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Foreword 

I started working on this book in August 1998. Almost two years 
had passed after my dissertation on the lumberjacks of Finnish 
Lapland. I was still occupied with forest history, but I knew that 
in order to develop as a scientist, I had to leave the familiar ri
vers and fells of Finnish Lapland, and do research on something 
else. Professor Juhani U.E. Lehtonen at the University of Helsinki 
gave me a hint: there are copies of fieldwork notes written by 
U.T. Sirelius in our archive. Give them a look, Lehtonen advised 
me, no doubt with the hope that his student would not ignore one 
of the emphases of the ethnology department's activities, issues 
concerning Finno-Ugric peoples, including therefore both East 
Europe and Russia. 

I started going through the fieldwork material U.T. Sirelius 
had collected exactly a hundred years ago. My aim was to study 
the relationships the Khants had towards the forests; a theme 
topical at that time in forest historical discussions. It would not 
have been particularly difficult to write a monograph on that topic, 
since the Khants lived in the woods and off the woods and waters. 
The forests were significant even for their mythology. The fact 
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that in Northwest Russia, the role of the Finnish forest industry 
is of prime significance, made the topic important. 

However, as I was going through the notes another topic 
seemed more and more interesting, namely time. It was apparent 
that even though Sirelius had not particularly asked the informants 
about their ways of measuring time, the theme frequently 
appeared in the material. This being the case, I changed the topic 
of my study from forest attitudes to vernacular calendars and the 
folk history of the Khants. 

Several organizations and individuals have helped me in the 
process of writing this book. First and foremost I am indebted to 
my mentor and supervisor, Professor Juhani U.E. Lehtonen whose 
unwavering support has helped me in understanding the Khant 
culture. My sister Outi Snellman has helped me out of many 
tight spots with language, particularly when time has been a 
concern. Elina Kahla from the Finnish Centre for Russian and 
East European Studies helped me in getting the manuscript 
published in Kikimora Publications, the very best publisher for 
this topic. A grant for printing expenses from the Kone Foun
dation made it possible to make the manuscript a book. Several 
friends and colleagues have recommended interesting books on 
time and folk history to me. I thank them all. 

My way of measuring time is connected with children growing 
up. When I started writing this book my elder son Eevert was 
beginning his first grade. As I am finishing this book, my youngest 
son Eelis is finishing his first grade. Time does indeed fly! I 
dedicate this book to the ones I share my time with, my family. 

Helsinki May 10, 2001 

Hanna Snellman 
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INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Studying the Khants 

The twenty-six-year-old Finnish scholar, U. T. Sirelius, who la
ter would become the first professor of ethnology at the University 
of Helsinki in Finland, started a fieldwork trip to the area popu
lated by Khants in May 1898. His research program took up then 
current scientific questions: first, he was looking to demonstrate 
the common cultural roots of the Finno-Ugric peoples, and, se
cond, he joined the group of scholars who found research about 
the material culture of the Finno-Ugric peoples internationally 
topical. Sirelius' interest is also explained by the location of the 
Ostyaks (i.e. Khants) and Voguls (i.e. Mansis) in the sparsely 
inhabited, remotest corner of Western Siberia.1 Getting a scholar
ship to do fieldwork on the Siberian tundra must have been good 
news for the young Sirelius. 

Western Siberia long remained in its natural virgin state, the 
Siberia Sirelius encountered. But not quite: Siberia was to be 
conquered for her rich natural resources. In 1898 Siberian nature 
was still unspoiled, but the Khants and Mansis had already faced 
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the effects of western civilization. Because of reduced circum
stances it was predicted that the Khants especially would come 
under the pressure of modern times. Western civilization was 
ruining their traditional way of life. This partly explains the great 
interest of various scholars in arranging expeditions to the area, 
and also the potential for finance for such studies. Awakening 
Finnish national romanticism was in fact not only limited to Finns, 
but included peoples of the Finno-Ugric language family, such 
as Estonians and Karelians and peoples in the northern part of 
Russia. The most distant Finno-Ugric peoples were the Hungarians 
in the south and the Khants and Mansis in the east. Except for the 
Hungarians, all belonged to the Russian empire. This fact made 
it easy for Finnish scholars to make expeditions to the east, since 
they were traveling in the same state, and the scholars in St 
Petersburg could help their Finnish colleagues organize the ex
peditions.2 

A pioneer in Finno-Ugric research, M.A. Castren, was the 
first Finn to conduct fieldwork among the Khants of Western 
Siberia. As early as 1843 he visited Obdorsk, and two years later 
he carried out a more ambitious fieldwork trip to the Khant area. 
Castren was a linguist, but his letters and travel books also con
veyed glimpses of the everyday lives of these peoples. The next 
Finnish scholar in the Khant area, August Ahlqvist, was also a 
linguist, but at the same time he collected ethnographic data and 
artefacts. He visited the Khant area during his long fieldwork 
trip among the Finno-Ugric peoples between 1854 and 1859, as 
well as in 1877 and 1889. 3 The criteria of narrative ethnology in 
the 1990s - well-written analysis which is both literal and perso
nal but primarily scientific - are found in their works, not in 
their strictly scientific texts, but in the travel books as well. 4 At 
the turn of the century the Finnish linguists K.F. Karjalainen and 
Heikki Paasonen, as well as the Hungarian scholars Jozsef Papay 
and Janos Janko, also did fieldwork among Khants.5 
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In fact Sirelius's surprising decision to become an ethnolo
gist - a field of study which hardly even existed in Finland at 
that time - can be traced back to Hungary. The Hungarian ethno
logist Janos Janko traveled to Finland in 1897 to search the 
museums for information about fishing equipment. He was emp
loyed by a Hungarian count, Jeno Zichy, whose mission was to 
solve the question of the origin of the Hungarians. Sirelius was 
for his part replacing Theodor Schvindt, custodian of the ethno
logical collections at the State Historical Museum, and was there
fore guide for Janko at the museum.6 

Janko's enthusiasm infected Sirelius: he wanted to be an ethno
logist as well. In their joint discussions, Janko and Sirelius decided 
that an expedition to the Khant area was essential. According to 
Janko, the Finno-Ugric peoples formed a great triangle, with the 
Finns, Hungarians and Khants at its corners. Janko believed that 
"If we know the material ethnography of the three corner-peoples, 
we will also know the distinctive ethnography of all the Finnic 
peoples". Behind this thought lay the assumption that the Finno-
Ugric peoples had once been as connected culturally as they were 
linguistically.7 Janko was doing fieldwork in the Khant areas in 
1898, i.e. at the same time as Sirelius. Janko's fieldwork diary 
from that trip (from April 12 to October 7 1898) has been recently 
published in Hungarian.8 

Western Siberia is bordered by the Arctic Ocean, the Yenisey, 
and the Altai and Ural mountains. The Yamal Peninsula and the 
coastal region north of the Arctic Circle are tundra. Over 60% of 
the surface area is taiga. Larch and birch grow on the northern 
edge of the taiga, and further south aspen and Siberian pine. The 
earth is permanently frozen up to lat. 64°N and the landscape is 
dominated by vast swamps. In addition to the yield of the vast 
forests, the River Ob has provided living conditions based on 
nature for the peoples of Siberia. The building of the Siberian 
railway in 1891-1904 brought not only scholars such as Sirelius 
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to the Siberian tundra; man in general used the railway for his 
needs. After the construction of the railway, Western Siberia faced 
rapid change, transport leading to the establishment of farming 
areas. From the 1930s onwards heavy industry entered the region, 
and the vast coal, oil and gas deposits have been exploited since 
the 1960s. Highways and oil fields, oil lines and new towns have 
sprung up as a result. Today the exploitation of natural resources 
is endangering the delicate balance of the northern zone. 9 

The area Khants inhabited at the turn of last century was very 
large, almost one thousand kilometers from the south to north. 
For ecological reasons, the economy of the Khants varied, form
ing distinct groups. The first consisted of the Khants living in 
the northernmost area, along the River Ob south of Berezovo by 
the rivers Kazym and Vogulga. Their livelihood was mainly based 
on reindeer herding, but hunting and fishing was also important. 
The second group consisted of Khants living by the rivers Ob, 
Irtysh and their tributaries, the Sos'va, Konda, Kazym and Pym. 
Their livelihood was based on fishing. Of minor importance was 
hunting, reindeer herding and even farming in the south-west 
part of the area. They were not nomads but lived in one place as 
did the third group, those Khants living mainly off hunting in the 
upper reachers of the rivers Konda, Vasyugan, Dem'yanka, 
Nadym and Kazym and the Vakh, Yugan and Small SosVa. 
Fishing and reindeer herding were important subsidiary trades. 
The fourth group lived by the same rivers as the third group, 
only more to the south, and by the rivers Agan, Tromyugan and 
Salym. Their economy was essentially hunting and fishing. 
Farming was not important for the economy of Khants even in 
the areas (the South-West) where conditions were the same as 
for the Russians living in the area. In fact, the Khants either de
spised people rooting in the earth or running after cattle or, if 
they adopted farming, were quickly russianized.1 0 
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A Khant village, Kalganak, by the River Vasyugan. The general view of the 
Khant landscape has remained the same, with the exception of the areas 

exploited by natural gas, oil and forest companies. (Sign. 36:191). 
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Today, a hundred years after the time when western scholars 
rushed to document the traditional ways of livelihood of the 
peoples of Western Siberia, this area is again topical.1 1 The vast 
majority of the old-growth forests in Europe are located in 
Northern Russia. According to a report done by Finnish and 
Russian environmentalists in 1999, these Russian forests have 
seemed an endless source of cheap raw material for West-Euro
pean industry. At the beginning of the 1970s, Finland imported 
some 5 million m3 of wood from Russia, roughly half the current 
amount. Imports remained at approximately the same level until 
the early 1990s, when they rose rapidly to the present level. 1 2 In 
1998 the Finnish forest industry expanded its procurement area 
to the Khanty-Mansi area for the first time. 1 3 Yet there is not 
enough knowledge of the natural values of these areas, much 
less the cultural. Ecologically "taiga is not just forest, but a mosaic 
including various types and scales of peatlands and water bo
dies." 1 4 Culturally tundra and taiga provide a complex setting 
for life for the approximately 19,000 Khants living in the area. 1 5 

Natural gas has so far been an even more important natural 
resource in North-West Siberia. Pipes convey natural gas to Finland 
and elsewhere in Europe. 1 6 Discussions about the disadvantages 
for the peoples in Khanty-Mansi area of exploiting oil and natural 
gas resources arose in the former Soviet Union in the late 1980s, 
it being admitted that the social costs had been enormous. 1 7 

It was not until 1990s that, after a seven-decade interval, the 
Khants were again visited by western researchers.1 8 This mono
graph, though based on fieldwork notes written a hundred years 
ago, is a part of this new line of research. It still is Finno-Ugric 
ethnology, but written from an entirely different point of view. 
The aim of this study is to describe - in thick strokes in a Geer-
zian way - an essential side of Khant culture, namely their at
titudes towards time and history. The intention of this study is in 
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short to analyze the concept of time and history the Khants shared 
at the end of 19th century. 

It must however be pointed out that, since Sirelius is the filter 
through which the material is seen, it is important to understand 
him as a fieldworker. 

1.2. Sirelius as a Fieldworker 

The picture of Khants western scholars have had for the past 
century has partly been created by Sirelius. First of all, since he 
published in German, 1 9 his research could be read by scholars 
outside Finland. Some of his output was in English. 2 0 However, 
it is not known whether Sirelius was aware of the fieldwork of 
his Anglo-American contemporaries. 2 1 When Sirelius was a 
professor of ethnology, the curriculum at the university of Helsinki 
had no textbooks in English. For Sirelius, like many of his con
temporaries, German was the main language of human science. 
He himself had studied Latin, not English, at school. Of impor
tance in this respect is also the fact that Sirelius co-operated in
tensively with Professor Georg Thilenius, the director of Museum 
fur Volkerkunde in Hamburg. 2 2 

A contemporary of Sirelius, K.F. Karjalainen, was a linguist 
and therefore interested in things other than culture. This applies 
to other linguists as well. All this makes Sirelius's role unique in 
the study of the Khants. It can be said that the 18th century explo
rers prepared the ground for the portrait of the Khants offered to 
western scholars.2 3 Later the painting was outlined by O. Finsch 
(1879) and S. Patkanov (1897) in their surveys of the Khants. 
But it was Sirelius who focused on culture; he finished the 
painting. 



The Map of the Ob Area 
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Sirelius made two expeditions to the Khant area. His first expe
dition lasted from May 1898 to December 1898. On this trip 
Sirelius did fieldwork in the southernmost Ostyak rivers, the 
Vasyugan and the Vakh. Since the dates in the fieldwork notes 
follow the Julian Calendar, not the Gregorian Calendar, the dates 
used in this study are Julian. The orthography, with the exception 
of common names, follows the names Sirelius used in his field-
work notes. 

Sirelius's present-day successor in the chair of Finno-Ugric 
ethnology at the university of Helsinki, Juhani U.E. Lehtonen 
describes Sirelius's first expedition as follows: Sirelius started 
his expedition from Moscow. His first stopping place was in 
Kazan from where he continued by boat on the River Volga to 
Samara and then to Tomsk by train. Sirelius was forced to stay in 
Tomsk more than a month, because his luggage had not arrived. 
Luckily he was accompanied by a Finnish botanist, Herman 
Stenberg, whose task was also to do fieldwork in Western Siberia. 
Finally they could board a steam boat, the SS/Kazanets, which 
slied the River Ob. The scholars got off the boat in a town called 
Narym. From there they did little excursions to the surrounding 
Khant area. With support from the locals they could start their 
actual fieldwork in the Vasyugan on July 2,1898, using a covered 
rowing boat as transportation. At nights they stayed in tents on 
the riverbanks. In the daytime they visited Khant communities: 
Vasyuganskoye village for four days, four days in Pyonorovy 
yurta and almost three weeks in Aj-polovskiya. The return 
journey started on the 23rd of August, and on the 11th of 
September they returned to Narym. 2 4 

Herman Stenberg returned to Finland, but Sirelius continued 
his expedition to the River Vakh. Again he first used a steamboat 
and then rented a rowing boat. He had hired some locals to act as 
helpers. Pushing the boat along the River Vakh they stopped in 
the Paliny and Okhtiuryevskiya yurtas for a longer period of 
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U.T. Sirelius's companion in fieldwork, a botanist Herman Stenberg, with a 
Khant informant from the River Vasyugan. Interviewing has remained an 
important method in ethnological fieldwork since 1800s. (Sign. 36:393). 
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time. Sirelius arrived in a village called Lar'yak on the 8th of 
October. He had to stay there for almost a month because the 
river froze, and it was impossible to continue the trip. On the 4th 
of November Sirelius started again, now with reindeer sledges. 
Finally he arrived in Tomsk, from where he started his journey 
back to Finland, just in time to spend Christmas 1898 with his 
family in Viborg.1 5 

In the second half of 1899 and at the beginning of 1900 Sirelius 
was again visiting Siberia, now thoroughly combing the regions 
inhabited by the Khants and some Mansi areas as well. The trip 
started again from Tomsk in June 1899, accompanied this time 
by an artist, P. Reisler. They boarded the SS/Ob on the 5th of 
July and went all the way up to Obdorsk where they arrived on 
the 7th of September. However, on their journey they visited se
veral places on the rivers Irtysh, Sos'va, Sygva and Ob. First 
they stopped in the Russian village of Samarovo on the mouth of 
the Irtysh and the town of Berezovo on the mouth of the Sos'va. 
On the 22nd of July fieldworkers arrived in Lyapin from where 
they visited the parish of Schekurya, on a tributary with the same 
name. For three days they conducted fieldwork among the Man
sis living there. On the 26th of July they continued their trip on 
the Rivers Sygva and Sos'va, visiting several villages on their 
way, for example, Lobomos. On the 13th of August Sirelius and 
Reisler arrived in Berezovo again, and two days later they conti
nued their trip along the Ob. At that time of the year Khanti men 
were fishing on the Ob, so that Sirelius could meet them without 
visiting their yartas along the tributaries. First they stopped at 
the mouth of the Kazym, interviewing men from the yartas. They 
told Sirelius that they had come to fish when the ice broke in the 
river and they intended to stay until the beginning of September. 
On the 1st of September they continued their expedition to a 
Komi village, Muzhi, where they spent a day. From there they 
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continued their trip to Obdorsk, the northernmost commercial 
center of Western Siberia located in the tundra, visiting Khanti 
yartas, such as Vulpasl on their way. 2 6 

On the 20th of September Sirelius and Reisler left Obdorsk 
on the SS/Tri Svyatitelya in order to do fieldwork along the Rivers 
Yugan, Ob, Agan, Tremyugan and Salym. On the 29th of Sep
tember they were in Samarovo again, where they stayed a few 
days. On the 3rd of October they continued their trip on the SS/ 
Grazhdan, arriving in Surgut on the 5th of October. Sirelius's 
companion Reisler suffered from rheumatism - the trip up north 
had been cold - and left for Tomsk. Sirelius continued the trip 
alone, leaving for the yartas on the River Yugan the following 
day. First he spent four days on the Yugan. On the 21 st of October 
he arrived in the Kuiyep yartas on the Ob. From the village of 
Lokazovo, located 100 versts from Surgut, Sirelius did two field-
work trips, first to the village of Ivashkin and then to the village 
of Pokor. On the 21st of December he left Surgut, stopped for a 
while near the mouth of the River Pym, at a village called Tund-
ryndkoye. The Khants living in the Sulinskiya yartas on the River 
Salym were also visited by Sirelius, who traveled by horse this 
time, for four days. He returned to Samarovo on the 1st of Ja
nuary 1900 after being lost in the snowdrifts along the River Ob 
the previous night, as Sirelius later wrote. Sirelius was now back 
in Irtysh. On the 17th of January he set out from Tsingaly for 
Konda via the village of Dem'yanskoye, where he did fieldwork 
among the Mansis living there. From there he headed for To
bolsk, doing fieldwork among Tartars there. At the beginning of 
February 1900 Sirelius finished his expedition in Tomsk, and 
headed home to Helsinki. 2 7 His career as an ethnologist had 
begun. 

