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INTRO

In a clearing at the edge of a reconstructed settlement, a 
man raises a wooden staff  over  a fire and tells  the small 
crowd that  “this  is  how our  ancestors  did  it.”  The  scene 
looks  convincing  enough.  There  are  linen  tunics,  carved 
symbols, bowls of grain, smoke moving through the trees, 
and a few people filming vertically on their phones. Nobody 
is trying to deceive anyone. The participants are serious, the 
atmosphere  is  sincere,  and  the  ritual  may  be  deeply 
meaningful  to  them.  The  awkward  detail  is  simpler:  the 
surviving evidence rarely gives us a complete script for what 
“our ancestors” supposedly did. The ritual can still be real in 
the present. Its ancient pedigree is a separate claim.

That  distinction sounds painfully  academic until  identity 
enters the room. A modern ceremony inspired by fragments, 
folklore,  archaeology,  comparative  mythology,  and 
contemporary  religious  creativity  can  be  valuable  without 
being a copy of the tenth century. Yet “inspired by” often 
feels  weaker  than “restored,”  and “restored”  weaker  than 
“unchanged  for  a  thousand  years.”  We  like  continuity 
because continuity removes the embarrassment of choice. If 
a  practice  comes  directly  from the  ancestors,  we  do  not 
have to admit that living people selected its form, decided 
what mattered, filled gaps, and sometimes invented what no 
source  preserved.  Inheritance  feels  inevitable.  Authorship 
feels responsible.

The religion of pre-Christian Slavic peoples is especially 
vulnerable  to  this  hunger  for  completeness  because  the 
evidence  is  real  but  uneven.  We  have  names  of  deities, 
descriptions of cults, traces of ritual activity, later folklore, 
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linguistic  evidence,  archaeological  contexts,  and  written 
accounts  produced  under  very  different  circumstances. 
What  we  do  not  have  is  a  single  indigenous  theological 
handbook explaining the whole system from Perun to  the 
last household spirit. There is no surviving Slavic mythology 
textbook in which every god has a job description, family 
tree, sacred color, preferred offering, and official customer-
service hours.  History gave us fragments.  Modern culture 
hates leaving fragments on the table.

So  the  fragments  begin  to  cooperate  more  than  they 
should.  A  thunder  deity  mentioned  in  an  early  source  is 
placed  beside  the  later  attested  Perun.  A  god  named  in 
medieval Rus is connected with motifs preserved much later. 
Regional  cults  are  gathered  into  a  single  pantheon.  Folk 
customs  recorded  centuries  after  Christianization  are 
pushed backward until they seem to describe an unchanged 
pagan world. None of these moves is automatically absurd. 
Comparison,  reconstruction,  and  inference  are  legitimate 
tools.  The  trouble  begins  when  the  labels  disappear.  A 
reconstruction  without  the  word  “reconstruction”  soon 
becomes  a  tradition.  A  tradition  repeated  often  enough 
becomes  “what  the  Slavs  believed.”  The  sentence  gets 
smoother as the evidence gets rougher.

Perun demonstrates the temptation perfectly. He is not a 
modern invention. His name and importance are genuinely 
rooted  in  medieval  evidence,  and  his  connection  with 
thunder and elite public cult is better grounded than many 
internet-era  claims  about  Slavic  religion.  That  solid  core 
creates  confidence,  and  confidence  attracts  decoration. 
Once a deity is securely present, it becomes difficult to leave 
the rest of his profile incomplete. We want his symbols fixed, 
his  myths  complete,  his  relationships  settled,  his  sacred 
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days  scheduled.  A  historically  attested  god  begins  to 
accumulate  details  at  a  speed  no  medieval  scribe  ever 
managed.

Veles produces a similar effect with even more room for 
expansion. His presence in medieval East Slavic material is 
significant, but the later image familiar to modern audiences 
is  assembled  from  several  kinds  of  evidence  and 
interpretation.  Connections  with  cattle,  wealth,  oaths,  the 
dead, magic, poetry, the underworld, and cosmic opposition 
to  Perun  do  not  all  rest  on  exactly  the  same foundation. 
Popular mythology dislikes such unequal footing. It prefers a 
coherent character. A coherent character can appear in art, 
fiction, jewelry, ritual, social media, and identity. A bundle of 
differently weighted hypotheses is much harder to print on a 
pendant card.

