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Religion of the Selkups in cultural and historical genesis

The ethnonym “Selkup”, which means “forest, taiga people” in the Selkup
language, was officially entrenched for the Selkup ethnic group in the 30’s of the
twentieth century. Until that time, the people were called Ostyak-Samoyeds.

According to the 2010 census, the Selkups reside in the following territories in
Russia: Tyumen Region (2065 people), Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous District (1988
people), Tomsk Region (1181 people) and Krasnoyarsk Territory (281 people). And
their total population is 3,649 people. It is worth noting a significant decrease in the
number of Selkups compared to the 2002 census.

The Selkup language belongs to the Samoyed branch of the Uralic language family
and has six dialects and two talks (Koptseva, 2012). Writing was developed in the
1930’s of the twentieth century, first on the Latin, then on the Russian graphic basis. A
great contribution to the development of the Selkup writing and the creation of the first
literature in the Selkup language belongs to E.D. Prokof’eva. According to the data of
2010, 60.5 % Selkup indicated Russian as their mother tongue, and 36.5 % indicated
the Selkup language.

The modern Selkups are represented by two groups — northern and southern
groups, the division into which occurred in the 17" century. Northern Selkups live
in the east of the Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous District (Krasnoselkupsky District),
in the Tyumen Region and in the north of the Krasnoyarsk Territory (Turukhansky
District). Southern Selkups reside in the north of the Tomsk Region (Kolpashevsky
District, north of Parabelsky and Kargasoksky districts). The differentiation of
the Selkups into two groups is due to the territorial disunity, the differences in
dialects and, in general, the formation of the characteristics of the cultures of
these two groups. The Northern Selkups are in contact with the North Samoyed
peoples, Evenks, Kets — and they managed to keep the traditional trade economy,
the traditional way of life (living in compact settlements, reindeer herding, chum,
clothing, food, utensils, etc.); traditional religious attitudes, ritual practices continue
to be relevant for this group of the Selkups (Vlasova, 2009). The Southern Selkups,
however, have great assimilation with the Russian population, in connection with
which they have lost many elements of the traditional Selkup culture. But, despite
this, such researchers as G.N. Prokof’ev (Prokof’ev, 1940) and E.D. Prokof’eva
(Prokof’eva, 1952), G.I. Pelikh (Pelikh, 1972), who have studied the Selkup, talk
about the unity of culture and the origin of the northern and southern groups of
the Selkups.
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The emergence and formation of the Selkup identity is associated with the period
of the end of the 1** millennium BC — the middle of 1% millennium AD. And the
territory of Narym and Tomsk Ob Region is native. At that time, the Selkups were
descendants of the Rolkin culture (Chindina, 1991), which in turn is the successor to
the Kulay culture of the Middle Ob Region (Mogilnikov, 1929). The researchers note
that the elements of the lifestyle, tools of labor and life have similar features with the
ethnographic material of the Selkup culture.

The first mentions in written sources about the Selkups belong to the 16" century
in connection with the so-called “Skewbald Horde”, which included about 400 soldiers.
In the next century, the Selkups are divided into northern and southern groups. Cultural
and economic differentiation is taking place among the Southern Selkups. And the
northern Selkups leave the Ob lands to the north, to the areas of the Taz, Kureika,
Turukhan and their tributaries. By the second half of the 17" — the first half of the 18"
centuries, they master reindeer herding, and their way of life becomes more mobile.
By the second half of the 18" century the Selkups begin to adopt the culture of the
former inhabitants of this area — the Khanty, Kets, Evenki — and become one of the
dominant groups in the area. The Southern Selkups are assimilated with the cultures
of the Tomsk Tatars and Russians. By the end of the century, the Christianization
of the predominantly Southern Selkups is completed, while the Northern ones retain
traditional beliefs.

The works of N.S. Rosov are devoted to the study of the anthropogenesis of the
Selkups living on Middle Ob Region (Rosov, 1958). Iu.B. Simchenko explores and
systematizes the generic banners, signs (tamgas) of the indigenous peoples of Siberia,
including the Kets and Selkups tamgas, based on the analysis of the ethnogenesis of
peoples, clan composition, social relations and types of community (Simchenko, 1965).
M.S. Batashev and N.P. Makarov are exploring the aspect of the mutual influence
of the peoples of the North and the Russian population within the framework of the
cultural genesis of the peoples of the North of the Krasnoyarsk Territory (Batashev,
Makarov, 2018).

In addition to the study of language and culture, social organization, traditional
types of economic activity, E.D. Prokof’eva made great contribution to the study of
traditional religion of the Selkups (Prokof’eva, 1949; 1976; 1977). G.I. Pelikh also
dealt with the problem of the spiritual culture of the Selkups (Pelikh, 1972; 1980).
LN. Gemuev (Gemuev, 1980), A.V. Golovnev (Golovnev, 1995); L. V. Belich (Belich,
1997) and others studied traditional beliefs, religious cults of the Selkups. Such
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researchers as A. Baulo (2018), O. Kazakevich (Kazakevich, 2018), Tu.L. Ozhereredov,
A. Iu. Ozhedredova and S. Kulizhskii (Ozheredov, Ozheredova, Kulizhskii, 2014)
study elements of religious practices and come to the conclusion that the tradition of
metaphorical perception of nature is preserved in the modern Selkups, and that there is
a need to maintain a close relationship between man and nature as the basis of balance
in the world.