Sirelius's intention on these trips was primarily to collect ma
terial for his doctoral dissertation about fishing. He also collected 
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artefacts for the collections of the museum later to became the 
National Museum of Finland. The museum objects totaled almost 
a thousand, which he himself also later catalogued. He also inter
viewed Khants and Marisis about various aspects of their lives. 
Observation was also an important method for him. This research 
material was written down in fieldwork diaries that Sirelius kept 
during his expeditions. His skills in drawing and photography 
resulted in unique visual research material, the diaries contain
ing more than 700 sketches illustrating the written descriptions 
of various material objects. There are also dozens of illustra
tions by Sirelius and Reisler in separate sketch books. Photo
graphs (altogether about 400) pictured mainly buildings and 
people, but there are a lot of pictures of fishing, hunting and 
clothing as well. 2 8 

Because Sirelius visited mainly Khant areas, the emphasis of 
the material (and therefore also this study) is on Khant culture. 
The differences between the Khant culture and that culture of 
neighboring Northern peoples (Mansis and Selkups) were not 
significant. If one wishes to specify the very few references to 
Mansis in this study, they are easily found by the dates (July 
1899 and January 1900) from the footnotes. 

The original diaries, altogether 34 notebooks, are in the Ethno
logical Archive of the National Board of Antiquities in Helsinki. 
The handwritten diaries were typed in 1949-1952, this material 
comprising 966 pages. The material from the first fieldwork trip 
has been translated into German and was published in full in 
1983. 2 9 
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1,3- Fieldwork Methodology 

The theory of the Finno-Ugric peoples having common cultural 
roots has since been proved false. Sirelius's fieldwork notes are 
nevertheless valuable for ethnological research even today. First 
of all, ethnographic field materials are also historical materials 
inasmuch as they are historical documents about ways of life 
passing rapidly out of fashion, and are themselves products of 
historical processes and events. 3 0 Secondly, in fact Sirelius was 
a methodological pioneer in ethnology - even in an international 
context. As we know the turn to personal experience or "open-
air" ethnography is credited in Britain to Bronislaw Malinowski, 
a Polish anthropologist, who, under house arrest by the British 
and conveniently confined to the South Pacific for the duration 
of World War I, found himself camping alongside the natives of 
the Trobriand Islands for several years. In America, Franz Boas 
is credited with bringing fieldwork to ethnography and pushing 
the anthropologist from the university to the life worlds of those 
about whom they wrote. 3 1 However, Malinowski and Boas did 
not serve as models for Sirelius, who continued the almost two 
centuries old tradition of Russian expeditions. From the 1700s 
onwards, Russian geographers had conducted expeditions in their 
vast country. The focus of the studies was not only on geography 
but on language and popular culture as well. 3 2 

According to Van Maanen only during the first third of 20th 
century did ethnography itself become a recognizable topical and 
literary genre set off from similar written products such as travel 
and adventure stories, fiction, biography, social history, journa
lism, statistical surveys, and cultural speculation. He does not 
mention the results from the expeditions (i.e. written reports) 
which in fact change the picture of the history of fieldwork metho
dology somewhat. All in all, by 1920 anthropologists were 
coming to the field in greater numbers. Until the 1960s, field-
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work was with few exceptions simply done and not much written 
about or analyzed. 33 Sirelius followed, partly by instinct and 
partly in the spirit of the expedition tradition, the basic rules of 
modern fieldwork practice: He spent more than a year in the 
field, used the local vernacular, and lived apart from his own 
kind (a rule introduced by Malinowski), and collected the tradi
tional materials (folktales, myths, etc) from informants in face-
to-face situations and recorded it in their native tongue (a rule 
emphasized by Boas). 3 4 

Altough Sirelius concentrated on fishing in his dissertation, 
he collected material about various aspects of Khant culture, 
thanks to his holistic orientation.35 His attitude toward the col
lection of ethnographic and cultural data resembles the method 
Margaret Mead has called "excavating in a culture". It was very 
like that of the archeologist, who feels impelled to rescue the 
artifacts of long dead cultures from the dam and highway builders.36 

We cannot evaluate Sirelius as a fieldworker by the standards 
of present day ethnology, because fieldwork methodology has 
developed dramatically in recent years. 3 7 However, ethnological 
fieldwork is so subjective - even at times when pure objectivity 
is the main goal - that the fieldworker leaves the traces of his 
own personality on the material. An ethnologist is said to use all 
her senses, mainly seeing and hearing, when doing fieldwork. In 
addition to the known five senses there is in fact a sixth sense 
which makes an ethnologist; a sense very difficult to define. Some 
texts just "smell" right, as experienced professors know. The 
moment an ethnologist writes down notes in a diary after 
observing or asks something of the informant is the first phase 
of analysis, which deepens throughout the research. Who you 
are is apparent in the way you do fieldwork and also how you 
write, either fieldwork notes or the final research report. 3 8 

Fieldwork notes can even be seen as texts, and ethnographers 
as authors. According to James Clifford: 
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Since Malinowski's time, the 'method' of participant-observation has 
enacted a delicate balance of subjectivity and objectivity. The 
ethnographer's personal experiences, those of participation and empathy, 
are recognized as central to the research process, but they are fimily 
restrained by the impersonal standards of observation and 'objective' 
distance. In classical ethnographies the voice of the author was always 
manifest, but the conventions of textual presentation and reading forbade 
too close a connection between authorial style and the reality represented. 
Though we discern immediately the distinctive accent of Margaret Mead, 
Raymond Frith, or Paul Radin, we still cannot refer to Samoans as 
'Meadian' or call Tikopia a 'Firthian' culture as freely as we speak of 
Dickensian or Flaubertian worlds. 3 9 

The question can be pursued, however, a little further: In all the 
recent discussions about writing ethnography and about ethno
graphies as writing, the role of fieldwork notes has often been 
forgotten. The fact is that anthropologists write field notes before 
they write ethnographies. 4 0 Field notes are exactly what is in 
question here, and the methods of Sirelius revealed by the diaries 
kept during the fieldwork. It is surprisingly rare to write ethno
graphies based on other scholars' fieldwork notes. When this 
has been done it has usually been to complete the work of those 
who died young. 4 1 Sirelius did not die young. He published 
research based on his fieldwork and his career as an ethnologist 
has been fully studied by Juhani U.E. Lehtonen. Yet the field-
work notes are worth studying again. However, the fieldwork 
material must be re-read from a different angle. 

A British social anthropologist, Tim Ingold, who has done 
anthropological fieldwork in Northern Finland twice in the 1970s, 
has pointed out that when he was in Sevettijärvi studying the 
skolts for his Ph.D. thesis, he mainly collected material on the 
everyday lives of men. He confessed that the lives of the women 
seemed remote to him. When he was in Salla ten years later he 
was a married man with small children. It was then only natural 
for him to interview the Salla women about female aspects of 
life.4 2 
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It is no surprise that a male fieldworker might be even more 
biased a hundred years before.4 3 In the material being considered 
the qualifying words connected with time generally explain va
rious times for hunting and fishing. This can be explained by the 
fact that Sirelius mostly interviewed men and was quite reticient 
in reporting female experiences. However, the diary surprisingly 
has information about the realities of female life, as well. When 
Sirelius for example describes a hut used for drying fish on the 
River Sos'va, he also reports that "women live in the huts at 
certain times" (i.e. times of menstruation and childbirth). 4 4 

Nevertheless, although it was men who hunted and fished, these 
activities also affected the lives of women, since they were an 
important source of livelihood for the Khants. 

In fact it is quite surprising to see how modern the fieldwork 
methods Sirelius used seem to a present-day ethnologist. Such 
qualitative research, called ethnography by anthropologists, in
cludes ethnographic interviewing and participant observation 
which leads to ethnographic description.45 Sirelius had certainly 
"been there". 4 6 What has changed, however, between his times 
and ours is fieldwork ethics. Fieldwork methods today emphasize 
the fact that the fieldworker should be considerate in the field. 
Discretion was not one of Sirelius's virtues; he writes that unfor
tunately people did not want to be in pictures which resulted in 
difficulties in taking photographs.4 7 Nevertheless, Sirelius took 
400 photographs during the trip and many had people in them. 

The same insensitivity is apparent in the collection of museum 
objects. People were practically forced to give artefacts to Sirelius. 
For example, in the village of Vasyugan Sirelius describes reli
gious artefacts which the informant had inherited from his parents 
and which he was not willing to give away. According to Sirelius 
"it was peculiar that he did not want to give up the junk(h) and 
the knapsack of birch bark where they were kept in the store
house." No matter what pretexts he used, Sirelius took what he 
wanted to. 4 8 
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U.T. Sirelius collected artefacts from the Khants for the Finnish National 
Museum, sometimes by questionable means. The artefacts in the photo

graph were used in ceremonies for promoting luck in hunting. 
(Sign. 36:452). 
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Sirelius had the support of Russian government officials in doing 
research. The support was in fact very strong; the Khants were 
asked to give horses to Sirelius if asked, to show their hunting 
and fishing equipment and to agree to be photographed.4 9 At 
least once a government official asked the people to assemble so 
that Sirelius could take a group picture. 5 0 The same official or
dered that a Khant from every yarta had to take part in Sirelius's 
expedition.51 There is at least one occasion when a Khant refused 
to help Sirelius, which caused him trouble; the man refused to 
continue the trip saying that the winter road had not been opened 
yet. Sirelius changed driver and wrote in his diary that the stub
bornness cost the Khant a cow - but how is not explained.5 2 On 
another occasion a man refused to accompany Sirelius to a yarta 
farther away. The following night the same man drove to the 
yarta to warn the inhabitants about a "doubtful person's impend
ing visit". 5 3 

Some Khants were forced to take part in Sirelius's research. 
At the end of his second expedition Sirelius stayed in yartas locat
ed 250 versts north of Surgut for four days annoying the Khants, 
because they had to delay their departure for deer hunting. 5 4 

The Khants were especially reluctant to show their places of 
sacrifice to outsiders, but that did not stop Sirelius - quite the 
contrary.55 For example, on the River Vasyugan Sirelius wrote 
in his diary that when he asked an old man if the Khants sacrificed 
coins and arrows in a special place in the woods, the answer was 
a sharp no, but this answer was not trustworthy, because "it 
seemed like the old man was afraid that we would go digging 
this holy place too." It soon became obvious that the old man 
had lied - and Sirelius started a two-day trip to the holy place the 
man had tried to protect.56 In another place Sirelius was surprised 
because the Khants voluntarily showed him the holy places and 
were so unreserved in every respect.5 7 
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Due to the anthropological perspective common in Sirelius's times the 
informants were photographed from the front and the side in order to find 

the typical features of the group. This kind of interest reflects the concept of 
race ideology. (Sign. 36:20 & 36:21). 
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The informants could also change opinion, to Sirelius's annoyance. 
At Lake Emter Sirelius met a man who Sirelius thought was 
henpecked. The man told Sirelius that he had old holy artefacts 
in his possession. When Sirelius visited his dwelling he met his 
wife and was shown a birch-bark knapsack full of holy objects. 
Though surprised, Sirelius thought that the knapsack had been 
given to him and began interviewing and cataloguing the con
tents. When the work was done he returned satisfied to his dwel
ling. In the evening the couple came to Sirelius's dwelling and 
the wife demanded the knapsack back. Sirelius refused, and ex
plained that "every object had the number from the Tsar painted 
on it" and therefore return to the original owners was impos
sible. Sirelius even tried to calm the old woman by giving her 
money, but that did not help. The woman tried to explain how 
their god might avenge the loss dreadfully. All was in vain, how
ever, and the couple had to leave without their holy objects. 5 8 In 
another yarta the wife refused to give an artefact to Sirelius, 
although the man would have done so. 5 9 The items were not 
necessarily religious. There are several instances when the inter
viewees lied to Sirelius in order to prevent their belongings be
coming museum objects. Another method of resistance was 
simply refusal to sell property such as clothes to Sirelius.6 0 

Sirelius could also change his attitude. Once he attended a 
session with a shaman and at first eagerly asked how things were 
back home, and so on. Eventually Sirelius became "tired of the 
Asian conjuring trick" and went home knowing that he had bro
ken the unwritten rule of Khant culture that those who attend 
such sessions should stay to the end. 6 1 

As this example shows, Sirelius was quite ruthless and arro
gant in his pursuit of his objectives. This attitude does not change 
in the course of the fieldwork trip. Sirelius saw the people being 
studied, as well as Russians, 6 2 from above. Sirelius had no 
positive remarks to make on Khants; to him they were lazy 6 3 and 



A birch-bark knapsack and its holy objects photographed by U.T. Sirelius in 
the field. (Sign. 36:449). 
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had no moral, 6 4 simply good-for-nothings.6 5 Sirelius was as
tonished that the "half-wilds in the backwoods of the civilization" 
used bay leaves in their diet. 6 6 The words Sirelius choose to de
scribe the Khant culture are clues to his ethnocentrism. Local 
cradles, for instance, are described as peculiar.6 7 Even if Sirelius 
disapproved of Khants using of alcohol, he himself offered some 
to his informants.6 8 

In 1971, the Council of the American Anthropological Asso
ciation adopted a set of principles to guide ethnographers when 
faced with conflicting choices. As shown by the examples men
tioned above, Sirelius broke almost all of these principles of pro
fessional responsibility. He did not consider informants first. 
According to this principle the anthropologist should do every
thing within his power to protect the informants' physical, social, 
and psychological welfare and honor their dignity and privacy. 
Neither did Sirelius safeguard informants' rights, interests, and 
sensitivities. According to this principle, where research involves 
the acquisition of material and information transferred on the 
assumption of trust between persons, it is axiomatic that the rights 
interests, and sensitivities of those studied must be safeguarded. 
Neither did Sirelius communicate research objectives; the aim 
of the investigation should be communicated as well as possible 
to the informant according to current fieldwork ethics. Neither 
should field workers exploit informants. There should be no 
exploitation of individual informants for personal gain. Fair return 
should be given them for all services.6 9 

It is almost ironic that there is one ethical principle that Sirelius 
followed: he protected the privacy of informants in that sense 
that the informants had the right to remain anonymous. However, 
he did not protect their privacy in that sense that he photographed 
them against their will. The fact that he did not mention infor
mants' names was probably simply because he had no interest in 
them as persons; there was nothing ethical in this choice. 



