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Abstract

The article deals with symbols and symbolized objects which are used in Mari ritual songs. Mari wedding songs consistently
reproduce the main stages and features of the wedding ceremony. The procedure of Mari wedding is strictly fixed and every
stage of it expresses a special meaning. The aim of the article is to study a symbol in Mari wedding songs. The surrounding
world, the wedding ceremony, its participants and guests, their characteristics, actions and conditions are the main objects of
symbolization. The results show that the wedding ceremony in songs is presented as the process of picking up berries, a
harvest, road connections, cutting of trees. Unripe berries, a rowan, a poppy, a beautiful, golden bird, a chicken are the
symbols of a bride. A groom is associated with a high-spirited horse. Symbols and images of the groom’s parents are created
by using such characters as a white dove, hatching dove. Some symbols are common in all Finno-Ugric languages. Some
unique symbols which appear only in Meadow Mari and Hill Mari wedding songs are described in the article. Some symbols
such as a harvest, unripe berries are similar to the symbols of Russian folk songs. The similarity of symbolized objects can be
explained by direct contact the Mari have with the Russians. Symbols are the most productive and functionally significant
means of expression in Mari wedding songs is a symbol.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Actualizing the problem

The first attempt of a systematic analysis of poetics of Mari songs was taken by V.M. Vasilyev. In the preface to the
collection of Cheremis songs V.M. Vasilyev considered composition, expressive means, rhythm and rhyme of the Eastern
Mari songs (Aptriev, 1908). He mentioned psychological parallelism, emphasized the Tatar influence on the performance
of Eastern Mari songs.

Problems of poetics were further studied by V.M. Berdnikov, E.A. Todorovski (1965); they examined issues of the
evolution of a long song, poetic means of Mari folk songs, poetry of short songs that are similar to Russian chastooshka
(two-line or four-line poem or ditty on some topical or humorous theme) and Tatar tackmacks, short songs. Researchers
also described symbolism, metaphor, simile, amplification, sound and rhythmic organization, rhyme in some works
devoted to the investigation of poetics of lingering songs. Works by 1.S. Ivanov (1998), M.T. Slesareva (1986), I.E.
Karpukhin (1982) are devoted to the investigation of expressive means in Mari folk songs.

1.2 Explore Importance of the Problem

At present linguists are interested in ceremonial and ritual songs not only due to the need of fixing gradually lost texts, but
also the increased attention of the society to traditional culture of the Mari. Besides, each generation tries to pass on to
the succeeding one invaluable spiritual heritage of Mari wedding songs.

Despite the transformation and loss of some elements, aspects of the wedding, Mari wedding ceremony continues
to function and it maintains its particular and distinguishing features, especially in the rural areas, villages where Mari
people try to follow the tradition of their generation. Therefore, it is important to understand the current state of folk texts,
their sense, content, aim and function.
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1.3 Methods and materials

Descriptive and comparative methods were used while writing the article.

The object of this study is Mari wedding songs which were fixed by the authors of the article from 1987 to 2014 in
the Republic of Mari El, Bashkortostan and Tatarstan. Lyrics of Mari songs published in collections of Mari ritual songs
were also investigated. The subject of the research is expressive means, symbols used in Mari wedding songs.

2. Results
2.1 Symbols representing the wedding ceremony

Mari wedding songs represent the whole wedding ceremony and, therefore, all the stages of the wedding are strictly fixed
and logical. Symbols are the most productive and functionally significant expressive means in Mari wedding songs.

From Greek ‘token’, a symbol is assign, whether visual or verbal, which stands for something else within a speech
community (Wales, 2001). Symbol is an idea, an image, or an object that has its own content and at the same time it
represents in a generalized, non-deployed form a different content. Different symbols are used in our everyday life and,
they have a definite purpose. Symbols always serve as the detection of something implicit, unpredictable or not lying on
the surface.

Surrounding world, the wedding ceremony, wedding participants and their characteristics, actions, conditions are
the subjects of symbolization in Mari wedding songs.