A linguistic direction in the study of the traditional beliefs of the Selkups was
revealed. A linguo-culturological analysis of the Selkup mythology was carried out by
A.A. Kim-Maloni and A.V. Tereshchenko (Kim-Maloni, Tereshchenko, 2018), whose
research was based on a review of the Selkup images of the shaman’s journey and,
as a result, made it possible to obtain a partial reconstruction of the world picture of
the Selkup people. Also, the reconstruction of fragments of the Selkup ethnic picture
of the world, using the method of interpretive anthropology, is being carried out by
such researchers as O.M. Ryndina, S. Iu. Kolesnikova, V.M. Kulemzin (Ryndina,
Kolesnikova, Kulemzin, 2018). Linguistic studies of the Selkup folklore confirm the
presence of anthropomorphism in the culture of the ethnic group (Kim, 2018). The
study of shamanistic legends in the Selkup folklore was made by N.A. Tuchkova
(Tuchkova, 2018) and A. V. Tereshchenko (Tereshchenko, 2014).

N.V. Toroshchina, A.L. Bobrova and M.B. Shatilov (Toroshchina, Bobrova,
Shatilov, 2015), Iu.L. Ozhereredov, A. Iu. Ozhedredova and S.N. Kirpotin (Ozheredov,
Ozheredova, Kirpotin, 2015), L. V. Pankratova (Pankratova, 2011) explore burial rites
and ritual processes in the context of ritual elements and the making of idols. Scientists
carry out classification and ethnographic interpretation of wooden, bronze idols and tin
masks.

The basic ethnographic data on the culture of the Selkups, which began to actively
accumulate with the beginning of the twentieth century, makes it possible to trace the
origins of the religious beliefs of the people and to determine the specificity of the
religion of the Selkups today.

Formally, the Christianization of the Selkups took place in the 17"-18" centuries
and had the consequences of including some Christian ideas in the religious ideas of the
Selkups, for example, highlighting the supreme deity, the activities of demiurges, the
formation of concepts of sin, soul, or exaltation of crosses at a burial site, etc. However,
the people retained pantheistic ideas about the surrounding world, in particular the
Northern group of the Selkups. This article explores the traditional cosmogonic and

ideological views of the Selkups, as well as their ritual practices.
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The Selkups share a common idea of the three-part structure of the universe with
the unity of the Upper, Middle, and Lower Worlds (Poliakova, 2015). In the vertical
picture of the world, the Upper world is manifested by the sky, the Middle one — by
the earth, the Lower world is under the earth. In the horizontal picture of the world,
characteristic of the Selkups living along the banks of the rivers, the Upper World is
associated with the headwater, a source of the river and is located in the south, the
Medium World is with a middle course of the river and a place where a specific group
of people lives, and it is located in the north (Pelikh, 1972). Both the earth and the
sky, in turn, were not one-dimensional spaces. The earth is seven-layered, with levels
extending downward and westward, and each of the seven levels is illuminated by
its sun. The sky in the Selkup worldview has a nine-part structure (Poliakova, 2015).
Each of the worlds is inhabited by the respective inhabitants: the Upper World — by
the highest deities, the Middle World — by people and animals, the Lower World is
inhabited by the dead and the spirits. Moreover, among the Selkups, like many ethnic
groups, the sky is ruled by the creator and the good beginning Nop or Nom (Num)
(it is abstract and inaccessible to humans, it is not addressed with prayer, as K. Donner
notes). The Lower World is inhabited by the evil ruler — Kyzy. But life on earth was
subordinated to the Old Woman of Life (the Worldly Woman).

According to the Selkups, the three worlds are not isolated from each other, they
are not only penetrated by the river and the world tree, but there is also a kind of a
“pass-entry” system represented by entries, loopholes, holes from the Lower world to
the Middle world. Such a portal for moving between worlds could be, for example, a
funnel on the water. And the entry from the Lower World to the Middle one is guarded
by a mammoth.

It was believed that the gods and a shaman have god-helpers or satellites called
“lozy”. Kyzy had many such “lozy” that had the ability to penetrate into a body through
a skin, thereby causing illness, eating one or another organ. The task of the shaman is
to drive the spirit out of the body of a patient. The “lozy” of the shaman drove the evil
“lozy” out of a person to the surface of the body. With the death of a person, the evil
lozy do not die, but “go with the wind” and penetrate into another person. The reason
for the illness of a person could be the abduction by evil spirits of one of his souls, then
the shaman would go in search of this soul. If the search was completed successfully,
the person would recover, if it was unsuccessful — the person would die.

