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From the History of the Study of Hydronyms
of the Mari EIl Republic

O——'he study of toponyms in the area where the Mari live at present
J began at the end of the 19" century, although several hydronyms

of the region had been recorded by travellers a long time before.
ADAM OLEARIUS, a German by nationality, spent some time with the Mari
during his journey from Moscow to Persia along the Volga in 1634-1636. In
his book entitled “Onucanue nmyremectust B Mockopuio” (A description of
the journey to Muscovy) he gives an interesting account of his visit to the
district of Sernur and is the first to mention the holy riverlet [lloxuwem
(OLEARIUS 1906).

The participants of the Second Expedition to Kamchatka (1733—-1743) and
the Expedition of the Academy (1768—1774) collected a huge amount of
data about the population of Kazan’ province. As a result of these expedi-
tions, in 1791 G. F. MILLER edited a book “Omnwucanune xuBymux B Kazan-
CKOM T'yOepHHHU A3BIYECKHX HApOJIOB, SIKO TO YEPEMHUC, YyBall U BOTAKOB”
(Description of the pagan peoples living in the Kazan’ province, i.e., the
Cheremiss, the Chuvash and the Votyak), in which the names of a few rivers
and towns are fixed: Hayepaov — Bamxka, Yonman — Buyv — Kama, Jyn
— Bonea, Hloxwem — Ownjy, Jlawv and seven Mari personal names are also
mentioned. G. F. MILLER even made an attempt to etymologize some of the
toponyms. What he writes is that the Mari call the river Vyatka Hayzpaos —
Buuw, the Tartars call it Haykpam — Hoenv, whereas the Udmurts called it
Bsamka (Bimxa) — Kam. The words Buuws or Buyw, Kam, Hoenv have the
meaning ‘river’ in these languages (MILLER 1791, pp. 3, 11, 15).

Another researcher, N. P. RYCHKOV mentions a few Mari data in his book
“XKypHan uiu IHEBHbIE yTEWIECTBUSA ... IO pa3HbIM NpoBUHLIUIM Poccuii-
ckoro rocyaapctea B 1796 u 1770 rr” (A journal or diary of the journey
across different provinces of the Russian state in 1796 and 1770; RYCHKOV
1970).

In the third volume of “IlyTemecTBue 1o pa3znuyHBIM MPOBUHITUAM Poccuii-
ckoit mmnepun” (A journey across different provinces of the Russian Em-
pire) P. S. PALLAS, head of the expedition of the Academy, gives a very cor-
rect etymology to the hydronym Kama. “Kam o3HauaeT Ha BOTAIKOM (Y-
MYPTCKOM) sI3bIKE BOOOIIIEe BEMUKYO peky” (Kam means a great river in gen-
eral in Votyak [Udmurt]; 1788, pp. 29-30).
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It was D. E. EUROPAEUS who, however indirect this could have been, had
been the first to touch upon the place names in the Mari area as part of his
research into the north of Russia and Scandinavia. He mentions a substratum
layer of the toponyms in North Russia, considering it to be of Ugric origin.
Its relicts can still be traced between the rivers Vetluga and Vyatka (EURO-
PAEUS 1868, 1876). M. CASTREN (1856) and M. WESKE (1890) also paid at-
tention to the toponyms of the Mari area in their investigations. The main
initiator of the collection and contrastive analysis of Mari toponyms was,
however, I. A. IZNOSKOV, one of the founders of the Kazan’ toponymic
school. The Archeological, Historical and Ethnographic Society, established
in the 70s of the 19™ century in Kazan’, had a division of toponymy, whose
members took an active part in collecting the geographical names of the
Middle Volga region. “Crucok HaceJIeHHbIX MECT ye3Jla C KPaTKUM X OIH-
canrem” (A list of the district’s settlements with their short description) is a
most valuable source for researchers (IZNOSKOV 1885).

