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THE HORSE AS MEDIATOR AND PSYCHOPOMP:
FROM MYTHOLOGICAL TRADITION TO RUSSIAN FOLKLORE

NATALIYA GONCHAR-KHANJYAN"
Yerevan State University

Despite the enduring presence of the horse in the mythological, religious, and folkloric traditions of
diverse cultures, its significance has most often been interpreted through discrete symbolic frame-
works, including solar, martial, chthonic, or economic associations. Such an approach makes it dif-
ficult to explain both the remarkable persistence of this image and its recurrence across culturally
distant traditions. The present study addresses this problem from a different perspective by attrib-
uting the longevity of the motif not to the stability of its symbolism, but to the preservation of a
particular structural function. A comparison of mythological material with the Russian fairy-tale and
bylina traditions demonstrates that the horse functions as one of the principal figures of transition,
facilitating interaction between different levels of existence and accompanying changes in the hero’s
status. At the same time, Russian folklore substantially reinterprets this archaic model. Whereas in
cosmological systems the horse is primarily associated with mediation and the crossing of bounda-
ries between worlds, in fairy tales and epic narratives its role concentrates around the very subject of
transition. The magical horse is involved less in the hero’s physical movement than in the processes
of personal formation, ordeal, and the acquisition of a new identity. This shift makes it possible to
view Russian folklore not as a late reflection of ancient mythological conceptions, but as a space of
active artistic transformation in which the mediating function of the horse receives its most consistent
and anthropologically significant realization. From this perspective, the image of the horse emerges
as a distinctive mythopoetic model of mediation and psychopompy, uniting diverse cultural tradi-
tions through a shared logic of transition and transformation.

Key words: Russian folklore, horse image, fairy tale, bylina, mythopoetics, mediation, psychopomp,
liminality

Introduction

The question of boundary crossing belongs to the fundamental concerns of human cul-
ture. Every mythological system is compelled to model situations involving transitions be-
tween different modes of existence: life and death, the human and the superhuman, the
profane and the sacred, chaos and cosmos, ignorance and initiation. Such transitions cannot
be reduced to mere movement through space; rather, they involve a transformation in the
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very ontological status of the subject, the abandonment of a former identity, and the acqui-
sition of a new one. For this reason, mythologies across cultures assign a special role to
mediating figures that make possible the crossing of boundaries otherwise perceived as
insurmountable.

Contemporary scholarship has accumulated substantial experience in the study of such
mechanisms. In anthropology, they have been examined through Arnold van Gennep’s
concept of rites of passage and Victor Turner’s theory of liminality; in comparative my-
thology, through the work of Mircea Eliade, who associated initiation with a radical trans-
formation of one’s mode of being; in the structuralist tradition, through the studies of
Claude Lévi-Strauss, which demonstrated the persistence of deep mythological structures
beneath the variability of narrative forms; and in narrative studies, through Joseph Camp-
bell’s concept of the monomyth, which interprets the hero’s journey as a sequence of sym-
bolic deaths and rebirths. Despite their methodological differences, all of these approaches
share a common concern with the figures and structures that enable transitions between
distinct modes of existence.

At the same time, existing scholarship has focused predominantly either on the descrip-
tion of specific ritual practices or on the analysis of particular characters within local cul-
tural traditions. Considerably less attention has been devoted to mediating figures as an
autonomous mechanism of mythological thought. Even rarer are studies aimed at identify-
ing the structural unity of such figures across different cultural systems and examining their
role in processes of symbolic transformation. As a result, many characters traditionally
treated as elements of individual mythological narratives continue to be analyzed primarily
within a semantic framework, while their functional significance remains insufficiently
explored.

Particularly revealing in this regard is the figure of the horse. For millennia, this image
has demonstrated remarkable persistence throughout the mythological, religious, and folk-
loric traditions of Eurasia. Most studies, however, have interpreted the horse primarily
through the lenses of solar symbolism, warrior culture, economic practices, or specific na-
tional mythological systems. While such approaches illuminate important aspects of the
image, they do not adequately explain its extraordinary recurrence across traditions sepa-
rated by vast cultural and historical distances. Yet it is precisely the stability of the function
performed by the horse, rather than the similarity of individual narratives, that invites con-
sideration of a deeper mythopoetic model.

This study advances the hypothesis that the enduring significance of the horse in diverse
cultural systems stems not from the persistence of a fixed symbolic meaning, but from its
performance of a distinctive mediating function. The horse acts as a figure that facilitates
passage between different modes of existence and accompanies processes of subjective
transformation. In this capacity, it may be understood not only as an intermediary between
worlds but also as a psychopomp associated with the transcendence of the limits of ordi-
nary human experience, the passage through ordeals, changes in status, and the symbolic
rebirth of the hero.

The methodological framework of the study combines comparative-mythological,
structural-anthropological, and hermeneutic approaches. Particular importance is attached
to the conception of myth as a system of stable structures developed by Vladimir Propp
and Claude Lévi-Strauss, Arnold van Gennep’s theory of rites of passage, Victor Turner’s
concept of liminality, Mircea Eliade’s studies of initiation, and Joseph Campbell’s model
of heroic transformation. An additional heuristic perspective is provided by the philosophy
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of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, which allows transition to be understood not as move-
ment between fixed states but as a process of becoming through which new forms of sub-
jectivity emerge.