The subject of Sirelius's study, seen "from above". The fieldwork methods 
of the 1800's were authoritarian compared to the standards of today. 

(Sign. 36:399). 
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The last principle, that the reports should be made available to 
informants, was not followed either.70 By the 1980s a new figure 
has entered the scene, the "indigenous ethnographer". It is prefe
rable that insiders have the right to study their own culture.7 1 

Sirelius was however representative of his generation.7 2 The 
way he behaved in the field was typical of the time, and he is not 
to blame. The Western/middle-class/white/male hegemony was 
prolonged, although Western self-inflations slowly died from the 
1930s onwards, at least in the international anthropological aca
demic arena. 7 3 At times - though rarely - Sirelius even showed 
empathy. He writes about an official who respected the gods of 
the Khants and believed that everyone should have a right to 
keep his own religion. The way this is described shows that 
Sirelius shared this opinion at least in some way. 7 4 On another 
occasion when Sirelius described how he did research in a holy 
place the Khants did not take part in digging, because to do so 
would have been against their religion. At least this time Sirelius 
did not force the men to do so. 7 5 Sirelius is known to have been 
quick-tempered; in Tomsk he was almost caught in a fish fight 
with an employee. 7 6 In Sirelius's case it seems that it is true that 
"field notes reveal the kind of person you are". 7 7 

Actually, as Jean E. Jackson has pointed out, notebooks not 
only provide a method for taking notes for research, they also 
function as a way to "let off steam", i.e. they serve the Malinowskian 
garbage-can function. As one contemporary anthropologist Jackson 
interviewed put it: "Fieldnotes allow you to keep a grip of your 
sanity." During fieldwork one must work out one's relationship 
to the field, to the natives, and to one's mind and emotions. 7 8 

Furthermore, diaries written during fieldwork record the ethno
grapher's personal reactions, frustrations, and assessments of life 
and work in the field.79 This can also be seen in Sirelius's notes 
in that he showed his deepest emotions in the notes, but they 
were meant for himself only. Simon Ottenberg has pointed out 
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that he would have felt uncomfortable at the thought of someone 
else using his fieldwork notes whether he was alive or dead, be
cause "they are so much a private thing, so much an aspect of 
personal field experience, so much a private language, so much 
a part of my ego, my childhood, and my personal maturity."8 0 

George C. Bond calls fieldwork notes "an anthropologist's most 
sacred possession". Notes, he claims, are "personal property, part 
of a world of private memories and experiences, failures and 
successes, insecurities and indecisions. They are usually care
fully tucked away in a safe place. To allow a colleague to examine 
them would be to open a Pandora's box." 8 1 However, Sirelius 
left his fieldwork notes voluntarily to an archive, knowing that 
outsiders would read them. One can assume that he did not find 
the idea repellent. All in all, even if there is criticism of Sirelius's 
methods in my study, my aim is not to attack Sirelius. Exploiting 
hindsight would be unjust. 

The circumstances of Sirelius's expedition were difficult. Of 
the troubles of the fieldwork trip Sirelius comments that the mos-
quitos were the worst. The fight against mosquitos is a real struggle 
wrote Sirelius in Midsummer 1898.82 He had to even sleep outside, 
because there were more mosquitos in the yartas than outside.8 3 It 
was often impossible to sleep because of them. 8 4 In the boat dried 
manure and wet, putrid wood was burned; the smoke chased the 
mosquitos away.8 5 In August the mosquitos were less bother, 8 6 

but there were other nuisances known to all anthropologists in 
the field; difficulties in photographing,8 7 home-sicknesses8 8 and 
haste. 8 9 

Academic competing between scholars is also noted;9 0 Sirelius 
wrote that it is odd that Janko had not informed Sirelius about 
his fieldwork trip to the Ob. 9 1 Yet there are also descriptions of 
fishing trips and duck shooting Sirelius joined during his expedi
tion. It is obvious that he enjoyed them, and was proud of his 
success. 9 2 
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1.4. Investigating Time 

G.J. Whitrow wrote that most of us are so accustomed to the 
ideas of time, history, and evolution that we are inclined to forget 
that these concepts have not always been accorded the impor
tance which we now assign to them. Today, as millenarian9 3 fa
naticism is at its peak, it is easy to forget that measuring time has 
not always been as important a part of everyday life, and that 
there are differences in attitudes towards time in different cultures. 
What particularly distinguishes us from our ancestors in contem
porary society is that we have become increasingly time-conscious. 
We think of the time, the exact time by the clock, from the time 
when we wake up in the morning to the time we think we should 
go to bed in order to get eight hours sleep. Since hunger is only 
routine to many, one must use a watch to see when to have a 
meal. 9 4 

In his book "Time in History" (1988) Whitrow presents the 
main features of the evolution of our general awareness of time 
and its significance. It supplements his earlier publication "The 
Philosophy of Time", first published in 1961. Other studies of signi
ficance in this respect are "The Discovery of Time" by Stephen 
Toulmin and June Goodfield and "Zeit und Kultur: Geschichte 
des Zeitbewusstseins in Europa" by Rudolf Wendorff95 and "Tidens 
historia" by Trond Berg Eriksen.9 6 The concept of time is also im
portant, though from a different angle in "The Anthropology of 
Time" by Alfred Gell 9 7 and "Time and the Other" by Johannes 
Fabian.9 8 

The history of calendars and the history of clocks have been 
throughly studied. What is less dealt with, however, is how indi
viduals experience their lives ruled by calendars and clocks. There 
are also ethnographies describing time-recording in different parts 
of the world, but they are surprisingly few.9 9 Anne Ollila's study 
on attitudes towards time among upper-class families in the 1800s 
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is interesting because Sirelius himself was a representative of 
the upper class and presumably shared the world view Ollila 
describes. 1 0 0 

Whitrow points out that time is a fundamental characteristic 
of human experience, but there is no evidence that we have a 
special sense of time, as we have of sight, hearing, touch, taste, 
or smell. Our direct experience of time is always of the present, 
and our idea of time comes from reflecting on this experience. 
Consequently there is no unique intuition of time that is common 
to all mankind. Time in all its aspects has been regarded, in diffe
rent cultures, in many conceptually distinct ways. 1 0 1 When stu
dying the Khants, it is possible to deliberate upon the question of 
how peoples living off nature have thought of time and history. 
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METHOD OF RECORDING TIME 

2.1. The Vernacular Calendar 

2.1.1. Physical Circumstances 

Since the living areas of Khants are covered with snow for most 
of the year, it is no surprise that snow was frequently mentioned 
when Sirelius interviewed the Khants about the routines of their 
everyday lives. The passing of time was defined by such con
cepts as "when there is no snow", "after the first snowfall", "after 
snowfall", "at the time of (deep / low / hard / soft) snow" and 
"when the snow starts melting." 

Mostly these qualifying words were connected with hunting, 
the Khants' most important source of sustenance. Snow is in 
itself a process from the first snowfall to the time it melts; hun
ting had to adjust to these changing circumstances. For instance, 
if squirrels had already moulted "when there was no snow", 
hunting started on a small scale. The actual hunting season started 
"after snowfall". "When there was a lot of snow", dogs could no 
longer be used to help in hunting.1 
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A Khant hunter with his dog by the River Yugan. In the circumpolar area 
dogs have been and still are important for hunting and transportation. 

(Sign. 36:259). 
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First snowfall is the dramatic, uncompromising sign of the coming 
winter. Only rarely was it mentioned that things happened when 
there was no snow.2 Traps were set for the squirrels, rabbits, 
foxes, sables, otters, and wolves, and wolverines could be trapped 
with a special trap (kapkan) right after the first snowfall.3 In the 
winter yartas of the Samoyed near the Vasyagan and Vakh rivers, 
fox, rabbit, arctic fox and otter were hunted with particular traps 
with bows and arrows from the first snowfall until the time the 
snow melted.4 In the same area willow grouse were chased with 
nets when there was snow.5 

The following description of hunting otters shows how first 
snowfall was used in time-recording: 

[Otter were hunted] in small streams right after the first snowfall when 
their tracks could be seen until this time of the year [end of January] 
if the snow does not contuse the dogs. When the tracks are found, the 
hunter follows them - let's say to a creek which is frozen. The dog 
can find where the otter is, but the latter can dive, and soon be a 
hundred meters away. To make it easier, the hunter makes four or 
five locks made of shingles a hundred fathoms away from each other. 
When the dog finds out where the otters are, the hunter can shorten 
the distance by making another lock, and also block the stream 
downstream with snow (the stream is not more than two meters wide). 
As a consequence there is only water under the ice and the otter has 
to come out, and it is killed with an ax, a club, or the dog bites the 
otter to death. If the river is not frozen, can a dog take care of the 
hunting by himself by molesting the animal. 6 

The amount of snow was also of importance. Men started hunting 
rabbits when there was about six inches of snow, and hunting 
went on until the snow melted.7 Furthermore, fox traps were set 
when there was about six inches of snow and they were kept 
until there was a frozen crust on the snow (Fi. hankiainen).8 Wild 
reindeer and elk were hunted with bows from the time the snow 
melted to the time when the snow was deep. 9 



A shelter for the night was set up when it was snowing during hunting trips. 
Even today specialized hunters are found among the Khants. 

(Sign. 36:120). 
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This kind of shelter was set up by the River Vakh during hunting trips in the 
summer. (Sign. 36:130). 
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At the River Yugan Sirelius wrote in his diary that men used 
dogs when hunting elk. Hunting started when there was a frozen 
crust on the snow. When the snowdrifts were hard enough to 
hold a dog but not an elk, hunting could take place. 1 0 Wild 
reindeer were also hunted by the same method.11 Hunting ermines 
with the help of dogs started when there was snow on the ground, 
and it went on until the snow was deep: dogs found the nest and 
chased the ermine out, after which the animal was shot. 1 2 Sables 
were also hunted by dogs at times "when the snow was low", but 
with nets "when the snow was deep". 1 3 Dogs were no longer 
used when there was a lot of snow. 1 4 

Deep snow was useful for the hunters, because animals could 
not easily escape the hunters on skis. Traps were also easy to hide 
in deep snow.15 Wild reindeer were trapped and driven when there 
was a lot of snow. The prey was brought home when sledging 
weather was good enough.1 6 Sledge dogs could run even in deep 
snow.17 On the upper course of the Yugan even elk were hunted 
while hunting wild reindeer.18 In many areas wolves were killed 
by hammering them with poles "when the snow was deep". 1 9 In 
Horompaul Sirelius was told that foxes were previously hunted 
with bows, but now were fox traps used instead. They were set 
when the snow was deep, and hunting ended when the snow started 
to melt.20 Northern lynx was hunted by chasing it in the deep snow, 
or with iron traps.21 However, game of smaller size was also hunted 
in midwinter when the snow was deep, such as squirrels and 
ermines.2 2 Rabbits were trapped with a cronbow.23 Sometimes it 
was not enough if there was a lot of snow; it had to be also soft or 
hard like when hunting elks "in deep soft snow" 2 4 or hunting hares 
in "deep hard snow". 2 5 

"When the snow was low" was as frequently used a phrase as 
was the phrase "when the snow was deep". Wolves were hunted 
with cronbows (Fi. aitajousi) when the snow was low and by 
driving them to exhaustion and then shooting or even piercing 
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Ice fishing on the River Vakh. Ice fishing is a feature of the circumpolar 
area. (Sign. 36: 349). 
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them with stakes when the snow was deep. The sables were 
chased with the help of dogs when the snow was low and with 
nets when the snow was deep. 2 6 When the snow had not yet 
started to melt iron traps were set.2 7 Bears were shot and stabbed 
to death in their winter dens "when the snow was low and hard".2 8 

The changing conditions of the nature were also crucial for 
fishing, another important source of livelihood of the Khants. 
Snow was, however, rarely mentioned in the notes in connection 
with fishing: when fishing with a seine, a particular shovel was 
used when the snow was deep. 2 9 The nets were under the ice in 
the river at the time of hard crust.3 0 

An interesting natural phenomenon was the time of the year 
"when the river died" or "when the water was spoiled" as Sirelius 
wrote. In an encyclopedia he describes the phenomenon as 
follows: 

In midwinter (i.e. January) a natural phenomenon, the dying of the 
water, aids fishing a great deal. This phenomenon drives certain fish, 
powan, sturgeon and nelma away to the Arctic Ocean or the upper 
course of the River Ob, and certain local fish species, peskari, pike, 
ide, burbot, roach, jeletsi and tugunok to the springs in the local la
kes. 3 1 

Biologically it is a question of the lack of oxygen, which occurs 
in lakes as a result of eutrophication. The lake is not ice-covered 
in late winter and early spring, and these local fish species seek 
the springs to find oxygen. The fish are a little dizzy when they 
reach the springs, and therefore very easy to catch from the river-
bank. 3 2 Oxygen depletion is not an annual phenomenon. When 
another Finnish explorer, Toivo Lehtisalo, travelled through 
Western Siberia in 1911, he wrote that the "dying of water" in 
the River Ob and Irtysh had last happened 25 years before.3 3 

Sirelius also noted that some areas seldom suffer from oxygen 
depletion, approximately every ten years. 3 4 
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A wire cage was set in the river before it iced over; the dying of the water 
was thus exploited in fishing. The picture is a reconstruction. 

(Sign. 36:312). 
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The dying of the water offered a practical method for measuring 
t ime: 3 5 Dams were built in rivers in order to use different kinds 
of fishing equipment: weirs and wire cages were set in springs 
"after the river died". 3 6 In some areas special nets were set at the 
springs of urman (< Rus.) rivers "at the time of dying of the 
water". Landing nets were also used to catch fish such as pike at 
the springs.3 7 When the water had died in some of the tributaries 
of the Ob, seines were used in those tributaries where water had 
not died. 3 8 In fact, often the period "before the water died" was 
important for fishing. Weirs were set at the springs "before the 
water died" and were kept there the whole winter if the catch 
was good. 3 9 

The phenomenon of oxygen depletion was also exploited in 
hunting. There are many examples of how hunting stoats took 
place at that time of the year. They could be trapped on the low 
banks of the rivers or the broken ice. Traps were set by women 
and children particularly.40 In the River Salym ermines were kil
led in their holes by the same time of year, but on a smaller scale, 
and foxes were also trapped.4 1 Along the River Vasyugan a spe
cial kind of shelter, polagan (< Rus.), was built at that time of the 
year.4 2 

Since the areas where the Khants live are rich with rivers, the 
importance of the water for fishing is understandable. Therefore 
it is no surprise that the changing conditions of the rivers, icing 
and breaking up of the ice, the spring flood and the dying of the 
river were often mentioned in the interviews in connection with 
fishing. Again it is a question of a process when the natural cir
cumstances are changing, and fishing is adjusted to different 
conditions. On the Vasyugan fishing with seines went on until 
the river froze. Special clubs were used for breaking the ice at 
the time of freezing. For winter fishing, a dam was built when 
the ice was strong enough to hold a horse and a sledge. Winter 
fishing with nets went on until breaking ice threateaned the dam. 4 3 
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A Khant by a dam in the summer. (Sign. 36:329). 
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In general freezing of the waterways naturally affected the 
methods used in fishing the most. Things were done "after the 
river froze" or "after the ice drift".44 Sometimes even the phrase 
"before the river freezes" was used. The thickness of the ice was 
also of importance. Of the latter there are only a few examples: 
burbots were clubbed with spuds at the time "before the river 
froze".45 "When the ice was thin" axes were used in cutting holes 
in the ice for the seines. 4 6 "Right after the ice was thick enough 
to bear weight," fishing with seines started.4 7 

Wire cages were set in dams "right after the river froze".4 8 

The trap could be set downstream of the springs before the water 
died right after the river froze. One knew that the dying of the 
river had started when there was fish in the traps. 4 9 Special river 
traps were set after the river froze and kept downstream of the 
springs until the river died. After that fish (ruff, pike, perch) went 
to the springs, and could not longer be caught with river traps. 5 0 

Weirs were also set to small rivers or springs "after the river 
froze" and were used until spring.5 1 Both weirs and wire cages 
were used together with dams which blocked the river. Therefore 
building of dams was also done "after the river froze", after the 
cold came. 5 2 In some areas hooks made of wood were used, and 
set underneath the ice after the freeze.53 

In the big rivers the ice breaking up was an important pheno
menon, an annual symphony of nature. Special fishing equip
ment was used at that time of the year.5 4 Nets were used in some 
areas. A dam was built right after the ice drift, and the net was 
set. 5 5 Using seines started after the ice drift, and were used until 
the rise. 5 6 



Method of Recording Time 

The River Ob after flooding. In the 1960s there were plans to construct 
dams and canals on the River Ob in order to fertilize the fields of the south. 

