
Through The smoke, The 7-fooT Tall sTraw 
figure is barely visible. Modeled after an ugly old witch, 
flames flicker from its Russian peasant’s clothing and 
surround its face. Dozens of children circle, dancing and 
chanting, as fire consumes the straw, and the model crumples 
to the ground in a pile of ash. Snow and soil cover the 
remains, fertilizing the ground for spring.

For one week every spring, Columbia’s Russian-speaking 
community comes together for Maslenitsa, one of the 
biggest holidays you’ve probably never heard of.

“You just celebrate the coming of the spring,” says 
Marat Musin, an MU graduate student from Moscow who 
attended the event last year. “The winter is burning, so this 
figure symbolizes the old, ugly, bad winter.”

Maslenitsa, translated as “the butter holiday,” has its 
roots in Pagan tradition but includes Russian Orthodox 
elements. The festival precedes the Great Lent, a period 
of fasting and repentance during which members of the 
Russian Orthodox Church give up meat and dairy.

Members of Columbia’s Russian-speaking 
community — natives and Russophiles alike — 
observe Maslenitsa in their own way each 
year. They use the holiday to remember 
their heritage and as a reason to 
socialize.

Vitaly Gruzdev, head of 
Columbia’s weekly Russian School, 
holds a get-together every year 
at a pavilion in Rock Bridge State 
Park. The event will double as a 
fundraiser for the school, which 
meets once a week and includes 
classes on Russian language and 
culture.

People also bring guitars, play 
volleyball or badminton, eat kebabs and 
blini and speak their native language, Musin 
says. The only organized part of the day is the 
burning of the Lady Maslenitsa. After families leave, the 
party moves to bars.

Musin passively celebrated the holiday in Moscow, but 
he became enthusiastic about Maslenitsa after moving to 
America for school.

Last year, he and his friends made their own 1-inch-tall 
paper version of the Lady Maslenitsa. They dressed her in 
old cloth, drew an ugly face and burned her on the porch as 
an effigy.

Ekaterina Zamataeva, an MU graduate student in Russian 
and Slavonic studies, says that in her hometown of Sarapul, 
Russia, it’s mostly kids and teens who burn the straw figure. 

For her, the anchor of Maslenitsa is the thin Russian pancakes 
called blini.

Zamataeva wrinkles her nose as she imagines her 
ancestors eating blini with red and black caviar. Her favorite 

toppings include apple jelly, plum jam, cherry jam and 
a special, savory topping of stewed cabbage and 

fish that her mother makes.
Nicole Monnier, director of 

Undergraduate Studies in Russian at 
MU, holds a Maslenitsa party at her 
home every year. She invites current 
Russian studies students and makes 
about 500 blini.

“The house smells of butter and 
blini batter for about two weeks 
afterwards,” she says.

This all happens downstairs. 
Upstairs is what Monnier calls a 

culture café. Students and professors 
play music, read poetry and sing.
“There isn’t a whole lot that’s going on 

that gives students immediate access to things 
Russian in Columbia, so Maslenitsa is very much an 

opportunity for us to get to introduce students to a Russian 
tradition and Russian foods,” she says.

This year Monnier says she is expecting about 50 
students and friends over for blini and bonding.

Zamataeva will make her own pancakes in her apartment 
with eggs, flour and sunflower oil.

Musin will prepare Russian food for his American 
friends as has become a tradition for him, and Gruzdev will 
host his annual Maslenitsa gathering. Each will welcome the 
arrival of spring, and the snow will melt, in Columbia and in 
Russia alike.
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the rite 
of spring

Burning witches and
 making blini for Maslenitsa

Maslenitsa 
where: Sunday, 2:30 p.m.  

until sunset

wheN: Gilbert Memorial Shelter, 

Rock Bridge Memorial State Park

CosT: Free

email: gruzdevvitaly 

@hotmail.com

In addition to eating blini and burning straw effigies, Maslenitsa in Russia involves throwing snowballs, wearing traditional 
outfits and racing to the top of a column made of ice, says MU graduate student Ekaterina Zamataeva.

Nicole Monnier uses her go-to recipe to make more than 
500 blini in one day for her annual party.

Bonding over Blini

DireCTioNs:
Heat milk in a medium bowl. Dissolve yeast in warm 

milk. Stir in the half the sugar and half the flour, and let 
stand for an hour (less with rapid-rise yeast). When the 
batter has doubled in size, add the salt and remaining 
sugar and 2 lightly beaten egg yolks, 2 tablespoons but-
ter and the remaining flour. Let rise again. Add the egg 
whites, which have been beaten until stiff, and let stand 
for 15 minutes.

Grease a small frying pan with butter. When heated 
put a thin layer of batter in it and cook on both sides.

iNgreDieNTs
2 cups flour
2 cups warm milk
2 eggs
1 package dry yeast 
(rapid-rise is best)

2 teaspoons sugar
1/2 teaspoon salt
2 tablespoons melted 
butter (plus one for     
   greasing pan if 
needed)