The aim of this study is to identify the enduring mechanisms governing the functioning
of the horse image in mythological traditions and Russian folklore. To achieve this aim,
the following objectives are pursued: to determine the place of the horse within the system
of mediating figures in mythological thought; to identify the principal forms of its mediat-
ing and psychopompic functions; to trace the transformation of these functions across dif-
ferent mythological traditions; and to establish the specific features of their artistic realiza-
tion in Russian fairy tales and the bylina epic tradition.

Accordingly, the horse is examined as a distinctive mythopoetic figure that enables
interaction between different levels of existence and serves as an intermediary in situations
of ontological transition. It is this function that explains both the persistence of the image
throughout world mythology and its exceptional role in Russian folklore, where ancient
patterns of mediation acquire new artistic forms. In this way, the study shifts the analytical
focus from the symbolic semantics of the horse image to its functions within structures of
transition, mediation, and becoming.

Main Part

Tracing the functioning of the horse image across different mythological traditions re-
veals that similarities emerge not so much at the level of narrative motifs as at the level of
the functions it performs. In Claude Lévi-Strauss’s terms, what is at stake is not the repe-
tition of identical narrative elements but the reproduction of stable relationships that persist
despite changes in characters, cultural contexts, and religious systems. For this reason, a
comparison of Classical, Norse, ancient Indian, and Near Eastern material is valuable not
as a search for direct borrowings but as an attempt to identify recurring structural patterns.

Classical mythology provides one of the earliest manifestations of such a model. Arion,
born of Poseidon and Demeter, combines divine, chthonic, and animal dimensions; his
ability to speak places him beyond the limits of the conventional zoomorphic code. Pega-
sus, emerging from the blood of Medusa, is likewise constructed through the conjunction
of opposing planes: death becomes the condition of birth, a monster serves as the source
of a winged creature, and the strike of a hoof opens a space of poetic inspiration. The epi-
sode concerning the creation of Hippocrene demonstrates not a merely decorative but a
generative function of the image: “I've heard the rumor of a new spring / Medusa's flying
horse broke open with his sturdy hoof™!.

The similarity between the examples discussed above is determined not by the recur-
rence of individual motifs but by the reproduction of a common structural model: “the true
constituent units of a myth are not the isolated relations but bundles of such relations™.
Within this perspective, Arion and Pegasus emerge not as variations of a single image but
as distinct manifestations of a similar structural function. Both figures arise at points where
heterogeneous principles converge and are associated with the emergence of a new order
— natural, cultural, or poetic.

A different variation of the same model can be observed in Norse mythology. Sleipnir,
Odin’s eight-legged horse, is significant not merely as an attribute of the supreme god but

1 Ovid. (2022). Metamorphoses / trans. with an introduction by Stephanie McCarter. — New York: Pen-
guin Books, p. 192. — 560 p.

2 Lévi-Strauss C. (1955). The Structural Study of Myth. The Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 68, No.
270, Myth: A Symposium, p. 431. — P. 428-444.
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as a means of communication between different levels of the cosmos. He links Asgard,
Midgard, and Helheim, enabling movement between realms that ordinarily remain sepa-
rated: “Odin's steed, Sleipnir, has eight hooves, and it is he who carries his master, and
even other gods (e.g., Hermodhr), to the underworld. Now, the eight-hoofed horse is the
shamanic horse par excellence; it is found among the Siberians, as well as elsewhere...””.
Sleipnir’s origin, itself the result of supernatural intervention, further underscores his ex-
ceptional status. Born through an act of cunning deception and supernatural transformation,
he embodies a liminal being whose very genesis reflects the crossing of established bound-
aries, thereby reinforcing his role as a mediator between worlds®.

The ancient Indian tradition radicalizes this model by transforming the horse into a
cosmological form. In the “Brihadaranyaka Upanishad”, the sacrificial horse appears as a
cosmomorphic being whose body reproduces the structure of the universe itself: dawn con-
stitutes its head, the sun its eye, the wind its breath, the sky its back, the seasons its limbs,
and the stars its bones®. The horse thus functions not as an individual character within a
mythological narrative but as a principle of cosmic organization, integrating the various
elements of the universal order into a single symbolic whole.

The Christian tradition preserves the archaic functions of the horse image while rein-
terpreting them within an eschatological and soteriological framework. Whereas in Clas-
sical and Norse mythology the horse is primarily embedded within systems of cosmologi-
cal relations and mythological journeys, the biblical tradition emphasizes its role in the
enactment of divine will and in mediating between the human and the transcendent. This
function is most vividly expressed in the Old Testament account of the Prophet Elijah’s
ascension. The fiery chariot and horses of fire do not merely serve as a means of transpor-
tation but signify a radical transformation of the human condition: “And it came to pass,
as they still went on, and talked, that, behold, there appeared a chariot of fire, and horses
of fire, and parted them both asunder; and Elijah went up by a whirlwind into heaven™.
What is essential here is not the ascent itself but the transformation of the prophet’s mode
of presence in the world. The horse becomes part of a symbolic mechanism through which
biblical consciousness conceptualizes the crossing of the boundary separating the human
from the divine.

