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MORDOVIAN WATER VEHICLES
FROM THE ETHNOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

Rivers and lakes have always played an important role in the life of the Mordovian
population living in the western and eastern regions of Mordovia and neighboring
territories. The abundance of water (1,525 rivers and about 500 lakes) contributed to
the spread of water transportation. Various types of boats were used in the traditional
economy: boats, vessels, rafts and ferries. Boats were made of sawn planks or carved
from tree trunks, they could be flat-bottomed or rounded-bottomed, narrow and long
(up to 20-30 meters) or, on the contrary, short and wide. The boats could be moved
by oars, sails, or poles that were used to push them. Vessels were more complex in
construction, often specialized according to their purpose. There were fishing, cargo
and passenger vessels (the latter could be either personal or public), but often a vessel
would carry people and cargo at the same time. Large ships were moved by horses or
burlaks (boat pullers) who walked along the riverbank and pulled the ship by ropes at-
tached to it. From 1817 some vessels were moved by steam. Ferries and rafts were used
to cross the river and to raft timber. The terminology, toponymy and native language
reflect many facts that testify to the importance of water elements and water vehicles in
the life of the Mordvians. Water vehicles are mentioned in incantations and proverbs.
Sources (archives, memorial books, field data, etc.) and scientific literature allow us to
say that for the Mordva and all the peoples of the Volga region water vehicles are an
important part of the subsistence system.
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