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PROBLEM

The Grass-Divination Problem
A traditional grass-divination custom becomes a probability problem: what is the chance that
six paired blades of grass form one ring?

Mansur Gilmullin · 02.02.2025 · EN

Read this article on the journal website

S. L. Kozhin, Ivan Kupala: Divination with Wreaths (2009) · Source

“According to tradition, girls in rural Russia once practised this form of divination with grass. One
girl held six blades of grass in her hand, with their ends sticking out above and below. Another tied

the blades together in pairs, first at the top and then at the bottom. If all six blades were joined into
a single ring, this was supposed to mean that the girl would marry that year.”

Now let us turn this legend into a proper probability problem!
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A step-by-step schematic solution to the blades-of-grass problem · Source

What is the probability that six blades of grass (1), tied together at random, will form a ring?

Note. They may fail to form a ring. There may also be several rings (2): one, two or three. We are
interested only in the case where there is one large ring.

Here is one solution; follow the step-by-step diagram.

On one side (3), the blades can be tied together in any way. No rings are formed at this stage.

Now consider the other side. Choose any free end. It can be tied to any of the other five. In one case,
a closed ring immediately forms (4), which is unsuitable. Any of the other four ends will work.

Four free ends remain (5). Choose one and tie it to one of the other three. Only one of the three is
unsuitable, because it produces a small ring of four blades (6). Two of the three possible

connections are suitable (7).

Joining the last two ends produces one large ring (8).

To find the probability of the desired outcome, we therefore multiply 4/5 by 2/3, giving 8/15.

Answer: 8/15. Thus the girl has a slightly greater than 1/2 chance of getting married!

Try solving the analogous problem for ten blades of grass.
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