Anthropogonical representations of the Selkups are associated with several

versions. Firstly, it is a general and territorially widespread idea of the origin of a man

— 730 —



Yuliya N. Avdeeva, Kseniya A. Degtyarenko,.. Religion of the Selkups and the Kets in the Historical and Cultural Genesis

through the creation of Nom who created the universe and everything in it. Secondly,
it is a more specific idea based on the myth about the origin of the Selkups from the
Selkup land itself — a man got out of the moss and grass to the outside (Baidak, 2010).

It should be noted that each genus possessed a generic totem animal — took its
origin from any animal or bird that became sacred (Sidorova, 2017). E.D. Prokof’eva
also proves the origin of the Selkup clans from animals whose ancestor was the mother
animal (Prokof’eva, 1952).

The traditional way of life, the nature of the commercial and economic activities
of the indigenous peoples, including the Selkups, is directly reflected in the mythology,
folklore, when it comes to the forces of nature, the importance and significance of fire,
the image of a tree in the culture of the Selkups, the organizing role of the river in the
structure of the universe about the wind as a conductor between worlds. The Selkups’
view of the world as a whole is pantheistic, so the Selkups fill the world around them
with spirits or gods. Natural elements become personified, for example, the fire is
personified into the Mistress of Fire, they participate in all processes of the circle of
life.

E.D. Prokof’eva notes the presence of the Selkup preshamanic cults. Among them
there is a cult of fire that is functionally similar to the cult of fire in the Ket culture,
with which the Selkup unite a number of prohibitions associated with this cult. Fire as
a phenomenon is represented by the Selkups as a living being, and like all living things
in nature, it goes through the “birth-death-birth” cycle. It is endowed with speech
and the ability to speak in bird voices. There is a sacred meaning in fire; therefore
a regulatory system in the form of prohibitions and rules has been developed for it.
Smoke from the fire permeates the underground, earthly and upper worlds and is one
of the elements connecting the structure of the world, like a tree, a river, a mountain.
Smoke acts as a participant in the organization of communication with the spirits of the
deceased ancestors — it was used in funeral and memorial practices (Poliakova, 2016).

If we turn to the water element, then in the Selkup mythology it is the image of a
river that is important, not the water itself. The river, as was said earlier, is an element
connecting the three worlds, a kind of axis on which the other worlds are strung. The
burials were organized in accordance with the flow of the river. The value of water
for the life of the indigenous peoples is high, the value in the cosmological aspect
is respectively high too. The surface of the river is perceived as the boundary of the
Middle and Lower worlds, and a swirl — as a portal between the worlds of the dead

and the living.
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The element of wind, as well as the fiery element, is a conductor between the
worlds. Present in all the worlds, the wind helps folk heroes to transport from the real
world to the Upper one.

In everyday life, each Selkup had a double-puppet — “kulaga” that they always
carried with them during migrations, and when they got married they took them with
them. After the death of the owner, they were burned or carried to the forest (Bobrova,
Toroshchina, 2013). The presence of such a religious object indicates the existence of a
cult of the guardians of the family and clan among the Selkups.

Among the preshamanistic beliefs, there is also a cult of sacred places, the ritual
acts of which are also similar to the Ket ones.

The forest is not only the main location of the Selkups, but also the habitat of
mythical creatures, which is reflected in folklore. The forest is inhabited by spirits and
gods — the Selkups believed in the forest host spirit (machil-lozy), etc. The spirits
of the forest, as well as aquatic spirits must be offered sacrifices to ensure success in
the trade. As the main place of residence, the forest serves as a guide for the Selkups.
There is “own taiga” located on the back of the mother-earth, and the rest is “another
taiga” — the taiga of relative distance or proximity to the settlement.

The image of a tree is one of the most significant symbols for the Selkup culture.
Firstly, it is connected with cosmogonic ideas — there is a concept of the World
Tree “Daru”, which, along with the river, is the axis of the universe in the Selkup
mythology. The idea of a tree as the axis of the universe has developed thanks to
its three-part structure: the roots are in the Lower world, the trunk is in the Middle
world, and the branch ends are in the Upper world, so the tree is present in each of
the worlds. Its roots reach the fiery layers of the Underworld, fire feeds its roots, and
fireballs-suns grow on the branches instead of fruits, illuminating the seven layers of
the earth. And every day one of them lights up the sky, and then falls back into the fiery
underworld (Stepanova, 2007). Secondly, various types of trees became part of certain
rites, and the corresponding meaning was assigned to them. Thus, the Selkups made
cedar decorations for funeral rites, so cedar became the personification of the world
of the dead. On the contrary, birch personifies birth and life, protecting the Middle
World from the Lower one. A rowan drove away the spirits (Surkov, 2012). The stars,
according to the Selkups, are the ends of the roots of trees growing in the Upper world
(Prokof’eva, 1976).

The main zoomorphic images of sacred significance are a bird, a mammoth and a

bear, who participated in maintaining the balance between the worlds, guarding them or
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helping a shaman. Birds were particularly important because they could move between
worlds. Thus, the eagles are representatives of the Upper world and the assistants of the
shamans (Prokof’eva, 1976), and a loon has got land from the bottom of the primary
ocean. And a human soul (“syumesh” or “il”) has the shape of a bird with a human
face.