The wedding ceremony itself is presented as the process of picking up berries, a harvest: MemHaHat nacy — kymaa
nacy: ByA€eHa rblH, KyM Typro LWYpHO yHa. Kym Typrio LypHbIM MOreH HambiH, Tyrnap-Tyrnade, nbipns uneHa (Abukaeva,
2009). “Our field is a wide field. If we seed, we will gather a rich harvest. After collecting a rich harvest, let’s live together,
dear matchmakers”. EMbILLbDKe KebIH, ME NoreHa — KebIH Luyaerede Tamxe yke. Loviuem exbingbily, Tonaw BallKbILWHa:
Me Tongerey, WoHbIWHA, M yke (Abukaeva, 2009). “Berries are ripe and we pick up them. Unripe berries taste awful.
Relatives invited us, and we were in a hurry. | think that without us there is no fun.” Wedding participants sing these
songs at the beginning of the wedding ceremony when the head of a wedding, it is called kapm eame in Mari, makes the
opening ceremony of the wedding, walks around the table clockwise three times with bread and salt in her hand.

The arrival of the wedding to the home of proxies, where the bride is, revealed in a symbolic situation of gathering
clouds: Ona BenbIM Nblmke TOMEL, MypAe Kas, LOHET MO, LOHET MO? Hanall TOMLWO CyaH Mapuii Hanae kas, LOHET MO,
woHret Mo? (Abukaeva, 2009). “Clouds are swooping down. Don't you think it is going to rain? Don't you think that
wedding guests will take you with them?” The sentence ‘clouds are swooping down’ does not talk only about the actual
beginning of a rain but also signifies a new chance to begin a new life for a bride and a groom. Different variations of this
symbol occur not only in Eastern Mari songs, but also in Hill Mari, Meadow Mari and other Finno-Ugric peoples’ songs.
Symbolic image of a natural disaster used in the song is very strong and expressive. As above-mentioned song is found
in the repertoire of wedding songs of all ethnic groups of Mari, we can assume that it retains peculiar features of the Mari
ethnic community. The symbolic situation described in the song is the oldest one.

The symbol of connecting roads as the symbol of family uniting is rather original: KopHo geHart aiicta me kaeHa —
KOpHbINaHaT KOPHbIM YlleHa. AlicTa-nai WeLKbiNaH Me KaeHa, elnaHat nai ewbim yweHa (Abukaeva, 2009). Let's
walk along the smooth path. We will connect the roads. Let us go for a bride - and we will unite a family.

Symbolic situation of catching a bird is common in songs of Finno-Ugric peoples and in Russian folk songs. It is
widely used in songs of Mari living in Mishkino region of the Republic of Bashkorotstan: Buya-roiHa BokTeH YyBap YblBbIM
TeBe-TEBE HaHras Luem Bapall. Kanetar caii, TyceT YeBep — TeBe LWybIH Thinat nypbiMall (Abukaeva, 2009). “A black
hawk will catch a colorful chicken in the barn. You are beautiful. It is time to meet your fate.” In this song a hen is a
symbol which represents a bride. The symbol of a hen is used in Mordva songs, too. Partly this symbol can be explained
by Mari wedding ritual of offering a cake decorated with figures of a hen to a bride. In this case, it refers to a bride’s
wishes to care for her children like a hen. Symbol prefigures a mother.

The idea of future changes coming in a life of a young woman with the groom's arrival to her house is served as
the starting point for creation of some interesting symbols. The symbol of tearing bark form a linden serves as a symbol of
taking away a bride from her parents’ house: HbIMbILTBIKBIM KyLIKEA HanblHAAH — BapaxbIMaT KywIKO LIOMbILAA?
Auaxe, aBaxe BUreHaT ynblaa — yabipaaMar KyLwko Weinteiwga? “You stripped bastes and where are the poles? Both a
father and a mother are here. Where did you hide your daughter? (Abukaeva, 2009). ApkaliTe TyMbIKbIM ME PybILLHA.
[yrbinaHat orbin — TaBaHmnaH. ThiNaHeT, akau, WeLlKbIM KOHAbILHA, YHanaHaT orbin — yMbipnaH (Abukaeva, 2009). “On
the hill we cut an oak, not for an arc but for runners. And we brought a daughter-in-law for you, sister. Not as a guest, but
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for the rest of your life.” A cut tree is a symbol representing a new house for a bride.

