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Abstract: Forest spirits are widely represented in the Udmurt 
traditional belief system. The present study is aimed at systematising 
traditional folk beliefs about the best-known mythological beings living 
in the woods, namely n’ulesmurt (‘forest man’), palesmurt (lit: ‘half-man’), 
and obyda (‘forest woman’). The article provides a detailed description 
of the appearance of forest spirits, analyses their distinctive features 
and functions, and presents how beliefs about those mythological beings 
have evolved over the last centuries.
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Introduction

Forest spirits are widely represented in the Udmurt traditional 
belief system. The process of populating the forests with all kinds of 
supernatural agents is indubitably related to natural geographical 
features in the place the Udmurt inhabit and the activities they 
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have been engaged in, for example hunting, an important means 
of livelihood for many centuries. The present study is aimed at 
systematising traditional folk beliefs about the best-known mytho-
logical beings living in the woods, namely n’ulesmurt (lit: ‘forest 
man’), palesmurt (lit: ‘half-man’), and obyda (‘forest woman’). 
The study is based firstly on archive materials from the Udmurt 
Institute of History, Language and Literature, and the Institute 
for Udmurt Philology, Finno-Ugric Studies and Journalism at the 
Udmurt State University; secondly, on field data collected by the 
authors in different parts of the Udmurt Republic in the late 20th 
and early 21st centuries; and, finally, on various pieces of published 
research about Udmurt traditional culture. Comprehensive data 
including descriptive details of the forest spirits and unique folklore 
texts were collected by Russian and foreign researchers of the late 
19th and early 20th centuries (for example, Yrjö Wichmann, Bernát 
Munkácsi, Nikolay Pervukhin, Grigoriy Vereshchagin, Uno Holm-
berg). As for contemporary studies by ethnographers and folklor-
ists, not only do they provide some generalising characteristics of 
mythological beings and forms of worship, they also introduce new 
field records into scientific discourse (Vladykin 1994: 97; Shutova 
2001: 95–96, 237–238; Vladykina 2009; Vladykina, Panina 2015; 
Panina 2017). Unique folklore and ethnographic data can also be 
found in dialectal collections of transcribed Udmurt texts published 
by linguists (Kel’makov 1981; Karpova 2005).

When conducting this research we adopted both synchronous 
and diachronic approaches. The article provides a detailed descrip-
tion of the forest spirits’ appearance, analyses their distinctive 
features and functions, and presents how the beliefs about these 
mythological beings have evolved over the last centuries.
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N’ulesmurt, ‘forest man’

Today n’ulesmurt, ‘forest man’, is unambiguously considered the 
main mythological being, who acts as a keeper and warden of 
the woodland. Depending on local traditions, this creature is also 
known by other names, such as tshatshtshamurt (‘forest man’), 
n’ulesn’un’a (‘forest father/uncle’), bydzh’ym n’un’a (‘great father/
uncle’), n’uleskuz’o / tshatshtshakoz’ain (‘forest master’), l’eshak 
(a Russian borrowing, one of the name variations of leshiy).

The forest spirit analysed here is believed to be invisible to 
the human eye in most cases, although it invariably appears be-
fore those who break any taboo. In folk tales, a person first hears 
a sudden loud noise and only then sees the spirit itself. In physical 
appearance it resembles a human being, generally an elderly man. 
However, it is able to change shape depending on the circumstances: 
in a forest it is as tall as the trees, in a meadow as short as the 
grass, and in a crowd a bit taller than people. If n’ulesmurt likes 
a person it looks like an ordinary 
man, otherwise it tends to take on 
a scary appearance (Vereshchagin 
1995: 153). It can be either black and 
fearsome or as grey as a badger. It 
has a long beard and wears a white 
hat with a hole on its top so one can 
see the hairless crown of its head 
(Vereshchagin 1996: 89). It is also be-
lieved to have long equine ears, wear 
a long traditional coat called az’am 
or sukman and, unlike the leshiy of 
Russian belief (Levkiyevskaya 2004: 
105), it is always girded with a black 
or multicolour woven belt (FE – 1980: 
Illustration 1. Picture by Valentin Belykh. 
N’ulesmurt (Forest man).
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Selty district of Udmurtia. NB. 3. Pp. 94–96), which obviously 
serves as evidence of its greater proximity to the domesticated 
space, which is not typical of other spirits. It is believed to hold 
sway over other forest inhabitants, for example animals and birds 
can move anywhere it orders them to go. Sometimes n’ulesmurt 
gambles forest animals away and relocates their herds to other 
n’ulesmurts that inhabit neighbouring forests. It becomes extremely 
angry with hunters who laugh at a dead bear; in order to punish 
blasphemers it breathes life into the bear (Vereshchagin 1995: 94). 
Its whistle and shout can easily animate animals and birds killed 
by hunters (Vereshchagin 2001: 47, 48–49).

One of its distinguishing features, and a constant motif in Ud-
murt folk tales, is its ability to move rapidly: it can walk and run 
like the wind and fly in a whirlwind (Vereshchagin 1996: 175). 
A man raised by n’ulesmurt high in the sky exclaims that his hat 
has fallen down, and the forest spirit immediately replies to him 
that his hat is already seven or forty versts away.

