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It has now been several months since I left the Siberian village Batama; yet, as I sit and think about this past summer and the Russian folklore expedition it feels as if I am still there. The experiences that I gained this summer were invaluable and eye-opening for me as an individual as well as a student, teacher and scholar of folklore. I learned lessons about the true function of folklore within an individual’s life and within a family and larger community. I learned how traditions, such as singing folk songs, are truly carried throughout time and space, adapting both to the natural progression of life and to the rapid change and influence from outside forces in order to continually reinvent and confirm one’s identity. I learned that these traditions provide roots and a sense of history to the community in Batama.

I learned that working with individuals in their context of home and community is a difficult and delicate task that requires sensitivity, patience and the willingness and desire to simply listen to their story. I learned that these women and singers with whom we spent time, interviewed, observed and celebrated with, want to share their story and were delighted to share family photographs illustrating occasions of family joy as well as sorrow. I learned that often what was important was not getting through all the questions that Lena wanted us to gather responses for; but what was important was listening and talking—taking the time to get to know these individuals as human beings and not just as a wealth of potential information about folklore. 

I could continue on with lessons that I learned from my time in Batama—lessons that I am reminded of on an almost daily basis as I have now walked back into the classroom at Indiana University. The classroom where I have 60 students in F101: Introduction to Folklore that ask to hear about my fieldwork experiences and see photographs of what seems like the other side of the world to them. To me it seems more like a part of who I am—a representation of what I hope to be doing in the years to come. I hope to be back in Russia soon conducting fieldwork and discovering the role folklore plays within the lives of the Russian people, but for now I am content with my experiences from this past summer.

However, there is one specific memory that I would like to share from Batama. It is one reflection of my experiences that resounds vibrantly and brilliantly to this day and I imagine will continue to do so for many years. It is a story that involves not only me, but the two Katyas and Lucy, who were all on the expedition in Batama, and of course one of the women we interviewed—I’ll call her Sveta.
 From a previous interview, I learned along with three other volunteers on the expedition that Sveta possessed several examples of very old, beautifully done, traditional embroidery in vivid black and red. Some costumes had even belonged to her grandmother and had then traveled to Siberia many years ago as her family moved. Other shirts, skirts and aprons had been created solely by Sveta’s imagination, though similar features relating to traditional patterns and colors were present within the newer, hand embroidered designs. The embroiders, knitters and sewers in our expedition group grew excited about learning that Sveta had embroidered costumes and Lena’s interest grew in learning about the items inherited from her grandmother and their significance in documenting a tradition. It was decided that a second group would return to see Sveta to photograph and graphically document the embroidered costumes and patterns to ensure their preservation and recognize their contribution to the continued study of traditions in Batama.

Upon returning, we came bearing gifts of candy (Sveta had confessed to having a sweet tooth during our first visit), embroidery floss and needles as well as an embroidered bookmark by one Katya. We caught Sveta in the midst of gardening; however, despite being busy and hard at work, she took time away from the garden and her winter sustenance for us to come inside and document her embroidered costumes. What resulted was an afternoon that will forever be in my mind.

Removing our shoes on the covered porch to the tune of the dog barking and rooster crowing, we entered Sveta’s home. The chalky blue walls that we had come to know so well were decorated with needlepoint and family photographs. An icon was present in the corner, draped in a vibrantly woven red and white shawl. As Sveta walked, she pointed out pictures, telling us who was who and which embroidered works her grand-daughter had completed. Pride was visible in Sveta’s face and voice as she spoke about her family and told about how she spent time in the winter sitting on her couch and cutting strips of fabric in preparation for weaving. Sveta’s eyesight is no longer as clear and distinct as it once was which limits the amount of embroidery she continues to do. However, one thing that Sveta is still very much active in, is weaving rugs.

The most striking element that you first notice upon entering her home is the presence and abundance of brightly colored, tightly woven fabric rugs covering every inch of her floor. Sveta’s home is warm in spirit and inviting to guests. Her traditional handicrafts help create this welcoming environment, as does Sveta herself. The display of woven rugs and inclusion of bright colors and bold patterns is reflective of Sveta’s identity and personality—she is quite boisterous, out-spoken, bold, friendly and generous. 

After settling down to work on documenting the embroidered costumes, Sveta continuously engaged in conservation with us—showing us the patterns that she used to create some of her work, sharing with us the sources of her inspiration such as a children’s coloring book, and telling us about who she is through photographs and family stories. In commenting upon her exquisite rugs, Sveta became very excited and disappeared into another room of her home. When she reappeared, she had a rather large roll of bundled cloth that when unrolled transformed into a work of art in its beautifully planned scheme of bold colors—blues, reds, yellows, and star pattern. She explained that this one was specially made for her sister. 

Asking Sveta if we could photograph her work of art, she enthusiastically agreed. But just photographing her rug was not a complete picture of this masterpiece, so we asked for permission to include Sveta in the photograph with her rug. She again agreed from her seat on the chair next to where the rug was unrolled on the floor. Before we could snap a photograph; however, Sveta had an idea and quickly jumped up and sat down on the section of the rug still rolled up to pose for the photograph.

The following moment still replays clearly in my mind: Sveta, in attempting to sit on the rolled up rug, lost her balance and slowly fell backwards, landing half on the floor and half on the rolled up rug! In a panic, I rushed to her side as did the others, asking in excited tones—are you ok? did you hit your head? are you hurt? Much to our surprise, but thankfully, we found Sveta laughing! She was not hurt, did not hit her head or at least did not confide in us that she was injured; but, instead she found this whole episode absolutely hilarious! We soon did as well, once we recovered from the thought that our request for a photograph had led to an injury. 

Sveta perched once again on top of the unrolled rug and posed for her photograph with an incredible, beaming smile. I have this photograph on my bulletin board overlooking me as I write this and am reminded of this experience daily. Sveta taught me many things. Some of which have been expressed at the beginning of this article. Others that remain yet to be seen. Sveta’s life is one that exemplifies hardship, but also hope and an admirable ability of being able to see through to the important things in life—family, friends, health and a sense of home and belonging created through traditions.

Sveta, while we never did complete a formal interview with her about her family’s history and her involvement with the group of singers in Batama, contributed greatly to the material gathered on this expedition. More than that, Sveta embodied the spirit of Batama and expressed her identity and reflections of that spirit in her handicrafts and in her personality. The laugh following her fall is a sound I still recall—along with my relief that we would not have to call Lena and tell her we hurt one of our interviewees! 

This is only one experience that comes to mind when I think back to Batama. Many more are vivid as well—dancing at Ivan Kupala, the homemade vodka flavored with mushrooms, learning how to make Russian pies, walking down the street carrying a broken bed on our first night as the cows were being herded directly towards us, the fly-paper hanging from above our table, being hit with birch tree branches in the banya, and of course, learning how to sing in the folk tradition—all of these memories are now part of me and are deeply embedded within Batama and its folklore.

I graciously thank the American Friends of Russian Folklore for the opportunity to have participated on this expedition. I am still reaping the benefits from this experience and expect to continue to do so for many years. 
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