The author does not restrict himself to mere description; he also provides
etymologies of some names, e.g. buswopzyd, busiopey + 6aw — village near
a nameless source. The first name derives from Cheremiss buswop + 2y6 /
xkyn (Cher.) ‘moor, marsh’, whereas the second comes from the same buzrop
and 6aw (Turkic) ‘summit, head’. Near the village huziopey6 there are the
following settlement districts: 1. Bactomun (in Cher. Bamwin dep ‘women’s
lake’), on the lake that has the same name, 2. Kaveuxun (in Cher. Yanaii-
cona); 3. Tomcxun not far from a nameless source. In these settlements there
used to live Cheremiss people. Hnvunckoe (in Cher. Ouinanoep) is a village
on the lake Urazlin 31 versts from the town. The founders were Cheremiss
people, later coalescing with the Tartars.

I. A. IZNOSKOV used written answers from local dwellers of aboriginal na-
tionality for the study of geographical names. Generalizing his observations
he came to the conclusion that “mHOrne HHOPOAUECKHUE U, MOKET OBITH, MEP-
STHCKHME Ha3BaHUS YIOBICTBOPUTEIHEHO OOBSCHSIOTCS TPH MOCPEACTBE Yepe-
MUCCKOTO si3b1ka” (many foreign and, possibly, Merian names can satisfacto-
rily be explained via the Cheremiss language; [ZNOSKOV 1891, p. 225).

T. S. SEMENOV made a list of geographical names of the Vladimir, Kostro-
ma, Nizhegorod, Moscow and Yaroslavl’ provinces. He also compared the
toponyms of other regions with similar Mari names, e.g., Epea, Ouiua,
Lloxwem, [lusxcma, to be found in the V’atka, Kazan’ and Ufa provinces. It
is noteworthy that the names analysed by T. S. SEMENOV are not of Slavic
origin but partly Mari, while others belong to the substratum. Some of his
etymological interpretations are rather naive, but his work is still significant,
because it is the first to deal with the question of how the ancient Mari had
been scattered about Kostroma province (SEMENOV 1891). In B. A. SEREB-
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RENNIKOV’s view, T. S. SEMENOV put forward a hypothesis of a population
speaking closely related languages and formerly living in the territories of
what is the Moscow, Vladimir’, Kaluga, Nizhegorod and Kirov provinces
now (SEREBRENNIKOV 1967).

There is some information on Mari and also substratum toponyms in the
area contained in I. N. SMIRNOV’s book entitled “Uepemucer” (The Chere-
miss), in which he writes the following: “B KotenbHuikom yesae cero 600
gepeMHUC 000€ero 1oJia, HO CYIIEeCTBYET OKO0JIO 60 CEIeHMIA 110 Ha3BAHKSIM He-
pemucckue: [Tuwnyp, Mopxunckas, Yepemucckas, Tymanyp, Knumanep, Ky-
eynyp, Kyeenep, llanwanep” (In the Kotelnich district there live only 600
Cheremiss people of both sexes, but there about 60 settlements bearing a
Cheremiss name: ...). By now the Mari inhabiting this district have become
Russianized. I. N. SMIRNOV goes on to say that “I'maBHBIE BOABI TEpPpPHUTO-
pun ot Bonru o BsiTku ObLIM M3BECTHBI YeJIOBEKY 3aJI0JIT0 J0 Havaia de-
PEMHUCCKO KOJIOHM3aUH. Bce OHM MMEIOT Ha3BaHMsI, HE COOTBETCTBYIOIIHE
10 CBOEMY COCTaBY YEPEMHCCKUM, peku: Bemnyea (Bvimas), Koxwaea (Ka-
kwan), Kanvea, Hynea, Ponea, [llypma, IOpeema, Adxcum, Ypoicym, Yowp-
ma, Huxcma, Boirom, Tluma, Mytima, Pou, Pyu, Jlou, [Llumes, Opwva, Kyp-
mos, Typws, [lamvs, Pys, Kypes, Yuoica, Capoa, Hemoa, HUnoa, Kynma, Yx-
ma, Opwa, Tymwa, Typwa, Iunwba, Kypoa” (The main waters of the area
from the Volga to the V’atka had been well-known to people well before the
Cheremiss colonization began. All the rivers have names that do not corre-
spond to Cheremiss ones in their structure: ...; SMIRNOV 1889, pp. 18, 20).