The initially syncretic notion of n’ulesmurt as forest and wind 
deity emphasises that it is equivalent and identical to the spirit 
tölperi (derived from words töl ‘wind’ and peri ‘spirit’). The last 
component of its name is of eastern origin, and apparently implies 
that the spirit of the wind is of more recent origin. Its distinctive 
characteristics overlap with those of n’ulesmurt, for example, they 
both hoot with laughter, and their appearances are generally 
accompanied by loud noise so that trees start to sway with the 
wind. While in the past they were split, today the images of these 
mythological beings have tended to merge (Volkova 1997: 56–57).

According to folk tales, God presented people with the wind to 
prevent the sunlight from being blocked by cobwebs, but the wind 
submitted to n’ulesmurt and began to blow too strongly, thus caus-
ing a whirlwind (Vereshchagin 1996: 130). The Udmurts living in 
the Glazov uyezd, Vyatka governorate (today’s northern districts 
of the Udmurt Republic) believed that debris in the woods caused 
by terrible storms are the road followed by a n’ulesmurt wedding 
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procession (n’ulesmurt koshkiz s’uane[n]) (Pervukhin 1888 (1): 77). 
The belief that wood debris occur in places where nyulesmurt moves 
around has persisted to the present day. The Udmurt try to keep 
away from these sites in order to avoid trouble or bad luck, such 
as becoming suddenly paralysed.

The whirlwind can stop if a person utters the magic formula Tire-
purte bordam! ((I have) my axe and knife by me!) or throws a knife 
or axe at it. In Udmurt mythological narratives tölperi itself or its 
father can unexpectedly appear in front of people in the guise of an 
elderly man. It demonstrates the weapon thrown into the whirl-
wind and rebukes them for attempting to kill it. In another story, 
a hunter throws a knife into a whirlwind, but then suffers the con-
sequences when tölperi unroofs his house and household buildings. 
Later tölperi explains that the hunter stabbed it with a knife when 
it was driving hares into the hunter’s trap (Bogaevskiy 1890: 63–
64). During a raging storm the northern Udmurt would go outside 
and shout, “Grandfather [the forest man], do not harm me!”, and the 
family would expect the house buildings to be safe from the storm.

Like other mythological beings, n’ulesmurt is an ambivalent 
spirit, it can both do considerable harm and also bring substantial 
benefit. It is always hostile towards people who misbehave and 
break accepted norms, in which case it takes them over the forest 
or tickles them to death. It greatly dislikes being mentioned as 
l’eshak (derived from the Russian word leshiy), which demonstrates 
a lack of respect. N’ulesmurt is scared stiff of dogs or even a small 
piece of dog fur. There is a belief that it is more frightened of a dog 
than of a cross (Pervukhin 1888 (1): 84), so, before going hunting 
or forest harvesting, the Udmurt sew a piece of dog fur into their 
outerwear or wind it into their onuchi (cloth wrapped around the 
feet inside the boots) to protect themselves, and sew it round their 
gunpowder pouches. In folk tales the forest spirits cannot harm 
people until they take off their dog fur mittens (Pervukhin 1888 
(1): 81–82).
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N’ulesmurt is merciful to people if they offer it a propitiatory 
sacrifice (a black duck, goose, black cock, or hazel hen) (Pervukhin 
1888 (1): 77). In these cases, it assists in hunting wild animals, 
treasure hunting and finding lost cattle. If a pack of wolves came 
down to a village, the locals vowed to offer two foals and ducks as 
sacrifices to n’ulesmurt. The sacrifice was invariably performed 
only by men in the forest.

According to folk belief, n’ulesmurt often acts as a conveyor of 
supernatural knowledge: a trainee is carried over the forest by 
someone invisible (FWM: Yakshur-Bod’ya district of Udmurtia, 
1996) and as a result gains supernatural knowledge and the ability 
to use magic and witchcraft. As a token of the acquired supernatural 
power, they are awarded a white scarf and an antique silver coin 
(Pervukhin 1888 (1): 85). Those who are not capable of master-
ing the supernatural knowledge are believed to become insane.

N’ulesmurt is an ardent devotee of Udmurt “pagan” religious 
beliefs. It takes a trainee over the forest and indicates the impro-
prieties the Udmurt are committing (for example, disregard for 
the customs of ancestors, wearing coloured clothes instead of white 
garments, violating taboos, etc.). However, this does not prevent it 
from attending church services, which it leaves before the cherubic 
hymn (Vereshchagin 1997: 209–210). According to contemporary 
data, only people with magical powers (tuno, pel’l’as’kis’) are ca-
pable of seeing it in the church. It generally appears in the guise 
of a  man wearing black clothes and turns a somersault before 
leaving the church (FWM: Yakshur-Bod’ya district of Udmurtia, 
2006). With the spread of Christianity, n’ulesmurt merges with the 
image of Saint Nicholas.

In the past, the northern Udmurts sought n’ulesmurt’s protec-
tion practically every week. On Tuesdays, Thursdays or Sundays, 
they enacted the rite s’iyon potton, ‘taking food out’ (Vereshchagin 
1998: 212–213). A housemistress baked saltless pancakes of un-
leavened bread and wrapped them into a piece of white canvas, 
which the housemaster took away to a field fence where n’ulesmurt 
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was believed to walk. While performing the rite, certain rules are 
compulsory, for example, it was prohibited to talk to passers-by 
or to meet people crossing a road. The pancakes were placed on 
a tree stump or on a narrow shelf specially made of small branches 
as well as being placed between fence sticks. Afterwards, the man 
made three deep bows but without crossing himself. Birds flocking 
to the sacrifice were a token of n’ulesmurt’s favour.

