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Abstract: This paper analyzes the cases wherein a previously unknown and unique mythological
character (with his/her specific behavior, “personal” traits, appearance, origin, etc.) is generated by
a cultural linguistic sign or a fragment of text. This research is based on the Russian cultural and
linguistic tradition, mainly in its dialectal version (the language of Russian peasants). Its sources
include data published in the late 19th—early 21st century in dictionaries of Russian dialects and, pri-
marily, the unpublished field materials of the Ural Federal University Toponymic Expedition, cover-
ing data from the Russian North, the Urals, and the Volga region. According to their nature or origin,
the names of characters studied in this paper derive from two types of linguistic signs: (1) Names
based on usual forms of standard vocabulary that can be both proper and common nouns; the for-
mer may refer to various categories, such as toponyms (names of geographical objects), chrononyms
(names of calendar dates), hagionyms (names of saints), names of icons, etc. (2) Names originating
from a text, usually folkloric; these are word combinations or phrases that only act as a single unit
within their “parent” text. Sometimes, but less often, these consist of one word that is of key im-
portance in the source text. Such a phrase or word can migrate outside the “parent” text or genre,
expanding their lexical combinability and changing their syntactic regime to become a name of a
mythological character. It takes two sources of motivation for a new character to emerge —a linguis-
tic (a word that seeks a new context) and a cultural one (a semiotically intense context, such as a
situation associated with danger, prohibition, omens, aggression, or magical practices). The com-
bination of these incentives is not uncommon, so the stock of mythology used for names is being
constantly renewed.

Keywords: Russian linguistic and cultural tradition; onomastics; mythology; folk Christianity; folklore;
ethnolinguistics; name of a mythological character

1. Introduction

The folk religious-mythological system is a constantly evolving and developing paradigm.
This development is largely driven by the resources of the natural language used by the
community. However, in the public mind, mythology and folk religion are often regarded
as static sets of values and principles formed sometime in the (very distant) past and sanc-
tified by its authority. Advocates of “folk antiquity” deny the whole idea of changing the
religious—mythological system, and such mythological purism is not unfounded. To rec-
ognize the predominant influence of folk religion and mythology on the cultural and lin-
guistic worldview, social practices, and psychology, the naive consciousness must assign
it with unquestionable authority. This attitude to mythology is mythological itself, fitting
into the Golden Age-Iron Age opposition that idealizes the past and denounces the present.

In this article, we would like to demonstrate once again that the religious and mytho-
logical system is not a rigid framework but rather a living organism that is constantly de-
veloping and replenished with new characters and ideas (or at least shades of ideas and
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variants of characters). We will not cover the cultural mechanics of drawing in modern real-
ities or figures (mostly political), as this is well described by folklorists and ethnographers.
For example, a vast corpus of texts about Lenin and Stalin appears in 20th century Soviet
folklore, while the tsars—Peter the Great or Catherine the Great—assume the same posi-
tion in Russian folklore recorded in the 19th century. Here, the authors will show that the
folk religious—mythological system can be powered by internal resources, using only old
(more or less archaic) motifs, plot connections, and character types, and demonstrate how
new folkloric-ethnographic facts emerge on this basis. (In this case, the strict opposition
between “old” and “new” folklore, on which many researchers insist, is invalid. “New”
phenomena can appear within the old system of ideas that are actually indistinguishable
from the “old” cultural facts, unless researchers undertake special verification procedures.
This means that for the folk tradition, innovative phenomena have no less weight and sig-
nificance than old phenomena and are not essentially different from the latter, since they
represent that same system of ideas).

2. Research Problem and Materials

It is obvious that it takes a certain stimulus for this new phenomena to emerge from
old religious and mythological ideas. We will consider a set of cases wherein this stimulus
would be an inspiration from a linguistic sign. This research is broadly based on the Rus-
sian cultural and linguistic tradition, mainly in its dialectal version (the language of Rus-
sian peasants). Its sources include data published in Russian dialect dictionaries (second
half of the 19th-early 21st century) and, primarily, the field materials of the Ural Federal
University Toponymic Expedition in the Russian North, the Urals, and the Volga region.
The authors have been engaged in this fieldwork for many years, and the materials used
in this paper were recorded in the late 20th—early 21st century. Additionally, this paper
also uses some examples from the 20th century book tradition (though socio-linguistically
marked as urban or “high” language) to substantiate the productivity of the cultural and
linguistic mechanism under discussion. In addition, the authors draw parallels from for-
eign linguistic and cultural traditions.

The studied pattern consists of the following: a unique character (with his/her spe-
cific behavior, “personal” traits, appearance, origin, etc.) that never existed before (never
appeared as such or as a version of another known character) emerges into the religious
and mythological system, brought by a cultural linguistic sign or a text fragment.

The mechanics of mythmaking builds on the perception of some phenomenon or a
situation as irrational, supernatural, or implying danger, restriction, bad luck, communica-
tive aggression, and so on. These ideas become articulated in certain names or texts (for
instance, a curse) that are characterized by “semiotic tension”, correlating with the tension
of the experienced situation.