In P. M. RUZSKIJ’s “JIumHONOTHYecKne uccienoBanus B Cpexnem IloBor-
Kbe (03epa ceBepo-3amagHoi yactu Kaszanckoil ryGepuun)” (Limnological
research in the middle Volga area [the lakes in the north-west of the Kazan’
province]; RUZSKIJ 1916) and A. N. SOBOLEVSKIJ’s “HazBanust pek u o3ep
pycckoro Cesepa” (River and lake names in the north of Russia, 1927) hy-
dronyms of non-Russian origin can be pointed out.

The early and mid 20™ century (up to the 60s) saw a significant decline in
Mari toponymic studies. It was only enthusiastic non-professional historians
of the area who wrote a few articles whose main target was entertainment
and popularization. Discussing the origin of hydronyms in the Mari territory,
F. Y. YEGOROV notes that the river names Pymxu, [lapama, Poueu, Unemu
and fOwyma are not Mari and considers them to be of Finno-Ugric descent.
However, he fails to support his view with reliable examples (YEGOROV
1926, p. 31).

In the eight issues of his “Omnucanne Mapobnactu” (A description of the
Mari territory) M. N. YANTEMIR provided a physico-geographical charac-
terization of the area. He also attached a hydrographical map to this work,
which, unfortunately, has not survived (1926-1930).
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In 1954 a rather voluminous book by K. A CHETKAREV entitled ‘“3HauecHue
TONOHUMHUKH [yt ApeBHei ucropuu mapu” (The importance of toponyms in
the study of ancient Mari history) came out. Focusing on previous topo-
nymic research and, topolegends, the author makes an attempt to outline the
territory once occupied by the ancient Mari and examines geographical
names that “sound Mari” in Central Russia and in the Volga-Kama region.
The etymological explanation supplied is rather naive or simply defective:
Koxwa ‘furuncle’, Kypmwiuesxa ‘birch’ (used as an adjective), [lluscma
‘sensitive’, Ycema ‘artisan’, Mykuypa ‘bee, drone’, Bas ‘collar, lapel, flap’
(CHETKAREV 1954, p. 123).

In V. M. VASILYEV’s monograph “Marepuaisl 1o rpaMMaTuKe MapHiCKOro
s3pika” (Materials for the grammar of the Mari language) one can find a
small amount of toponymic data (1958, pp. 22-23). In the chapter “W3 Tono-
HUMUCTHUYECKOHN M oHOMacThdeckoi nekcuku” ([A selection] from the topo-
nymic and onomastic lexis) he interprets the origin of the hydronym Piiré
(Bbups) as one having emerged under the influence of folk etymology and re-
lates it to Cheremiss piiré ‘home-brewed beer’. In all probability, the variant
bupw can be regarded as primary with the meaning ‘river’ In MURZAEV’s
dictionary Nanai 6upa is recorded with the meaning ‘brook, small river’ and
compared with Manchu 6upa ‘river’ (MURZAEV 1984, pp. 85-86).

It was in the 60s that the diachronic description of the language began. The
geographical names of the area attracted the attention of not only linguists,
but also historians, folklorists, ethnographists and geographers.

In the same year steps were taken towards a more up-to-date understanding
of toponyms, including hydronyms. The systematic and purposeful collec-
tion of toponymic material of the Mari ASSR and the bordering republics
and provinces was made part of the project launched by the linguistic sec-
tion of Mari Scientific Research Institute. It is to be regretted that the collec-
tion of geographical names and their systematization has not been finished
so far.

F. I. GORDEEV also began his work in the field of toponymic research in the
sixties. His first article “Pycckas Tononumuka Mapuiickoit ACCP” (Russian
toponyms in the Mari ASSR) deals with the analysis of Russian settlements
with Russian and Mari names. He was the first to group the toponyms ac-
cording to their word-formational types. Their etymology is also supplied,
but we are primarily concerned here with oikonyms, whose origin is con-
nected with hydronyms (GORDEEV 1964).

