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Abstract. Examines the specifics of the North theme implementation in the modern
Russian folk horror subgenre using the example of novels and stories by D. Bobyleva,
O. Kozhin, L. Lvova, A. Podolsky, M. Romanova. The geography of the North in folk
horror includes Karelia, Arkhangelsk region, Siberia and Yakutia. The work was carried
out using motive, cultural-historical, historical-genetic methods. The author finds out
that this subgenre is based on the remote locations chronotope (settlements, villages,
farmsteads), which is associated with the chthonic world and danger (the cursed place
motif). The article’s results establish that the list of mandatory elements of the folk
horror poetics includes: the heroes — bearers of a pagan worldview: shamans, priests,
sorcerers; the initiation plot: the individual who encounters supernatural beings (whose
genesis is determined to a folklore-mythological nature) is introduced to an archaic
culture, becoming a full-fledged part of it. The author comes to the conclusion that not
only supernatural creatures are dangerous for humans, but also nature itself: the heroes
risk drowning in a swamp, freezing during a snowstorm, etc. The results show that,
writers in order to fulfill the requirements of the genre frighten the reader and make him
feel disgusted, but at the same time convey the special attractiveness of the North,
reproducing the customs and rituals of indigenous peoples.

Keywords: folk horror, North, mythology, paganism, chronotope, Karelia, Siberia
Conflict of interest statement. The author declares no conflict of interest.

Funding. The work was carried out at the expense of the Russian Science Foundation
grant No. 24-28-01401 "Poetics of the North in the works of Russian and Scandinavian
writers of the XX—XXI centuries."

Article history: submitted August 5, 2024; revised September 20, 2024; accepted
October 1, 2024.

For citation: Safron, E.A. (2024). The theme of the North in modern Russian folk-
horror. RUDN Journal of Studies in Literature and Journalism, 29(4), 703—710. http://
doi.org/10.22363/2312-9220-2024-29-4-703-710

© Safron E.A., 2024

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License
CETE https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/legalcode

JIUTEPATYPOBEJIEHWME. BOJIIEBHOE U CTPAILLIHOE B IMTEPATYPE 703


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7752-3403
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/legalcode
http://journals.rudn.ru/literary

Safron E.A. (2024). RUDN Journal of Studies in Literature and Journalism, 29(4), 703—710

Tema CeBepa B COBpEMEHHOM OT€4eCTBEHHOM
donk-xoppope

E.A. Cadpon

Ilemposasodckuii cocyoapcmeennniil ynugepcumem, Ilemposzasoock, Poccuiickas
Dedepayus
P<100inane@gmail.com

Annoramus. PaccmartpuBaeTcs cienrduka peannszauuu TeMbel CeBepa B CyOxkaHpe co-
BPEMEHHOIO OTE€YECTBEHHOTO (POJIK-XOppopa Ha MPUMEpPE POMAHOB U PACCKA30B
H. boosmepoit, O. Koxwna, JI. JIeBoBoii, A. Ilomombckoro, M. PomaHOBOIA.
B doak-xoppope B reorpadurio Cesepa momnagaetr Kapennst, ApxaHreibcKasi 00J1acThb,
Cubups u Axytus. [1pu npoBeneHUn UCCaeN0BaHUS IIPUMEHSIUCH MOTUBHBIN, KYJIb-
TYPHO-UCTOPUYECKUI, NCTOPUKO-TEeHETUUECKUIZ MeTOAbl. B pe3ysibTaTe BBISICHEHO,
YTO JAHHBII CyOXKaHp BBICTPAMBAETCSI C OITOPOI Ha XpOHOTOM YAAJIEHHBIX OT OOJIBIIINX
TOPOJIOB JIOKAIUH (TTOCENTKOB, N€PEBEHDb, 3aUMOK), KOTOPBIE ACCOLUUPYIOTCS C XTO-
HUYECKMM MUPOM M YIPOKAIOT YeJIOBEKY (MOTHB IIPOKJISITOTO MeCTa). YCTaHAB/IMBa-
€TCsI, UYTO Cpenu 00sI3aTeJIbHBIX 3JIEMEHTOB ITIO3TUKU BBIACISIOTCS: TePOU — HOCUTEIN
SI3BIYECKOTO MUPOBO33peHUS (I1aMaHBbI, Xpellbl, KOJIYHbI); UHULIUALIMOHHBINA ClO-
JKeT, KOTa CTaJKUBAIOIIUIACS CO CBEPXbECTECTBEHHBIMM CYILECTBAMU MHAMBUI (Yeit
TE€HE3UC HOCUT (POJBKIOPHO-MUMOIOrMYECKU XapaKTep) MPUOOILIAeTCsl K apxanue-
CKOU KYJIBTYype, CTAHOBUTCS €€ IIOJIHOLIEHHOM 9acThI0. ABTOP IIPUXOAUT K BBIBOIY, UTO
HE TOJIPKO CBEPXbECTECTBEHHBIE CYIIIECTBA OMACHHI [JIST YeJI0BEeKa, HO U cama IIpHpo-
Jla: TepOU PUCKYIOT YTOHYTh B 00JIOTE, 3aMEP3HYTb BO BPeMsI CHEXXHOI OypU U T. II.
BrinosiHss TpeboBaHMs XKaHpa, UcaTe/Iv MyraloT YMTaTesl U 3aCTaBJISIIOT €ro UCIIbI-
TBIBaTh OTBpAllleHNE, HO B TO K€ BpeMsl TPAHCIMPYIOT 0COOYI0 MPUBJIEKATEIbHOCTD
CeBepa, BOCITPOM3BOISI OObIYaN 1 PUTYAJIbl aBTOXTOHHBIX HAPOIOB.