(Sign. 36:380). 
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When the sun melted the snow and ice broke up in the rivers, the 
rivers flooded. That time in the spring and early summer as well 
as the time when the flood was over were important markers of 
time. On the River Ob the rise was so high that according to 
Sirelius it looked more like a lake than a river.57 Flooding started 
even before the ice had completely melted. Depending on the 
trap the dam was built when the water level began to rise and 
stayed until the water was high, 5 8 or dams were built when the 
water level fell and were kept until the river dried. 5 9 Dams could 
also be built in the fall before the ground froze. In that case fishing 
started in the spring when the flood had fallen to the level at 
which the wooden elements of the dam could be seen. 6 0 

The height of the flood from high to low was useful for the 
vernacular fishing calendar. It was either a question of the fish or 
the method. In the Yugan roach were caught when the water level 
was rising, and continued until it fell.61 Trolls were used at the 
time of "high water", often being the only possible method at 
that time. 6 2 Seine fishing started with the rise, and went on until 
the river froze. 6 3 Seine fishing and angling could also start -
depending on the area - "when the high water fell". Nets were 
used "during the rise". 6 4 In the upper course of the Sos'va river 
fish were shot with arrows "when the water was low". It had to 
be a bright day as well, however, in order to succeed.6 5 

Whether there was ice or not was not as important for hunting 
as it was for fishing, but nevertheless it is mentioned in the field-
work notes. Squirrel hunting, for instance, started immediately 
when the ice was hard enough to walk on. 6 6 

In the vernacular hunting calendar the time of the flood 
followed the time of the snow. In Lobomos rabbits were trapped 
at times when the snow was deep. Rabbit meat was also ob
tained by shooting "whenever a rabbit was encountered" as 
Sirelius was told. However, rabbits were mostly shot on the bigger 
islands when there was a flood, i.e. in spring and early summer. 
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On the smaller islands they were killed with clubs. 6 7 Ducks were 
also netted at times when there still was snow on the ground but 
the swamps were flooded even though the river was still ice-
covered.6 8 

In the River Vakh area Sirelius was told that hares are quite 
rare. At the time of the rise it was easy to hunt hares on the small 
islands, either with a paddle or with a bow or a net or by shooting. 
Hares are afraid of the water so hunting was easy. It is worth 
noting that hunting of hares was a task done by women, either at 
home or in urmans, i.e. old forests.69 

The temperature was mentioned when indicating particular 
events of the year. The warm days of late winter were perfect for 
drying reindeer meat 7 0 and there was no use hunting hazel hens 
before the cold weather in the fall because of problems in pre
serving the meat. 7 1 "During warm fall weather" a dwelling with 
a roof made of birch bark was warm enough for the hunters in 
the urman rivers. 7 2 During the winter cold, sables were trapped 
in their holes.7 3 Another important factor was the wind. Protection 
for the eyes (a particular type of glasses) was used "in the spring 
wind and spring snowstorm."7 4 

Other natural physical circumstances which were used in re
cording time were related to the time of mosquitos and berries, 
Siberian pine cones and leaves. Wild reindeer and elk were shot 
at the times when there were a lot of mosquitos, the komar (< 
Rus.) season as it is called in the notes. The hunter went to the 
river at night and waited until he saw a wild reindeer looking for 
protection from the insects, and shot the animal. 7 5 Along the 
River Vakh the Khants kept the reindeer in special shelters during 
the mosquito time. After the season they were released into the 
woods, and gathered again after the first snowfall.7 6 Bows were 
used as well, because it was known that wild reindeer were 
escaping the mosquitos. Bears used bird cherries, wild raspber
ries, lingonberries and cranberries for nutrition, and this was ex
ploited in hunting, traps being set in places where berries grew.7 7 



Hanna Sne l lman 

A hunter's headgear protected him from the mosquitos. A trap is set for 
wolverines. (Sign. 36:283). 
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A shelter for dried fish and Siberian pine cones. Because of the Greek 
Orthodox Church and obligatory fasting, dried fish was important for the 

Russians and therefore an important sales article for the Khants. 
(Sign. 36:172). 
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Sometimes qualifiers of time sound almost poetic:"When the bird-
cherry blossoms are falling" fish gather in the river and "when the 
leaves are falling from the trees", fish retreat downstream.7 8 Fykes 
were seldom set "before the time of Siberian pine cones". 7 9 

The annual natural phenomena - no matter whether it was a 
question of the Northernmost or Southernmost part of the area 
Khants inhabited - were the cornerstones of the Khanty verna
cular calendar. The winter brought the snow, spring the rise and 
rain, summer the mosquitos and fall the bird cherries, Siberian 
pine cones and falling of the leaves. 

2.1.2. Changing Seasons 

It was natural for Sirelius to think of the year divided into four 
different seasons, winter, spring, summer and fall. Seasons thus 
occur in the fieldwork notes very often, even without epithets 
relating to the environment. However, it is impossible to know 
how much the interviewees understood the seasons the same way 
as Sirelius; the concept of season is culture-bound as we know. 
Of interest here are Sirelius's fieldwork notes in which he won
ders why the locals had no idea what lies behind the shores of 
the River Ob; Sirelius was astonished that there were so few 
evergreens, and when he asked his fellow-passengers about the 
flora, they could not answer.8 0 The locals probably did not make 
a distinction between the evergreens and leaf trees. 

Although each year normally presents the same cycle of pheno
mena, man only gradually learned to unite the seasons into a 
definite temporal unit. G.J. Whitrow has pointed out that this 
was particularly difficult to accept for people living in those 
equatorial regions where there are two similar half-years.8 1 The 
same difficulty applies to people living in the north. 
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In addition, Western Siberia is so large an area that the transitional 
stages between seasons are long. Nevertheless, one must remember 
that the winter was the longest season and spring, summer and fall 
all very short. For example, in Tomsk, southern part of the area 
being studied, Sirelius noted that summer had started in the third 
week of June.8 2 On the Vakh in the middle of September, Sirelius 
noted that the summer was turning into fall, as the wind was cold 
and swans were migrating southwards. The first frost occurred a 
week later, and there was already snow on the ground at the beginning 
of October. The river also froze over at the beginning of October. 
The temperature was soon more than -40 degrees Celsius.83 

Although seasons are frequently mentioned in Sirelius' notes, 
it would probably be an anachronism to think that seasons were 
frequently used in Khanty speech. Nevertheless certain events took 
place at different times of the year despite these not being called 
spring, summer, fall and winter, as we are used to. 

The annual calendar started with hunting in the fall. Hunting 
provided the Khants with meat, material for warm clothes and 
yartas - and, more importantly, cash. It is obvious that it was wise 
to hunt in the fall when the meat of the game was at its best after 
the summer. As the fall turned to winter, hunting continued, but 
the methods and to some extent the species differed. 

In the fall capercaillies were hunted with traps 8 4 or pitfalls,85 

with the help of dogs, 8 6 or by shooting.87 Hazelhens were also 
shot88 and willow grouse were trapped in the fall.89 The latter were 
trapped in the winter as well. Along the Ob willow grouse were 
hunted with nets in the wintertime.90 Migratory birds, especially 
wild geese and swans, were shot in the springtime.91 However, in 
some areas migratory birds did not land and therefore could not be 
hunted.9 2 Wild ducks were shot with guns or crossbows in the 
springtime, but nets were not used, at least not everywhere.93 There 
were also less violent ways to commercialize the crops of the 
woods: tame geese were kept tied by the foot, and sold to Russians 
in the fall.94 
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Khant women and children from the River Vasyugan in their fall outfits. The 
traditional Khant outfit has undergone radical changes from the 1800s 

onwards. (Sign. 36:48). 
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Some game were hunted mostly in order to get fur which could 
be used at home or sold. Foxes and occasionally arctic foxes and 
wolverines were trapped in the fall.9 5 Squirrel and ermine were 
trapped with bow traps.9 6 Pine martens and wolverines were shot, 
occasionally after been chased into a tree by a dog, also in the 
fall and late winter.9 7 Sables were chased with the help of dogs, 
both in the fall and late winter.98 Squirrel, fox, arctic fox, wolve
rine, otter and sable were trapped throughout the winter, too, 
with various types of traps. 9 9 For example, in Vasyagan area, the 
foxes were trapped by bow traps both in the fall and winter, but 
in the winter the construction had to be higher because of snow. 1 0 0 

Otters were rare in the River Irtysh, but nevertheless they were 
hunted with iron traps in the winter and bow traps in the sum
mers. 1 0 1 

Along the River Kazym squirrel and ermine were trapped in 
the winter yartas. Sirelius was told that the work was done by 
older men unable to take part in the hunting which occupied more 
able men in the winter. Women did not take part in this task, but 
young boys helped the elderly.1 0 2 Willow grouse were hunted in 
the winter with snare traps or nets and by shooting. In the River 
Vakh area it was a childrens' task to set the nets and the snare 
traps. 1 0 3 However, women did take part in hunting, as has alrea
dy been mentioned. At the Vasyugan Sirelius was told that ermi
ne was trapped by men with bow traps in the wintertime during 
hunting trips, and by women at home. 1 0 4 Along the River Agan 
men set the traps for the hares in the fall before going hunting, 
and women, with the help of children and the elderly who stayed 
home, set them. Hares were almost extinct in the area so the bag 
was usually small. 1 0 5 At the River Salym Sirelius was told that 
women took part in men's hunting trips only in springtime when 
the men had caught elk and they had to be transported to the 
dwellings by women. 1 0 6 
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A Khant couple from the River Vakh in their winter outfits. Winter outfits are 
so well adopted to the conditions of the north that they are still in use today 

all over the circumpolar area. (Sign. 36:60). 



A Khant family from the River Vasyugan. (Sign. 36:2). 
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Bears, also wanted for their meat, were hunted with similar but 
bigger traps in the fall like the capercaillies.1 0 7 Bears were also 
hunted with bow traps in the summers. 1 0 8 Wild reindeer were 
hunted, i.e. driven, in the spring, or trapped with bows in the 
fall. 1 0 9 Along the River Sos'va men usually hunted elk. 1 1 0 Wild 
reindeer were so rare there that they could not be hunted. 1 1 1 

Some animals were hunted almost throughout the year. At 
the River Kazym Sirelius wrote that otters were hunted with cron-
bows in fall and spring, and even in the summer when reindeer 
herders sought reindeer from small rivers in the backwoods. 1 1 2 

Along the River Agan otters were hunted with cronbows in the 
summers and throughout the winter.1 1 3 Hares were trapped in 
the fall, winter and summer. 1 1 4 Along the River Salym squirrels 
were trapped in fall and spring. 1 1 5 

Earlier it was explained that there were springs in the lakes 
which were not ice-covered in late winter and early spring. Foxes 
and, less often, arctic foxes and wolverines took advantage of 
the lack of oxygen in the lakes and the fact that certain fish species 
sought the open water; it was as easy for them to fish by these 
springs as it was for men. However, hunters knew this and set 
traps for the animals in their paths along the riverbanks. 1 1 6 Often 
man had to compete with the animals. In winter the reindeer 
were equipped with a small bell in order to protect them from 
predators. 1 1 7 

There were sometimes disagreements about who could hunt 
and where. At the River Salym Sirelius was told that bear, wild 
reindeer and elk were not hunted in that area with cronbows. 
The reason was ecological in that; this method would have been 
too efficient. On the Yugan elks and wild reindeer were extinct 
because of over-hunting, and the Khants recently had sought new 
areas in the River Salym with their fences, although in vain be
cause they were not allowed to do so. In the fall elk and wild 
reindeer moved upstream and in the spring downstream along 
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A man and his son spearing by jacklight on the River Sygva. (Sign. 36:296). 
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the river, and therefore would be easy to catch. 1 1 8 In the River 
Vakh area Sirelius was told that there were no restrictions on 
hunting. Men could hunt in the same places in fall and spring, 
but strangers were not allowed. A place to set a bow trap was 
either found by the person himself or inherited from his father.119 

Seasons were mentioned in connection with fish, too. Along 
the River Agan area seines were not used in winter while in sum
mer the water was too high for seines. But in the fall they were 
used in smaller lakes. 1 2 0 Dams also were built in the fall. 1 2 1 The 
spring brought fishermen the opportunity of spearing with a jack-
light and shooting fish with arrows. 1 2 2 

Some of the animals were wanted more for their hides, and 
some for their meat. However, everything that was edible was 
used. According to Sirelius the Khants of the River Vakh ate the 
meat of bear, reindeer, wolverine, fox, hare, otter, arctic fox, squir
rel, capercaillie, heath grouse, hazel grouse, wild duck, wild goose 
and swan. The meat was no longer eaten raw as it had previous
ly. It was cooked, but never fried. However, pike, burbot and 
some other fish were eaten raw. Others were cooked or fried. 
Chokecherry breads and pies as well as lingonberry pies and blue
berry pies were delicacies of the fall. 1 2 3 

The foodstuffs gathered from the waters and forests were either 
eaten immediately, or were preserved for future needs. Again, there 
were great differences in this vast area. In some places Siberian 
pine cones were stored in the fall for the winter,1 2 4 and in some 
reindeer antlers were eaten in the springtime.1 2 5 Fish were dried 
on special racks in summer, for use in such things as soups. 1 2 6 In 
Lobomos pike was not smoked in the spring, but dried in the sun 
and sold to the Ziryanians. Roach was smoked in the same area. 1 2 7 

In the winter preservation was based on freezing.128 



Smoking fish in the summer. (Sign. 36:173). 