The image of a mammoth is associated with the protection of the underworld,
namely the entry from the Middle world to the underground, and patronage of a
shaman, its figure is one of the attributes of the shaman’s breastplate (Baulo, 2018). The
mammoth in myths is represented by such creatures as a mammoth-pike, a mammoth-
bear.

A bear in the Selkup mythology is a sacred animal — in the monograph written by
V.A. Muitueva it is noted that in order to avoid punishment for killing a bear, hunters
perform rites and adhere to prohibitions. However, in the case of a bear eating a person,
it is considered a cannibal, and in order to free a human soul from the body of a bear,
a holiday and a ritual eating of a bear’s heart are held.

As in the culture of other indigenous northern peoples, the Selkups placed special
emphasis on a funeral rite based on the specificity of their fishing activity.

First of all, it is worth noting that death did not have a negative connotation for the
Selkups — death is perceived as continuation of life and predestination from above.
Death as such does not exist, only a transition to another world. Life expectancy in
the Selkup representation is measured by Nom. If a person did not die at an old age,
it was believed that the spirits of ancestors, relatives called this person at that moment
to continue life in another world. The transition to the world of spirits does not occur
immediately after the moment of death, but takes about 2-3 days, and during this
time a soul is in the places that it has visited during its life. It is possible to trace the
commonness of the Christian and archaic ideas about the soul as something providing
a cyclical life.

Based on ethnographic studies, it can be concluded that in ancient times the Selkups
practiced the ritual of air burial (Prokof’eva, 1977; Pelikh, 1998; Gemueyv, Pelikh, 1993).
Children were buried on the branches of tall trees, and adults were tied with straps to
tree trunks or buried in hollowed tree trunks (less often in the ground), the body of a
deceased was wrapped with animal skins. However, later the rite underwent changes
and became associated with the water element: the body of a deceased floated down the
river to the mouth in a cedar boat after the funeral. In the right wall of the boat-coffin,

they would make a hole for a shaman to communicate with the dead. Later, the third
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element was used in the funeral rite — land: the Selkups were buried in the ground,
but the coffin was still a boat made from a cedar, and it was so narrow, the body could
barely fit in it (Pelikh, 1972).

The structure of the world of the dead includes the way to the Lower world,
down and to the west. In the world of the dead there may be different nations. The
underworld has a mistress — Kvendygai Paya, she was the first one who died (Baulo,
Tuchkova, 2017). It was believed that, in the world of the dead, people are engaged in
the same economic affairs as in the Middle world. Like many other ancient cultures, the
deceased were buried with their property, considering that things would be useful to
them. However, the world of spirits is different from the world of the living; therefore,
the form and appearance of things would differ in these two worlds, thus, things were
subjected to deterioration before being placed in the grave and coffin. For example,
clothes were cut at the seams, some elements were torn off, a sole of a shoe was ruined,
and blades or eyes of needles were broken.

The study of the Selkup religion is impossible without resorting to such a figure of
the Selkup ritual cults as a shaman. Shaman occupied and occupies a special place in
the hierarchy, like other Arctic peoples. The shamanic gift of the Selkups is considered
to be necessarily inherited (Tsai, Rusak, Efanova, 2016). The functions of the shaman
were diverse — he could predict events, return souls of ill people back to the Middle
World, communicate with spirits of various kinds, be a guide between all the worlds.

The integral attributes of any shaman are a tambourine and a beater. The beater
is used not only for kamlanie (shamanic ritual), but also for fortune-telling by the
nature of its fall: the shaman threw it up holding it at the top. If it fell with the nap up,
the shaman could not proceed to the kamlanie, if the nap was down, he could begin
(Galeeva, 2016). One of the original rituals in the Selkup shamanism was a ceremony
of “reviving” the tambourine and other items of shaman vestments.

The shaman’s breastplate replicates the three-part structure of the universe. The
shaman’s specialization is recognized by the image and location of the sun in one or
another part of the Lower, Middle or Upper World. In the upper part of the breastplate
there are zoomorphic figures that are the supreme spirit of the shaman. Also in the
garment there are long pendants personifying worms, which are designed to fight the
worms of the Middle World, they personify evil spirits. In the zone of the Lower World
figures of salt marks can be placed. Salt marks are mounted on the key bone of a deer.
The mammoth can be found on a dress of the shaman as a receptacle of a spirit —

myrak (Baulo, 2018). The elements of the breastplate must be made of metal, and the
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type of metal has its symbolic meaning. Copper personifies the Middle World, as it is
similar in colour to human skin; iron is a symbol of the underworld.

The rite of burial of shamans is different from the funeral of an ordinary member of
the community. The ceremony included the burial of the physical and mental components.
A body of the dead shaman is wrapped in leather or bark, tied with straps, seated in a
hole, and things are buried in a separate hole. Also people made a doll-container for his
soul, which was also buried. The doll could either be burned or hung on a tree.