The custom of offering a sacrifice to n’ulesmurt prior to the 
gardening season has survived to this day. In order to get a rich 
harvest the housemistress bakes pancakes out of egg yolks and 
puts the pancakes and a piece of bread on a fence post or a tree 
fork. Some Udmurt still believe that people who maintain contact 
with the n’ulesmurt produce good yields (FWM: Yakshur-Bod’ya 
district of Udmurtia, 2006).

During calendar holidays the Udmurt worshipped not only their 
supreme gods (Inmar, Kyldys’in, Kuaz’), but also n’ulesmurt. In 
addition, there were special days to worship and offer sacrifices to 
the forest spirit, for example, n’ulesmurt n’iman’n’ik (‘n’ulesmurt’s 
day’), in which a red bull was slaughtered on the third or fourth day 
after Trinity Sunday in honour of n’ulesmurt (Pervukhin 1888 (2): 
26, 68). In Udmurt prayers n’ulesmurt is mentioned along with the 
triad of supreme gods and the guardian spirit Vorshud (Pervukhin 
1888 (3): 23). The Udmurt asked it to calm storms, to divert whirl-
winds and prevent crops being damaged by storms. N’ulesmurt was 
also supposed to protect the livestock allowed to graze in the forest 
(Pervukhin 1888 (3): 23). If the cattle went astray, an extremely 
large bast shoe was hung on a spruce as a propitiatory sacrifice to 
n’ulesmurt (Bogaevskiy 1890: 67). The symbolism of the bast and 
the custom performed are similar to those in Russian indigenous 
culture (Vinogradova, Tolstaya 2004: 81).

According to folk narratives and mythological texts recorded 
recently in different local traditions, beliefs about n’ulesmurt are 
still widely held, although they are definitely undergoing transfor-
mation. Thus, in the late 19th century n’ulesmurt was followed by 
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a wolf (Vereshchagin 2001: 44) and was believed to be extremely 
scared of dogs. Currently it is accompanied by a pack of dogs, the 
colours of which emphasise their otherworld nature (grey, black 
and spotted): “...a grey, a black and a white-necked dog suddenly 
appeared. Someone like a human followed them, he had black 
hair and a black beard, he was wearing sukman and was girded 
with a belt with red, blue, and green stripes fringed with tassels. 
A rifle was strapped to his back” (FE – 1991: Sharkan district of 
Udmurtia. NB. 4. Pp. 15–16). When describing the forest man’s 
appearance, respondents provide specific details that correspond to 
folk beliefs about mythological beings: “We, two girls, were going 
on a cart pulled by a bull. I feel that the forest man was walking 
along. He had a white stick, a beard, a pointed hat, and a black 
belt” (FE – 1980: Selty district of Udmurtia. NB. 3. Pp. 94–96.). 
Contemporary folk narratives also emphasise the idea that people 
who are known to have supernatural knowledge can easily establish 
communication with the forest spirit: “In my childhood we went 
cranberry picking with an elderly man. We knew he could talk to the 
forest spirit. We sat down to have a rest and the old man said: “You 
guys, do not be afraid if I invite someone”. He and an elderly man 
sat down some distance from us and spoke some strange language. 
It lasted about one hour. Then the forest man stood up and left, 
and a fierce wind blew up. Trees bent to the ground” (FE – 1991: 
Sharkan district of Udmurtia. NB. 4. Pp. 15–16).

N’ulesmurt performs didactic functions as before, but today it is 
considered to be more responsible for the environment: “My father 
used to tell me [this story]. He said he was harrowing near the for-
est. He found a crow’s nest and took it. He only went two or three 
steps into the forest and got lost. He said he was walking around the 
forest and coming to the same place. Then he saw a grey-bearded 
elder sitting on a tree stump and counting money. “Why are you 
walking around?” the old man asked. “I went astray and cannot 
get out of the forest”, he said. “And why have you taken the crow’s 
nest?” the old man asked. “I don’t know”, my father said. “Never 
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do it again”. And then suddenly, he said, both the tree stump and 
the elder disappeared. And my father found himself at a fence. He 
had met the forest man then” (FE – 1988: Igra district of Udmurtia. 
NB. 1. Pp. 118–119).

Contemporary beliefs about n’ulesmurt are dependent on multi-
ple traditional elements (the interrelationship between pre-Chris-
tian and Christian beliefs, interethnic relations, the influence of 
modern mass media and new information technologies), but despite 
the fact that current ideas about this mythological character are 
fragmentary and incomplete, the spirit’s dominant traits have been 
preserved in complete agreement with the traditional belief system. 
The following example amply illustrates the proposition. A woman, 
who falls asleep in the forest at noon, is awoken by a creature that 
an informant refers to as töd’y kylchin (white, i.e. holy, tutelar 
deity) only because of its key attribute, i.e. its white clothes, and 
emphasises that white clothes are a good omen, whereas black is 
an evil one. Moreover, it is perfectly obvious that the supernatural 
agent mentioned is n’ulesmurt as it retains distinctive features (it 
is tall, it wears a soldier’s coat, dances, and wakes a person who 
goes to sleep in the forest) (Shutova et al. 2009: 207).