Characteristically, this tension can be verbalized in different forms, sometimes un-
related to the character. These may be words or word sequences used to denote a geo-
graphical site (e.g., a river or forest), an object (e.g., an icon), or a phenomenon (e.g., a
disease), and so on. But the tension is still seeking a “subjective” resolution: there must
be a subject causing the action, such as a character (the one who causes the disease or has
the ability to punish, etc.) that acquires a certain name. Thus, being put in the situation of
semiotic tension, the initial word or phrase is reinterpreted and placed in a new syntactic
context, in which it designates a character, an acting subject. At once, this new creature
is given a name (i.e., it needs to be named to become a creature) and acquires flesh and
blood: its name spreads out into other texts, including works of a different genre (different
semiotic context), the lexical combinability of this name broadens, and the new character
acquires new features based on phonetic attractions or cultural allusions (however, the
key feature —which may remain the only unanimous one—is the character’s ability to act).
This is how the linguistic fact as such goes beyond the limits of language and acquires a
“superstructure” of collective ideas that moves it to the realm of mythology.
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By their nature or origin, the names of characters studied in this paper derive from
two types of verbal signs: (1) “Lexemic” names based on usual forms of standard words
in the given language that can be both proper and common nouns; (2) “Textual” names
originating from a text, usually folkloric.

Let us examine both types consecutively.

3. Analysis
3.1. Names of Characters Derived from Standard Units of the Lexical System

Both proper and common nouns can be used as derivational bases. The former can
refer to different classes: toponyms (names of geographical objects), chrononyms (names
of calendar dates), hagionyms (names of saints), etc.

3.2. Names of Characters Formed from Proper Nouns
3.2.1. Toponym — Name of a Mythological Character

The images of mythological creatures can be based on the names of geographical ob-
jects, i.e., toponyms. There are repeatedly attested cases wherein the name of a genius loci
is derived from a toponym. The tradition of naming mythological characters according to
their habitat is particularly strong in the Russian North (see Cherepanova 1983). Typically,
this would refer to dangerous places, remote from the settlements and perceived as scary,
“unclean”, or “alien”. The character associated with such a locus is invented in order to
warn people of the danger and tacitly forbid them from visiting this place. This is what
creates the “semiotic tension” that is essential for stimulating the potential of the noun to
be a name.

Case 1. Near the village of Doman, (Makarievsky district, of the Kostroma region),
there is a small river, 3apsitixa (Zarianka), flowing into the lake Sosnovskoye. According
to the locals, the name of the river is linked to the fact that it flows from west to east, i.e.,
towards the dawn, cf. Rus. saps’ (zaria) ‘dawn’ (TE). At the same time, local old-timers say
that people used to associate this toponym with the image of a mermaid named 3apsika
(Zarianka), who sits on a cape at the point where the river flows into the lake, and brushes
her hair: Pato ympom cudum, 6 vemvipe ympa. He xodu, co6opuru, na osepo: 3apamxa ymauum!
‘She sits there early in the morning, at four. Don’t go to the lake, they said, Zarianka will
drag you away!". Thus, Zarianka was supposed to scare children and prevent them from
going to the water alone; the name of the character that is capable of action (who can drag
a person away) is formed from the name of the river.

Case 2. Let us consider a group of cases wherein toponyms that “come to life” denote
remote forests or swamps which are frightening or potentially dangerous (as one can be-
come lost, disappear, or drown there). Residents of the Velsky district (Arkhangelsk region)
believe that the I1dmpoma (Pdtroma) bog is inhabited by a character named ITdmpomuxa
(Patromikha), who is also sometimes referred to as a “white woman”, cf. Rus. 6eaas 6aba
(bélaia bdba) “‘white woman’ (TE). Peasants in the Verkhnetoyemsky district (Arkhangelsk re-
gion) believe that in the Yyonuu v (Chitidnitsy) forest, there lives a creature named Yyjonuna
(Chitidnitsa) (TE). The forest name is formed from the Arkhangelsk dialect word uyonuuya
(chitidnitsa), meaning ‘hunting trail; ski track’” (DRND). Later on, this name was semanti-
cally attracted to the standard Russian word uyjdo (chitido), meaning ‘miracle; supernatu-
ral phenomenon; extremely unlikely event’, which contributed to the emergence of this
mythonym. Residents of the Verkhovazhsky District (Vologda region) think that the for-
est river Koaenvea (Kdlen’ga) contains a mythical mistress named Koaenwvza (Kolen’ga) (TE).
Inhabitants of the Griazovetsky district (Vologda region) tell stories about scary creatures
named Yxan v (Ukhanyj) from the Yxaniixa (Ukhanikha) forest (TE). In the latter case, the
connection to the verb y xamo (iikhat’) meaning ‘hoot; to make a loud, sharp sound; to
shriek loudly and abruptly’ is important. This verb denotes, among other things, the cry
of an eagle owl, and the sound effect of an echo (which is a frightening phenomenon in
the forest), as well as sounds made by evil forces. A similar fact, based on the fear of loud
sounds and of the forest echo, was recorded in the Nandomsky district (Arkhangelsk re-
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gion). In connection with the name of the Béewuiii (Véeshnyi)' brook, the informants note:
Ha Béewitiom Pyuve Bérowxo soem ‘On the Voéyeshnyi brook Véiushko howls’ (TE). The
people of the Onega District (Arkhangelsk region) believe that in the Xémeposo (Khémerovo)
forest, there lives a creature with the surname Xémepogckuii (Khémerovskii); this character
leads off the road those who come to the forest (TE).