Method of Record ing T ime 65 



66 Hanna Sne l lman 

The hides had to be treated, too, regardless of whether they were 
sold or not. Reindeer hide was dried in the spring, summer and 
fall. 1 2 9 Along the River Agan the hide of a reindeer killed in the 
fall was kept untreated until the spring, when it was dried. 1 3 0 

There were many domestic aspects of everyday life which 
were associated with a season. For example, the shoes and head 
gear, sometimes the whole outfit used in winter and summer were 
different.131 Special hay in footwear was however used all year 
round. 1 3 2 It was not only a question of being warm or cold and 
dry, the sun and the mosquitoes also necessiated different quali
ties in clothes. The hat could be trimmed with a squirrels's or 
fox's tail to protect the wearer from the March wind and the sun. 
Sun-glasses were needed in the spring for the same reason. 1 3 3 

Along the River Agan the winter hat was made of sable, squir
rel, fox or reindeer hide. Gloves were first used in the winter, but 
when they were worn out and had no fur, they were used in the 
summer. The same applies to a special coat, malitsa (< Rus.). 
Special headgear, a hood or a head-cloth, was needed when mos
quitos were rife. 1 3 4 

For many the fall meant the time of the year when they moved 
from the summer yartas to the winter yartas. 1 3 5 Summer and 
winter yartas had somewhat different functions in the annual ca
lendar. 1 3 6 The shelters also differed.137 Temporary outdoor shel
ters built of poles and evergreen sprigs to keep off the rain, wind 
and mosquitoes were built in the summer. 1 3 8 In the village of 
Vasyugan the shelters were thatched with birch bark gathered in 
the spring.1 3 9 In Lobomos the poor lived in shelters made of birch 
bark while the more wealthy lived in shelters made of wood. 1 4 0 

In Tsingaly a sacrificial gift was offered twice a year, in the 
fall and in the spring, in a special storehouse in order to promote 
fishermen's luck. 1 4 1 There was some sort of unofficial social aid 
hidden in the practices: in the village of Kalganokskoye a great 



Women in mid-winter from the River Vakh (Sign. 36:43). 
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thanksgiving was performed in the spring after hunting. Some 
food was gathered from everyone's boiling pots for an sacrificial 
meal. One person took the food to the river, emptied the dish 
into the Vasyugan river and prayed that the hunters might be 
mobile in the future and keep their health. Usually much the 
meal was saved and given to the elderly who no longer could 
support themselves by hunting. 1 4 2 A similar thanks offering took 
place at lake Emter in the spring and fall. 1 4 3 

At the River Ob a sacrificial meal was taken in the fall after 
the first sturgeon were caught. When the soup made of sturgeon 
was ready, the participants turned towards the east - the older in 
the front and younger behind - and an elderly person prayed at 
the front. The soup was poured into the dishes, and the partici
pants waited for a moment before eating. According to Sirelius 
there was plenty of alcohol, and strangers were invited to join 
the group. An offering also took place in the woods when hun
ting started in the fall. 1 4 4 

2.1.3. Animal Behavior 

The Khants' welfare - or better, subsistence - was based on 
hunting and fishing. Success in earning a living from activities 
so closely linked with nature depended greatly on how well the 
person could move around in the wilds, and on his skills in hunting 
and fishing. It was thus necessary to be able to interpret the pheno
mena of nature for one's own benefit. Even concepts of time 
were often defined in terms of animal behavior. Things happened 
when "birds were moulting" or "migrating" or it was the "mating 
season" or "nesting season". The spawning season was important 
for fishing as well as the movement of fish. 
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When wild duck were moulting they were hunted with nets or 
bows on the shallow shores of small lakes. 1 4 5 Dogs could be 
used as well. 1 4 6 On the other hand, in some places wild duck 
were not hunted simply at moulting times. 1 4 7 On the tributaries 
of the River Ob this was not done for two reasons. Firstly, there 
were not very many, and secondly the "more able hunters" -
according to Sirelius - were not in the area at the moult. 1 4 8 Wild 
duck was also hunted at migratory seasons. 1 4 9 

The swans and wild geese were hunted both at moulting and 
migrating. In Agan swans were killed with paddles from the 
boat. 1 5 0 In Landinokskoye the swans were chased to the shore by 
dogs. 1 5 1 In Pym hunting took place in the swamps and dogs were 
sometimes used. 1 5 2 In some areas swans and geese were rarely 
hunted during the moult, because they were moulting in a different 
area. 1 5 3 In some areas swans and wild geese were only seen at 
migration times, and were shot whenever possible. 1 5 4 Call birds 
- a method learnt from the Russians - were used in some areas 
when hunting wild geese during migration season. 1 5 5 Only red-
throated divers were said to be trapped at nesting times. 1 5 6 

The mating season in the spring was taken advantage of in 
hunting sables with iron traps. 1 5 7 Elk and wild reindeer were 
hunted during the rut, often with the help of dogs. 1 5 8 The fact 
that reindeer moult was made good use of in branding the 
owners. 1 5 9 It was good to know that hares move around mostly 
at night, especially when it was bright. 1 6 0 

Dams were erected as soon as the fish started to spawn. 1 6 1 

Pike, roach and perch were netted during the spawning season. 1 6 2 

Less frequent methods, such as shooting fish with arrows and 
using fish spears, were also employed during the spawning sea
son. 1 6 3 Pike and roach could also occasionally be shot with guns 
during the spawning season. 1 6 4 Dams could also be built after 
the spawning season. 1 6 5 
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The movements of the fish could be predicted and therefore exploited in 
fishing. (Sign. 36:341). 
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Before and after the spawning season fish moved, again taken 
advantage of in fishing.166 The height of the water affected fish 
behavior, and consequently fishing methods. When the water was 
deep fish moved only in daytime, but at nights during low 
water. 1 6 7 Setting wire cages depended on whether the fish was 
moving up- or downstream. 1 6 8 

2.1.4. Annual Working Cycle 

The area where the Khants lived is so large, from the taiga to the 
tundra, that the domestic tasks differed from area to area. Along 
the Tym and Vasyugan rivers the Khants hunted in the winter 
and fished in the spring. Since these activities ended with the 
rise, they had time for a great assembly by the shores of the Ob, 
a fair, official meetings and social life at the end of June. When 
the flood was over, summer fishing started. 1 6 9 

For the people of the River Vasyugan, Vakh, and Ob the con
cept of urman was important. This meant the old forests of the 
coniferous zone further away from the riverside. The Khants 
moved, often with their families, into the forests in late fall to 
hunt squirrels. Those who had reindeer used them for transpor
tation, but the others had to walk carrying or pulling everything 
they needed: a gun, a kettle and an ax on their backs, rye flour, 
fish flour, smoked fish, gunpowder, shot, flint and steel in a sledge 
pulled by the dog. Carpets made of birch bark, which were used 
as building materials for the temporary shelters, were also im
portant. The Khants were constantly on the move, staying in one 
place for three or four nights. Only in the middle of the winter, at 
the time of the dying of the water so favorable for the fishing 
mentioned earlier, did the Khants return to the riverside. However, 
by February another season had already started, and the Khants 
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Khant men by an urman river. There are still vast areas of old-growth 
forests in the Khant area. In 1998 the Finnish forest industry for the first 

time expanded its procurement area to the Khanty-Mansi area. 
(Sign. 36:241). 
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left the riverside again. At that time even men who did not have 
reindeer usually took their families to the urmans. Those who 
had reindeer tended them, looking for lichen areas, and hunted, 
while those who had no reindeer were occupied in fishing. The 
reindeer were kept mostly for transportation.1 7 0 

On the River Vakh the Khants lived in shelters made of birch 
bark in the summer and in shelters made of timber partly dug 
into the ground in the winter. Log cabins, common in the winter 
yartas of the River Vasyugan, were rare in the yartas of the River 
Vakh. According to Sirelius, the lifestyle on the River Yugan 
was similar to life in the River Vakh area, but more primitive. 1 7 1 

The Mansi of the River Sos'va lived in different villages in 
the winter, spring and summer. Their dwellings, except for tem
porary shelters, were log cabins with one room and possibly a 
porch. There could be more than one family living in the house, 
and if so, their sleeping spaces were separated from each other 
by walls. Earlier the fireplace had been in the middle of the room, 
but now it was in the corner. The Mansi economy was based 
mainly on fishing and hunting, and in the upper course of the 
Sos'va on reindeer herding and in its lower course, cattle. A pros
perous Mansi man could have more than a hundred reindeer, and 
he also slaughtered reindeer for meat. The less wealthy used rein
deer only for transportation. Reindeer herding demanded noma
dism: the reindeer were in the Ural mountains for the summer 
escaping the mosquitos. Some were also at the riverside also for 
the summer. In September the hunting started. 1 7 2 The Mansi 
moved to the spring yartas in early spring when the warm weather 
started and the reindeer moved to the Urals, and to winter yartas 
after the river froze. 1 7 3 

The Khants living by the River Kazym spent the summers in 
the River Ob fishing. From the time the ice broke in the Ob until 
the time the river froze completely. Only a few stayed at the River 
Kazym with the reindeer. Reindeer were extremely important 
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for transportation, because horses were rare north of the town of 
Berezovo. In the winters they lived in winter yartas, log cabins 
similar to the cabins of Mansi along the River Sos'va, or in timber 
shelters partly dug into the ground. In the winter the Khants of 
the River Kazym fished and from January onwards they hunted, 
fished, made firewood for the Zyryans and Russians, or worked 
for them at other tasks. 1 7 4 

In the lower and middle course of the Ob fishing was extre
mely important. Instead of reindeer, horses were used for trans
portation. Dogs were used a great deal in hunting and pulling the 
sledges. Some earned their living making firewood.175 

Along the River Irtysh the Khants lived largely in one place, 
in the winter yartas by the river where the fishing was best. The 
Khants living in that area had cattle, which partly explains their 
tendency not to move around. The houses were much larger, 
having several rooms, and more comfortable than in the areas 
mentioned previously. Along the River Konda the Mansis led 
quite a similar life. They moved around a little more and had 
even special fall yartas, but the families stayed in the winter yartas 
taking care of the cattle all year round. 1 7 6 

Domestic tasks mentioned in connection with the annual 
working cycle were living in the urmans, hunting, fishing, 
reindeer herding, stripping the birch of its bark and gathering 
Siberian pine cones, berries or nettle. Religious ceremonies were 
also included in the annual cycle. The definitions used included 
"when hunting wild duck in the fall", 1 7 7 "during squirrel hunting 
in the fall", 1 7 8 "during fall hunting", 1 7 9 "during winter hunting or 
on the eve of winter hunting", 1 8 0 "when squirrel hunting in the 
late winter", 1 8 1 "when hunting in late winter", 1 8 2 "when driving 
the reindeer in late winter", 1 8 3 "when living in the winter 
yar tas" , 1 8 4 "when fetching meat hunted in the winter in the 
spring", 1 8 5 "when seine-fishing started in the spring", 1 8 6 "when 
the fishing season was approaching, had started or it was fishing 



A shelter used during the time when Siberian pine cones were gathered. 
(Sign. 36:122). 
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season" 1 8 7 and "during the hay-making season" 1 8 8 or "berry 
picking season". 1 8 9 At the River Sos'va Sirelius noted that the 
utensils needed for a trip "during fall hunting" for three to five 
days were salt, flour, dry fish, fish fat, tea, sugar, soap and a 
kettle. 1 9 0 

A particular type of boat was used in the area of the River 
Vasyugan in the summer "when the Khants went fishing or 
gathering Siberian pine cones further away from the yartas". 1 9 1 

At the River Sos'va the birch bark was gathered in the spring "at 
the time of running of sap". 1 9 2 The fall was the time "when the 
nettle was gathered". The nettle was used in fishing and hunting 
gear, for example in net cord or sable traps. 1 9 3 

Moving to the urmans in the fall and in the winter, as well as 
returning to the riverside was naturally an important turning point 
of the year. 1 9 4 The following description illustrates how the 
urmans were used in time-recording: "In the old days every 
Ostyak had an urman cottage, because hunting was mainly done 
by trapping. The elderly (incapable) were left home in the pro
tection of others, and the able left with their wives for the ur
mans to hunt squirrels. In the winter yartas where the elderly 
were left, there were also traps, which were taken care of by the 
elderly, if possible. Normally men did not go to the urmans 
hunting during fall, but hunting took place close at hand. In the 
urmans taking care of the traps was left to wives and able sons, 
and the able hunters went sable hunting in the fall with their 
dogs, and reindeer and elk hunting in the spring." 1 9 5 

In Lobosov Sirelius wrote that "when fishing and hunting 
started one sacrificed alcohol to the gods of fish and forest." 1 9 6 

In Pokor a lamb and alcohol were sacrificed "before fishing in 
the spring at the time of making of firewood."197 In another area 
a reindeer was sacrificed " in a feast in the fall". 1 9 8 In the village 
of Vasyugan Sirelius was told that sacrifice took place when the 
hunting and fishing started, and sometimes also during the 
season. 1 9 9 
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2.1.5. The Lunar and Solar Cycle 

The moon has been used to produce a temporal unit between the 
year and the day. The moon's waxing and waning provides a 
continuous means of reckoning time. Consequently, according 
to G.J. Withrow, the moon can be regarded as the first chrono
meter, since its continually changing appearance drew attention 
to the durational aspect of time. Although the concept of the 
month is much more readily comprehended than that of the year, 
it is difficult to combine the two satisfactorily, because the solar 
period is not a convenient multiple of the lunar period. So long 
as the beginning of the month was determined by observing the 
new moon, the month was based on lunation, but they were in
convenient for measuring time, since it is the movement of the 
sun that determines the seasons and the rhythm of life associated 
with them. 2 0 0 

The Russian scholars V.M. Kulemzin and N.V. Lukina have 
stated that the concept of year has been the fundamental factor in 
the vernacular calendar of the Khants from time immemorial. 
The year was divided into months (based on the period of the 
moon), days (based on the difference between day and night), 
and individual days. Only since Russian influence have the 
Khants started to use weeks and hours. The beginning of the 
year was either in the fall or spring, and - again after Russian 
influence - it shifted to January later. The year had approximately 
12 months, all being named after various domestic tasks or natural 
phenomena of the year, for example the Month of the arrival of 
the crows, the Month of small dams and the Month of short days. 
According to Kulemzin and Lukina there were no differences 
between the ethnic groups, but along the River Vakh the names 
were different: for example the Month of the green fox, the Month 
of Midsummer and the Month when the young swans land in the 
lakes. On the River Vasyugan the names of the months are the 
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Month of the dams, the Month of the cuckoo, the Month of the 
crow, the Month of hard snow and the Month of the migration of 
goose and ducks. Some of the names of the months were adopted 
from the Russians. 2 0 1 

Sirelius also paid attention to the fact that the vernacular ca
lendar of both the Khants and Mansis was based on months. Ac
cording to Sirelius the Khant vernacular calendar had either 12 
or 13 months, named either after the changing physical circum
stances of the month, or the domestic tasks pertaining to the 
month. There were two names for each month second of which 
was left out if it seemed that particular year could not have 13 
months. Sirelius usually starts the year from fall. However, in 
his notes he places the new year in January; since for him the 
year started then. 2 0 2 

On the Ob the year was also said to begin in the fall. Changing 
the months was not expressed by counting days, but by observing 
the shape of the moon. There were twelve months, but Sirelius 
was told that in the old days 13 months were used. The names of 
the months were similar to those in the example above. The fifth 
and sixth months were named after eagles, the seventh after 
crows, the ninth after spawn and the tenth month after the flood.2 0 3 

Along the Salym the calendar was similar.2 0 4 

In Lesinkoye Sirelius noted that four different seasons each 
had their individual names. Sirelius called the months : 

(1) half winter month, 
(2) the month of heating, 
(3) the month of fish spawn, 
(4) the month of the sap of birch, 
(5) the month of the sap of pine, 
(6) the month of fish gaining weight, 
(7) fall month, 
(8) the month of bare trees. 2 0 5 
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As these examples show the year was generally said to begin in 
the fall. On the Vakh the year began in the fall also and the first 
month was "a small month", the third month "the half winter 
month" and the sixth was "the month of the crow", the latter 
probably because of migrating crows. The eighth was "the month 
without spawn". 2 0 6 However, in another place on the same river 
Sirelius wrote that the year begins in the spring with the follo
wing months: 

(1) the month of the crow, 
(2) the month of the spawn, 

(3) the month of the small dam, 
(4) the month of the fresh forest, 
(5) the month of decomposing leaves, 
(6) the month of freezing, 
(7) the month of moving to the urmans, 
(8) the month when burbot spawn, 
(9) the month without eagles, 
(10) the proper eagle month, 
(11) the spring month, and 
(12) the geese and ducks month. 2 0 7 

The year could be said to begin in the spring when the river was 
freed from ice. 2 0 8 The first month was then the ice-drift month, 
the second the sea fish month, the third the small duck month, 
the fifth the fall month, the seventh the small dark month, the 
eight the big dark month, the ninth the sun rising month, the 
tenth the month with a little snow, the eleventh the month with a 
lot of snow and the twelfth the month when the reindeer calves. 2 0 9 