Marriage in Mari wedding songs is associated with bridling a horse: MemHaH MMHe neww nopo —Tol OMbITa
kynbinga. MemHaH kave neww nopo — MoTpo yablp kynbinga (Abukaeva, 2009). “Our good horse needs forged copper
collar. Our good fellow needs a beautiful girl.” In this song a horse represents male courage, strength and energy. It
should be mentioned that the word nmHe ‘horse’ is used with the epithet new nopo 'very kind'. There is no negative
meaning of representing marriage in this song.

2.2 Symbols representing a bride and a groom

Unripe berries, apple blossoms, a mountain ash, a poppy usually stand for a bride in Mari wedding sons. Symbols of
plants embody purity and beauty of a bride: Tyrnapem, Top3a OHYbINHbILA NAPYaH rbiHa NbI3ne WoYblnaeH. MapyaH-rbiHa
Mbi3ne — Keye OK BOY, LUELLKE, Thle UT BOXbIN — WKHYa ok BoY (Abukaeva, 2009). “Dear matchmaker, in front of your
windows a beautiful mountain ash grew, it doesn't let the sun in on us. Dear daughter-in-law do not be shy, we will not put
the evil eye on you.” The meaning of most of these characters is quite clear, but some of them should be interpreted
according to the context. According to the Mari a mountain ash is a plant which provides not only purity, but also safety. It
is no accident that Mari put the branches of a mountain ash when they lay vegetables in storage. It is also noteworthy that
when the Eastern Maris bury someone they put a sprig of a mountain ash. It is known that a mountain ash is used as
means to scare away evil spirits since Ancient Greek times: rowan twigs or leaves of a mountain ash were put into a
shepherd's staff. A similar custom was recorded in Scotland, Estonia and Sweden. Even in those places where the rowan
tree was called a witch’s tree, it was endowed the ability to resist diseases and witchcraft.

Such qualities as purity, whiteness are taken as a basis of assimilation of a bride with pure white clothes: Mopt
OHYOJTHO OLL HacTa kusnanew. Maa poHyo — Tyao nasbipra. MemHaHat wwellke ymbak naa OHY0: BOXbINanew Tyao — ot
HacTa (Abukaeva, 2009). “There is a white parcel in an outer entrance hall. Do not turn it — it will get dirty. Do not look at
our daughter-in-law, she is shy and she is still a stranger.” The symbolism of colour dominates in this song. We should
mention the fact that the Mari use the epithet owo ‘white’ to name themselves. Pagan Mari people call themselves oL
mapu ‘white Mari” which means real Mari. Results show that other colors are not used in Mari wedding songs.

A kind of a compound symbol is the representation of a bride with a beautiful, golden bird in the following song: 3p
KbIHENbIH TYro NeKTbiM: N3N KamblK LUOPTHBO LWYNAbIpaH. ByqanTeH Kneda, ByYblae Kneda — LUOPTHO rae LWeLlKbiM
konablwHa (Abukaeva, 2009). “I got up early in the morning and | went out into the yard and saw a small bird with golden
wings. Are you waiting for a bride who is like gold?” A bride is described as an ideal, perfect creation, a symbol of the
feeling of affection which a groom as for her.

2.3 Symbols representing parents

The image of the father is traditionally created with the help of a symbol kyey mymo ‘a mighty, powerful oak’: lMopToHYbIfI-
na BOKTEHET Kyry Tymo, Kyry TyMo AbiManHe ol ky3. O KyaxbiH napyaxe me yrblHa, Kyry Tymo, ayaem, Tbii ynat
(Abukaeva, 2009). “There is a powerful oak near the yard. There is a white birch under amighty oak. We are branches of
that white birch, and you, my father, is that mighty oak.” According to the song, a mighty oak stands for a father. There is
another clear symbol in this song, and it is a white birch, which is used to present the image of a mother. This song has
personal, cultural associations for the participants of the wedding ceremony.