KmoueBbie ciioBa: XXaHp, MOTUB, CIOXET, PUTYaJlbl, yXac, MUQOJIOrus, sI3bIYECTBO,
xpoHororn, Kapenus, Cubupnb

3asBieHue 0 KOH(IMKTe HHTEPECOB. ABTOD 3asIB/IsIeT 00 OTCYTCTBUM KOH(MJIMKTAa MH-
TEPECOB.

Nudopmanmus o punancupoanuu. PaboTta BeimosiHeHa 3a cueT cpeacTB rpanTta PHO
Ne 24-28-01401 «ITostnka CeBepa B TBOpUECTBE PYCCKNX M CKAHAWHABCKMX MICaTe-
Jeit XX—XXI BB.».

HcTopus craTteu: noctynuia B penakiuio S5 aBrycta 2024 r.; orperieH3uponaHa 20 ceH-
T10ps1 2024 r.; mpuHATa K yoaukanuu 1 oktsaops 2024 .

dna murupoBanusa: Cagpon E.A. Tema CeBepa B COBpeMEHHOM OTEYECTBEHHOM
doak-xoppope // BectHuk Poccuiickoro yHuBepcuteTa Apyxk0bl HapomoB. Cepusi:
JlureparypoBenenue. KypHamuctuka. 2024. T. 29. Ne 4. C. 703—710. http://doi.
org/10.22363/2312-9220-2024-29-4-703-710

Introduction

Horror literature makes the reader experience the maximum level of
fear and disgust (Cuddon, 1984, p. 11; Schweitzer, 1999, p. 64). For a long
time this genre has been in the sphere of interests of the English-language
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scholars: thus, E. Birkhead’s monograph on the history of horror was
published back in 1921 (Birkhead, 1921). It should be noted that the main
emphasis in foreign scientific practice is placed on film versions, not on
literary horror texts: L. Williams (Williams, 1999), N. Carrol (Carrol,
1990), J. Grixti (Grixti, 1989), S.J. Schneider (Schneider, 1997),
K.J. Clover (Clover, 2014).

In Russian science this genre began to become the object of deep
analysis only at the beginning of the 2Ist century. For example,
V.A. Koshelev analyzes the elements of horror poetics in the works by
A.S. Pushkin (Koshelev, 2015, pp. 54—64); S.Yu. Chvertko studies the
poetics of horror in the works of Silver Age representatives (Chvertko,
2015); film scholar D. Komm examines the mechanism of producing
a scary effect and thinks that horror has a technology of fear aimed
at fulfilling a contract with the viewer (Komm, 2012, p. 9), i.e. a set of
techniques for presenting a terrible image that works to satisfy the horizon
of viewer/reader expectations; A.A. Grishin explores the terrible as an
ethical category (Grishin, 2015).

Due to the fact that the understanding of the horror poetics by the
Russian scientific community is still in its infancy, some subgenres of
horror literature have not been studied yet. This fact determines the
scientific novelty of this study, which will be devoted to folk horror.
The purpose of the work is to identify the features of the implementation
n of northern themes in this subgenre. The theme of the sacred North
space has always been relevant for the domestic artistic tradition.
For example, it played a special role in the works of the authors of the
Silver Age (Safron, 2023), so it seems interesting to see how it is interpreted
by the mass literature subgenre.

The object of the study consists of: the novels Swamp by Maryana
Romanova, Finchesby Daria Bobyleva, the short storys Meteo by Alexander
Podolsky, Ogly’s Songs by Larisa Lvova, Geese-Swans, Veriyarvi, Parents’
Day, Frost on the Faces from the collection Zoo by Oleg Kozhin.