Case 3. Near the town of Polevskoi, in the Sverdlovsk region (Middle Urals), there is
the Azdv (Asd6) Mountain, known for the numerous treasures it allegedly hides. The moun-
tain is associated with its mythical “mistress”, deéxa A3d66xa (maiden Azévka), whose im-
age appears in numerous legends (Krugliashova 1991, pp. 69-72; VTES n.d.). The name of
this character has been an object of verbal magic. Explaining where Azovka might come
from, residents of Polevskoi mention a story of a curse, according to which the parents
of the heroine (who used to be an ordinary factory girl) cursed her for connecting her life
with robbers (Krugliashova 1991, p. 70). In the folkloric ideas surrounding Azovka, the
curse is more than a fact of the past; it has transformed into various meta-language mo-
tifs. For us, the primary one is that the “actionable” name of the character can either open
treasures or destroy those who come for them. The treasures can be opened to those who
guess Azovka’s cursed name and speak it (Ibid., p. 69). A version of this legend was used
by the famous writer Pavel P. Bazhov in his tale A Dear Name. In this tale, a girl (with an
unknown name), living in the Azov mountain, suffers her lover’s death. As he dies, he
reveals to her that one day, another young man will come to the mountain and loudly call
out the heroine’s name. Then, she must come out of the mountain and go to him, giving
the hidden treasure to the people (Bazhov 2019, p. 21). Apparently, Bazhov omitted the
heroine’s name so that the motive of having to guess it would look more plausible (this
name serves as a magical key to the treasure).

There are other versions of this story with more complex meta-linguistic contexts. Ac-
cording to one of these variants, a cursed queen moans in the mountain. If her name
matches the one of a stranger who approaches the mountain, she will stop moaning be-
cause her curse will disappear (Blazhes 1983, p. 8). According to a second version, recorded
in the village of Krylatovsky (Sverdlovsk region), one should keep silent while going up
Mount Azov, as if somebody calls their companion by his/her name and the name coincides
with that of the “mountain spirit”, the spirit will take the owner of the name (VTES n.d.).

Presumably, the name Asos/xa (Azov/ka) has been reconceptualized” because of its
connection to the words 306 (zov), ‘a call’, and 3samv (zvat’), ‘to call’. Such a connection
is caused by the “magic of calling”, which is a term for invoking a person’s name in the
traditional Slavic culture determined by “the mythological identification of a person and
his/her name and, at the same time, by the exceptionally mediative properties of the human
voice” (Agapkina 1999, p. 350). Thus, the mythonym here is generated by the toponym
due to the link between Azov and zov, meaning ‘call’, with reference to the folkloric beliefs
around invoking one’s name.

3.2.2. Chrononym — Name of a Mythological Character

The names of calendar dates (chrononyms) are another source of the names of mytho-
logical characters. It so happens that chrononyms in the Russian folk calendar are largely
derived from the names of saints (hagionyms), wherein the word-formative derivation
can be expressed both explicitly and implicitly. For example, 2 August, the day of the
prophet Elijah, can be denoted by the following possessive forms: Maviin denv (I'in den’);
Mavtiticxcuti denov (1'inskii den’), ‘Elijah’s Day’; and Mavtin npasonux (Il'in prazdnik), ‘Elijah’s
Feast’ (Atroshenko et al. 2015, pp. 184, 188, 190). Other variants include the suffixal noun
VMavtinuguna (1l'inshchina) (< Ilia “Elijah’) (Ibid., p. 190), or a word that formally coincides
with the name of the saint, such as Mavs” (Ilid), ‘Elijah’, and Hava-ITpopéx (lid-Proiok),
‘Elijah the Prophet’ (Ibid., pp. 190, 194). The latter case especially emphasizes the fact that
the character’s name is initially embedded into the chrononym.

Speaking about characteristic features of the traditional Russian worldview, Svetlana
M. Tolstaia notes “the anthropomorphic nature of calendar time, the personification of
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days (holidays, feasts), the tradition to identify the day and its mythological patron, as
well as the demonology of personified holidays” (Tolstaia 2005, p. 383). Thus, if there is a
thunderstorm on 2 August, people would say, Mava-IIpopox 1a myuax kamaemcs, meaning,
‘Elijah the Prophet rides on clouds’ (Kostroma region) (Atroshenko et al. 2015, p. 195). Sim-
ilarly, the idea that after 2 August, the water in rivers and lakes becomes too cold and un-
suitable for bathing has become formalized in such idiomatic expressions as Mava-I1popox
Avdunky 6 600y Opocur, meaning, ‘Elijah the Prophet threw a piece of ice into the water’
(Vologda region) (Ibid., p. 195). At the same time, the “personified day” is not equal to
the saint character it is named after. The semantics of these chrononyms always include a
complex of the beliefs and tokens associated with the calendar date itself, and ideas about
the ritual actions performed on this day (rather than facts about the saint described in the
Apocrypha, or hagiographies). Therefore, naturally, Ilia the Prophet who puts a piece of ice
into the water of a river near Vologda on 2 August is not identical to the biblical prophet
Elijah, who lived under King Ahab. But this is not yet a new mythological character. Such
new characters can arise on the basis of restrictions and bans associated with these calen-
dar dates, in prohibitive formulas, proverbs, folk stories, beliefs, etc. In this case, the image
of a new mythological character will embody the consequences of violating the ban on any
actions carried out by a person on a given calendar date; the character’s actions will be con-
nected with the punishment of a person for violations of the ban. The character will hence
become a kind of “namesake” of the saint in whose honor the calendar date is named. Let
us consider how this occurs.

