is supposed to lament
and cry even if she feels quite happy. As one respondent commented,

XO0Tb moII1/Ia 3a JIF0OOT0, TAK JIFOMIEN-TO CTHIJHO—OX0Ta He 0X0Ta, a peBu!

(Balashov et al. 1985:33)

GZ0Z 8unp Q| Uo Jasn zeN uuy Aq G| | SyH0y/181deyo/zg | ey/ewn|oA-palips/wod dno olwapese//:sdny Wwolj papeojumoq



p.58

Although I married for love, still, you feel shame in front of people—whether you want to or not, you
have to cry!

Is the bride expressing her personal emotions? This is also true, and many former brides recall the passion and
sincerity of their laments and the emotional responses of their families. There are reports of the brides fainting
from strain and emotion, of mothers “falling as if dead” at the sound of their daughters’ laments (Kuznetsova
and Loginov 2001:43), of a father so moved by his daughter’s lament that he stopped leading her, announcing “I
can’t do this! Go on your own!” (Balashov et al. 1985:219). When the bride was forced to marry against her will,
her resistance could be in earnest. As Shmelyova L remarks, the bride’s laments are “like monologues of the
wedding’s main actor” and express both her emotion and the wedding “script” (1980:111-112). The language of
laments is traditional but fluid, the degree of play-acting and self-expression in each performance is unique. It
would be facile to say that such performances are a mixture of the personal and the traditional: the two
elements are never separated in the first place. The wedding follows a traditional scenario, and in it the bride
plays the bride, acting her own self within the world of the wedding. Her words reflect both deep and more
recent traditions of song, tale, and ritual, just as they reflect human life shaped by agriculture and, in particular,
life in Russian villages of different times and places. In the case of solo laments, they reflect the creativity,
personalities, and emotions of individual performers. None of this is easy to disentangle, but the possibilities
for future study are immense.

Notes

1. The Aarne-Thompson-Uther (ATU) Tale-Type Index is an international catalogue of folk tales.

2. Translations here and subsequently are my own.

3. In the language of the wedding, the groom is always a kH53b (“prince”), the bride a princess, and the other participants

6osipe (“noblemen”).
4, The refrain, translated here literally as “oh, early, early, yes,” is, in effect, a musical feature.

5. Potanina et al. (2002:93, no. 40). The authors (p. 74) hypothesize that this song belonged to the ritual of posad “seating”
(no longer practiced at the time of recording) in which the bride and the groom would be brought (seated) together.

6. See Gura (2012:672) on mountains in the wedding.
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