The specificity of folk horror poetics

As already mentioned, horror, which belongs to popular literature, has
a formulaic nature (Clover, 2014, p. 9). According to K.J. Clover, the
poetics of this genre is close to the folklore tradition (Clover, 2014, p. 9):
both folklore and horror are characterized by the same set of fantastic
characters (living deads, brownies, vampires, sorcerers, witches, etc.),
similar themes, plots, motives (the theme of death, the motive of revenge,
the motive of cursed house). In addition, both folklore and the horror
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genre are united by the focus on orality, where the emphasis is on the
narrative, and not on the individual manner of the storyteller/narrator
(Dickstein, 1980, p. 34). The closeness to folk tradition gives rise to such
asubgenre of horror as folk horror, which poetics is built with the involvement
of folklore and mythological motifs, the village chronotope and all the
toposes associated with the village: forest, swamp, forest lake, etc.

The northern chronotope and the system of folk horror
characters

It should be noted that the folk horror chronotope is determined by the
northern Russian territories: the Arkhangelsk region (M. Romanova’s
Swamp), Karelia and Siberia (A. Podolsky’s Mefeo, O. Kozhin’s Geese-
Swans, Veriyarvi, Parents’ Day), Yakutia (L. Lvova’s Olgy’s Songs). These
locations are determined by the motif of isolation. For example,
the characters in the short story Veriyarvi turn off the M-18 highway
(now called R-21 Kola), connecting St. Petersburg and Murmansk, and
immediately find themselves outside the space of well-appointed
civilization: “Sofia felt sick as soon as the car turned off <...> onto a dirt
road. There was no road to Veriyarvi. “There was a direction, but there was
no road” (Kozhin, 2020, p. 91).

The North space is also closely connected with the winter motif and
forms the “alien world” — “the world of death, illness, the world where
harmony is broken and chaos reigns, the chthonic world” (Kondratieva,
2012). The frosty North, bringing death, is the motif that determines the
plot structure of A. Podolsky’s short story Meteo: “Among a bunch of local
horror stories, there was one like this. <...>... Some wandering atmospheric
anomaly lives in Kazakhstan. It causes a sharp weather deterioration, the
sky fills with clouds of black snow that float against the wind, and sometimes
even descend to the ground. People disappear in them. Years later, the
bloodless bodies are found in different parts of the country, but most vanish
forever. Old people insist on that this was the work of an evil spirit. <...>
Stories about a certain phenomenon accompanying winter, or a natural
demon, spread throughout the area” (Podolsky, 2023, pp. 139—140).

Folk horror heroes either move from the city, as in the case of the
characters in M. Romanova’s novel Swamp, D. Bobyleva’s novel
The Finches, L. Lvova’s short story Ogly’s Songs, or are originally villagers,
like the heroes of O. Kozhin’s short stories Geese-Swans and Veriyarvi.
The source of the monstrous in folk horror are anthropomorphized forces
of nature and some representatives of lower mythology: a wood goblin,
a witch, a mermaid, a werewolf. For example, in O. Kozhin’s short story
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Geese-Swans (the reception of the same Russian folk fairy tale), we are
introduced to an old witch living in the forest: she lures little Vanya to her
house in order to boil and eat him, thus taking away his life force. The child’s
older sister Marichka rushes to his aid. She is assisted by a magic stove and
navki-mermaids. The fight with the witch becomes a fatal initiation for
young Marichka: after defeating the demonic old woman, she is forced
to take her place and continue the eternal cycle of life and death: “She
drank everything, took everything away, young, healthy, determined. <...>
The old witch was dying. Many miles from here, in another hut, in another
world, a new witch was born in a silent scream” (Kozhin, 2020, p. 409).

Folk horror subgenre particularity is determined by the cursed place
motif: those who find themselves in such a location become victims of this
curse: here the laws of familiar reality cease to operate, but apply the rules
of the archaic world, which is controlled by magic, the supernatural force.
As in the Gothic, the curse motif is associated with events that took place
in the past. For example, M. Romanova in the novel Swamp describes the
supernatural marsh, located in the Arkhangelsk forests, which, allegedly,
was mentioned in the ancient Russian chronicles. Infant sacrifices took
place in this location. The demonic entity living at the bottom of the
swamp, guided by unknown reasons, brings some children back to life.
After leaving the forest the surviving babies demonstrate behavior that is
unnatural for a human being (“The son, although he clearly heard her, for
some reason did not quicken his pace. There was something mechanical in
Mishenka’s movements (italics mine. — E.S.). <...> And Mishenka’s face
somehow sagged (italics mine. — E.S.), as if it were dripping from his
bones” (Romanova, 2022, pp. 315—316). But then after a certain amount
of time “the returnee can’t be distinguished from an ordinary person —
only he is stronger, more cunning, thinks much faster and knows how to
lead a crowd”, “and every day he learns something new, and can live ten
years in a year” (Romanova, 2022, p. 318).