Case 1. The name of the Great Martyr Barbara of Iliopolis (Nicomedia) is the basis
of the chrononym Bapeapun denv (Varvarin den’), ‘Barbara’s Day’, celebrated on 17 Decem-
ber (Atroshenko et al. 2015, p. 60). It is believed that on this day, severe frost and ice
arrives, the sleigh track is established, and the daylight hours start to increase. These
ideas are reflected in expressions in which the chrononym coincides with the hagionym
in its form, and essentially becomes a “personified holiday”. Some examples are: Bapsapa
mocmum, ‘Varvara/Barbara is paving’ (regarding the appearance of ice, Kama region), and
Bapsapa nouu yxpara, ons npumauara, “Varvara/Barbara stole the night and added the day’
(regarding the lengthening of the daylight hours, Nizhny Novgorod region) (Ibid.). Apart
from meteorological tokens, Varvara’s (Barbara’s) day is also associated with some socio-
cultural prohibitions; for example, on 17 December and the following days, women were
forbidden to spin flax or wool. This prohibition was known not only to Russians, but also
to other Slavs. So, the Belarusians in the Brest region also believed that it was forbidden
to spin on this day, 60 sona eapménamu samyuana, ‘because she was tortured by spindles’
(Tolstaia 2005, p. 42). This prohibition gives birth to a new mythological character, also as-
sociated with Varvara’s day but not rigidly attracted to this date. In the suburbs of Moscow,
they tell stories about a creature named Varvarka, who appears if you spin flax or wool
on days when it is forbidden: Exeau npacmo na Cesmiu, max Bapsapxa npudém, ‘If you
spin on Sviatki (the Twelve days of Christmas), Varvarka will come’; Exxeau umo sameeuiv 6
npasdnux, mémia mos ecezda pyzaemcs: “I'pex <...> Cmompu, Bapeapia npudém”, ‘If you start
something on a holiday, my aunt always scolds: It’s a sin <...> You watch, Varvarka will
come!” (Atroshenko et al. 2015, p. 61). These contexts do not specify what will happen to
the violator of the prohibition if Varvarka comes to them, but, obviously, the appearance of
this character should cause fear. Varvarka resembles the Slavic kikimora (kikimora is a Rus-
sian and Belarusian mythological female character living in a human home, harmful to the
household and its people), who has a similar role (punishing for violations of the ban on
spinning) and is clearly not friendly3

Case 2. On September 11, the Orthodox Church celebrates the Day of the Beheading
of John the Baptist (Atroshenko et al. 2015, pp. 174-75). This date is associated with the
prohibition to pick and eat any round vegetables (cabbage, potatoes, turnip, etc.) because
their shape resembles the severed head of the Baptist. Let us note that the real motivation
for this prohibition is the need for time to stock up on vegetables for the winter before this
date, which is caused by weather conditions. In addition, since the Day of the Beheading
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of John the Baptist is a bloody and tragic date, a strict fast begins a week before September
11, which implies the abstinence of meat, fish, and red berries (resembling blood) (Ibid.,
p- 174). In this way, this date receives a special name in the folk calendar— Mesdn-ITocm
(Ivdn-Post), ‘Ivan/John the Fast’; Medn-Ilocmiimeav (Ivin-Postitel’), ‘Ivan/John the Fasting’;
or Medn ITécmnuiti (Ivdn Péstnyi), ‘Ivan/John the Lenten” (Ibid.). This folk chrononym and
the prohibition to work in the vegetable garden on September 11 created a separate mytho-
logical creature called Medn ITocmnoii (Ivdn Péstnoi), ‘Ivan/John the Lenten’, known in
the Middle Urals. This character is a vegetable garden spirit that punishes people who
come there at the forbidden time (Matveev 1996, p. 207). Residents of the Arkhangelsk re-
gion also knew about Ivan the Lenten; they forbade children to go to the vegetable garden,
scaring them by saying that he could cut off their heads (Moroz 2007, p. 65). Itis interesting
that ideas about Ivan the Lenten go beyond verbal prescriptions. In folk culture, he can be
embodied as a character of the autumn folk play: B ozopode-mo VMean Ilocmmoii, e xodume.
Pebsmuuiex nyzamo---kakas-nubydv cmapyurka Hapaoumcsl, uyby Hasvieopom Hadetem, 60 u
Mear Ilocmmoii, ‘Ivan the Lenten is in the vegetable garden, don’t go there. It’s for scaring
children—some old woman will dress up and put on a fur coat inside out, and here is Ivan
the Lenten’ (Matveev 1996, p. 207). In the Middle Urals, there is a synonymous character
named Medn Kanyemuux (Ivan Kapiistnik) (< xanycma (kapiista) ‘cabbage’) (Ibid., p. 226).
This is also another scary autumn spirit whose name refers, on the one hand, to the main
dish of the fast—cabbage —and on the other hand, to the prohibition of picking and eating
round and large (head-like) cabbage on September 11.

Case 3. There are cases in which a chrononym “comes to life” not only as a mythologi-
cal character endowed with certain characteristics in the texts of popular culture, but also as
a character of a guisers’ play (cf. the testimony regarding Ivan the Lenten above). Thus, the
Thursday before Trinity in Russia is universally known as Cemiix (Semik). In the Nizhny
Novgorod region, the word Semik and its feminine derivative Cemuuiixa (Semichikha) are
the names of the male and female characters of the guisers’ play on this day: B Cemux <...>
Kmo-Aubo us desyutex napaxarca Cemuuuxoti. Paouru Cemuxa (naperov napsxarcs cmapuiom)
u Cemunuxy (desyuixa napsxaracv 6 cmapyxy), ‘On Semik <...> one of the girls dressed up
as Semichikha. They dressed up Semik (a boy disguised as an old man) and Semichikha
(a girl disguised as an old woman)’; Xoduau no domam cobupamo npodyKmol AL AULHULDL,
600uru Cemuxa u Cemuuuxy (KeHujuna nepeodesaracb 6 MY;KHumy, MyXuuna—e KeHuumy),
‘They went door to door to collect products for cooking fried eggs, they took with them
Semik and Semichikha (a woman disguised as a man, a man dressed up as a woman)’
(Atroshenko et al. 2015, p. 392).