An oak and a birch have a deep sacred sense in the Mari language. Even at present the Mari continue worshiping
them; birch and oak groves serve as a special place of worship for Mari pagans. Currently, there are 649 pagan sacred
groves in the Republic of Mar El, but only 347 are taken under state protection. They are considered to be historic
monuments of national significance, and at the same time they are the places of pagan worship.

The images of groom’s parents are generated in raising or glorifying songs. A white dove is symbolic of parents, a
mother and a father. It is explained by the absence of the category of gender in Mari and, that is why, this song can be
dedicated to a mother and a father.. Ow nopTteTbiH Wonan biManaHxe O KoropyeH urbiM NykTbinaeH. O KoropyeH
rae urbiM KyLwTeH, Taubice KeublH kanblkbiM MoabIkTeT (Abukaeva, 2009). “Under the eaves of your house a white dove
led the chicks. The little ones are hatched. Having raised your children, you, like a white dove, rejoice people.”

A symbol of a mother appears in songs very often. Mother's image is the most favourite one in Mari wedding
songs. Moreover, a mother is an object of veneration, a symbol of holiness and purity, the embodiment of the ability to
unite people, to rally them. A queen bee is a symbol that represents caring, good-hearted, respectful and honorable
mother. The Mari are aware of the idea that mother can support and protect in any situation. In our opinion, the
significance of this symbol is directly connected with the religious beliefs of Mari people because myku tomo ‘bees’ god’ is
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represented in the Mari pagan pantheon.

Folk songs represent psychological state of a wedding proxy (a groom's female relative) very accurately and
vividly. A bride is taken to proxies’ house long before the wedding starts. Earlier, this period could range from three
months to three days. So a bride was given the opportunity to meet with her future relatives and neighbors. The meaning
and the aim of this ritual is to render the possibility for a newcomer, a bride, to meet future new relatives and neighbours.
Currently, taking a bride to proxies’ house is a pure formality, and wedding guests do not stay there for a long time. A
wedding proxy is responsible for having a bag with presents. There is a belief among Mari people that a proxy will be a
real mother for a bride when she lives in worlds beyond her. It should be emphasized that a proxy will have responsibility
for a bride and a groom before god and men.

A proxy seems to dote upon a bride; she worries about her future life: ByewweT nuame nopcbiH SnyKeT exaprbiHar,
kanabiH Wynanew. ColpanaT rblHaT, WyNeT rbiHaT, cafjak HambiH KaeHa ydblipgam (Abukaeva, 2009). “You have put a
shawl over your head. It is blue and green. It is burning now. Though you will become angry, you will grieve, anyway, we
will take your daughter.” In this song a symbol of burning a shawl is the use of a concrete object to represent and abstract
idea of proxy’s worries about a bride.

An unusual symbol appears in the following song: MopTOHYbIN MyyaLLTe WK MEHTELIET UT 3HFEPTE — KOraprer,
Tyrnade. MyneT rbiHar, korapreT rbiHaT, cagak HanbIH kaeHa yapipaam (Abukaeva, 2009). “There is a silver pillar in your
porch. Do not lean to it — it can burn you. It can burn you. Anyway, we'll take your daughter.” This song has a surplus
meaning, bright emotional color. A silver pillar symbolizes a proxy who worries about recently born family. Most of the
songs, where different symbols appear, are based on parallelism, a device which depends on the repetition of the same
structural pattern.

3. Conclusion

Thus, a bride, a groom, a proxy, guests of the wedding, wedding ceremony itself are symbolized in the Mari songs. Some
symbols such as a harvest, unripe berries are similar with the symbols of Russian folk songs. Generally, the similarity of
the symbols can be explained by the socio-cultural, economic contacts of the Mari with the Russians.

Among the symbols, presented in this article, some of them — white clothes, golden birds — are unique to Eastern
Mari wedding song. Obviously, songs, where these symbols function, appeared after the collapse of the Mari ethnic unity.

Mari wedding song is the reflection of poetic thinking of people. Simple objects which surround us act as significant
and very valuable. Mari people compare one phenomenon with others in wedding songs, reveal common features, and
poeticize the world. Symbols, moreover, point to objects and phenomena, which have sacred meaning and convey the
emotional state of the participants of the wedding ceremony. Symbols are clear indicators of the identity of Mari mentality.
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