A comparable function is performed by the horses in the vision of the Prophet Zecha-
riah. Their significance lies not in participation in action as such but in their capacity to
establish connections between different levels of the cosmic order: “I saw by night, and
behold a man riding upon a red horse, and he stood among the myrtle trees that were in the
bottom; and behind him were there red horses, speckled, and white”’. As divine messen-
gers traversing the earth at the Lord’s command, they embody a particular form of media-
tion in which movement itself becomes the means through which divine will is manifested
within the terrestrial realm. Significantly, in both cases the horse image is associated nei-
ther with military, economic, nor everyday functions but with the transcendence of the

3 Eliade M. (1972). Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy / trans. from the French by W. R. Trask.
— Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, p. 380. — 610 p.

4 See: Lindow ]. (2001). Norse Mythology: A Guide to the Gods, Heroes, Rituals, and Beliefs. — Santa
Barbara, CA: ABC-Clio, p. 41. — 365 p.

> See: Krishnananda S. (1983). The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. Chapter I. First Brahmana: The Universe
as a Sacrificial Horse [Electronic resource]. Available at: https://www.swami-krish-
nananda.org/brdup/brhad_I-01.html (Accessed: 19.06.2026).

¢ The Holy Bible. (2018). Authorized King James Version. — Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson. 2 Kings 2:11.
- 3327 p.

7 Ibid., Zechariah 1:8.
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boundary separating human experience from sacred reality. In this way, the biblical tradi-
tion preserves the ancient mediating function of the horse while simultaneously investing
it with new religious meaning.

In Islam, the function of the horse acquires a new embodiment in the figure of Buragq,
a hybrid creature whose very nature is associated with the transcendence of boundaries.
Whereas in earlier cosmological systems the horse enables movement between different
regions of the cosmos, in the tradition of al-Isra and al-Mi'raj it becomes the condition for
a vertical transition linking the human and the divine. What matters here is not movement
itself but the possibility of ascent to another level of the cosmic order.

This vertical model is not confined to Islamic tradition. In the religious beliefs of the
Khanty and Mansi peoples, the white horse is associated with the celestial sphere, lunar
symbolism, and the figure of the Heavenly Rider. This complex of representations has also
been linked to the ancient Iranian religious tradition®. Regardless of the nature of cultural
influences, the white horse here likewise signifies not the animal as such but the function
of ascent and connection with the higher levels of the cosmic order. In the Buddhist tradi-
tion, this tendency assumes a more abstract form. Lungta (“Wind Horse”) largely loses the
characteristics of a mythological character and becomes a symbol of spiritual movement.
The horse is thus displaced from the sphere of narrative myth into the domain of religious
experience while preserving its fundamental function: facilitating passage to another mode
of existence.

The Armenian tradition offers a different modification of the model under considera-
tion. Whereas the Islamic material centers on the motif of ascent, the epic “Daredevils of
Sassoun” foregrounds ordeal as the condition for the hero’s subsequent transformation. It
is within this framework that the figure of Kurkik Jalali acquires its significance. The
horse’s emergence from the depths of the sea emphasizes its belonging to a realm beyond
the boundaries of the human order. Yet its function extends far beyond that of a miraculous
helper. Kurkik Jalali accompanies the decisive moments in the destinies of Sanasar, David,
Mher the Elder, and Mher the Younger, becoming an indispensable participant in those
trials after which the hero can no longer remain the same. Its presence should therefore be
understood not as an episodic motif but as a structuring element of the epic narrative itself.

This interpretation is consistent with Joseph Campbell’s observations concerning or-
deal as an obligatory stage of the heroic journey, associated with the symbolic death of a
former state and the subsequent acquisition of a new identity. As Campbell notes, the hero's
transformation requires a zoomorphic helper who acts as a mediator’. In this context,
Kurkik Jalali is connected less with the hero’s physical movement than with the process of
inner transformation. Significantly, Armenian scholarship has drawn parallels between
Kurkik Jalali and Pegasus, Arion, and Sleipnir — beings capable of traversing the bounda-
ries between different spheres of existence'®. Yet the Armenian epic shifts the emphasis
away from the act of boundary crossing itself and toward the transformations that emerge
as a consequence of that experience.

8 See: Boprauxoea [0.A., Haymenxo O.H. (2022). Mycynpmanckuit «Bespit KOHB» ¥ 06CKO-yTOPCKUI
«BebIif 0JIeHb»: TOUYKM COIPUKOCHOBEHUS B PEIUTHO3HOM Ky IbType KOpeHHbIX HapozoB Cesepa // Gen-
esis: ncropuyeckue ucciaegosanusa. — Ne 1, c. 76. DOI: 10.25136/2409-868X.2022.1.34712 [Electronic re-
source]. Available at:. https://surl.li/vegaxz (Accessed: 19.06.2026).