An interesting fact confirming the persistence of this pattern is described in an article
by Vladimir V. Napol’skikh (2019, p. 142). This article focuses on the traditional rituals
of the Krasnoufimsk Udmurts (Votiaks), an isolated pagan group within the Finno-Ugric
people who live in the Middle Urals. Through the Mari (also pagan) mediation, the Votiaks
borrowed the features of the Orthodox Russians” Sviatki rituals. Like the Russians, on 13
January the Kransnoufimsk Udmurts celebrate the middle of Sviatki, which is a calendar
period (6-18 January) characterized by folk plays, fortune-telling, and ritual outrages. In
the folk calendar of Orthodox Russians, 14 January is called Baciiaves denv (Vasil'ev den’),
meaning ‘Vasilii’s/Basil’s Day’, or Bacuiauii Beatixuii (Vasilii Velikii), meaning “Vasilii/Basil
the Great: the day of St. Basil the Great’, and the evening before this holiday (13 January)
is called Baciiaves 6euep (Vasil'ev vecher), meaning ‘Vasilii’s/Basil’s Evening’. In the Mari lan-
guage, the name for the evening of 13 January is a half-calque: Basil kuyuza, ‘Vasilii/Basil
the Lord” (Mari Basil <Rus. Bacuauii). In the language of Krasnoufimsk Udmurts, thisname
is a borrowing from Mari: Basil’ kuvyuZa; that said, the pagan Udmurts know nothing about
the Christian saint and the Orthodox day of his commemoration. On 13 January, the Kras-
noufimsk Udmurts go to the baths, perform a prayer conducted by the priest molla, eat the
ritual pastry fabani (pancakes with butter), and dress up. One of the typical disguise char-
acters is in fact named with the same word as the whole holiday — Basil’ kuyuza, ‘Vasilii
(Basil) the Lord’. “In the evening a team of ten or more adult married men in masks of
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bears, horses, geese, in disheveled clothes, etc., would move from house to house. One of
them played the role of the old man Basil’ kuyuza” (Ibid., p. 142). The costume players
were led by a character called Basil’ kuyuza, and went to the houses where children were
waiting for them. The children then had to demonstrate their labor skills (spinning skills
for girls, and the skills of weaving lapti for boys). If the children failed with their tasks,
Basil’ kuyuza would frighten them: nusa koskom tone, 1dmdje bs¢kaltom, kulod!, "We'll drag
you away, we'll throw you out into the snow, you'll die!’; riulesti [5ktim3, tone no nuom! "We
came from the forest and we’ll carry you away!” (Ibid.). Once again, we face a situation
of semiotic tension formed by the fear of the people in disguise. On the one hand, they
portrayed characters of lower demonology, and on the other hand, they were demonized
as separate (calendar-related) beings (this is also true for the Northern Russians).

3.2.3. Name of an Icon — Name of a Mythological Character

The worship of Virgin Mary plays a very special role in the Russian Orthodox tradi-
tion, together with the calendar holidays, churches, monasteries, and icons dedicated to
her. It is not surprising, therefore, that the names of Virgin Mary’s icons and the features
of their worship have become a source for creating new mythological beings. In this case,
the situation of semiotic tension unfolds in a different perspective; here, it would be more
accurate to use the term “semiotic intensity”. Using the language of dramaturgy, in the
Virgin Mary stories, the main plot twist and stimulus is not fear or prohibition, as was de-
scribed above, but a precedent cultural text, the apocryphal motif of Virgin Mary’s travels
(xoxoenue---khozhdenie), which was widely spread in the folk Christian tradition, or the leg-
ends surrounding the appearance of Virgin Mary’s icons. In short, this is a later cultural
“superstructure” of the Gospel image.

Case 1. One of the most common types of Virgin Mary’s depiction with the infant Jesus
Christ in the Orthodox iconographic tradition is the Hodegetria (< Greek Odnyrjtoto ‘She
who leads the way’), Rus. Oduziimpus (Odigitriia). An icon of this type is a frontal half-length
image of Virgin Mary (“Theotokos” in Eastern Christianity) pointing with her hand to Je-
sus. This type includes such widely revered icons in Russia as the Tikhvin, Smolensk, Kazan,
Georgia, Iviron, Pimenovskaia Theotokos, Troeruchitsa (“three-handed Theotokos”), Passion
Theotokos, the Black Madonna of Czestochowa, and others. Many churches and monaster-
ies were consecrated in the name of Virgin Mary Hodegetria. Among them is Apcenrueso-
Macaarncxas Oduzumpuescras myxckas nycmoinv (Hosas nycmuiro Ilpecsamoii bozopoduivt
Oduzumpuu Ho60s16AeHHOIU, 4Mo 60 Mxax), or ‘Arsen’evo-Maslianskaia Hodegetria Male Her-
mitage’ (‘New Hermitage of the Most Holy Virgin Mary Hodegetria of the New Appear-
ance, which is in the Marshes’). This monastery is 40 km away from Vologda and, as the
legend says, was founded on the spot where a Hodegetria icon miraculously appeared,
near the Masliana River. The legend about the appearance of the icon, which was initially
connected to this specific location, has since become “blurred” in the popular religious
worldview (as often happens). The legend lost its specific toponymic reference, and, in
addition, was influenced by the motif of Virgin Mary’s travels. As a result, in different vil-
lages of the Vologda district (situated within the Vologda region), residents speak of holy
places (springs with holy water, stones with healing powers) that received special proper-
ties because a female character named SAuimpa (Iaitra) passed by them. The word ‘liimpa
is a phonetically transformed name of the Hodegetria icon (Rus. Oduztimpus---Odigitriia).
In some cases, laitra is identified with Virgin Mary: Ona wiaa, Slumpa, boxbvs Mamepv, max
HA Kameulke cAedouku om Aadouex ocmaruco, okoro Cesmozo Koroduuta, ‘She was walking,
laitra, the Mother of God, so on a stone there were traces from the palms of her hands,
near the Holy Well’ (TE). In other cases, Iaitra is viewed as a separate saint: fumpa 6virg,
ona cesmas. Xooura no Hauteti semae. I'de npoiidem, mam ceésmole kamuu Haxoouau, ‘There
was laitra, she is a saint. She walked on our land. Where she passed, people found holy
stones’ (TE).
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3.3. Names of Characters Formed from Common Nouns