Thus, the Selkup religion is based on traditional beliefs based on animistic
and totemistic ideas, partially preserved to the present, which were later joined by
shamanism. Today we can note a certain syncretism inherent in the Selkup religion,
which reflects the pre-shamanistic cults, shamanism, Christianity and some features of

the religion of the neighboring ethnic groups.

Religion of the Kets in the cultural and historical genesis

The ethnonym “Kets” — translated as “a man” — was introduced in the 1920’s.
Until that time, the Kets were called Ostyaks, Yeniseans, or Yenisei Ostyaks. The
Kets live mainly in rural areas on the territory of the Krasnoyarsk Territory and
Tomsk Region. In the villages of Kellog, Sulomai and Maduikaket their population is
predominant.

The highest population rate of the Kets was recorded in the official census of
2002. In 2010, 1,219 Kets were recorded, and this is the second result in the number of
representatives of this group of indigenous peoples in the history of official censuses,
which, in addition to 2002 and 2010, were conducted in 1959, 1970, 1979 and 1989.

The Ket language is considered as one of the last representatives of the Yenisei
language family. The language has a northern, central and southern dialects, the latter
in turn is divided into talks. Despite the existence of a Latin-based alphabet since the
1930’s, the emergence of a really functioning alphabet is associated with the 1980,
when a primer of the Ket language was issued for the first grade at schools, thus,
teaching of the Ket language as an academic discipline began. The new alphabet was
developed on the basis of the Cyrillic alphabet with the addition of special symbols.
However, there is a problem of preserving the Ket language — outside the academic
environment native speakers did often not use it, and already in 1989 almost half of the
Kets called Russian to be their native language.

Studies of the Ket language and culture are reflected in the works of A.P. Dul’zon
(Dul’zon, 1968), E. A. Alekseenko (Alekseenko, 1967), G.K. Verner (Verner, Nikolaeva,
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1993), O.A.Kazakevich and E.A.Helimskii (Kazakevich, Helimskii, 1994),
E.A. Kreynovich (Kreynovich, 1968) and others. The great role in the study of Ket history
and ethnography belongs to the Soviet researcher of the peoples of the North B.O. Dolgikh
(Dolgikh, 1934). The work of R. V. Nikolaev is devoted to the study of shamanism in the
Ket mythology (Nikolaev, 1985).

The history of the origin of the Kets as an independent people is a complex
process of interaction between different peoples and groups over a long period of time.
Scientists agreed that the Kets originated from the carriers of the Bronze Age cultures
in the south of the Ob and Yenisei rivers: the Kets arose from the mixture of ancient
Mongloids with the Europoids of Southern Siberia. Like most ancient peoples, the
Kets were divided into smaller groups, some of which assimilated with other peoples
(for example, Russians, Turks, Evenks, etc.), the other part of the Kets moved to more
northern territories or eastern lands. The relocation to a new territory of residence
took place approximately in the 9™-13™ centuries, at that time the Kets contacted with
the ancestors of the Selkups and the Khanty. And at the same time, the formation of a
distinctive Ket culture occurred. And the relocation to the north, to the Turukhan and
Kureyka rivers, happened in the 18" — early 19" centuries.

For the first time, shamanism and the Ket religious beliefs became an object of the
study at the beginning of the 20" century. One of the most famous works devoted to the
study of the religious beliefs and shamanism of the Kets is the monograph titled “An
Essay on Shamanism among the Yenisei Ostyaks” by V.I. Anuchin, who for several
years (1905-1908) collected ethnographic, anthropological and linguistic material in
the North Turukhansk (Anuchin, 1914). Anuchin collected an extensive subject and
illustrative material on the material and spiritual culture of the Kets, recorded over 20
rolls of phonograms with shamanic songs that remain untranslated and unexplored.
Items collected by V.I. Anuchin entered the exposition of the Museum of Anthropology
and Ethnography named after Peter the Great.

Following him, in 1912, during a three-year stay (1911-1913) in Central Siberia,
a Finnish linguist and ethnographer C. Donner visited the Kets (Donner, 1933). The
materials of his research include the Ket folklore works — several tales, short stories, 34
riddles, a Ket dictionary. They were published by A.I. Ioki mainly posthumously (Ioki,
1946). Donner’s materials also contain valuable information from a Ket I.F. Dibikov
and are supplemented by personal observations and linguistic data collected during a
trip to the Yenisei. Mythology and folklore are of great importance for the study of the

Kets’ religious consciousness, the collection, publication and development of which
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are associated with the names of A.P. Dul’zon (Dul’zon, 1968), E.A. Kreynovich
(Kreynovich, 1968), V.N. Toporov and B. A. Uspenskii (Toporov, Uspenskii, 1968).