If we look into a wider range of scholars, the picture of the 
Khant vernacular year becomes more complicated. A Finnish 
scholar, M.A. Castren, has listed 13 months beginning in April 
used by Khants. A list of 12 recorded by Wologodskij, however, 
begins in the fall, which is also the turn of the year for the Khants 
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according to him. Ahlquist claims that the Khants living in 
Obdorsk also had 13 months in their year. Castren and Bergstadi 
have both listed names of 13 months used by the Khants living 
on the River Yenisei. However, according to Castren the year 
begins in May while Bergstadi places it in the fall. Only a few of 
the names are the same, and even when they are similar, they are 
located in different times of the year. The Mansis also had either 
12 or 13 months, and the year began in April according to the 
scholars. 2 1 0 

Some of the Khants, Castren asserts, think of the year in terms 
of the months only during winter time. There were seven different 
names of the months in winter in the River Sym area. Strahlenberg 
wrote in 1730 "about stupid Ostyaks and Tartars" who measure 
time only in winter and have no idea of the actual year. This 
could be explained by the fact that up north the moon is clearly 
visible only in the winter.2 1 1 The Inuits in Labrador also periodi-
zed the light period of the year into parts (altogether 14), whe
reas the dark period of the year was not periodized at all. 2 1 2 

The moon in itself is actually seldom mentioned in Sirelius's 
notes: on September 17,1898 he wrote that wooden hooks were 
set for angling "during new moon" throughout the summer. 2 1 3 

Often Sirelius heard an old belief that pike could only be caught 
(with lures) "during new moon"; at the end of the month the 
teeth of the fish fall out, and it could not be caught. 2 1 4 Crucian 
(karassi in Sirelius' notes) was said to move only when the moon 
was "being born", or "dying". 2 1 5 However, concepts of the year, 
months and the week were used: a trap was kept in one place 
"for a week at most" 2 1 6 or "for two weeks". 2 1 7 Summer fishing 
had started "a week before". 2 1 8 "As much as a month after deli
vering a baby" women lived in separate huts also used during 
menstruation.2 1 9 Fall hunting lasted for one and a half months. 2 2 0 

A wedding took place "sometimes a month, sometimes half a 
year after the proposal". 2 2 1 Something was done "every year". 2 2 2 
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The concept of the week was in use among the Khants even 
before Russian influence. In fact, Khants paid particular attention 
to the seven-day periods associated with successive phases of 
the moon, each of these days ending with an evil day on which 
special taboos were enforced. These prohibitions were similar to 
those that many other peoples in various parts of the world have 
observed at changes in the appearance of the moon. 2 2 3 The new 
moon always meant the beginning of a new month, and simple 
almanacs made of wood were used to help in recording time. 2 2 4 

2.1.6. Empirical Experiences of Nature 

As mentioned before the concept of four seasons is culture-bound. 
It seems obvious that the Khants seldom used the concept of 
season without an additional epithet, the physical circumstances, 
animal behavior, or better yet, all three combined with the annual 
working cycle. Describing time typically used both the name of 
the season and the description of the physical phenomenon. How
ever, it is impossible to know whether Sirelius has added the 
season to the remarks of the informant in order to make it easier 
to indicate a particular time for himself. 

Sirelius's fieldwork notes about elk hunting and fishing are 
good examples of this way of noting time: 

An elk bow: was set for the summer and the winter; in fact the ones 
set in the summer could be in use until the snow melted in the winter, 
to be checked every week; in the summertime bows are set by river-
banks and by the swamps by the urmans in order to close all the dry 
ground able to bear weight; it [the elk] stays mainly on the shores in 
the summer, but at the mating season in the fall, when the leaves are 
falling, it withdraws to the urmans where it runs around everywhere; 
in the urmans, if the elks go there, hundreds of bows are set; - in the 
summertime, when the time of mosquitos start, bows are set on the 
shores where there are less mosquitos; and the elk, in order to escape 



Method of Recording Time 83 

the insects, throws himself into the river - the bows are taken away 
when the time of mosquitos is over: in the winter at the time of deep 
snow bows are set by the paths - the elk stays in the urmans in one 
place, especially in places where there are small birches and willows, 
which the elk eats. 2 2 5 

Seines are used in the fall after the river has frozen when the snow is 

low. In the spring when the water starts rising spears with jack lights 
are used in creeks to catch roach - during bright, warm days; in the 

fall one gets pike, roach, nelma and burbot - a net is set in the spring 

after the ice drift.226 

As we see snow is again important when indicating a particular 
time of the year. Bears were hunted with cronbows after the first 
snowfall in the fall. 2 2 7 Otters were hunted with the help of dogs 
"in the fall when there is a little of snow and a fresh snowfall". 2 2 8 

Foxes could also be hunted with iron traps "after the first snow
fall in the fall" as Sirelius was told in January 1900. 2 2 9 Since the 
fur of the animals was of bad quality in the summer hunting of 
wolverines and foxes started usually in the fall only after the 
first snowfall.2 3 0 

In addition to the first snowfall the concepts of "when the 
snow was low or deep" are also mentioned frequently. Along the 
River Yugan hunting bears employed two methods: when the 
snow was deep in the winter, bears were hunted with poles from 
their dens (and if the bear did try to escape, by shooting). When 
the snow was low in the fall bears were hunted with spears with 
the help of dogs. Again the animal was shot if there were diffi
culties. 2 3 1 Likewise squirrels were hunted in early winter from 
low snow, and in late winter with the dogs when there was a 
crust on the snow. 2 3 2 

Sable was hunted with the help of dogs "in the fall when the 
snow was low". When there was not too much snow it was easier 
for the dog to run in the snow than it was for the sable. 2 3 3 However, 



Sirelius's informant reconstructing net hunting of sable for Sirelius. The real 
net hunting of sable took place in late winter when there was snow on the 

ground, and sable had difficulties in moving around. (Sign. 36:290). 
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sometimes the winter was late and the hunters waited for the 
snowcover in vain. At the River Agan Sirelius was told that 
hunting could start in the late fall when there was snow and the 
rivers and swamps were frozen. If, as in the year of Sirelius's 
fieldwork, men had to wait for the first snowfall they had Ho 
other alternative than to "sit at home", as Sirelius wrote. 2 3 4 

In Kazym men started to habituate foxes to feeding by 
throwing bones on the ground right after the first snowfall in the 
fall. Then, when the snow was deep, they were hunted with bows 
in the areas they were familiar with. 2 3 5 In the same area caper-
caillies were trapped in the fall "until the first snowfall". 2 3 6 In 
Lobomos ermine and squirrel were trapped "in the fall when there 
was snow". 2 3 7 Capercaillies and hares were trapped "in the fall 
when the snow was low". 2 3 8 Traps for hares were set in late fall 
when there was a foot of snow. 2 3 9 

Obviously snow was even a more important consideration in 
the winter. Again it was a question of quantity and quality. Crusted 
snow or crust is an epithet often mentioned together with hunting 
in late winter or spring. 2 4 0 Pine martens were shot from trees 
after escaping the dogs in early winter when the snow was low. 
In deep snow dogs could not be used, so pine martens were not 
hunted. 2 4 1 

When the winter was turning to spring, there was a lot of soft 
snow. Wild reindeer and elk were driven and killed with bows in 
late winter; reindeer had difficulty escaping men in the soft snow. 
When there was a crust on the snow, dogs could help in driving.2 4 2 

Otters were hunted with the help of dogs "in late winter when 
there was a lot of soft snow." 2 4 3 On the Vasyugan wolverines 
were seldom hunted, but when their tracks were seen, they were 
killed with bows "in the winter when the snow was soggy." 2 4 4 

Sables could also be trapped at times when the snow was deep in 
winter and dogs could not be used 2 4 5 or with the help of dogs "in 
the spring from the crust after fresh snowfall."2 4 6 Lynx was rare, 
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but it had been hunted in the spring in deep snow; the hunters 
had skis and therefore did not sink in the snow as the animals 
did. 2 4 7 

The hunting of squirrels along the River Agan shows how the 
quantity and quality of the snow had an effect on time recording: 
squirrels were shot with the help of dogs in the fall in low snow 
and in the crust in the spring. However, during the time of deep 
snow dogs were not used. In the spring squirrels were caught 
their dreys. 2 4 8 The traps were a little different depending on the 
amount of snow and the season. 2 4 9 

Wild reindeer were also hunted on the Vasyugan "in early 
spring when the snow holds a dog, but not yet a wild reindeer."2 5 0 

Likewise on the Salym the hunters started their day early in the 
morning, because "at a certain time of the spring there is a crust 
on the snow that holds the dog but not the wild reindeer."2 5 1 

However, in Lobomos wild reindeer were hunted "in the spring 
in deep soft snow without a dog." 2 5 2 During the mating season 
tame reindeer were used as an attraction, again when the snow 
could hold both the reindeer and the hunter hiding behind the 
reindeer.2 5 3 

In some areas hares were only hunted in the wintertime when 
there was snow; because its skin was useless at other times of 
the year. 2 5 4 Yet in some areas hares were trapped from early fall 
until first snowfall 2 5 5 or until the crust. 2 5 6 The same methods 
were used at the times when there was no snow: capercaillies, 
for example, were trapped "in the fall until first snowfall" and 
"in the spring when the snow melted." 2 5 7 Traps for squirrels were 
set in the fall "preferably when there was no snow, but also at 
times when there was snow." 2 5 8 Traps for hares were set "by the 
fall on bare ground." 2 5 9 Bows for wolverines were set "in late 
winter when there is snow only in some areas." 2 6 0 However, even 
in the southernmost part of the Khant area snow was also usual 
in the summer. "In the summer wild reindeer were hunted after 
the snow melted" wrote Sirelius in January 1900. 2 6 1 
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Fishing with a seine downstream from the dam. This continued until the 
river froze. (Sign. 36:348). 
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Snow, on the other hand, was seldom mentioned in connection 
with fishing and time-recording: dams were built in the rivers in 
late winter when the snow melted and the water level was 
rising. 2 6 2 Nets were set "in the spring when the ground was still 
frozen.2 6 3 

Snow dominated time-recording in the fall and winter, and 
the various stages of the water of the river the spring and summer. 
The break-up of the ice in the rivers was important for transpor
tation. Another Finnish explorer, Kai Donner, wrote that the Khant 
village he visited was isolated in early summer during the ice 
drift.2 6 4 This time of the year was crucial for fishing, and was 
therefore frequently mentioned in Sirelius's notes. Special nets 
were used "in late winter before the ice drift". 2 6 5 Dams were 
built in late winter or spring, before the ice drift, and fishing 
started after ice drift", 2 6 6 after which many were waiting for the 
first clear and warm spring day in order to catch roach. 2 6 7 

The spring flood followed the ice drift, and naturally also 
affected fishing by making it complicated. "During high water 
the arrow was the most important fishing implement for the 
Ostyaks" wrote Sirelius. 2 6 8 Landing nets were used as well, 
especially in springs when the rivers were suffering from oxy
gen depletation. 2 6 9 Wire cages were set in the spring when the 
flood was rising or falling. - Often they were kept in the water 
until fishing with seines started". 2 7 0 Dams were also built in the 
summer during flood or in the fall, and fish traps were set in the 
water after the ice drift and after the flood had fallen a little. 2 7 1 

The spring flood had an effect on other domestic tasks as well. 
Duck meat was dried "in the spring during the flood".272 Along 
the Ob hares were netted on the islands or shot when the spring 
flood was high. 2 7 3 Freezing of the river was as important. Otters 
were hunted with bows "in the summer until the small rivers 
froze" 2 7 4 and foxes were hunted with bows "in the fall after the 
small rivers froze". 2 7 5 
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Naturally, freezing of the rivers was even more important for 
fishing, that time of the year in the fall being mentioned frequently 
in connection with time-recording. Weirs were built in the fall in 
open water and were taken away when the ice was thick. 2 7 6 Winter 
dams were built in the fall when the ice could hold a man. 2 7 7 Wire 
cages were put in the water after it was frozen.2 7 8 Nets were also 
used from the time the river froze in the fall until spring. 2 7 9 

Dying of the water was also used in time-recording. When 
winter was turning to spring, the dying of water was useful for 
fishing and hunting. 2 8 0 Nets were used "in the winter, if the water 
had not died" 2 8 1 and weirs were set "in the fall when the water 
dies". 2 8 2 In the Ob the fish traps were set in dams "after the river 
froze", and the catch (e.g. burbot, roach, pike, ruff) was best "at 
times of extreme cold when the water had died". Fishing went 
on until spring. 2 8 3 Wolverines were trapped "at midwinter when 
the water was dying and the animals were moving into the banks 
fishing". 2 8 4 Arctic foxes were rare, but were seen along some 
rivers looking for dead fish when the water was dying. They 
were either shot or hunted with bows. 2 8 5 

The physical circumstances of nature, such as the weather 
and temperature, were also noted by Sirelius. The hat used at 
times of extreme cold in the winter was made of hare's skin while 
in the summer hat was made of linen. 2 8 6 Meat had to be dried "in 
the spring when the days became warm" in order to conserve the 
meat and avoid spoiling 2 8 7 or "right after catching when there 
still is snow on the ground and the spring sun is shining". 2 8 8 

Bears were left in peace in the fall when it was warm, but men 
waited the weather to turn cold. 2 8 9 Special skis were used in the 
spring and in the fall, when it was warm (i.e. skiing conditions 
were bad). 2 9 0 Pike was caught with lures in midsummer when it 
was warm and the flood was abating. 2 9 1 

The temperature of the ground could be important for 
hunting 2 9 2 as well as the weather in general. Foxes were shot "in 
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the spring on crusted snow when the sun was shining"; the ani
mals sought sunny spots to sleep in the warmth of the sun, and 
were easily caught there and shot. 2 9 3 Hares were trapped with a 
special trap made of logs "in the winter during extreme cold". 2 9 4 

The length of the day was naturally of importance for time-
recording. Wild reindeer were driven in the spring when the days 
were getting longer on deep hard snow with dogs. 2 9 5 The funeral 
feasts of the bears lasted for a day "in the spring when the days 
were long" and two in the fall. 2 9 6 

Those who have visited northern areas with their mosquitos 
can easily understand why they are so important for time. The 
mosquitos affect one's well-being, both animals and human 
beings, as much as the weather. The time of mosquitos in spring 
and summer are mentioned in connection with housing and 
reindeer herding. 2 9 7 

As was mentioned above, the calendar was often the synonym 
of the annual working cycle. A religious feast was celebrated "in 
the spring when the snow started melting on arrival from the 
winter hunting". 2 9 8 Reindeer herders changed grazing ground 
after the rivers froze in the fall. 2 9 9 Furthermore, certain artefacts 
were made "in the fall when living by the River Vakh when the 
wind blows". 3 0 0 Sedge was used in foot wear instead of socks; 
therefore the time when sedge was dried was important. It was a 
women's task to collect it for the winter needs. "In the fall when 
sedge was dry" was a phrase Sirelius recorded in his notes. 3 0 1 

Animal behavior differed at different times of the year, and it 
was natural that the season and animal behavior were combined 
in describing these times. Mating seasons, or "honeymoons" 3 0 2 

as Sirelius sometimes described these times was central in time-
recording. Wild reindeer, reindeer and elk were hunted during 
mating season in the fall. 3 0 3 Traps were set in spring during the 
mating season. 3 0 4 Capercaillies were sought at the time of the 
"honeymoon" in the spring, and shot with the help of dogs, or 
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without.3 0 5 Traps were also set for capercaillies and black grouse 
when they had their "honeymoon" in the spring. 3 0 6 

Migratory seasons in the spring and in the fall were also im
portant. Swan was hunted both in the spring and fall when mi
grating to and from the Ob. 3 0 7 Along the Konda and Vasyugan 
rivers wild duck was trapped in the spring during the migratory 
season with strings. 3 0 8 Wild duck was netted in the spring during 
the migratory season. During the moulting season wild duck was 
netted or shot. 3 0 9 

Bears were hunted in the spring with iron traps at the time 
when they were leaving their dens. 3 1 0 Hares were hunted in the 
fall when the color of the animal was turning white. 3 1 1 