In this case, the names of characters emerge on the basis of their phonetic similarity
with a common noun. The names that appear here are often quasi-anthroponyms of a
kind. They coincide with personal names only formally, but unlike typical Russian per-
sonal names, they have a secondary inner form that is employed in the wordplay.

Case 1. In Kostroma dialects, the verbal form aenumo (lepit’), meaning ‘to mold, to
stick (to), to seal up, etc.’, and the adjective aunxuii (lipkii), meaning ‘sticky’, have been
combined into the expression 6a6a Aiina (Baba Lipa), meaning ‘snow woman’ (DRND).
The element /una (Lipa) here coincides with the diminutive form of the name Olimpiada
(in common parlance — Lipiada) (Petrovskii 1980, p. 213). To make a Baba Lipa, three snow-
balls were placed on top of each other: first a large one, then a smaller one, and then a still
smaller one. The upper snowball was then “fashioned” into a human head; the nose was a
carrot and pieces of coal served as the eyes, and on the head there was a bucket. The Baba
Lipa was perceived as a personification of winter, and on Maslenitsa she was destroyed (if
she had not herself melted by then). People attributed the action of “molding” or “seal-
ing up” to this character due to its name’s phonetic similarity with the verb aenumo (lepit’),
meaning ‘to mold, to stick (to), to seal up, etc.” This verb then became a contextual neighbor
of the quasi-anthroponym Baba Lipa, and was thus used in the phrasing of a prohibition,
whereby if there was a severe frost outside, children were not allowed to go for a walk
and were threatened as follows: Mopos cuavrwiil, nac na yauyy He nyckau, 206opuru: “bada
Auna z2aas sarunum”, ‘The frost was severe, we were not allowed outside, they said: Baba
Lipa will cover up (seal up) your eye [with snow]” (DRND). Therefore, to create a mytho-
logical character within the described pattern, two basic conditions must be met: (1) the
character’s name appears in the context of a wordplay; (2) the character’s name appears in
a semiotically tense context (i.e. in the phrasing of a prohibition).

Case 2. This is a case related to the prohibition of late trips to the bathhouse (banya)
due to the risk of getting carbon monoxide poisoning. This prohibition was motivated by
there being some creature capable of harming a person (especially a child, since the phrases
used for prohibitions are most often directed at children and have pedagogical functions).
In Kostroma dialects, this creature is sometimes referred to with a quasi-anthroponym that
is phonetically similar to the meaningful appellative dvim, dvlmmo (dym, dymno), meaning
‘smoke, smoky’, and coincides with a personal name Jémna (Démna): He xodu 6 barto,
myoda domna sawira. Jemeii nyeaiu, umod we uwiau, xozda yeap, ‘Don’t go to the bathhouse,
Domna has come in there. Adults used to scare children so they wouldn’t go there when
it was smoky’ (TE).

Case 3. This case is described in the work of Berezovich and Rut (2016, pp. 89-90). In
Russian, there is a well-known name for a children’s disease, podiimuux (rodimchik), mean-
ing ‘a seizure accompanied by convulsions and loss of consciousness’. This name is related
to the verb podiimpb (rodit’), ‘to give birth’, and the noun pédu: (rddy), ‘labour’. This name ap-
pears in such phrases as podumuux 635 (rodimchik vzial), lit. ‘rodimchik has taken [the child]’,
and podumuux 6vem (rodimchik bet), lit. ‘rodimchik is beating [the child]’. In these phrases,
the disease, as often happens, is personified, and the status of being an acting figure is at-
tributed to it. In the Kostroma region, the expressions denoting such a seizure are Pédvka
npuwéa (Réd’ka prishel), lit. ‘Rod’ka has come’, and Pdds 63aa (Rodia vzial), lit. ‘Rodia has
taken, seized [the child]’. Here, the disease is not named directly, but euphemistically —by
means of a phonetically similar quasi-anthroponym Pédvxa, P60s (Réd’ka, Rédia) (which
coincides with the diminutive forms of the male personal name Poducén — Rodion): Pebérox
KanpusHuvaem curbto, kamaemcs oaxe, 0bémcs na noAy---oax Podvia npuwéa, Poduon---ums,
Poodvia, ‘A child is very capricious, even rolls around, beats on the floor—that means
Rod’ka has come, Rodion is the name, Rod’ka’ (DRND). Pddvka escapes the limits of the
“maternal” phraseological unit and enters the phrases that parents use to scare their chil-
dren (i.e., into a semiotically tense context). In such texts, the combinability of this name ex-
pands: Hy, pesu-pesu, 3a yzaom Podvica cmoum, npudém, mebs sabepém, “Well, cry-cry, Rod’ka
is standing around the corner, he will come and take you away’; Podvka npudém u sabepém
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me0s. Budro, cmpawuauuge 6viro, ‘Rod’ka will come and take you away. He must have been
a bogeyman’.