The  same  pressure  shapes  the  world  of  spirits.  Later 
Slavic  folklore  is  rich  with  beings  attached  to  houses, 
forests, fields, water, the dead, and dangerous boundaries. 
Some  motifs  may  preserve  very  old  patterns.  Others 
changed under Christian influence, local storytelling, social 
transformation, and the normal creativity of generations who 
never considered themselves archivists for future historians. 
A  nineteenth-century  story  can  be  important  evidence 
without being a voice recording from the ninth century. That 
should be obvious,  yet  the emotional  appeal  of  continuity 
makes chronology surprisingly negotiable. If  an old village 
story feels archaic enough, we become eager to promote it.

Rituals  are  even  more  seductive  because  they  can  be 
performed. A reconstructed midsummer celebration gives us 
fire, water, bodies moving in space, songs, food, costumes, 
photographs, and the immediate sensation of participation. 
Experience is powerful evidence of meaning, but it is terrible 
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evidence  of  age.  A  ceremony  can  feel  ancient  while 
containing  elements  arranged  last  year.  It  can  create 
genuine community  without  preserving an unbroken chain 
from the pre-Christian past. The moment can be authentic 
for  the  people  present  even  when  the  historical  claim 
attached to it  is overstated. Modern culture struggles with 
this  because  we  keep  asking  emotional  truth  to  certify 
chronology.

Christianization  complicates  the  story  further.  It  is 
comforting  to  imagine  a  clean  division:  pagan  before, 
Christian  after.  Real  cultural  change  is  less  tidy.  Official 
conversion, elite politics, institutions, local practice, inherited 
customs,  new  explanations,  old  fears,  saints,  spirits, 
seasonal  rituals,  burial  habits,  and household routines can 
coexist and transform one another over long periods. A later 
custom may contain older structural elements, later Christian 
interpretations,  regional  innovations,  and  habits  whose 
original  explanation has disappeared. Trying to peel  these 
layers apart can be fascinating. Pretending that every folk 
practice has a pure pagan core waiting underneath is easier.

This is where the subject stops being only about religion 
and starts becoming about us. Ancient traditions can provide 
ancestry, distinction, belonging, rebellion, continuity, and a 
sense that modern life has misplaced something essential. A 
symbol becomes more valuable when it  is  “ours.”  A ritual 
gains weight when it is “ancestral.” A worldview seems less 
arbitrary  when  it  is  presented  as  inherited  rather  than 
chosen.  The  past  becomes  a  supplier  of  emotional 
legitimacy.  Once that  happens,  uncertainty  is  no  longer  a 
harmless scholarly inconvenience. It can feel like a threat to 
the structure built on top of it.
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That is why arguments about Slavic symbols can become 
strangely personal. A historical correction may concern the 
age of a name or the documented use of a motif,  yet the 
person hearing it may experience the correction as an attack 
on belonging. If a pendant has been worn for years as a sign 
of ancestry, learning that its modern interpretation is recent 
does not feel like changing a museum label. The object still 
exists. The years of wearing it still happened. The meaning 
may still be sincere. But the supporting narrative has moved, 
and identity dislikes unexpected movement.

The  opposite  reaction  is  equally  convenient:  if  the 
evidence  is  incomplete,  dismiss  the  whole  subject  as 
fantasy. That saves time, but it  is no more intelligent. The 
pre-Christian religions of Slavic peoples were not invented 
by modern reenactors, novelists, or online stores. Real cults, 
deities,  rites,  sacred  places,  funerary  practices,  social 
sanctions, and supernatural ideas existed. The difficulty lies 
in  separating  what  is  directly  attested,  what  is  strongly 
inferred, what is reconstructed from later material, and what 
is contemporary creativity. “We do not know everything” is 
not the same statement as “we know nothing.” That middle 
territory is where the interesting work begins.