Palesmurt (‘half man’)

Another forest spirit in the Udmurt mythology is palesmurt (‘half 
man’) / palkuas (‘one ski’). Folklore and ethnographic materials 
demonstrate that it ranks second among all the other mythological 
beings inhabiting woodlands considering the prevalence of beliefs 
about it and the frequency of mentions in Udmurt fairy tale and 
non-fairy tale prose.

Folk beliefs about palesmurt vary in different regions of the 
Udmurt Republic. Most of the information was collected from the 
Udmurt living in the northern and central districts, which are cov-
ered by forest. According to the data recorded there palesmurt has 
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a highly specific appearance, its main distinguishing feature is half-
ness, i.e. it is represented as an anthropomorphic being, dissected 
along the spine. Folklore data provide a more detailed description: 
palesmurt  is believed to move by jumping on one foot; it is supposed 
to have only one arm, one eye and one ear as its head is half-split, 
but its nose and mouth are complete (Pervukhin 1888 (1): 88); and 
one can see all its internal organs (Vereshchagin 2000: 215), in 
particular its lungs and liver (FE – 1982: Yakshur-Bod’ya district 
of Udmurtia. NB. 5, p. 68) which fall out of its body (RA UIHLL: F. 
762. NB. 11, p. 5). Implicit information about its unusual physical 
appearance is given by describing its ski tracks: “They say, when it 
travels across the snow, it leaves one ski track” (FDE – 1988: Igra 
district of Udmurtia. NB. 2, Pp. 39–40). The Udmurt living in the 
central part of Udmurtia believe that palesmurt has a whole body, 
with one transparent half (Kel’makov 1981: 118). As a rule, its gen-
der identity is not established, although the evidence collected in 
Yakshur-Bod’ya district demonstrates that palesmurt is a male be-
ing (FE – 1982: Yakshur-Bod’ya district of Udmurtia. NB. 5, P. 68).

According to our current studies, the Udmurt inhabiting the 
southern regions with low forest cover either have never heard of 
palesmurt, or believe it to be a giant monster: “They say that once 
palesmurt bumped into the gates. They say it is extremely big – as 
tall as a haystack” (FE – 1984: Alnashi district of Udmurtia. NB. 3, 
P. 48); “My maternal grandmother used to tell me that once she 
was returning from haymaking at twilight, it was almost dark, and 
she was walking around the place where people could see or hear 
weird things. She said she was running along the road, and it [pales-
murt] was following her behind the woodline. It followed her to the 
bridge but it could not cross the river. She said, it was extremely 
tall” (FWM: Alnashi district of Udmurtia, 2015). In the southern 
Udmurt folk tales about ancient settlers, palesmurt is associated 
with the mythical giant alangasar. “In the old days our land was 
covered by dark, impenetrable forests. Those forests were inhabited 
by palesmurts called alangasar. They were as tall as fir trees, they 
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could almost reach the sky, they were half-bodied, and their insides 
fell out of their body” (Atamanov 1981: 55). This plotline develops 
alongside another storyline about giants who turn into legend-
ary warrior heroes and clan leaders (Vladykinа 1998: 169–239).

Folk beliefs about half-beings are worldwide spread: they are 
typical of the traditional cultures of other indigenous peoples in-
habiting Eurasia, Africa, Australia, Oceania, and North and South 
America (Berezkin 2011: 155–156). However there is a significant 
difference between those beliefs about half-creatures. In the Cen-
tral part of the Old World (Europe, North Africa and Asia, with 
the axis passing through the Mediterranean and across Indonesia) 
they are presented as positive characters in fairy tales. They are 
ultimately able to restore their physical integrity in the final part 
of narratives. Whereas in the southern (south of the Sahara) and 
northern parts of the Old World (a large part of Eurasia from the 
Baltic Sea to the Pacific Ocean, and South-East Asia) mythic half-
beings are generally presented as dangerous, and hostile creatures 
of the underworld (Berezkin 2011: 155–156). In the Evenki epos, for 
example, malevolent spirits of the Lower world – avakhi, ogenga – 
are described as huge creatures whose appearance can easily make 
people scared of them: they have one huge iron leg, one arm in the 
middle of their chest, one eye in the middle of the forehead, and 
one ear at the back of the head (Martazova 2009: 143).

Udmurt beliefs and folklore texts confirm the above observa-
tions, made by Yuriy Berezkin: unlike n’ulesmurt, palesmurt is 
always considered hostile towards people, it can frighten or tickle 
them to death, and contacts with it are believed to foreshadow 
misfortune. A vast number of memorates (bylichka) concerning 
experiences of encountering palesmurt finish by breaking tragic 
news. “We were harrowing near small ravine called Izishurn’uk, 
I was about 12. We heard somebody crying ‘oh-oh-ay’. The cry was 
heard closer and closer. [My friend called] Zoya said to me, ‘Fira, 
let’s go back home’. So we came back home around lunchtime. We 
met a woman called Afinia. She said, ‘You should have answered 
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with “last year’s aspen leaves [go] down the river”’. She made us 
return to that place. If you don’t answer, the palesmurt, it will 
reach you and tickle you to death. So we went to that place again, 
with Afinia. She went into the forest and either said something or 
did not, but immediately it became quiet there. We finished har-
rowing and went back home, trying to predict who was going to 
have trouble. Zoya came into the yard – her mother had died in the 
yard. An abscess turned out to have developed on her chest and 
it burst. The palesmurt yelled terribly. We both heard it yelling” 
(Tronina 2007: 138).

