


Russians (Dul’zon 1962). But river names are only small portion of the Ket cultural 

legacy across today’s Siberian landscape. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Native ethnic groups of central 



while the forest - the setting for the group’s more austere winter hunting treks - was a 

place of comparative danger and lack. Time itself was conceptualized as an ever-

repeating cycle of birth and rebirth in which the future - unseen Td
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Both were renewed and reinvigorated through the earth in the cycle of dying and rebirth. 

The earth was the source of both life and death for all living beings. 

The cosmic connection between underworld, earth, and sky was also 

conceptualized in the form of a giant tree. Images of this World Tree appear on the 

backboard of a woman’s snow sled (cf. Figure 2). Trees in general were regarded as 

powerful forces. In the Ket language, tree words belong to the masculine noun class, 

usually reserved for positive, useful, or powerful objects as well as for male humans and 

animals (Vajda 2004). Trees were anthropomorphized to some degree and even thought 

to possess their own language. T t e(ph)Tj
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An ancient larch growing on high ground near a river was typically chosen as a 

place for the holai, or ancestor veneration site. Preparing this site required fashioning 

numerous pillars with conical anthropomorphic heads, called dosn. These were regarded 

as children of the holai, and were leaned against the living larch trunk (cf. Figure 3). The 

holai ancestor spirit itself was carved in the form of a face into the growing wood of the 

larch that formed the center of the site. Because its spirit was thought to inhabit the 

mouth of a river, the holai site with its dosn normally occupied a hill nearby. Offerings of 

food were brought by successive generations to such a hill and spread before the roots of 

the larch. Holai sites tended to be located at a distance from the summer encampments 

and were off limits for hunting. The holai sites of other clans were off limits entirely, 

especially to women, lest they be spirited away as brides for the dosn. Similarly, before 

some important undertaking, Allel dolls were ceremonially given food and drink by the 

women in a family to gain their advice or protection. These objects, invested with cosmic 

power, watched over the family or clan and protected it from the ill will of alien spirits.  

Kept in a safe place away from the eyes of strangers, these dolls were carefully preserved 

from loss or wear. New clothing and footwear was fashioned for them periodically, and 

any damage to them was thod
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the breakup of the river’s ice. The dosn, or holai children (cf. Fig. 2 above), were thought 

to swim invisibly under the ice and split it from below with their pointed heads 

(Alekseenko 1977:34). Offerings of cloth, ribbons, or coins were placed upon them to 

facilitate this assistance. 

The forest was also the home of the evil witch Dotetam and her daughters 

(sometimes zoomorphized as the great horned owl), which were especially feared after 

dark. It was also inhabited by the Qaigus, or spirit of the uplands (from qa’i, 'mountain, 

hill, uplands'). In some Ket legends, the Qaigus is portrayed as a female forest mother. In 

others, the Qaigus is simply the bear – master of all forest animals (Alekseenko 

1977:109). Bears were thought to be reincarnations of deceased humans who ‘visited’ the 

Ket. When a hunter found a bear and killed it, the Ket believed that it was the bear who 

had ‘offered’ to visit the world of humans. No skill was attributed to the hunters.  Once a 

bear's carcass had been procured, the Ket performed an ancient rite called the Bear 

Ceremony, during which they consumed his flesh in a highly ritualized fashion, ‘hosting’ 

the bear as their ‘guest’ by giving him assorted gifts and asking him various questions.  

The carcass was ritually butchered by the older men, with bones carefully disarticulated 

at the joints rather than broken. Strips of fat were removed from the carcass in a specific 

order, and all of the flesh was cooked and consumed, including the head. The hunter 

responsible for finding the bear swallowed its two eyes raw. Parts of the skin, including 

the nose and lips, were attached to leather thongs and worn by participants in the feast. 

The trachea and lungs were set aside and placed back inside the bear's den. After the feast 

ended, the bones were taken upland into the forest and placed in the hollow of a tree 

facing east. This ceremony was performed to invoke the creature’s good will toward the 

winter hunt, since the bear was a vital link between the riverine Ket and their crucial 

inland hunting grounds. After the ritual had been completed, the Ket were careful to 

observe the etiquette of returning the bear’s bones and major body parts to a special place 

in the forest. The bones of animals killed during the hunt were left in similar fashion to 

regenerate on the east side of trees. Fish remains were likewise respectfully returned to 

the river to placate the Ulgus or water spirit. 

The water gave life both in the present, real world as well as mythologically. 

According to Ket legend, the past had seen many floods that cleansed the earth. During 

each deluge, people and animals survived by clinging to bits of(a)Tj
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