The spawning season in the spring was the most important 
for fishing.3 1 2 Movements of fish were also used in describing 
time. Dams were built in the rivers "in the fall when fish moved 
upstream", 3 1 3 "in the spring when after spawning the fish moved 
downstream", 3 1 4 or "in the spring after flood when the shores of 
the rivers are visible". In the latter the dams were in use until 
"the leaves are falling".3 1 5 Special nets were used at that time of 
the year as well. 3 1 6 Wire cages were set in the spring during the 
spawning season and also in the fall when the waterways were 
freezing over. 3 1 7 Seines were used in the spring when the fish 
moved upstream 3 1 8 until the freeze.3 1 9 Hooks made of wood were 
used as fishing tackle from spring, when fish started to move 
upstream, until the fall. 3 2 0 Pike and roach were speared, 3 2 1and 
"pikes shot with arrows " in the spring during the spawning sea
son". 3 2 2 Small children angled for pike in the summer or early in 
the fall when fish moved upstream. In another area angling started 
"in the spring when the water level was getting lower". 3 2 3 
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Wild ducks were trapped in the spring during migration. (Sign. 36:286). 
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Sometimes time was defined by various epithets including the 
season, the physical phenomena of the nature and animal beha
vior, or the three added to domestic tasks: 

It [a net] is used when hunting sable in late winter when the amount 
of snow is diminishing and melting, because at that time a sable lies 
in places where it has gathered food for itself.324 

[A trap for the fox] is set in the fall when there is snow and is kept 
until the snow melts, when the fur of the animal is no longer good. 3 2 5 

Local inhabitants of the yartas [at the Vasyugan] celebrate in the spring 
after winter hunting when the spawning season has not yet started 
and the leaves have not started falling. 3 2 6 

Knowledge of animal behavior could be very extensive as is seen 
in the notes Sirelius wrote at the end of his expedition in January 
1900: 

When there is about ten inches of snow in the fall, the hunter starts 
seeking for tracks of fox. From experience he knows the places where 
the foxes move about - i.e. by the springs etc. Finds the track -
makes a trail on skis over them and continues in the same direction 
from seven to 20 versts. Here one must remember three factors: 

1. a fox does not cross the ski trails because it is afraid of them; 

2. the trail has to be straight, because if the trail is curling the fox 

might get frightened and jump over them; 

3. the fox will sooner or later return to his own track even if the 
tracks have been snowed in: If the hunter succeeds in catching a 
vixen before the mating season (the tracks of dog and vixen are iden
tical), he can be sure that all the dogs after this vixen will be on the 
track. The male fox seeking a mate will try to find a way away from 
the ski trail by curving on and off the trail. The hunter sets the iron 
traps in the bends ¬ ¬. Sooner or later the fox returns and with luck 
runs into the iron trap. 3 2 7 
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Seasons were not necessarily mentioned on every occasion; ani
mal behavior and the natural conditions were far more important 
in calculating time. For example, in Berezovo Sirelius was told 
that squirrels were hunted "when there was snow on the ground, 
the ground was well frozen and the squirrels had perfect fur". 3 2 8 

At Lake Emter special old-fashioned traps were used "from the 
time squirrels turned grey to the time the snow melted". 3 2 9 In 
Kazym Sirelius was told that hunting of wild reindeer used to 
start "when the leaves were falling" from the trees and went on 
"until the time when it was not nice to walk in the woods any
more", i.e. the mating season and a little thereafter.330 

At the Ob Sirelius was told how changing natural conditions 
were taken into account in describing time. The Khants of the 
area had a summer yarta where they moved "after it became warm, 
a little before the ice broke from the rivers". Some of the rein
deer were tended on the Ural mountains and some were not. The 
former were tended on the shores of the rivers "for the time of 
mosquitos" and the latter returned from the Urals "after the River 
Ob was frozen".3 3 1 The freezing of the river was also important 
for reindeer herding. 3 3 2 

Even epithets not mentioned before occur in these examples: 
Wild duck was hunted "during the migratory season when the 
weather was windy and rainy". 3 3 3 Migrating wild geese were 
hunted with nets during "calm morning and evening dawns". 3 3 4 

Traps for capercaillie and black grouse were set "in the fall be
ginning with cold and silent nights", and they were kept until 
deep snow, also during mating time in the spring. 3 3 5 The spawn
ing season and movements of fish were mentioned in connection 
with the stage of the water. Various nets and seines were used 
during spawning season "when the flood started " 3 3 6 or "when 
the river was calm" 3 3 7 or "after spawning season when the flood 
had fallen". 3 3 8 
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2.2. The Christian Calendar 

When Sirelius was doing fieldwork in Western Siberia, the Khants 
were nominally Greek Orthodox. Conversion to Christianity had 
begun around 1700. According to Bishop Kallistos of Diokleia 
the Orthodox Church year is as follows: 

The ecclesiastical calendar begins on 1 September. Pre-emi
nent among all festivals is Easter. Next in importance come the 
Twelve Great Feasts: 

• The Nativity of the Mother of God (8 September) 
• The Exaltation (or Raising Up) of the Honorable and Life-giving Cross 

(14 September) 
• The Presentation of the Mother of God in the Temple (21 November) 
• The Nativity of Christ (Christmas) (25 December) 
• The Baptism of Christ in the Jordan (Epiphany) (6 January) 
• The Presentation of Our Lord in the Temple (western 'Candlemas') 

(2 February) 
• The Annunciation of the Mother of God (western 'Lady Day') (25 

March) 

• The Entry of Our Lord into Jerusalem (Palm Sunday) (one week 
before Easter) 

• The Ascension of Our Lord Jesus Christ (40 days after Easter) 
• Pentecost (known in the west as Whit Sunday, but in the east as Trini

ty Sunday) (50 days after Easter) 
• The Transfiguration of Our Savior Jesus Christ (6 August) 
• The Falling Asleep of the Mother of God (the Assumption) (15 Au

gust) 

Three of the Twelve Great Feasts depend on the date of Easter 
and are 'movable'; the rest are 'fixed5. Eight are feasts of the 
Savior, and four are the feasts of the Mother of God. There are 
also a large number of other festivals, of varying importance. 
Among the more prominent are: 
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• The Circumcision of Christ (1 January) 
• The Three Great Hierarchs (30 January) 
• The Nativity of St John the Baptist (24 June) 
• SS Peter and Paul (29 June) 
• The Beheading of Saint John the Baptist (29 August) 
• The Protecting Veil of the Mother of God (1 October) 
• St Nicholas the Wonderworker (6 December) 
• All Saints (First Sunday after Pentecost) 

But besides feasts there are fasts. - There are four main periods 
of fasting during the year: 

(i) The Great Fast (Lent) - begins seven weeks before Easter. 
(ii) The Fast of the Apostles - starts on the Monday eight days after Pen
tecost, and ends on 28 June, the eve of the Feasts of SS Peter and Paul; 
varies in length between one and six weeks. 
(iii) The Assumption Fast - lasts two weeks, from 1 to 14 August 

(iv) The Christmas Fast - lasts forty days from 15 November to 24 De
cember. 3 3 9 

Up to the end of the First World War, all Orthodox still used the 
Julian Calendar, which is at present about two weeks behind the 
New or Gregorian Calendar.3 4 0 The cultural history of the Julian 
and Gregorian calendars is of interest here. According to C.J. 
Whitrow, we are mainly indebted to the Romans for the form of 
the calendar and conventions of time- recording used even today. 
It is a modification of the calendar introduced by Julius Caesar 
on 1 January 45 BC and since named after him. Previously, the 
Romans had tried to bring their civil calendar which, like many 
other ancient calendars, was based on the moon, into line with 
the astronomical year based on the sun by adopting a system 
involving an additional or intercalary month every second year. 
Since the length of this month was not determined by any precise 
rule, the pontiffs were left to exercise their discretion, and they 
frequently abused this power to political ends. By manipulating 
the number of dasin the intercalary month they could prolong 
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Greek Orthodox Church and parsonage in Vasyugan. (Sign. 36:205). 
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a term of office or hasten an election, with the result that by the 
time of Julius Caesar the civil year was about three months out 
of phase with the astronomical year, so that the winter months 
fell in the fall. 3 4 1 

According on the advice of the Greek astronomer Sosigenes, 
Caesar directed that to correct this anomaly the year 46 BC should 
be extended to 445 days. Although this led to it being called the 
year of confusion, his object was to put an end to confusion. He 
also abolished the lunar year and the intercalary month and based 
his calendar entirely on the sun. He fixed the true year at 365 1/4 
days and introduced the leap year of 366 days every fourth year. 
He ordered that January, March, May, July, September and No
vember should each have 31 days, the other months having 30 
days, except February which should normally have 29 but in leap 
years 30. Later this arrangement changed in some respects. 3 4 2 

Although originally the Roman calendar began in spring on 1 
March, the consuls, who were elected for one year, in 153 BC 
began to take office on 1 January. From then on the year was re
garded by the Romans as beginning on that day. 3 4 3 

The new, i.e., Gregorian calendar, had been suggested by a 
medical lecturer at the University of Perugia, Luigi Giglio 
(latinized Aloisius Lilius). Lilius died in 1576, but his brother 
Antonio presented his scheme to the Pope. At first only Catholic 
countries adopted the Gregorian calendar. The greatest opposition 
to the new calendar arouse in the eastern Churches, and was for
cibly expressed by the Patriarchs of Constantinople, Alexandria, 
and Armenia. Not until 1923 did the Orthodox Church in Russia 
adopt it. 3 4 4 As previously mentioned, Sirelius also used the Julian 
Calendar during his fieldwork. Even though Finland was under 
Russian rule at the time of Sirelius's fieldwork, Finland already 
followed the Gregorian Calendar, since until 1809 Finland had 
been a part of Sweden, where the new calendar had been adopted 
in 1753. 3 4 5 
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The following days of the Church year appear in the Sirelius's 
fieldwork notes: the Day of St Elijah, The E)ay of SS Peter and 
Paul, The Day of St Dimitrios, The Day of Si Nicholas (both in 
fall and spring), The Day of St Simon, The Protecting Veil of the 
Mother, as well as Christmas, Epiphany, Shrovetide, Lent arid 
Pentecost. However, none of them are mentioned in connection 
with the Orthodox Church or even religious beliefs, but as a ca
lendar. This is a little surprising, knowing that, being the son of 
a parish priest, Sirelius was probably used to the importance of 
the church holidays for everyday life. Yet it must be remembered 
that Sirelius was Lutheran not Greek Orthodox. It can thus be 
said that popular beliefs affected the everyday lives of the Khants 
even more than the church. 

It has been pointed out by Russian scholars that Christian ele
ments were converted to Russian popular culture. For example, 
in the minds of Northern Russians St Elijah (Ilya) resembled the 
God of Thunder, and St Nicholas (Nikolai) resembled the pro
tector of farmers. Even in the church services, ceremonies related 
to St Elijah and St Nicholas unexceptional elements were 
included. 3 4 6 For example, sacrifice was important in Khanty 
mythology. In the southern part of the area studied sacrificial 
feasts were celebrated simultaneously with Russian religious holi
days. 3 4 7 Such annually repeating days were important for the 
Khants' mental calendar in general. 

Patron saints of the parish churches were celebrated (Rus. 
khramovyje prazdniki) annually. These days were socially extre
mely important, because people from neighboring villages met 
at the ceremonies. For the young people these occasions meant 
an opportunity to meet a potential marriage partner. Spring and 
summer meetings also belonging to the popular culture were 
celebrated during church holidays: Easter, Nicholas, Ascension 
Day, Pentecost, SS Peter and Paul, St Elijah and The Protecting 
Veil of the Mother of God were such days. 3 4 8 
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Even though the Khants were nominally Greek Orthodox, their old mytho
logy was, and still is believed. (Sign. 36:369). 
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The Day of St Nicholas, the Day of St Elijah, the Day of 
St Dimitrios and Pentecost are mentioned in Sirelius's notes in 
this connection; as a time to organize a sacrificial feast. 3 4 9 In 
addition to such feasts, they are mentioned in connection with 
hunting and fishing. Dams in urman rivers were erected around 
the Day of St Elijah.3 5 0 In some places fishing started round about 
the Day of St Nicholas 3 5 1 and in some places it was said that the 
catches were the largest around that day. 3 5 2 Squirrel was hunted 
until the Day of St Nicholas. 3 5 3 In some places the Khants were 
living in certain yartas from the Day of St Simon to the Day of 
St Nicholas, fishing and hunting squirrels, 3 5 4 and in some return 
from the urmans to the winter yartas took place by or after the 
Day of St Nicholas. 3 5 5 Lures were used in fishing "before and 
after Pentecost". 3 5 6 

The Day of St Simon [Semjonova or Semjoonov in Sirelius's 
notes] was celebrated in the hunting season. Therefore it is no 
surprise that it was an important day for time-recording. Wild 
reindeer were hunted with bows "in the fall from the time of the 
Day of St Simon, i.e. mating time". 3 5 7 Elk hunting started with 
fence bows and lasted in some areas from the Day of St Simon to 
the Day of St Nicholas. 3 5 8 The Day of St Simon is also mentioned 
when describing hunting hare 3 5 9, squirrel3 6 0 and capercaillie.3 6 1 In 
some areas the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God (Pokrova3 6 2) 
was the day to start hunting.3 6 3 The winter sleep of bears was said 
to begin at the time of the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God, 
but many were wandering around long after that. 3 6 4 

Symbolically the Day of SS Peter and Paul (July 6 Julian and 
July 29 Gregorian Calendar) meant the beginning of summer 
and the day of the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God (October 
13 Julian and October 1 Gregorian Calendar) the beginning of 
the winter. 3 6 5 

In Tsingala the Khants moved to the summer yartas one or 
two weeks before the Day of SS Peter and Paul, and away in the 
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fall, at the time of the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God. 3 6 6 

Along the River Salym the Day of SS Peter and Paul also meant 
the time of the year to move to the summer yartas on the River 
Ob, to fish and to purchase fishing tackle. 3 6 7 The Mansis along 
the Sos'va escaped the mosquitos by moving to the fells; the 
remotest fells of the Ural mountains were to be reached by the 
Day of St Elijah (July 20 Julian calendar). They were back in 
their home region by the day of the Protecting Veil of the Mother 
of God. 3 6 8 The same timing of the annual calendar was also 
reported to Sirelius by Khants living in Lobomos. 3 6 9 

For fishing the period between the Day of SS Peter and Paul 
and the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God was important. 
Wire cages were placed in the rivers and lakes around the Day of 
SS Peter and Paul. 3 7 0 This was also the time of the year when 
fishing grounds were cleaned. 3 7 1 Fishing with seines in lakes 
started after that Day of SS Peter and Paul and went on until the 
Protecting Veil of the Mother of God, when torch fishing 
started. 3 7 2 Angling continued until the Day of SS Peter and 
Paul. 3 7 3 

The Christian holidays of the winter, Christmas, Epiphany 
and Lent are also mentioned. Along the Vasyugan Khants went 
again to the urmans at the time of Lent to hunt squirrel. 3 7 4 Caper-
caillie, black grouse, and hazelhen were hunted during Christmas 
in some areas 3 7 5 and willow grouse were hunted with threads 
(Fi. rihmus) between the Day of St Nicholas and Christmas in 
some. 3 7 6 Sable was hunted between Epiphany and Lent. 3 7 7 Certain 
dams were removed at the time of Epiphany, and nets were used 
in fishing instead. 3 7 8 

It is obvious that the Khants - or at least the ones Sirelius 
interviewed - had a rather pragmatic way of using the events of 
the Church year. They combined the Christian and vernacular 
calendar rather than following the ecclesiastical year. 
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Holy objects from the River Vasyugan. (Sign. 36:367). 
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2.3. The Combination of the Vernacular and Russian 
Calendars 

Christian practices were adjusted to folk customs and vice 
versa. 3 7 9 When Khants described the various events of the year, 
they often used the Christian, i.e. Russian calendar, as an aid. It 
was double checking, first to mention the event of the church 
year and then the empirical observation typical of the vernacular 
calendar. This was in fact a very convenient and practical way of 
measuring time: the events of the church year were, with the 
exception of Shrove and Easter, exact, but the vernacular calen
dar adapted easily to the fact the each year was different. Often 
the method of time-recording included different elements. It was 
not always a question of double checking, but using both verna
cular and Christian calendars in the most convenient way. The 
annual cycle was described in the following way, to take an 
example: "Fishing with hooks started after the spawning season, 
i.e., around Pentecost. After that making firewood started and 
went on until the Day of SS Peter and Paul, and fishing with 
seines thereafter. Pike and perch were caught with hooks from 
fall until Easter, usually only for a month". 3 8 0 