A palesmurt possesses characteristic features typical of demonic 
beings: people encounter it only in the forest, which is supposed 
to be a territory belonging to the otherworld, and this unexpected 
meeting generally comes at twilight or at noon. Moreover, not 
only does it emerge suddenly, it also disappears instantaneously 
(Pervukhin 1888 (1): 88–89). Before it becomes visible, one can 
hear some strange sounds, noise, screams, crying, or a person can 
even be called by name. According to folklore texts, its speech is 
inarticulate and poorly developed and mainly consists of interjec-
tions and exclamations.

People are supposed to follow a set of rules in order to protect 
themselves in the forest. For example, it is generally accepted that 
you should not shout for any reason, make noise or respond to any 
kind of cries, exclamations or calls, otherwise you may encounter 
demonic beings, including palesmurt. If one meets a palesmurt 
anyway, one has to strip naked (FE – 1982: Yakshur-Bod’ya dis-
trict of Udmurtia. NB. 2, Pp. 50–51) or wear shoes on the wrong 
feet (FE – 1985: Alnashi district of Udmurtia. NB. 1, P. 57). These 
actions are aimed at removing the evidence of belonging to the hu-
man world and obtaining the characteristic features of the other 
world. One can also escape death by climbing over a village fence 
(FWM: Igra district of Udmurtia, 2005), which is interpreted as 
the boundary between civilised, domesticated space, built by men 
and their activities, and wild and hostile space where malevolent 
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spirits live. Palesmurt cannot see and harm people hiding behind 
a mountain ash or rowan tree, which are believed to have apotropaic 
power and can protect people from malicious agents (RA – UIHLL: 
F. 519. P. 312). If a palesmurt asks a traveller where it should go, 
or asks the traveller where he or she is going, they are expected 
to answer briefly ‘downriver’, or just point towards the mouth of 
a river. If a palesmurt is sent to the source of a river, it can return 
and tickle the person to death (Atamanov 1981: 55). However, the 
contemporary data collected from young Udmurt demonstrate 
that folk beliefs are being transformed: “They say if you happen 
to meet a palesmurt, you should direct it upriver!” (Tronina 2007: 
82). Other possible responses to avoid the negative effects of con-
tact with this supernatural being are: “Last year’s aspen leaves go 
down the river!” or an extremely brief reply, a truncated version of 
this, “Last year’s” (Tronina 2007: 138). Sending malevolent spirits 
downriver is a well-known motif in Udmurt mythology. The river is 
regarded as a specific route to the underworld in most indigenous 
cultures (Vinogradova 2009: 416). According to the Udmurt, the 
river connects the human world with the upper and lower worlds 
(Vladykin 1994: 75; Napol’skikh 1992). These beliefs are reflected 
in, for example, Udmurt calendar rites (Vladykinа, Glukhova 2011: 
144) and healing rituals (Panina 2014: 74–76).

As far back as the late 19th century Nikolai Pervukhin mentioned 
that folk beliefs about palesmurt were consigned to oblivion as they 
had been gradually disappearing among the Udmurt inhabiting the 
Glazov Uyezd in Vyatka Governorate (today the northern districts 
of Udmurtia) due to the considerable influence of local Russian 
folk culture (Pervukhin 1888 (1): 89). Contemporary field studies 
confirm this situation in the north-western districts (for instance, 
Krasnogorskоyе and Yukamenskiy districts) where interviewees 
reported that today it is almost impossible to encounter palesmurt 
because of the radical change that has occurred recently. Forests 
have become scarce while the number of motor vehicles, such 
as tractors, conversely, has dramatically increased. Neverthe-
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less, the archival materials of the Institute of Udmurt Philology, 
Finno-Ugric Studies and Journalism of the Udmurt State Uni-
versity (Izhevsk, Russia), and contemporary field studies amply 
demonstrate that folk beliefs about palesmurt have successfully 
persisted down the centuries in some parts of the Udmurt Republic 
(for example, Igra, Yakshur-Bod’ya, and Debessy districts). People 
still tell stories about unexpected and undesirable meetings with 
this forest demon. Field studies clearly demonstrate that beliefs 
about mythological beings are gradually changing, a transforma-
tion process that generally occurs among the young.

Obyda (‘forest woman’)

Although obyda is much less famous than the forest beings analysed 
above, it is of great scientific interest for several reasons. First, 
despite diverse and valuable research into Udmurt mythology 
and folk belief, obyda has not thus far been a subject of intensive 
study, either by folklorists or by ethnographers. Researchers 
either mention it without going into detail or provide extremely 
fragmentary information. The only exception is a recent article by 
Tatiana Vladykina titled “The Bee in Udmurt Mythoritual Practice 
and Folklore”, wherein the obyda is considered a protector of bees 
and a helper in wild-hive beekeeping (Vladykina 2016: 149–150). 
Secondly, there is a marked trend towards promoting the image 
of obyda in contemporary pop culture. For example, in Tol Babay’s 
residence, in Sharkan, one of the most popular winter tourist 
destinations in the Udmurt Republic, visitors are entertained 
not only by the famous New Year characters Tol Babay (“Winter 
grandfather”, similar to Father Christmas) and Lymynyl (“Snow 
maiden’), but also by an obyda that resembles the baba yaga from 
Russian fairy tales. The Centre of Udmurt Culture, located in 
the village of Lyuk in Balezino district, organises visits to a local 
spring, and there, the participants meet an obyda introduced as 
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the spring keeper. Another example, a museum guide in the guise 
of obyda conducts excursions for children in Glazov Museum of 
Local Lore (Nelidova 2008); in kindergartens during art classes, 
obyda is presented as a beautiful and gracious lady wearing a tra-
ditional Udmurt dress (Alekseeva 2016). These examples clearly 
demonstrate that contemporary ideas of obyda vary radically. On 
the one hand, this forest spirit is believed to be similar to Russian 
baba yaga or kikimora, i.e. an ugly tousle-haired woman wearing 
ragged clothes, while on the other hand it is presented as a pretty 
woman. In view of the current situation, the following questions 
arise: who is obyda according to traditional Udmurt folk beliefs, 
and what factors underlie the modern interpretations of its im-
age? When conducting the research we rely both on textual and 
on linguistic data to answer these questions.