The proceedings of the conference devoted to the ethnogenesis of the Mari
people came out in 1967. The volume was entitled “Ilpoucxoxnenue ma-
puiickoro Hapozaa” (The origins of the Mari people), in which toponyms of



From the History of the Study of Hydronyms of the Mari El Republic

the Mari area were given a thorough consideration. In our view, F. I. GOR-
DEEV’s study “banrtuniickuie © upaHCKUE 3aMMCTBOBAHUS B MAPUHUCKOM SI3bI-
ke” (Baltic and Iranian loans in Mari) is not correct in every respect, as a
number of genuinely Mari (Finno-Ugric) place names are explained with
reference to data taken from the Iranian and Baltic languages (GORDEEV
1967). It is undoubtedly true that the Iranian languages could have influ-
enced the development of Mari but, in anticipation of what will follow later,
it can be stated that no such influence can be observed in the hydronyms be-
tween the rivers Vetluga and V’atka. P. ARISTE is of the opinion that the
Baltic loans in the East Finnic languages represent either the substratum of
an extinct language or are common Indo-European by origin (ARISTE 1973).

It should also be noted here that F. I. GORDEEYV is often clearly mistaken in
his etymological observations concerning Mari toponyms, which he treats
mainly as loans, ignoring lexical evidence of Finno-Ugric languages and
their dialects, as well as word-formation types in genetically related lan-
guages (1966, 1969). What he should be given credit for, however, is that
his somewhat hasty conclusions are later revised in favour of the Finno-
Ugric languages (1973, 1975, 1985).

Professor 1. S. GALKIN’s contribution to the study of toponyms is especially
noteworthy. He laid firm foundations for the study of Mari toponyms by
compiling a questionnaire of geographical names with great care, thoroughly
processing and systematizing the material collected, training a new genera-
tion of researchers at Mari State University, organizing and editing the is-
sues of the periodical “Bonpocsl mapuiickoii onomactuku” (Questions of
Mari onomastics) and publishing numerous articles and books on toponymy.

I. S. GALKIN’s article “TononnMuka Mapuiickoro kpasi B CBSI3H ¢ BOIIPOCOM
MIPOUCXOXKIeHUsT Mapuiickoro Haponaa” (Toponymicon of the Mari area in
connection with the origin of the Mari people; 1967) is an important hall-
mark in the research of Mari geographical names and can undoubtedly be
regarded as the methodological basis for the study of toponyms in the terri-
tory once inhabited by the Mari people. Critically approaching the existing
views on Mari and Finno-Ugric toponyms, I. S. GALKIN came to the conclu-
sion that at the beginning of the first millenium the territory of the Mari Re-
public was occupied by tribes other than Mari. Relying on the purely Mari
hydroformants -#ep (-rap) he makes the following statement: “Pacmonoxe-
HHE THIPOHUMOB Ha -Hep MEXIy apealaMu Ha -4 (-10) U ~1eli TOBOPUT O TOM,
YTO IpEeBHEMApUIICKHE IUIEMEHA TEPPUTOPHATBHO HAXOIMINCh MEXIy JPEB-
HETIEPMCKHMU TJIEMEHAMH C CEBEPO-BOCTOKA U APEBHEMOPAOBCKUMH C H0TO-
3amana” (The fact that hydronyms ending in -nep can be found between
those ending in -2 (-r0) and -zeii respectively, is indicative of the ancient
Mari tribes occupying the territory between ancient Permians in the north-
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east and ancient Mordvins in the south-west. GALKIN 1967, pp. 200, 203—
210).

Consequently, the basic core of the population that can be considered to
have been the ancestors of the present-day Mari was constituted by tribes
closely related to the Mordvins. The same views are developed in his works
“00 yropckux sneMeHTax B TonoHnmuke PecnyOnmku Mapuit O (On the
Ugric elements in the place names of the Mari El Republic; 1998), “O npa-
pOIIMHE MapH IO JaHHBIM si3biKa U TommoHUMEK® (On the primordial habitat
of the Mari as evidenced by the language and toponyms; 1995) “Taiinbl ma-
puiickoii Tomonumuku” (The secrets of Mari toponyms; 1985), “Kto u
noyemy Tak HazBan?” (Who was it named by as it was and why?; 1991),
“Mapuii onomactuka” (Mari onomastics; 2000). In the studies listed Profes-
sor I. S. GALKIN pays special attention to the hydronyms of the present-day
Mari El Republic.