° Campbell J. (2004). The Hero with a Thousand Faces. — Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, pp.
90-93. - 418 p.

10 Tymansn I.C. (2023). XXeprBonpuHoueHre KOHA B HOrpeGaIbHbIX 00pAax (II0 JaHHBIM mOrpebeHuit
aTmox GPOH3BI U paHHero Xene3a B Apmenun) // Poccuiickas apxeomorus. Ne 1, c. 71. — C. 70-83 [Elec-
tronic resource]. Available at: https://surl.lt/cughwm (Accessed: 19.06.2026).
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The evidence of epic tradition is further supported by archaeological and ritual materi-
als. The conception of the horse as a psychopomp is reflected in funerary practices in which
the sacrificial animal is expected to carry its master across the boundaries of the cosmos'!.
Horse burials, as well as their symbolic substitutes — skulls, individual bones, and elements
of harness equipment — demonstrate the remarkable persistence of these beliefs across time
and cultural contexts.

Depictions of horses alongside the World Tree on the monuments of Metsamor and
Noratus further expand this context. Such compositions may be interpreted in connection
with the cosmological models analyzed by Vladimir Toporov in “Myth. Ritual. Symbol.
Image” and “The World Tree: Universal Sign Systems”!2. In this framework, the horse is
incorporated not into an individual narrative but into a broader system of representations
concerning the cosmic structure of the world. The widespread appearance of winged horses
on the monuments of the Gegham Highlands can be understood in a similar way, as the
capacity for flight signifies a departure beyond the limits of ordinary human experience.

The Armenian material makes it possible to clarify one of the most important functions
of the mythological horse. Whereas in the traditions discussed above the emphasis is gen-
erally placed on the act of movement, passage, or ascent itself, the Armenian epic “Dare-
devils of Sassoun” associates the horse primarily with the hero’s transformation. What ac-
quires significance is not the destination attained but the individual who returns from the
ordeal in a fundamentally altered state. In this respect, Deleuze’s concept of the event is
particularly illuminating. As he argues in “The Logic of Sense”, an event derives its mean-
ing not merely from what occurs externally but from the transformative process through
which it is affirmed, reworked, and integrated into an individuating path'®. Accordingly,
the decisive factor is not the action itself but the change it produces in the subject who
undergoes it. This model will prove especially important for the later Russian fairy-tale
tradition, where the magical horse accompanies not so much the hero’s physical movement
as his inner transformation.

In the Slavic material, the mediating function of the horse acquires a broader cultural
expression. Here, the horse is not confined to a single mythological narrative but is embed-
ded in multiple levels of the traditional worldview, including cosmological conceptions,
family and calendrical rituals, divinatory practices, and folklore texts. Such ubiquity allows
the horse to be understood not merely as a bearer of discrete symbolic meanings but as a
stable figure of connection between the sacred and the everyday order.

The horse’s distinctive position within the Slavic mythopoetic tradition is rooted in the
logic of an archaic worldview in which the boundaries between the profane and the sacred
are never entirely closed. In “The Sacred and the Profane” and “Patterns in Comparative
Religion”, Mircea Eliade emphasized that traditional cultures perceive the cosmos as a
sacralized and ordered space in which every meaningful action is related to a primordial
mythic act. Within such a system, the horse is important not as an individual character but
as a mediator involved in situations of disruption, restoration, or renewal of order.

This function is most clearly manifested in the solar complex of beliefs. The horse’s
movement across the sky is interpreted as a metaphor for the course of the sun — from

1 Ibid., p. 76.

12 Tomopos B.H. (1995). Mud. Puryan. Cumson. O6pas: MccienoBarus B 06:1actu MrOIOITHIECKOTO.
Ws6pausnoe. — M.: Msparensckas rpymmna «[Iporpecc» — «Kyisrypa». — 624 c.; Tonopos B.H. (2010). Mu-
poBoe zmepeBo: YHUBepcaabHBIE 3HAKOBble KOMIIeKCHL. T. 1. — M.: Pykonucusre nmamarauku JpeBHei
Pycu. — 448 c.

13 Williams J. (2008). Gilles Deleuze’s Logic of Sense: A Critical Introduction and Guide. — Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, p. 13. — 256 p.
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sunrise to sunset'*. Yet the meaning of this model extends far beyond astronomical sym-
bolism. In archaic consciousness, the sun undergoes a daily passage through alternating
states of light and darkness, presence and absence, life and temporary death. The horse
associated with this movement thus becomes not only a symbol of solar energy but also an
image of cosmic renewal. The changing color of the celestial horse — from white at dawn
to red at midday and gray at sunset — expresses the idea of cyclical transformation, in which
the completion of one order creates the possibility for another.