The earliest mention of obyda is due to Russian ethnographer 
of German origin Johann G. Georgi in the 18th century. He wrote 
briefly about forest beings called Palas murt (half-man), and about 
Alida (leshiy), which had only one leg, turned backward, one big eye 
and one breast, which was so large that it could suffocate people 
when it was pressed into their mouths (Georgi 2007: 96). This in-
formation requires some clarification: firstly, as the researcher did 
not speak Udmurt, he was not quite accurate in writing the names 
of the mythological characters – palesmurt and obyda respectively. 
Secondly, their brief description is a sort of summary of features 
that characterise both beings, which makes the information rather 
ambiguous; in fact, the human-like half-creature with one leg, arm 
and eye is palesmurt, while obyda, according to folk belief, is a forest 
female creature with feet turned backward and huge saggy breasts, 
which it threw over its shoulders. It is noteworthy that mammary 
hypertrophy is one of the characteristic features of female demonic 
characters. Mythological beliefs about shaggy female creatures with 
overly large saggy breasts are widespread in traditional cultures 
of Eurasian peoples. They are to be found in the mythology of the 
Turkic peoples (Dyrenkova 2012: 231), for example, of the Bashkir 
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Illustration 2. Picture by 
Mensadyk Garipov. Obyda 

(Forest woman).

(albasty, shurale) (Ru-
denko 2006: 271; Kh-
isamitdinova 2016: 
108, 218), the Altaians 
and Teleuts (almis) 
(Dyrenkova 2012: 
235); in the folklore 
of peoples inhabiting 
the Caucasus (Shem-
shedinov 1910: 152), 
as well as in Slavic 
(boginka, rusalka, 
lisunka) and Finno-
Ugric traditions (ovda, 
vir’-ava) (Afanas’’yev 

1868: 343; Holmberg 1927: 438–439; Zelenin 1995: 213; Petrukhin 
2005: 321; Toydybekova 2007: 176–178). Feet turned backward as 
an abnormal characteristic is also considered a distinctive attrib-
ute of otherworldly beings, for instance this  feature is typical of 
demonic characters in the mythology of the indigenous peoples of 
the Volga-Ural region, such as the Mari ovda (Holmberg 1927: 183) 
and Bashkir yarymtyk (Khisamitdinova 2010: 382). These features 
are particular manifestations of basic semantic binary oppositions 
which are characteristic of an archaic worldview (human – nonhu-
man, us – them). There have been suggestions that Mari beliefs 
about ovda are based on historical facts about an ancient indigenous 
people inhabiting the territory between the Volga and the Vyatka 
Rivers in approximately the 10th–11th centuries (Aktsorin 1967; 
Toydybekova 2007: 178), but this theory seems unlikely.



183

Forest Spirits in the Udmurt Worldview

During the first stage 
of the research process 
we selected a  number 
of texts about this 
mythological character 
and discovered that 
there is a quite scant 
collection of Udmurt 
f o l k  b e l i e f s  a n d 
narratives about obyda. 
we found data only in 
the Folklore Archive of 
the Udmurt Institute of 
History, Language and 
Literature (Izhevsk) 
and in some published collections of Udmurt folklore texts (Gavrilov 
1880; Wichmann 1901 (1), 1901 (2); Udmurtskiye narodnyye skazki 
1948; Udmurt kalyk vyzhykyl”yos 1954; Sto skazok udmurtskogo 
naroda 1960; Udmurtskiye narodnyye skazki 1976). However, 
further analysis showed that the actual number of folklore texts 
about obyda is far less than the total number found, because one 
and the same folk story ‘migrated’ from one collection to another, 
often with no reference to the original source. Moreover, even in 
those books where compilers provide a commentary on the texts, 
the original is sometimes given incorrectly. For example, two out 
of three texts about obyda from the collection of Udmurt fairy 
tales (Sto skazok udmurtskogo naroda 1960) published in Russian 
contain false information about their origin. In fact, the fairy tales 
“The man and obyda” and “The soldier and obyda” are translated 

Illustration 3. Picture by 
Vladimir Nagovitsyn. Obyda 
(The forest woman).
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versions of folklore texts from one of Yrjö Wichmann’s works 
(Wichmann 1901  (1): 56–57, 60–61), and not from Vyacheslav 
Gorbushin’s collections, as the compiler Nadezhda Kralina states 
(Sto skazok udmurtskogo naroda 1960: 296). The Udmurt tale 
“Obyda the Crone” was also republished with some revisions 
providing no information on its source (Udmurt kalyk vyzhykyl”yos 
1954: 62–63), that is “Folklore Texts, Rituals and Beliefs of 
the Votyaks from Kazan and Vyatka governorates”, which was 
originally published in 1880 (Gavrilov 1880: 58–59).