V. V. KUZNETSOV’s PhD dissertation, entitled “Ofikonnmbl OacceiiHa peku
Wnetrs Mapuiickoit ACCP” (The oikonyms of the Ilet’ river basin in the Ma-
ri ASSR; 1985) is worthy of attention for its being the realization of an am-
bitious research plan. Its author carries out a historico-etymological analysis
of geographical names, also touching upon the hydronyms current in the area.

Since the edition of the periodical “Bompocsl mMapuiickoii OHOMAacCTHKH
(Questions of Mari onomastics) was begun, a new generation of researchers
have grown up and published studies in toponymy. It is mainly L. S. ARSLA-
NOV, A. N. KUKLIN, S. Y. CHERNYKH, K. N. SANUKOV, V. I. VERSHININ,
V. SHAJMARDANOV and O. P. TERENTYEVA who deal with water names to
be found in the territory between the rivers Vetluga and V’atka, where the
ancestors of the Mari used to live and also live now.

In the article “Ilepecenenne mapwuiinieB B OacceiitH pexu bemnoii (o maHHBIM
torroHuMmun)” (The migration of the Mari to the basin of the river Belaya as
evidenced by toponyms) S. Y. CHERNYKH, relying on archive material and
toponymic data, examines the migration of the Mari eastward to Bashkor-
tostan (1982).

In his ethnographic research “Boctounsie mapuiinbr” (The eastern Mari) G.
A. SEPEEV uses meadow-eastern topoisoglosses for the definition of their
primordial habitat. He has found about 50 names of settlements and rivers
that correspond to analogical formations in the Middle Volga region: Illyap
(river) — Illyapcona (village) Apban (river) — Apoan (village) (1975, pp.
47,51).

Hydronyms are used for the location of the primary dwelling area of ancient

Mari tribes and other Finno-Ugric peoples by D. Y. KAZANTSEV (1985, p.
56) and L. SH. ARSLANOV (1993, 2001).
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In his study “O HekoTOphIX Mapuickux olikoHHMax IIpukambs” (On some
oikonyms of the Kama region) V. I. VERSHININ points out a one-time link
between the oikonyms Hwiepa, Hoipca, Koxwan, Kaansue, Hamawsnep, Ie-
nemewt, Illus, dnnem and hydronyms (1990).

In his paper published under the title “K Bompocy o cyOcTpaTHOH TOIOHH-
MuKe Ha tepputopun Mapwuiickoiit ACCP” (On substratum toponyms in the
territory of the Mari ASSR), V. SHAIMARDANOV proves the presence of Ira-
nian and Baltic hydronyms in Mari El Republic (1990).

One can find interesting explanations of the origin of the water names Arda
and Vetluga in Professor K. N. SANUKOV’s articles “K 3THM0JIOTHH TOIIOHHU-
Ma Apaa” (On the etymology of the toponym Arda), “K saTumonoruu ruapo-
HuMa Betnyra” (On the etymology of the hydronym Vetluga); however, his
interpretations are difficult to accept (1983, 1985).

A significant contribution to Mari toponymic research is made by L. SH.
ARSLANOV, Professor of the Teacher Training College at Yelabuga, testified
to by the following list of his works: “TomoHuMust puUHHO-YTOPCKOTO MPO-
HCXOXJEHUSI B pailoHax 3amagHoro M BOCTOYHOrO 3akambs Tatapckoi
ACCP” (Toponyms of Finno-Ugric origin in the west and east of the trans-
Kama region of the Tartar ASSR; 1987a), “Mapuiickuii mnacT B TOMOHUMUHT
Mawmagpiiickoro paiiona TACCP” (The Mari layer in the toponyms of the
Mamadysh district; 1987b), “O mpoucxoxnenuu tonmonnma Kunep” (On the
origin of the toponym Kiner; 2001b), “K 3Tumoioruu Ha3BaHUN TaTapCKUX
HaceJeHHBIX MyHKTOB Bstcko-Ilonguckoro u Kuiasmesckoro paitonoB Ku-
poBckoii obmactu” (On the etymology of the Tartar settlement names of the
V’atka-Pol’ana and Kil’mez districts of the Kirov province; 2001a), etc.