The main interest of N.K. Karger (Karger, 1934) and H. Findeisen (Findeisen,
1937) was shamanism. Karger collected a subject, illustrative and phonographic
material on the territory of the Turukhansk Region in 1928. He became the author
of the first ABC book (in Latin) and an essay on grammar, the collector of a valuable
ethnographic collection for the Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography. Findeisen
collected a huge amount of material, including songs, photographs and artefacts. Some
of the data obtained by him are known from the monograph written in 1953, the rest is
unpublished or lost in the Second World War.

The works by S.I. Vainshtein written in the 1940-1950’s (Vainshtein, 1951;
Vainshtein, 2015) contain valuable information about the Ket culture, including rare
drawings and photographs of the author, and to date have not lost their scientific value.

New extensive data were obtained as a result of collecting field material in 1970—
1972, the main informants in the years of the field work were the Kets of old age from
different local groups, whose close relatives were shamans. A special role is to be taken
by E.A. Alekseenko (Alekseenko, 1967; Alekseenko, 1981; Alekseenko, 1984), who
has devoted three decades to the study of folklore, ethnogenesis and the history of the
traditional Kets culture.

The Kets were considered to be the ones who officially accepted Christianity, but
by the beginning of the 20" century, ancient religions and beliefs were the basis of
their religion. The penetration of Christianity was quite superficial and boiled down to
the formal performance of Orthodox rites among a certain part of the Ket population
during fairs. Most of all it affected those representatives of the Ket ethnic community
who constantly lived in Russian villages or in their immediate vicinity. Under the
influence of the Orthodox trends the Kets began to place crosses on graves, keep
crosses and icons with other sacred things, and variations of biblical legends (about
the Tower of Babel, the Flood, etc.) emerged. Also, the Kets had an idea about the
afterlife, the existence of the supreme deity (similar to the Christian god). Despite this,
Christianity did not touch the depths of the Ket religious ideology.

The religious ideology of the Kets is the simultaneous existence of beliefs and
rituals of different origins and specificities. Often with different genetic roots, they
served one specific goal, namely ensuring success in economic and commercial
activities. The powerlessness of a man in front of natural phenomena, illness and death

also found reflection in religion.
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A manifestation of social psychology of the clan organization is characteristic for
some religious ideas: a sense of interconnection and solidarity of the representatives
of the ethnic community. A clan group, a family (and its individual members) played a
key role in the performance of the rites.

Basically, religious beliefs are animistic. The surrounding world was inhabited
by various supernatural beings that live in close proximity to man and enter into
various relationships with him. The nature of the relationship of these creatures
with man divides them into several categories — some are more neutral towards
man (numerous “stone”, “earthly” and “heavenly” people); others were extremely
important — the success of hunting or fishing depended on them, they were
tried to appease (for example, Kaigus is the owner of all animals; Kholai is the
patroness of all prey); the third were hostile to oppose them people turned to the
ritual practices.

Various natural elements (wind, rain, thunder) also acted as animistic images. And
the formation of some mythological images is also genetically related to the phenomena
of nature. For example, the main Kets deity, the creative beginning, is an old man with
a beard called Es, who lives in the sky and, in fact, personifies it. Religious ministers
and ordinary people also turned to him for help. And under the patronage of the hostess
of the night Khosedam, who lived in the north, there are evil spirits. If the souls of
people get to it and the shaman cannot free them, people die.

The relics of the ancient totemic notions had a special place in the Kets religious
ideology, which is observed in shamanism and the basis of many fishery beliefs. Some
mythological images and plots can be associated with the idea of totemic ancestors
(Kaigus is the son of a bear and a woman; scenes about the connection between a man
and a sable, a woman and a bear, etc.).

The Kets worshiped supernatural beings, protectors and patrons of animals, fish
and birds. These images were represented as owners of water and forest lands (Kaigus
is the owner of all forest animals; Ulgys is the owner of water areas, etc.); family and
ancestral shrines (fire; alely — anthropomorphic female figurines; stones of unusual
shape as fetishes; dangols — images of people who died in suffer or were distinguished
during their lifetime by participation in the supernatural).

As was mentioned earlier, the specificity of the Ket religious ideology is based on
fishing activity. Commercial beliefs are reflected in various prohibitions and rules of
fishing activities, rites and signs, which in turn were the result of observing the life of

animals and nature, as well as specific trade ethics.
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Most of the Kets’ fishing beliefs are associated with the assimilation of animals
to man — with the ability of animals to understand human language, in a similar
way to perceive the world around. In this regard, there are various prohibitions and
precautions: to talk about the upcoming fishery; to talk loudly in the taiga; women
were forbidden to step over weapons, reindeer harnesses and sit on a male sled; to talk
badly about animals, cause them suffering, make fun of them and kill more than what
is permitted (it was believed that animals could take revenge on man). Fishery success
was facilitated by various magical actions on the fishing gear: people fumigated it
with a smouldering shred of deerskin, soaked objects in special solutions, etc. the
Kets believed in the possibility of transferring the specific qualities of an animal to
humans, and some prescriptions arose regarding eating one animal or another: in order
to acquire power, you had to drink blood or eat a piece of the heart of a freshly dressed
bear, etc. Various ritual actions and orders of the Kets are associated with ideas about
the revival of harvested animals. In accordance with these ideas there was a prohibition
to cut and throw away the main parts of the skeleton of animals. The idea of rebirth
reflected the desire of man to provide himself with food for the future.