The found originals have allowed us to clarify crucially impor-
tant information, specifically when and where those texts were 
collected. All of them turned out to be recorded outside the Udmurt 
Republic in the late 19th century: Yrjö Wichmann conducted field 
research in Bol’shoy Karlygan, village located in the Mari-Turek 
district of the Mari El Republic, while Boris Gavrilov recorded his 
fairy tale in the village of Tsip’’ya, in the Baltasi district of Tatar-
stan, which borders Mari-Turek district. Thus, the researchers 
interviewed a group of local Udmurt who had direct contact with 
representatives of other ethnic groups, i.e. the Mari and Tatars. 
Moreover, in Mari folklore, ovda is one of the best-known mytho-
logical characters. Depending on local variations, ovda is believed 
to be an evil spirit (male or female). It can also be a forest female 
with saggy breasts that it throws crosswise over its shoulders, or 
a little owl that once used to be a man whom God turned into a bird 
as a penalty for some faults (Moisio, Saarinen 2008: 438–439), or 
a female creature with huge breasts, long hair and a shaggy coat 
(Bushkov 2014: 102). Researchers of Mari traditional culture note 
that folk stories about ovda are still widespread in rural communi-
ties (Toydybekova 2007: 176–178).

Linguists unanimously agree that the word obyda is not of 
Udmurt origin. Rifkat Akhmet’yanov suggests that the Mari 
words ovda/ovyda/аbdа, ‘mischievious spirit’, the Tatar аtapа, 
‘unspecified spirit, devil’, the Chuvash upӑte, ‘leshy, forest spirit’, 
and the Udmurt оbydа, ‘forest female being’ emerged in these 
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languages as ancient Turkic borrowings from Buddhist literature 
deriving from the Sanskrit word amithaba, ‘spirit of nature’ 
(Akhmet’yanov 1981: 19). Adopting a phonetic criterion, the 
Finnish researcher Yrjö Wichmann suggested that the Udmurt 
word obyda came from the Chuvash language, and, moreover, 
the Mari words ovda and abda could also originate from Chuvash 
(Wichmann 1903, 89). This opinion is shared by Mikhail Fedotov, 
the author of the etymological dictionary of the Chuvash language 
(Fedotov 1996: 282). However, Fedor Gordeev puts forward 
a diametrically opposite hypothesis: he compared the Mari word 
ovda with the Ossetian lexemes ävdiiw and ävdew, ‘demon, 
sorcerer’, and suggested that ovda could originate from a Proto-
Ossetian (Sarmatian) source, and that the Chuvash word upӑte/
opӑte could come from Mari (Gordeev 1967: 201). However, other 
linguists refuted Gordeev’s idea as it ignored a phonetic law: in 
the Mari language the Chuvash occlusive -p-/-b- transforms into 
the labiodental -v (Fedotov 1996: 282). Taking into account Yrjö 
Wichmann’s conclusions, the Udmurt lexicologist Ivan Tarakanov 
considers that the word obyda is a Turkic-Bulgarian borrowing 
(Tarakanov 1982: 37). Nevertheless, this hypothesis raises some 
serious doubts. If it was a Bulgar loan word, it would be spoken 
in most Udmurt dialects. It presumably appeared in the Udmurt 
language as a result of interethnic contact with the Mari. According 
to the history of the vocalism of the first syllable in Udmurt dialects, 
to avoid an abundance of the vowel o in the Udmurt vowel system 
the primary *o had transformed to u by the 15th century (Kel’makov 
1993: 17). This indicates that the word obyda could be borrowed 
long after this period, otherwise it would have changed into ubyda. 
Moreover, this lexeme occurs only in peripheral southern Udmurt 
dialects that are geographically distant from each other, namely in 
Shoshma dialect (spoken in Baltasi district of Tatarstan, Ivanovo 
district of the Republic of Mari El, and Malmyzh district of the 
Kirov Oblast) and in Krasnoufimsk dialect (Krasnoufimsk district 
of Sverdlovsk Oblast). In the former dialect it refers to ‘monkey’ or 
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a ‘forest mythological being’, while in the latter it is used to describe 
a female mythological creature with huge saggy breasts (Nasibullin 
1978: 130). This can be explained by the fact that the Shoshma and 
Krasnoufimsk local groups of Udmurt were considerably influenced 
by the Mari as they have been residing together for a prolonged 
time. It also provides indirect confirmation for the hypothesis that 
the Udmurt moved to the territory of modern Sverdlovsk Oblast 
with the Mari after the fall of Kazan in 1552 (Nasibullin 1978: 
86). Having analysed the use of the particle ben (Udmurt ben ‘yes’, 
‘indeed’) in the Udmurt dialects, Sergey Maksimov argues that 
the Krasnoufa Udmurt moved away from either the region where 
the Arsk (Trans-Vyatka) Udmurt currently reside, or from other 
southern Udmurt territories (Maksimov 2009: 73).