4. Text-Based Character Names

These names come from a text—as a rule, a folkloric text. Initially, they have nothing
to do with proper names, as these are word combinations or phrases that can only act as a
single unit within their “parent” text. Occasionally, this name is a single word that is of key
importance in the source text. This phrase or a word can migrate outside its initial text or
genre (often due to its expressiveness, frequent recurrence, etc.), eventually modifying its
syntactic and nominative nature to become a name of a mythological character. As some
examples, let us consider names that have emerged from the text of curses or folk songs.

Case 1. In Russian, there is a construction Jaii boz (Dai Bog), ‘God grant, God willing’.
Originally, this is an appeal to God, which has the meaning ‘Let it be so’. This construction
can also take the opposite meaning of wishing evil on someone, as a curse (especially in
the inversive form Bog dai, ‘God send’): boz daii mebe nposarumuvcs! lit. ‘God let you fall
through the ground!” ("Hell with you!”). Since curses are appeals to the devil rather than
to God, the formula Bog dai appears to be encoded within the phrase. This formula under-
goes syntactic contraction, morphological transposition, and phonetic contraction: 5oddii
me nposarumocs, lit. ‘Boddi you fall’ (Yenisei dialect); bozoaii me6s (mebe), lit. ‘Bogdai (to)
you’ (Smilensk, Tambovsk, Voronezh dialects); bodaii mebe, lit. ‘Bodai to you’ (Voronezh,
Smolensk, Tambovsk, Yenisei dialects) (Filin et al. 1965, vol. 3, pp. 47, 54); etc.* At the same
time, there is a secondary connection to the imperative form of the verb 60damv (bodat’), ‘to
stab with horns’, which fits well semantically into the range of words that are predicates
of ill-wishes. This is particularly notable in curses like Xeopo6a meb6s 600dii, ‘May illness
stab you with horns’ (Krasnoyarsk dialect) (Fel'de 20032010, vol. 5, p. 56), etc. At the next
stage of transformation, the imperative form 60dait becomes a noun, a subject: 3adepu mebds
600dii, “May boddi take you” (Volgograd dialect) (Mokienko and Nikitina 2013, p. 49). Thus,
here emerges a certain creature capable of independent action. This creature can “leave”
phrases of ill-wishes and move to another textual genre—threats. This is accompanied by
further de-etymologization; 6dds (bddia), 6ads” (badid), or 6adsii(badidi) is defined in dic-
tionaries as a “mythical creature used to scare children’: Parouie demeii 6adeti nyzaru: “bads
mefs yrecem”, a nuxmo ezo we uder, ‘Adults used to scare children with badia: Badia will
take you away! —but nobody ever saw him’; Bom 0adsa npudem u 3abepém me6s, ‘Badia will
come and take you away’; “badsii npudém, 6 cymxy mebs nocadum”, —demeii nyzaru, Kmo He
cayuarcs, ‘Badiai will come and put you in his bag—adults scared children who didn’t be-
have’; He pesu, 6adaii sabepem, “Don’t cry, Badiai will take you away”’ (Vologda dialect) (Gerd
1994-2005, vol. 1, pp. 39-40, 28). Moreover, badia is found outside the established folklore
formulas as 6d0s, 6adsa” (bidia, badid), meaning ‘invalid, cripple’: A mo 6adeii kakozo-mo
uneaAuda nasosym, éom xax 6ads udém, “They start calling some disabled person badia, like:
Look, badia is walking!’; Taxoii y tac 6via 6ads 6espyxoii u Hemoil, xo0um 0a 2060pum “mHs-
mus-mma”. Kax cxaxeuv, umo 6ads udém, max éce pedsima pasdezymcs, “We had a badia who
was armless and mute, he was walking and saying “mnia-mnia-mnia”. As soon as you say
that badia is coming, all the children run away’ (Vologda dialect) (Ibid., p. 39). Badia also
enters the literature on mythology as a separate mythological character: cf. “6adaii, 6ads,
6adsi, 6adaika (badai, badia, badiai, badiaika)—a bogeyman adults use to scare children.
<...> The outward appearance of badiai is vague and mysterious. It is someone hideous,
he is often numb and armless, and sometimes lame. He kidnaps children” (Vlasova 2008,
p- 28; the same: Cherepanova 1996, p. 165).

In this case, the de-etymologization of the word reaches the highest degree, which is
why the reputable etymological dictionary of Alexander E. Anikin provides the following
commentary on the words 040, 6adsi, and 6adsii (badia, badid, badidi): “Unclear. Probably a
borrowing” (Anikin 2007, vol. 2, p. 48).

Case 2. Another representative case, also originating from curses, is the Arkhangelsk
dialectal word >xeasdx (zhelvdk), meaning ‘a being belonging to the evil forces’ (an example
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is described in Berezovich and Surikova 2018, p. 104). Originally, xeasdx in the North-
ern Russian dialects refers to an abscess, or boil. This word and its phonetic and word-
formational versions are constantly used in curses and other kinds of expressive phrases,
such as >Keasdk mebe 6 20pro, ‘(May you have) a zhelvik (boil) in your throat” (Olonetsk
dialect), and >Keasdx mebe ¢ pom, ‘(May you have) a zhelvdk (boil) in your mouth’ (Perm
dialect). Gradually, the meaning of the word >easdx in invective has become blurred and
generalized to the very broad meaning of “malicious figure”. This is how such phrases as
Ilonecu mebsa xeasax, “‘May zhelvak carry you’ (Archangelsk dialect), arise. Here, zhelvdk is
perceived as a personified character and is functionally equivalent to a devil or a leshy (for-
est spirit). Based on such invectives, zhelvdk creates its own mythology that goes beyond
curses. This word appears in the narratives of speakers of the Arkhangelsk dialects. Ac-
cording to these narratives, a zhelvak can be found in specific locations, such as the Emetsk
village, and can carry away someone who does not “shut away” from him, and so on.