The swamp with demonic mosquitoes, sucking the blood of their
victims in order to murder them, describes O. Kozhin’s short story
Veriyarvi. We see several generations of women from one village family,
who are forced to sacrifice people they don’t like to mosquitoes in order
to avoid the victims' sad fate themselves.

The cursed place in D. Bobyleva’s novel The Finches is a dacha village:
the dacha residents who come there find themselves in captivity of
supernatural creatures — the traditional heroes of Russian demonology —
mermaids, poludnitsas, leshys, igosha, werewolves.

The figures of folk horror encounter not only dangerous supernatural
creatures, but also nature itself, whose elemental power can also lead
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to their death. Thus, in the already mentioned short story by A. Podolsky,
the characters lost on the roads of Kazakhstan and risk dying not only
because of the living dead attack, but also because of the severe frost and
snowstorm: “The face hardened in a matter of minutes, it was impossible
to speak. Real icicles grew on my eyelashes” (Podolsky, 2023, p. 144);
“— I don’t feel them. Ogly <...> pulled off her mittens and showed her
frozen palms. Her fingers had almost turned black” (Podolsky, 2023,
p. 145). An important feature of this subgenre is the obligatory presence of
heroes who think from the standpoint of a pagan having a mythological
worldview. For example, in Ogly’s Songs we see a girl left alone with the last
member of her tribe — a dying shaman. Ogly understands that there can’t
be any circumstances for tradition of the tribe’s guardian dying, and the
shaman’s drum must not fall silent, so she decides to conduct a ritual of
initiation for herself as a shaman and get a new drum beater, which the old
shaman had accidentally lost: “Where is the beater that can do everything:
turn back time and give life to someone who is already dead <...>? It’s
a disaster — apparently, the sick shaman dropped the bone into the hearth
fire <...> Ogly had heard that the best beater is made from the shinbone of
an already dead shaman. And this one is still alive. But there is no time to
waste — the creatures of the Lower World are ready to crawl into the tent
and grab everyone <...> And Ogly bit into the shaman’s trouser leg. <...>
The sinewy flesh gave way too. <...> Ogly’s mouth was clogged with blood
clots. But she can’t spit - there are already someone’s thirsty faces reaching
out, bodies with sharp spines from hunger crawling closer. And Ogly
accepted the shaman’s blood” (Lvova, 2023, p. 282).

We see often, that the religious worldviews of folk horror heroes base
on a synthesis of Christianity and the pagan cults of the ethnic groups that
originally lived in a given territory. The short story by O. Kozhin Frost on
the Faces is indicative in this regard: the yakut Kharyskan buries a man he
killed and “Finely crosses the dead man, quickly reads a strange prayer
in which Christ is mentioned in the same row with the names of the
ancient gods aiyy” (Kozhin, 2020, p. 59). The cult of aiyy is officially
registered in the Sakha Republic. It is a set of beliefs associated with good
deities living in the subtle worlds, which are opposed to abas — evil spirits
(Novikoy, 1991).

In his another short story Veriyarvi Christianity is replaced by a
matriarchal cult: “Sophia stopped at the red corner, looking with interest
at a small icon, it seems look like the Mother of God. <...> Molded
cheekbones, gracefully curved eyebrows — the spitting image of
Grandmother Koivu. Except that her thick braid does not fall on her
shoulder, but is laid like a knot on the top of her head. Surrounded by
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burnt-out candles, the missing photographs of her mother stood, enclosed
in a gilded frame” (Kozhin, 2020, p. 111).

The matriarchal cult, a synthesis of Scandinavian and Karelian-
Finnish mythology, accompanied, by the technology of fear (in accordance
with the requirements of the genre) is also found in O. Kozhin’s short story
Parents’ Day: on the ninth day after the celebration of Easter there is
Radonitsa celebrated, dedicated to the remembrance of the dead. Every
year on this day Lehtinen family must bring a living sacrifice to the cemetery
in order to be eaten by the demonic deceased grandmother Noita Toivovna
(We consider the importance of “talking” nature of her name: noida is the
name of a shaman in the religious Sami practice (Demkin, 2009). If they
ignore this “honorable duty” the grandmother threatens to rise from the
grave and eat one of her own family members.

Conclusion

Generally speaking, the suggestive effect of reading such texts is
heterogeneous: on the one hand, by reading scenes with murders and
various kinds of mutilations, the person experiences horror and disgust, on
the other hand, experiences pleasure from immersion in native or foreign
ancient national culture, joins archaic pagan rituals, thereby activating the
dormant archetypes in the subconscious. As can be seen, the writers who
work with folk horror, follow traditional cultural stereotypes, depicting the
North as both a dangerous and attractive location.
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