The hydronyms of the region between the rivers V’atka and Vetluga are in-
vestigated by O. P. TERENTYEVA in her dissertation “I'uaponumsr BeTiryx-
cko-Bsrckoro mexmypeubs (moromoHuMbl)” (The hydronyms between the
rivers V’atka and Vetluga [river names], 1994). She analyzes over 1500 riv-
er names, giving their lexico-semantic characteristics and defining their
structural types. She has devoted a whole series of articles to the topic:
“I'mpponumsl Oacceiina peku Hemaa” (Hydronyms in the basin of the river
Nemda; 1993a), “Mapuiickue THAPOHUMBI B pycckoMm odopmiennn’ (Mari
toponyms in Russian form; 1993b), “Crparurpadus rugponnmon Beriryx-
cko-Bsarckoro mexxaypeuss” (Stratography of hydronyms between the rivers
Vetluga and V’atka; 1995a), “OrHoHuMBI B TonoHuMuu Bermyxcko-Bsr-
ckoro Mexxaypeubs” (Ethnonyms and toponyms between the rivers Vetluga
and V’atka; 2001b), “Yropckue aneiisITUBBI B THIpPOHMMax Beriykcko-
Bsrckoro mexaypeuns” (Ugric appellatives in the hydronyms between the
rivers Vetluga and V’atka; 2001a).
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Professor A. N. KUKLIN has been concerned with the study of toponyms and
hydronyms of the Volga-Kama area since 1978. The names of gullies (small
valleys worn away by running water) are given in an alphabetical order in
his article “Tunponumer Mapuiickoii ACCP” (Hydronyms of the Mari
ASSR; 1985). In his study “Ypansckas rugponexcema -cu (i) B TOIOHH-
muu Bonro-Kames™ (Uralic hydrolexemes with -cu (-uu) in the toponyms of
the Volga-Kama region; 1993) he agrees with Professor 1. S. GALKIN in
principle. A valuable summary of his observation is given in his doctoral
dissertation “Tonmonnmust Bonro-Kamckoro pernona (MCTOPUKO-3THMOJIOTH-
yeckuid ananus)” (Toponyms of the Volga-Kama region [a hystorico-ety-
mological analysis]; 1998). He points out three chronological layers in the
region: a lower (substratum) layer, tentatively called Uralic, was cre-
ated by tribes speaking some Ugro-Samoyedic language. Later this was
partly covered by a Finno-Ugric and an old Saami component. The mid -
d1le layer can be considered to be Mari proper. It was then that the Turkic
component made its appearance. The third layer is constituted by Russian
toponyms. The author supplies the etymology of the following hydronyms:
fOnea, Cynouvips, Yuvorca, Typvsa, Kaxwan, Hemoa, LLyi, Illyoa, Llopa,
Hlapa, Hunoyp, Hluwnyp, Cepoesc and others. There is a detailed analysis
of the hydronyms with -cu (-wu), -uwow, and those with the formants -enea
(-envea), -envea, -6a, -ea, -0a (-ma), which are exactly located.

Scholars working in other republics or provinces also make frequent use of
Mari toponymic data. We should mention the toponymists and geographers
L. L. TRUBE and N. V. MOROKHIN, the philologists A. I. TURKIN, M. G.
ATAMANOV, L. SH. ARSLANOV, A. K. MATVEEV, L. Y. KIRILLOVA, F. G.
GARIPOVA and M. R. FEDOTOV.

Work on the toponyms in general and hydronyms in particular continues in
the Mari El Republic at present and joins the general line of Finno-Ugric
onomastics. The research initiated by the older generation of professors such
as I. S. GALKIN, S. Y. CHERNYKH and F. A. GORDEEV has been taken up by
experts belonging to a younger age group, such as Professor A. N. KUKLIN
or O. P. VORONTSOVA (TERENTYEVA) and others.
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