In Udmurt folklore texts obyda is presented as a forest creature 
who gives a human being assistance, and as a supernatural being 
similar to Russian baba yaga. The narratives provide neither 
general nor detailed description of the mythological being’s appear-
ance, but indirectly indicate that obyda comes from a large family. 
According to one folktale, obyda asks a man to make a wedding 
feast in the forest, specifically to bring the necessary tableware, to 
cook special dishes and to brew honey beer. The arrival of the wed-
ding procession is accompanied by typical signs that indicate the 
presence of beings belonging to the demonic world: a fierce storm 
breaks out and blows trees down, so that the land starts to thrill. In 
Udmurt traditional culture the deafening noise and sudden changes 
in the weather are generally interpreted as evidence confirming 
the unexpected emergence of the forest master, n’ulesmurt.

Moreover, both n’ulesmurt and obyda are believed to bring 
good luck in wild-hive beekeeping. The Udmurt used to petition 
n’ulesmurt for good luck in beekeeping and hunting, alongside 
asking it to preserve grazing cattle and sheep in summer. In Ud-
murt folklore texts obyda shows a unique tree to a man, which he 
is to hollow out as a wild-hive. According to one story he makes 
three hives, each three arshins long (approximately 2 meters long) 
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(Wichmann 1901 (1): 56), and according to another story nine wild 
hives (Wichmann 1901 (1): 59). The man follows obyda’s advice and 
achieves phenomenal success: bees occupy all the hives because 
the tree that obyda found turns out to be a tree king (pispulen 
kunez). Udmurt texts about obyda’s protection were also recorded, 
as mentioned above, in Mari-Turek district of the Mari El Republic, 
where there is widespread belief among the rural Mari that ovda 
can help people with the housework and on the farm, assist in 
keeping livestock, look after children and teach the Mari how to 
get money and hunt (Toydybekova 2007: 177).

Obyda’s assistance is a dominant motif in the Udmurt folklore 
texts considered here. For example, one narrative starts with a man 
who wakes a sleeping obyda and thus saves it from a bear. As 
a token of gratitude it later helps him avoid long military service, 
presents him with a valid passport and returns him home (Wich-
mann 1901 (1): 60–61). In another story, obyda thanks a man for 
preparing a wedding feast and foretells that he will become fairly 
wealthy. Indeed, he largely succeeds in beekeeping and becomes 
a prosperous merchant (Wichmann 1901 (1): 56–57). This motif 
is also found in Mari traditional culture. For example, the Mari 
who lived in the village of Sernur in the Urzhum uyezd of Vyatka 
governorate believed that ovda often got its shaggy hair caught in 
a fence and generously rewarded people for setting it free (Bushkov 
2014: 102). Mythological tales about ovda riding horses, often to 
death, all night long are widely spread among the Mari. In order 
to catch a mysterious rider the horse’s back is smeared with tar. 
Ovda expresses gratitude to everyone who let her get off a horse, 
and curses those who decide to take its life (Toydybekova 2007: 
177). Udmurt folk prose also comprises stories about mysterious 
night riders, but they generally refer to other mythological beings 
such as palesmurt and gidmurt (Udmurt: gidmurt, ‘cattle barn 
spirit’). Folk tales about horse theft committed by demonic beings 
are widely distributed in the mythology of Turkic peoples as well, 
for example, in Tatar and Bashkir belief systems shurale and 
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yarymtyk (Rudenko 2006: 269; Khisamitdinova 2016: 219) ride 
horses at night completely exhausting them.

In the Udmurt fairy tale “Obyda the Crone”, obyda is presented 
as a devourer of people. In this regard it is functionally similar 
to other mythological characters such as kalmyk kyshno (liter-
ally: ‘a Kalmyk woman’), kukri-baba (lit: ‘a crooked old woman’), 
kuz’pin’omurt (lit: ‘a being with long teeth’) and iskalpydomurt 
(lit: ‘a being with cow’s legs’). According to the folk tale, a childless 
old man carves a son named Vanka (a diminutive of the Slavic 
name Ivan) from a log and sends him to plough. At that moment 
he is abducted by obyda who asks her daughter to roast the boy in 
a stove, but he cunningly deceives them and burns both of them. 
The narrative motifs of this tale partially correspond with East 
Slavic tale variants #327A and 327С included in the Comparative 
Index of Plots: East Slavic Tales and international motifs G512.3.2 
(Ogre burned in his own oven), and G512.3.2.1 (Ogre’s wife (daugh-
ter) burned in his own oven) from Stith Thompson’s Motif-Index of 
Folk-Literature (Thompson 1955–1958).

It is the Udmurt text’s close similarity to East Slavic fairy tales 
that explains why obyda is almost identical to the Russian baba 
yaga in contemporary popular culture. The lack of detail on what 
obyda looks like and undeveloped ideas about this mythological 
character in the territory of Udmurtia contributed to the fact that 
it is now described as the Russian baba yaga. As regards the de-
scriptions of obyda as a graceful girl wearing Udmurt traditional 
costume, they were probably influenced by folk tales in which obyda 
behaves in a kind and friendly way towards a human providing 
him with generous help.

The study shows that the motifs found in Udmurt folk tales 
about obyda are basically similar to those of Mari texts about ovda. 
However, unlike Mari folklore, in which ideas about ovda are well 
developed, Udmurt beliefs about obyda are not widespread. There 
are sparse text data recorded only in the late 19th century from 
local groups of Udmurt living outside of Udmurtia and having 
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direct contact with the Mari population. Since the middle of the 
20th century, information about obyda has become available to the 
wider public due to the collections of Udmurt fairy tales published 
both in Udmurt and Russian.
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