The same logic underlies ritual practices that inscribe equine symbolism into the space
of human habitation'®. Images of horse heads were placed on the roofs of houses, horse
skulls were buried beneath building foundations, and miniature horse-shaped pendants
were used as protective amulets. These objects cannot be reduced either to decoration or
to a vestigial survival of an ancient animal cult. Rather, they mark the boundary between
the domesticated space of the home and the outside world, between the protected human
order and forces perceived as alien or dangerous. Even a detached part of the animal retains
its apotropaic function, remaining associated with the liminal zone of the threshold.

The horse’s participation in rites of passage is of particular significance. In “The Rites
of Passage”, Arnold van Gennep interpreted marriage, death, initiation, and other critical
moments of human life as a ritual system structured around a sequence of separation, lim-
inality, and incorporation into a new status. The appearance of the horse precisely in such
contexts is therefore highly revealing: it accompanies wedding processions, participates in
funerary rites, forms part of calendrical ceremonies, and figures prominently in divinatory
practices associated with Yuletide. Its function remains independent of the specific content
of the ritual; the horse appears wherever an individual or a community finds itself sus-
pended between an old and a new order.

Divinatory practices are especially illustrative in this regard. In the cult of Svantovit,
the horse’s movement between spears planted in the ground was interpreted as a prediction
of the outcome of a military campaign, while in later folk customs the direction of a horse’s
movement was associated with future marriage prospects or an individual’s destiny'®. In
such practices, the horse functions as a mediator between the visible and the hidden order
of things. Its movement is perceived as a sign through which the future momentarily be-
comes accessible to human understanding.

The exceptional place occupied by the horse in Slavic culture makes it possible to re-
gard it not merely as a character within individual mythological narratives but as one of
the most enduring images of the traditional worldview. Conceptions associated with the
horse are found in cosmological models, calendrical and family rituals, folk beliefs, and
folklore, attesting to the deep roots of this image in the collective imagination. Particularly
relevant in this respect is Victor Turner’s concept of liminality, according to which special
importance is attributed to figures that accompany individuals during periods of uncer-
tainty and transformation. It is precisely this cultural memory of the horse that ensures the
preservation of the image within the later fairy-tale tradition, where ancient mythological
functions acquire new artistic forms.

One of the most influential explanations of the origins of the fairy-tale horse was pro-
posed by Vladimir Propp in “Historical Roots of the Wonder Tale”. The acquisition of a

14 Pri6axoB B.A. (2013). f3srdecTBo ApeBHUX caaBsaH. — M.: Akagemuyaeckuii ITpoexr, c. 527. — 640 c.

15 See: Moposoea T.II. (2019). Koub-cosHile B CIaBAHCKOI sA3bI9eckoil Mudororuu // BecTHUK craBaH-
ckux KynpTyp. — T. 52, c¢. 53-64 [Electronic resource]. Available at: https://surl.li/vinrhn (Accessed:
19.06.2026).

16 Thid.
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magical helper is not a random episode within the narrative but derives from archaic ritual
structures: “The acquisition of a magical horse is one of the most stable motifs in the struc-
ture of the fairy tale, alongside the acquisition of a magical object...” Moreover, the animal
typically does not belong to the world of the living: it is bestowed by a deceased father,
concealed in a cellar, buried beneath a stone slab, or kept within a crypt, all of which testify
to the funerary and liminal nature of its origin'’. The fairy-tale horse does not emerge from
a neutral space but comes from the realm of the ancestors and the world of the dead. Its
very origin determines its exceptional status. Through the horse, the hero gains access to
power and knowledge whose source lies beyond ordinary reality.

Equally revealing is the motif of nurturing the foal. On a superficial level, it may be
interpreted simply as the transformation of a weak creature into a powerful one. Within the
logic of the fairy tale, however, the hero does not merely raise a future helper. Rather, he
demonstrates the ability to recognize hidden value where others perceive only weakness or
insignificance. Particularly noteworthy is Propp’s observation concerning the feeding of
the animal “on twelve dews” or with “white spring millet”'®. The numerical and temporal
organization of the motif places it beyond the sphere of everyday activity. Dawn marks
moments of transition in the order of the world — the passage from night to day and from
day to night. Consequently, the ritual nurturing of the horse acquires a symbolic dimension.
A similar logic underlies narratives in which the horse is received as a gift from a deceased
father. In such cases, the hero acquires not merely a means of transportation but also the
inherited strength of the lineage, the memory of the ancestors, and the right to perform
heroic deeds. The horse thus functions as a mediator between generations and as a bearer
of sacred knowledge associated with the ancestral realm.

Particularly significant are those narratives in which the magical horse initially appears
weak, inconspicuous, or hidden from others. This model can be observed both in the tale
of Sivka-Burka and in the bylina narratives concerning Burushka. At first glance, these
stories seem to depict the gradual strengthening of the animal. Yet the narrative is struc-
tured in such a way that transformation affects both participants in the relationship. As the
horse’s latent power is progressively revealed, the hero’s status is transformed as well.
What occupies the center of attention is not the final result but the process of becoming
itself. In this context, the concept of becoming developed by G. Deleuze and F. Guattari
proves particularly productive: “since this kind of combination is indicative of imitation
rather than becoming”'®, the hero neither reproduces a pre-existing pattern nor advances
toward a fixed model of heroism. On the contrary, interaction with the magical horse opens
a field of new possibilities that are gradually realized throughout the narrative. The horse
therefore emerges not as an external helper but as an indispensable participant in the pro-
cess through which the hero’s potential is actualized.