It  is also where romantic legends become expensive. A 
complete  ancient  system  offers  comfort  because  every 
piece has a place. Perun stands here, Veles there, the spirits 
occupy their assigned territories, the calendar is fixed, the 
symbols carry stable meanings,  and the ancestors appear 
reassuringly  united.  Historical  reality  is  less  cooperative. 
Local  variation  matters.  Time  matters.  Sources  disagree. 
Meanings  change.  Communities  borrow  from  neighbors. 
Practices  survive  while  explanations  shift.  Continuity  and 
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change  are  not  enemies.  They  are  usually  partners  who 
refuse to sign separate paperwork.

The emotional  cost  appears when we demand that  the 
past become cleaner than the present. We imagine ancient 
communities  as  more  connected,  spiritual,  rooted, 
honorable,  ecological,  communal,  or  free,  depending  on 
what  the  person  telling  the  story  currently  misses.  The 
ancestor is useful because the ancestor cannot object. He 
can be made into a warrior, environmentalist, traditionalist, 
rebel,  mystic,  or  defender  of  whatever  position  needs 
historical reinforcement. Once the dead begin agreeing with 
us too consistently, the subject has quietly changed.

This  book  begins  from  a  less  flattering  premise.  Our 
ancestors  left  traces,  not  a  complete  instruction  manual. 
Some  traces  are  strong.  Some  are  ambiguous.  Some 
survived  only  after  centuries  of  transformation.  Some 
modern  practices  are  careful  reconstructions,  others  are 
creative  syntheses,  and still  others  have acquired ancient 
biographies mainly because repetition is an efficient form of 
aging. None of this makes Slavic religion less interesting. It 
makes it  more human.  A world of  fragments forces us to 
notice  not  only  what  the  past  contained,  but  what  the 
present desperately wants to find there.

The fire in the clearing can still burn after that distinction 
is made. Perun does not disappear because we refuse to 
invent a complete dossier for him. Veles does not become 
meaningless because every modern association cannot be 
placed  on  the  same  evidentiary  level.  Folk  spirits  remain 
culturally  powerful  even  when  their  stories  changed  over 
centuries.  A  reconstructed  ritual  can  matter  without 
pretending  to  be  a  preserved  medieval  recording.  What 
disappears  is  only  the  luxury  of  confusing  desire  for 
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continuity with proof of continuity. And that luxury has been 
doing far more work than the old gods ever asked of it.
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Chapter 1 - A God Written in Someone 
Else's Hand

A visitor  stops in front  of  a  museum case containing a 
small  human-shaped  object.  The  label  is  admirably 
unhelpful:  anthropomorphic  figure,  uncertain  function, 
approximate  dating,  archaeological  context  described  in 
language that refuses to provide a dramatic conclusion. The 
visitor  leans  closer,  takes  a  photograph,  and  says  to  the 
person beside him, "That's probably Perun." By the time the 
picture reaches social  media that  evening,  probability  has 
improved  its  career  prospects.  The  caption  identifies  the 
object as a representation of Perun. Someone shares it with 
the phrase "our  ancestors'  thunder  god."  A third  account 
adds  a  paragraph  explaining  what  the  figure  symbolized. 
Nothing  fraudulent  needs  to  happen  at  any  step.  Each 
person  simply  removes  a  little  uncertainty  because 
uncertainty  is  inconvenient  to  carry  from one post  to  the 
next. The museum displayed an object. The internet returned 
a deity with a biography.

This is one of the central difficulties in talking about pre-
Christian Slavic religion. The past did not leave a complete 
self-description in the form we would most like to receive it. 
There  is  no  surviving  pagan  Slavic  theological  archive 
explaining the pantheon, ritual calendar, divine relationships, 
sacred  symbols,  regional  differences,  priestly  structure, 
household  religion,  and  correct  pronunciation  of  every 
name.  The  surviving  material  comes  through  different 
channels: medieval writers, Christian chroniclers, diplomatic 
texts,  archaeology,  linguistic  evidence,  later  folklore,  and 
comparisons with neighboring traditions. These sources are 