Turning to the Ket shamanism, it is worth noting that not all issues relating to the
Kets’ religious consciousness and shamanism are provided with material — most of the
information is fragmentary and sometimes even contradictory. For example, the word
“shaman” is represented in the Ket language in two variations: senin and kuttyn. There
are several categories of Ket shamans, distinguished by their functions, semantics of
appearance, attributes, and ideas about the sphere of activity (they distinguish the first,
“lower” — the earthly world, and the second, “upper” — the sacral world).

Religious worshipers were not sharply separated from the rest of the Kets. Shamans
could be both men and women, but the former prevailed. Women because of their
“uncleanness” could not reach the level of a great shaman, their activity was limited
to the earthly sphere (according to other data, they could rise to the sacred upper
world, but only until its first circle). Shamanism was hereditary (transmission on a
paternal side only within one exogamous collective). The shaman’s gift was revealed
by a hereditary disease, which manifested itself during puberty and had features of
mental disorder. The very concept of “shaman’s gift” received several interpretations,
and among them, until the beginning of the 20" century, the most common were: 1) a
gift — a human-like kut; 2) a gift — special “heavenly people” (esden). The shamanic
gift was recognized as eternal, and its bearers (shamans) represented only temporary

links in the common, endless chain of its existence. The emergence of a new shaman
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is due to the attainment of the shaman’s gift by the chosen one and passing of a certain
test, thanks to which a person proved his ability to be a shaman.

A shaman of the Kets was the personification of a bird and, according to the legends,
the first shaman was a two-headed eagle (he taught people to shaman, for which he lost
his second head). Those shamans who showed their involvement in shamanism in the
springtime (with the arrival of birds) had a special power.

The basis of shamanism was the idea of the shaman’s ability to act as an
intermediary between man and the supernatural world. By his actions, the shaman
depicted a journey between the worlds and the struggle with the evil spirits, while
being in a state of ecstasy and with closed eyes. The shaman ritual — kamlanie is
the communication with this world through the shaman. During the ritual, a shaman
dressed in a special suit brought himself and those present to a hypnotic state through
singing and dancing under the rhythmic beats of a tambourine. The Kets believed that
during this process, the spirits came to the shaman. In the process of kamlanie, the
shaman imitated the voices of animals and birds, in the form of which spirits appeared
to him. The shaman usually had an assistant — a netok — usually it was a relative, he
helped the shaman to dress, served attributes, etc. Shamans performed a rite in their
chum or in a chum of sick person, which began at sunset and lasted for several hours.
The chants of the shaman reflected the main events of the shaman’s journey to other
worlds and his struggle with the evil spirits.

The shaman’s ceremonial costume consisted of a parka, a breastplate (kuti) with
embroidery of reindeer hair, symbolic colouring and metal pendants that contain spirit
helpers, as well as a metal wand (tauks) in the form of a thin cane, culminating in
several crossbars and a trident (instead of a shaman tambourine), shoes, a headband
(sendada) or iron headgear. V.I. Anichin pointed out that shamans received costume
elements and attributes in strict sequence. The peculiarity of shamanic clothes was
the abundance of various pendants (iron, copper, tin) and drawings made with ochre
on the skin and partially edged with reindeer hair. The main plot of the drawing, as
a rule, was a stylized anthropomorphic or zoomorphic figure (in the centre of the
parka), the moon and the sun (on the sides), figures of people (below). The shoes had a
forked ornament, and there were also stylized trees and stars. The main attribute of the
shaman was a tambourine with a beater, sometimes a second tambourine and a staff
were additionally used.

The tambourine (khas) has a rounded shape covered with deerskin, on the outer

side of which schematic anthropomorphic images were applied, as well as images
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of celestial bodies. The inner side of the tambourine — with a wooden handle and
iron rods on which iron pendants were fixed, often in the form of expanding tubes
(impersonation of arrows), images of bows, bird figurines (eagle, eider, swan). Shaman
tambourines of Siberian peoples, including the Kets, were studied by E.D. Prokof’eva
(Prokof’eva, 1961).

Until the beginning of the 20™ century the Kets had a special form of shamanism
called “bear” shamanism, since the main spirit of the shaman was a bear, the owner
of the underworld. Such shamans only carried out rites for the “lower world”. The rite
of bear shamans is comparable to the address of the Ket bangos to the “lower world”.
The bangos was a healer, a dreamer, a soothsayer and a sorcerer at the same time, and
his gift was considered innate (but it could also be acquired by performing certain
magical acts). The shaman and the bangos opposed to each other, and at times were
at enmity with each other. Bangos actions could weaken the power of the shaman.
Bangos “healed” people by spells, read fortunes, and with the help of amulets they
predicted fate through a dream.