The bylina tradition further develops this model within the framework of the heroic
epic. It finds particularly clear expression in the figure of Burka, the horse of Ilya Murom-
ets. It is no coincidence that A. N. Afanasyev associated the figure of Ilya with ancient
conceptions of Perun?’. In folk tradition, Ilya is linked to the celestial sphere, and his horse

17 See: IIpomm B.AL. (2000). Mcroprnyeckue KopHu BommeGHOM ckas3ku. Paszen «3arpo6usie mapuresn». 20.
Ywmepmmii otern,. — M.: JlabupunT, cc. 121-123. - 336 c.

18 Tbid., p. 143.

19 Adkins B. (2015). Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus: A Critical Introduction and Guide. —
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, p. 160. — 272 p.

2 Adanaceer A H. (1865). IlosTuyeckue Bo33peHus CIaBAH Ha IpUPOAy. ONmIT CpaBHUTEIBHOTO U3yde-
HUSA CIaBAHCKUX IIPeJaHUi U BepOBaHUIL, B CBA3M C MUPUIECKUMH CKAa3aHUAMH APYTHX POJACTBEHHBIX
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participates not only in heroic but also in cosmological symbolism. Significantly, Burka
Veshchii (Burka The Prophetic) initially appears as a weak and inconspicuous foal?!. This
motif reproduces a characteristic folkloric model of latent power that must be recognized
and brought to fruition. Consequently, the nurturing of the horse should be understood not
merely as preparation for heroic exploits but as a necessary condition for the realization of
the hero’s own latent potential.

The subsequent fate of the horse image within the Russian cultural tradition is of con-
siderable interest. Whereas in mythological, epic, and fairy-tale narratives the horse retains
its connection with the sacred sphere, proverbs and sayings reveal a gradual process of
demythologization. The horse loses its status as a mediator between worlds, yet it does not
disappear from cultural consciousness. On the contrary, it becomes one of the most endur-
ing instruments through which human character, behavior, and social standing are evalu-
ated.

The materials collected by Vladimir Dal demonstrate that the horse continues to per-
form an important meaning-generating function. Through the image of the horse, tradi-
tional culture reflects upon diligence and idleness, strength and weakness, dignity and pov-
erty, experience and folly. Significantly, even in contexts where the mythological back-
ground has been entirely forgotten, the horse retains a distinctive symbolic weight and re-
mains a kind of measure of human qualities®>.

Conclusion

The present study demonstrates that the persistence of the horse image in mythological,
religious, and folkloric traditions is determined not by the repetition of individual narra-
tives nor by the preservation of a fixed set of symbolic meanings, but by the reproduction
of a specific functional model. Despite substantial differences in cultural contexts, the
horse is consistently associated with situations of transition, boundary crossing, and trans-
formations of the human condition.

The examination of materials drawn from diverse mythological and religious traditions
has made it possible to trace the continuity of this model across a broad cultural spectrum.
Despite variations in narratives, characters, and religious conceptions, the horse repeatedly
appears in contexts of mediation, contact with the sacred, and the facilitation of passage
between different levels of existence. It is precisely the recurrence of this function, rather
than the similarity of individual motifs, that points to the existence of a deep mythopoetic
structure preserved in multiple forms of cultural experience.

Particularly significant is the connection established in the course of this study between
the horse image and the psychopompic function. The material demonstrates that the horse
regularly appears in situations involving contact with the realm of the dead, the domain of
the ancestors, or other forms of sacred reality. Its origins in the otherworld, its role in fu-
nerary rituals, its association with deceased ancestors, and its accompaniment of the hero
through spaces of trial all allow it to be regarded as one of the most enduring psychopompic
figures in the mythological traditions of Eurasia.

Hapozpos. T. 1. — M.: Usganue K. Congarenxosa, c. 303. — 800 c. [Electronic resource]. Available at:
https://www.booksite.ru/fulltext/afanasl/text.pdf (Accessed: 21.06.2026).

21 Ckaska-6sutuHa mpo Mnsio Mypomiia // Beutussr B 3anucsax u nepeckasax XVII-XVIII sexos, cc. 316,
319 [Electronic resource]. Available at: https://feb-web.ru/feb/byliny/texts/imu/imu-313-.htm (Accessed:
21.06.2026).

22 Tans B. TonmkoBerit coBaps Bexukopycckoro assika. T. II. M.: TocyjapcTBeHHOe H3aTeIbCTBO HHO-
CTpaHHBIX M HAI[MOHAIBHEIX caoBapeit, 1955, cc. 154-155. — 24,375 ycn. med. 1.
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Equally important is the observation that this function undergoes a gradual transfor-
mation over time. In archaic cosmological systems, the horse primarily facilitates connec-
tions between different levels of the cosmos. In epic and fairy-tale traditions, however, the
focus shifts toward the subject undergoing transition. As a result, the mediating function
becomes inseparable from processes of personal transformation, the realization of hidden
potential, and the formation of heroic identity.