Case 3. Another example (widely known among Slavic folklorists) refers not to the
folk tradition, but to the speculative study of this tradition. In the works of some specialists
on Slavic mythology and writers (such as Miechowita, Kromer, Stryjkowski, Giesel, Ostro-
vsky, Derzhavin, etc.), written in the 16th—19th centuries, there occurs the name /eaw (Lel’),
which is interpreted as the name of the deity of marriage and the sun, etc. Lel’ is often pre-
sented together with other characters, such as Iloaeav (Polel’) and /1ada (Lada) (see Sumtsov
1881, pp. 4648, etc.). Image of Lel” are also found in the literature. Among the best-known
examples are Pushkin’s poem Ruslan and Lyudmila, Mickiewicz’s Pan Tadeusz,” and Alexan-
der N. Ostrovsky’s play The Snow Maiden. Most often, the word aeav (lel’) and similar-
sounding combinations appear in the refrains of Slavic wedding songs (for example, the
Russian Oii Aearo, mor00as, o aeato, ‘Oi leliu, the young [bride], o leliu’). Some “armchair”
linguists have claimed that Aearo is a vocative form of Aeav, i.e., an address to a character
of this name. A brilliant critical analysis of such instances was carried out by Alexander
A. Potebnja, the great 19th century philologist. Potebnja refers to them as “scholarly fairy
tales” (Potebnia 1883, p. 17) and points out that “our predecessors too hastily elevated
<...> [the song words lel, leliu] to the proper name of a deity of marriage, the sun, etc.”
(Ibid., p. 20); “Lel’, as the name of a deity imposed by the 18th century tastelessness even to
Pushkin <...>, is not a fact, but a very shaky guess” (Ibid., pp. 16-17). What we have here
is not an appellation to a deity, but ordinary song refrains. As Nikita I. Tolstoy points out,
the refrains aaé-ae, aii AtoAu, Atoau-Aroau, Aeaero (alio-le, ai liuli, liuli-liuli, leleiu), etc. originate
from the cry hallelujah, used in church rites, coming from the Greek dAAnAoULx < Ancient
Hebrew hall®lii-jah “praise the Lord” (Tolstoy 1995, p. 100).

Although the example above is related to “armchair” mythology, there are also some
analogies in folk tradition. For instance, working in the north-east of the Kostroma re-
gion, our expedition recorded the texts of ritual songs which used to be sung during the
New Year period and were aimed at fortune-telling. One example of such a song is called
tiaus (iliia), and this word features in the refrain, most often in the form iauro-tiauro (iliiu-
iliiu) (DRND). This is a variant of the Aeaeto-type refrains mentioned above; therefore, tiaus
(ilita) can also be traced back to the exclamation “Hallelujah!” In some texts, a charac-
ter named Uaus/Uava (Iliia/Ilja) is “singled out” from the refrain tiauto-tiauto and begins
to act: Xodum VMaus no noato, Cmoza cuumaem, ‘Iliia walks in the field, counts haystacks’
(DRND). Apparently, the transformation of iliia into a character is also influenced by the
name Iliya/llja ‘Elijah’, a well-known Old Testament saint.

5. Conclusions

The classification of cases presented in this paper makes no claim to comprehensive-
ness. We have described only a few cases out of a multitude. What is more important for
us is that the cases described here are not random or exceptional, but systematic. The di-
versity of examples proves the scale of the phenomenon under study. This phenomenon
refers to the creation of a new, previously non-existent mythological character based on a
linguistic sign (most often onomastic) and the resources that already exist in the system of



Religions 2023, 14, 1412 11 of 12

collective ideas. It takes two motivational sources for a new character to emerge—the lin-
guistic (a word that seeks a new context), and the cultural (a semiotically intense context:
a situation associated with danger, prohibition, omen, aggression, or magical practices).
These incentives are often combined in cultural linguistic practices, so the processes of “re-
reproduction”, the constant renewal of mythological material, and the living oscillation of
fragments of the religious—-mythological system are natural and expected. The linguistic
sign therefore becomes both a cause and an indicator of these processes.
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Notes

1 The brook name Voeshnyi is not related to the Russian verb vyt’, ‘to howl’, but is of a substrate (Finno-Ugric) origin (Matveev

2001, p. 259).

As opposed to folk etymology, academic etymology claims that the name of Mount Azov comes from the Bashkir-Tatar word
azay, meaning ‘molar tooth”: “on the top of the mountain, there is a rock resembling a molar tooth” (Matveev 2008, p. 10).

A female mythological character similar in cultural motivation is known among the South Slavs. Bulgarian and Macedonian
ballads record ideas about a mythological creature named Sviataia Nedelia, meaning ‘Holy Sunday’. She is covered in blood,
her body is stabbed, and her clothes are torn. These features reflect the consequences of violating the prohibition to sew, cut, etc.
on Sundays (see Sedakova 2008).

Cf. Belorusian bazoaii mui axarey, ‘May you die’ (Grynblat 1979, p. 202).

Cf. Polish Kastor z bratem Polluksem jasnieli na czele, Zwani niegdys u Stawian Lele i Polele, “Castor and his brother Pollux glittered
at their head, once called among the Slavs Lele and Polele’ (A. Mickiewicz).
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