Shamans along with others took part in the fishery. The authority of the shaman
was influenced by many factors: the results of his actions (the number of successful
treatment cases, correct decisions, fulfilled predictions), his category and ideas about
the stage of formation, as well as his personal qualities. It was believed that the shaman
himself should be a good hunter and fisherman, a guardian of customs and norms of
behaviour. Numerous examples refute the opinion of V.I. Anuchin that in the Kets’
notions shamans “do not harm anyone”. Obviously there is division of shamans into
good and bad shamans. Bad shamans are those who committed malicious actions
(refusal of treatment, incorrect treatment, etc.), incorrect actions in relation to a young
shaman. E.A. Alekseenko notes that the workers of the village councils talked about
the Kets’ complaints about the moral pressure of the shamans, threats to bring illness
or death to those whose actions were undesirable to them.

V.1. Anuchin in his works mentions one mythological plot, in which the Kets kill a
shaman when his tambourine breaks. The Kets explain this by the fact that people tend
not to remain without a shaman for a long time: with a broken tambourine, he became
useless, and his death created the prospect to quickly obtain a successor.

The ritual actions of the Kets are based on certain beliefs associated with the dead,
with respect to living people, ideas about death and the afterlife. The Kets isolated a
certain vital substance called a soul, on which the life and death of a person depended.

A human soul was represented in seven categories, but only a few of them have some
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information left. The main soul was atped, it is invisible, but if a person was absent in
a dream, it meant his atped appeared (it was believed that it foreshadowed the absent
appearance and was a sign of its longevity). Another category of the soul was called
ulvei, it represents the shadow of a person, reflected in the water, in the pupil of another
person, etc., so it can be seen. The most uncertain category was the kontorl, it often
acts as a generalized concept of the soul, and in some cases it is equivalent to the
concept of “bones” and a “skeleton” of a person. The totality of souls available to a
person is called kedatped.

The soul could exist in the person himself and outside of him (separated with
breath). During the illness of a person, his soul could get into the country of death to
Khosedam and, in order to prevent this, the door of the dwelling with a seriously ill
person was constantly kept closed. The task of the shaman who treated the patient was
to find and return the main soul — atped.

According to the views of the Kets, after the death of a man, the ulvei first lived
in a chum of the deceased for seven days, then wandered for seven years to places of
former residence and collected his hair. It should be noted that the Kets never threw
their hair away; the hair was collected and hung from young trees, so that a man could
live and grow as a tree grows. After seven years, the ulvei could come to the relatives
of the deceased in a shape of a bear they had harvested. And if the deceased was
involved in the supernatural, she could have appeared in the form of a bear even earlier.

The Kets’ notion of the world of the dead is represented in several variations: the
underground country, the northern country in the lower reaches of the Yenisei and the
western country where the sun sets. The northern and western sides were associated
with the residence of the goddess Khosedam — it was her that the souls of sick people
fell to. According to the Kets religious beliefs, not only the souls of the dead, but
also the dead themselves enter the country of death. Some features of the funeral rite
determine the idea of the location of the world of the dead.

They buried the dead necessarily near the river, on elevated places, dawns covered
with coniferous forest. At the end of the 19" and the beginning of the 20™ centuries, the
Kets had two ways of burial: the most common was in the ground, and the other — in
the air (as a rule, in a stump of a felled tree and on high platforms). Around the grave,
first of all, they made a fire, “fed” the fire throwing pieces of food, tea and tobacco into
it. The fire was kindled so that the deceased would not come after it to living relatives.

At burial, the orientation was strictly observed: a grave was dug exclusively from

the west to the east, and a dead man was laid head to the east. Near the burial in the
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trees the clothes of the deceased hung, his personal belongings were left on the grave
and near it. Leaving from the burial, people did not look back. The last person in the
procession had to put a stick across the road to block the return of the deceased to the
people.

Thus, the Ket religious ideology is presented to us in the form of beliefs and rituals
that reflect the social and economic conditions of the ethnic group, which are different
in their specifics and times. Animism was the basis of the Ket religious beliefs, where
the supernatural beings that inhabited the world around them were divided into several
categories depending on the form of interaction with humans. Later, the Kets’ religious
ideas were reflected in trade ideology, where the key goal was to achieve trade success,
in shamanism and burial rites, where representatives of a religious cult helped a person
to cope with natural phenomena and life events. In all these manifestations of the Kets’
religious beliefs, remnants of ancient totemic and animistic ideas are still observed.

Summarizing the above material, it can be concluded that the specifics of the
system of religious beliefs of both the Selkups and the Kets is based on economic and
trade activities, or rather, on achieving success in it, since the trade activity was the
main source of livelihood. Commercial beliefs are reflected in various prohibitions and
rules of fishing activities, rites and signs, which in turn were the result of observing
the life of animals and nature, as well as specific trade ethics. For both cultures the
following features are characteristic: the preservation of animistic and ancient totemic
religious beliefs, the idea of the world unity of the Upper, Middle and Lower worlds,
understanding the role of a shaman as a mediator between the human world and the

world of spirits, as well as the hereditary nature of receiving shamanic gift.
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