The Russian folkloric material is of particular importance for the present study because it
most clearly illustrates the long-term evolution of this model. Whereas in cosmological sys-
tems the horse functions primarily as a mediator between different levels of the cosmos, in
Russian fairy tales and the bylina epic tradition its role becomes closely bound to the hero’s
destiny. The horse not only enables movement toward a goal but also becomes an indispen-
sable participant in the processes that shape the hero: the acquisition of knowledge, the pas-
sage through trials, and the realization of latent potential. In this respect, Russian folklore
preserves some of the oldest cosmological conceptions associated with the horse while sim-
ultaneously reinterpreting them within an anthropological and artistic framework.

The hypothesis advanced in this study is therefore confirmed. The horse should be un-
derstood not merely as a significant image within world mythology and folklore but as a
distinctive mythopoetic figure of mediation and psychopompy that facilitates interaction
between different levels of existence and accompanies processes of symbolic transfor-
mation. It is precisely this function that explains the image’s remarkable persistence across
millennia and clarifies its exceptional role in Russian folklore, where ancient structures of
mediation rooted in myth and ritual achieve their most coherent and artistically accom-
plished expression.

Future research may profitably expand the comparative corpus and examine additional
forms of cultural representation of the horse image. Of particular interest would be the
study of its functioning in modern and contemporary literature, as well as the analysis of
transformations undergone by archaic models of mediation and transition within contem-
porary culture. Equally promising is the investigation of the horse image alongside other
mediating figures of mythological consciousness, which may contribute to a more precise
understanding of the mechanisms through which ancient symbolic structures are preserved,
adapted, and reinterpreted across different historical and cultural contexts.

LUSULPSU ¢NVIUL-VULRB UL — bl npwybu dhobnpn b hngkninklhg. wowuwEjupw-
wlul unjuimnyphg Uhlish pniowlwl pulmbniunipinii — Quwywus nwppkp dnnn-
Ynipputiph wnwuybjupwbtwlul, Ypntwut b $ninpughtt wduiunnyputpnud dhnt
Juynit ubpuynipjutp, npu tpwtwlnipniut wewdb] hwdwu dEuiwpuinid L wnwb-
A&ht junphpnuipyulju hmdmﬂlphhph‘ wphkquljiwghti (unjjup), puquuljul, fupnthly fud
nbnbuwui hwdwnbpuntph dhongny: Ldwt Uninkgnidp nddupugunud | wyu Yepyw-
h pugunhly Juyniinipjut b dpulnipuyghtt wnnidny hpwphg htiont wjwbnnypubpnud
npu  YEpupunugpbihnipjut punwnpmpniip: Ppujutugus  htnwgnunnipyniip
pny) knnwhu vy hhdtwjuunhpp phunwplity wy nkuwblniihg YEpuuph Yhbunt -
Unipniup Juwybng ns phk junphpputthoubph donmwljuunipjut, wy npnpwjh Junnig-
Judpuyhtt gnpswnnyph yuwhywidwb htin: Unwuybjupubiwljut iyniph hudwungpnudp
nniuwljut hiphwpwyhtt b phihttughtt wjwunnypeh htwn gnyg E vwihu, np dhtt hwinbu £
quihu npyku whgdwb wnwugpwjht Yipwupitphg dklp, nptt wywhnynud k hgnipjut
wnupplp dwjupnuljubph thol thnpiwugntgnipiniup b ninklignid hkpnuh jupqughdwyh
thnthnjumpjuibip: Cun npnud, pniuwljuitt $njlpnpnd inknh £ mibkinud wppwhly dnnkijh
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qquih Jtpuhdwunnuynpnid: Gpl wnwuybjupwbtujut hwdwlwupgbipnid dhtt glipw-
quiuguuybu juydws t nhkqbpuputuljut dhotinppmpjui b wppuwphubph dholi uwh-
dwbttiph hwndwi htwn, wmyw hiphwpnid b bynumd npu gnpswnnypp fEtnpntwtnid
E poib wigdw unipyljinh onipg: Zpuwowgnpsd dhtt ubpgpudquws b (hunud ny wyupwt ht-
nnuht mbnuithnjubint, nppuitt tpw Juyugdwi, thnpdnipniubbph hunpwhwupdw b tnp
huptunipjut dknpphipdwit gnpdpupwugubpnud:

‘Ldwt obnnudp pny) k mwhu pniuwljuts $nljinpp phnwpll) ns pk npuytu htwgny w-
puuy bjwpwtwljut yuwnlkpugnidubph nipugus wpunwgninud, wy) npytu npubg wy-
wnhy ghinupdbunuljut Jkpudsuljdw nupwsnipnil, npnkn dhnt dknhuwnhy gnpéw-
pnypp unwinwd | wnwdt) hbnbinquijut b dwppupwinpbt tpwbwluwh dwpduwn-
pnud: Uju ghunwtlniithg dhnt Yhpwupp tkpuyuinud E npuybu dhptinpynipyut b hn-
glinintiygnipjut jnipuhwnntl) wpwuy bjuwyntnhl dnnk), npp dhwynpnud £ nnwpuutn
Uswljmpuhl wwbnnypikpp wigdwh b wpubudnplughugh pighwinip wpudupw-
unipjut Uhongny:

Puitwh punkp - enivwwi pojlynp, dhnt §Epuup, hpuwowwuninnid hkphuye, phjhiw,
wnwuw bjunynkwplw, dhoinpnnijeinil, hnglninklhg, jhuhbuynipindi

HATAJIUSA TOHYAP-XAHIKSH — Kous kax meduamop u ncuxonomn: om mugonozuye-
CKOUl mpaouyuu K pycckomy gonvknopy.— HecMoTps Ha yCTOHYMBOE MTPUCYTCTBHE KOHS B MH(]oO-
JIOTHYCCKHUX, PEIIMTUO3HBIX U q)OJ'IbKJ]OprIX TpaauuaX pa3InYHbIX HApOJAOB, €I0 3HAYCHUEC YaIle
BCET0 MHTEPIPETUPYETCS Yepe3 OT/IEIbHbIE CHMBOINYECKHE KOMIUIEKChI — COJISIPHBIH, BOMHCKUIA,
XTOHHYECKHH WK X03sicTBeHHBIH. [10100HBIH MOAX0/ 3aTpyIHSET 00BSICHEHNE UCKITIOYUTETLHON
yCTOW4YHMBOCTH 00pa3a U ero BOCIPOM3BOJUMOCTH B KyJIbTYPHO YAaIEHHbBIX Tpaauiusax. [IposenéH-
HOE MCCIIEA0BaHNE MO3BOJSIET PACCMOTPETh JaHHYIO NMPoOJieMy B MHOM NMEPCHEKTHBE, CBSI3bIBAS
JIOJITOBEYHOCTH 00pa3a He C IMOCTOSHCTBOM CHMBOJIMKH, & C COXPaHEHHEM ONPEIeNEHHON CTPYyK-
TypHO# QYHKIHH.

CormnocrabiieHne MU(OIOTMYECKOr0 MaTepHraia C PyCCKOM CKa304HON M ObUTMHHOMN TpaJUIHeH 11o-
Ka3bIBaeT, YTO KOHb BHICTYIAET OJTHOM M3 KIIIOYEBBIX (pUryp nepexona, 00ecreynBaroiieil B3aumMo-
JIEHCTBHE MEXIY PasIMYHBIMH YPOBHSAMH OBITHS U CONPOBOKAAOIIEH H3MEHEHHUE CTaTyca reposl.
[Ipu 5TOM B pycckoM (OJIBKIOPE MPOUCXOAUT CYILECTBEHHOE ITEPEOCMBICTICEHHE apXanuecKon Mo-
nenu. Ecnu B Mu(DOTOrHIecKHX CHCTeMax KOHb IIPEUMYIECTBEHHO CBSI3aH C KOCMOJIOTHUYESCKIM MO-
CpEAHNYCCTBOM U IIEPECCUCHUCM I'PaHUL] MEXKAY MUPAMHU, TO B CKa3KEC U 6])IJ'II/IH6 €ro q)yHK]J,l/lﬂ KOH-
LEHTPUPYETCsl BOKPYT caMoro cyObekTa mepexona. UynecHbIH KOHb OKa3bIBaeTCs BOBJIECUEH HE
CTOJIBKO B II€pEMeEIIEHHE reposi, CKOIBKO B IIPOIECCHI €70 CTAHOBIIEHUSL, IPOXOXKICHNS UCTIBITAHUS
1 00peTeHus] HOBOW MJICHTHYHOCTH.

Takoe cMeleHue I03BOJIIET paccMaTpUBaTh PYCCKUi (GOIBKIOp HE Kak MO3/1Hee OTpaskeHUe JPEB-
HHUX MH(OJIOTHYECKHX MIPEICTaBIECHHH, a KaK IPOCTPAHCTBO MX aKTUBHOM XyJ0’KECTBEHHOH mepe-
paboTKH, B KOTOPOM MeIHaTHBHAS (DYHKIHS KOHS MOJTydaeT HanOoJee IOoCIeI0BaTeIbHOE U aHTPO-
IIOJIOTMYECKH 3HAYMMOE BOILIOIIeHHe. B 310l nepcriekTrBe 00pa3 KOHs MpeAcTaéT Kak ocodas Mu-
(onosTHUecKas MOAECIb MEJHAIMK M TICUXOIIOMITHH, OOBEIUHSAIONIAs PAa3HOPOJHBIC KYJIBTYPHBIC
TpaJULUK IOCPEICTBOM OOLIEH JOTHKH IIepexoia ¥ TpaHchopManum.

KiroueBblie ciioBa: pycckuii (ponvkiop, 06pas KoHA, 801UeOHAS CKA3KA, ObLIUHA, MUPDONOIMUKA,
Meouayust, NCUXONOMN, TUMUHATIbHOCHTb
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