Of the days of the church year, the Day of St Nicholas ap
pears in Sirelius's fieldwork notes most frequently. The examples 
are similar to those of the vernacular calender discussed earlier: 
the Day of St Nicholas is mentioned together with seasons, animal 
behavior or natural conditions. It is noteworthy that the Day of 
St Nicholas was celebrated both in the spring and in the fall: 

Small seines are used in the fall before the freeze - until the Day of St 
Nicholas, when the lakes are thick with ice. 3 8 1 

In the spring at the time of the Day of St Nicholas when the Ob was still 
frozen, reindeer are sent to the Ural mountains. Parties are formed. Ac
cording to my informant, he has sent his herd of a hundred reindeer along 
with two other men's herds of a hundred reindeer apiece to the Urals with 
his son and two other herders . 3 8 2 
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A net is set in a tributary for the fish swimming upstream at the time of 
the Day of St Nicholas. 3 8 3 

Fox and sable were hunted from the Day of St Nicholas until the time there 
was a crust on the snow, and about six inches of snow in early spring. 3 8 4 

Foxes are hunted with iron traps after the Day of St Nicholas until the 
time the snow is soggy. 3 8 5 

If the Khants did not go gathering Siberian pine cones, they continue 
fishing in the fall; when the ice holds a man, a dam is built and is main
tained in the river until the Day of St Nicholas. 3 8 6 

Hunting hares started on the Day of St Nicholas and continued until the 
snow melted. 3 8 7 

Hares are trapped in the fall when the snow is about six inches deep; 
when the snow is about twelve inches deep the traps are taken away, i.e. 
hares are hunted only about to the Day of St Nicholas; after that bigger 
animals are hunted. The reason for not hunting in deep snow is, accor
ding to my informant, the fact that traps are set when the snow is low, but 
one should use skis in deep snow. However, hares are afraid of ski tracks, 
but supposedly not shoe tracks. 3 8 8 

Ermines were hunted around the Day of St Nicholas for about a two-
week period at the same time as the water died in the Vasyugan. The 
ermines look for dead fish on the shores of the river. 3 8 9 

Traps are set after the day of St Nicholas when it is warm. - Here caper
caillies are hunted mostly by children; the catch is not large, a brace or 
nothing. 3 9 0 

Drying reindeer meat starts in the spring round about at the time of the Day of St Nicholas when it is warm enough for the meat to thaw. 3 9 1 

[Traps for hares] are set at the time of low snow until the Day of St Nicholas in the fall. 3 9 2 

One stayed in the urmans until the extreme cold and deep snow, usually 
until the Day of St Nicholas. Fishing started after arriving home around 
the Day of St Nicholas. 3 9 3 

Along the River Salym squirrels and sables were hunted after the Day of 
St Nicholas, during midwinter when the Khants were at home. 3 9 4 
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This monastery was founded in Berezovo in 1635 to convert "pagan natives 
believing in shamans" to the Greek Orthodox religion. In vain, though, 

according to Sirelius, who wrote on back of this photograph that "those who 
are baptized in the Russian faith have hardly learnt anything else than the 

names of some saints". (Sign. 36:200). 
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Combinations of Christian holidays and observations of nature 
are common throughout the year. The protecting Veil of the 
Mother of God was an important holiday in the fall, and therefore 
also important for the hunting and fishing calendar. Other im
portant days were the Days of SS Peter and Paul, St Dimitrios 
and St Simon. 

Geese were hunted around the Day of SS Peter and Paul at 
the time of moulting. 3 9 5 For fishing the Day of SS Peter and Paul 
meant the beginning of different methods: fishing with seines 
and lures started around the Day of SS Peter and Paul, and went 
on until the time the river froze. 3 9 6 Nets were put in rivers after 
the ice drift but into lakes after the Day of SS Peter and Paul. 3 9 7 It 
was said that powan moved upstream before the Day of SS Peter 
and Paul. 3 9 8 

Elk hunting usually started after the Day of St Simon and 
went on until the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God, which 
was the same period as the rutting season. However, hunting 
sometimes continued until the snow melted in the spring. Elk 
wandered northwards through the area for the summer, and back 
southwards after the Day of St Simon. 3 9 9 Bears could be hunted 
between the Day of St Simon and the Protecting Veil of the Mother 
of God the same way, with bows, but the arrow was narrower. 
That was also the time of the year when the berries of the bird 
cherry trees were ripe. 4 0 0 

A fish related to salmon (Fi. nelma) went up the Vasyugan 
"after ice-drift", and it was caught with seines "in the fall after 
the Day of St Simon before the extreme cold". 4 0 1 The Day of St 
Simon was also the time of the year after which fish could be 
stored in a fish chest it being cold enough. 4 0 2 

Foxes traps were set between the Day of St Simon and the 
first snowfall.4 0 3 Capercaillies were trapped from the Day of St 
Simon to the first snowfall4 0 4 or from that day until the time the 
capercaillies ceased flying to the shores. 4 0 5 Traps for capercaillie 
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A bow used in hunting ermine. (Sign. 36:269). 
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could also be set between the Protecting Veil of the Mother of 
God and the time when the Vasyugan froze and the first snow
fall; that was also the time when capercaillies went to the 
urmans.406 Hares were hunted after the Protecting Veil of the 
Mother of God when there was snow, until the time when the 
River Ob froze. 4 0 7 Arctic fox had a habit of running along the 
shores of the Ob to the south around the Protecting Veil of the 
Mother of God and a month thereafter; knowing that, hunters 
built traps along the routes. 4 0 8 

The River Ob was said to usually freeze at the time of the 
Protecting Veil of the Mother of God; as a result dams which had 
been built around the Day of St Simon (depending on water level) 
were no longer used. 4 0 9 By the Day of St Dimitrios urman rivers 
had usually frozen and therefore seines could no longer be used, 
although wire cages could. 4 1 0. 

Christmas and Lent were periods of the year important for the 
church and also for the vernacular calendar. When indicating a 
particular time, the events of the church year were mentioned 
together with the weather, water and snow conditions, and animal 
behavior. Trapping of ermine started after the Ob froze, and con
tinued until Christmas. 4 1 1 Dying of the rivers usually took place 
a little after Christmas time. 4 1 2 Willow grouse and hare were 
trapped after Christmas when the days were getting longer.4 1 3 

Bear hunters did not have dogs with them "between the Day of 
St Nicholas and the Lent", probably depending on snow condi
t i ons . 4 1 4 Sable was hunted at Lent when the weather was 
becoming warmer. 4 1 5 Wild reindeer were shot "in the winter 
during Lent when it was getting warmer and when the snow was 
still soggy". 4 1 6 Seines were not used during extreme cold; only 
"in the late winter when the weather was getting warmer and the 
days longer during Lent" did Khants start using seines for 
fishing.417 
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Epiphany is usually mentioned together with animal beha
vior. Foxes were poisoned at the time of Epiphany when it was 
extremely cold and the animals were starving. 4 1 8 In the years 
when there was a lot of snow, hunting of squirrels with the traps 
called tserkan in Sirelius's notes started round about Epiphany. 
The traps were set on the Day of the Protecting Veil of the Mother 
of God. 4 1 9 Because squirrels got their winter fur at that time of 
the year, the day of the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God 
meant the beginning of winter squirrel hunting in general. 4 2 0 

During the extreme cold there was a break in hunting, but it conti
nued after Epiphany. 4 2 1 Occasionally the Day of St Dimitrios 
meant the time to start squirrel hunting and melting of snow meant 
the end. 4 2 2 Rivers did not usually die until midwinter, around 
Russian Epiphany. 4 2 3 

Fishing with nets started in the spring after the ice drift when 
fish were spawning, and went on until after spawning season 
when the flood retreated. Around Pentecost crucian was caught 
when spawning. 4 2 4 Ducks were hunted from boats and shores 
when they were migrating, at the time of Pentecost. They also 
were hunted when they were moulting, for two weeks at the time 
of the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God. 4 2 5 Swans and geese 
were said to be moulting - and hunted - at the same time, around 
the Day of the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God. 4 2 6 

However, not every annually repeating day was of Christian 
origin. The practice of vernacular law is a good example. Traditio
nally Khants made agreements in general assemblies meeting 
twice a year during the spring and fall meetings. The chairman 
of the general assembly, "the oldest", was elected for three years. 
All disagreements were resolved in the general assembly. The 
actual negotiating body consisted of "the oldest", his assistant 
and the government official who collected taxes. These three 
negotiated with the Khants gathered in the general assembly. 4 2 7 



A fair at the village of Kargasok by the River Vasyugan. (Sign. 36:357). 
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When Sirelius described how criminals were punished, he 
simultaneously gave us information about the timing of events 
of the year. If somebody was stealing fish from somebody else's 
nets in the Vasyugan, and was proved guilty but was not neverthe
less willing to compensate the owner for the loss, he was prose
cuted. In some villages Russian officials or their assistants could 
prosecute at any time of the year, but in others only twice a year, 
for example in the village of Vasyugan during the spring meeting 
during Lent and during the fall market on the Day of St Nicholas. 
The officials were employed by the Russian government, but the 
praxis was the traditional Khant, since the official negotiated 
with the Khants in the meeting, and even if only one person could 
prove that the person was guilty he was found guilty. After that 
he was whipped twice, first until he promised to compensate for 
the loss and second until he would remember not to reoffend. 
Often the owner did not demand the compensation, but whipping 
took place every time. The compensation was usually twice the 
value of the loss. 4 2 8 

The meetings were also economically extremely important. 
For example, fairs in Obdorsk were important for the local 
economy; in the fall the fair started when the steamboats on the 
River Ob returned from downstream. Fish in particular was sold 
at the market. 4 2 9 "After the Obdorsk fair" indicated a time of the 
year also useful in hunting. 4 3 0 To indicate this particular time of 
the year Khants could also say that "when the steamboats leave 
the area in the fall when the shores have dried." 4 3 1 

"The time of the year when taxes were collected" was also 
used in t ime-reckoning. 4 3 2 Taxes were usually paid "after 
Christmas". 4 3 3 Along the River Ob a great sacrificial feast was 
organized "in the winter a little before or little after the collection 
of taxes" or during the collection when a lot of people were 
gathered together. 4 3 4 
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Church holidays were also included in the traditional Khant 
lunar cycle: On the River Irtysh the year started from the Day of 
St Simon, and the following names for the months were used: 

(1) the month without leaves = October 
(2) the month for walking = November 
(3) the month of a man with a dog = December 
(4) big winter and 
(5) small winter = January 
(6) the month of the wind = February 
(7) the month of the crow = March 
(8) the month of the net =April 
(9) the month of the sap = May 
(10) the month of the sap of pine = June 
(11) the month of the dam = July 
(12) the month of elk-hunting = August 
(13) the month of the migration of wild geese and ducks = 

September.4 3 5 

The men who were fishing in the Ob for the summer told Sirelius 
that the year began at the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God in 
the fall and the months were as follows: 4 3 6 

(1) when small streams freeze 
(2) when the Ob freezes 
(4) when the days are short 
(5) when the days are getting longer 
(6) when the eagles are flying 
(7) when the pikes are small 
(8) when the pikes are big 
(9) when the Ob takes 

(10) the leaves month 
(11) hay-making month in the meadows. 
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The Julian Calendar displaced the vernacular calendar in the 
minds of the Khants as the Russian influence increased. Dates 
and months of the Julian Calendar in the speech of the Khants 
were obviously a proof of Russian influence. Sirelius wrote that 
special dams for fishing were built "around 4th of July, Russian 
Calendar,"438 birds gathered in the area 4 3 9 and hunting of elks with 
dogs started around the first of September, Russian Calendar, 4 4 0 

a lot of fish gathered in dams "around the first of October" 4 4 1 and 
that duck hunters gathered on the first of Russian January.442 Those 
who traveled to the fair in Obdorsk started their trip from Bere-
zovo around the 25 th of Russian December and returned around 
the 25th of January. 4 4 3 Even the squirrel hunting season was ex
pressed in exact dates. Fall hunting ended on the 6th of Russian 
January and winter hunting on the 25th of March. In between a 
two-weeks break in the hunting took place. 4 4 4 In some other areas 
squirrel hunting was said to begin around the first of Russian 
November. 4 4 5 On the River Agan there was a two-months break 
in hunting squirrels, and it started again in the middle of Russian 
February.4 4 6 The rutting season of the squirrels was said to begin 
in Russian March and last a month. 4 4 7 Fox cubs were collected 
from the dens in the spring when there was crust on the snow in 
the middle of April, and killed when it first snowed in the fall.4 4 8 In 
describing a sacrificial feast Sirelius wrote that when the reindeer 
had returned from the Urals at the end of Russian October a big 
sacrifice was offered; and again in the summer when fish swam 
upstream around the Russian first of August. 4 4 9 In the River 
Sos'va a feast was celebrated in January. 4 5 0 In describing cloth, 
Sirelius described the material as being made of reindeer skin 
born in April and slaughtered in August. 4 5 1 

Collecting taxes was given an exact time, usually January. 4 5 2 

Khants returned home at the end of December in every case, because 

at the beginning of January they had to drive to Lobosov to pay taxes. 
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Local Khants stay home for two months fishing from the springs and 
the dead water, and making firewood for the steamboats. In March 
men go hunting again - and return at the end of April, when the skin 
of squirrels is no longer good, and they will soon have young. 4 5 3 

It is though quite seldom that a month is mentioned alone, usually 
the month, or even an exact date, is mentioned together with 
observations of nature, again phenomena of nature, animal beha
vior and a season, or a Church holiday. By the Russian calendar 
Sirelius means the Julian calendar. 

Weirs were put to the springs "after the New Year, when the 
sun starts to warm up a little and reveal the springs (usually 
March)". 4 5 4 Hares were easily caught "when the snow is low", 
and it is more difficult to hunt them "in the spring when the 
snow easily bears the hare, i.e. in the Russian March". 4 5 5 On 
another occasion he wrote that traps were set "in February when 
the snow is deep". 4 5 6 Reindeer had been driven on the River Agan 
"in the old days in the spring from March onwards when the 
snow was soft and therefore no sound was left from walking in 
the snow". 4 5 7 In the same area hunting of red-throated divers 
started "at the time of nesting by the end of Russian May and the 
beginning of June". 4 5 8 Dams made of tamarack were in use from 
July to the beginning of August. 4 5 9 Seines were used when the 
flood was over "about the middle of Russian August when the 
fall cold had started". 4 6 0 Powan swam upstream to spawn "late 
in the fall at the end of Russian November and the beginning of 
December". 4 6 1 Even times for spawning were given exact dates 
in Sirelius's notes. 4 6 2 

Sometimes Sirelius gives exact dates in addition to observa
tions of nature when something took place: dams were built in 
the River Sos'va around the 20 of July, i.e., when roach started 
moving upstream. When the fall ice broke the dam, a new one 
was built and used until the river died. In the summer roach and 
pike were the first ones to appear, and then, before the river froze 
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by the end of Russian October, burbot. 4 6 3 Swans were hunted 
"during time of moulting around the 25th of Russian July". 4 6 4 

Weirs were taken away from the rivers round about "10th of 
August or during Siberian pine cone gathering season". 4 6 5 Traps 
for capercaillies and black grouse were set "around the 20th of 
Russian August and kept until the first snowfa l l " . 4 6 6 

A sacrificial feast was organized after the 10th of Russian 
January.4 6 7 

The church holiday, month and observation of nature could 
be used simultaneously. If the lake was dry, the water died "be
fore the day of St Nicholas", but when there was a lot of water, 
the water died "at the time of Epiphany or even around Shrove". 4 6 8 

The water started dying "around the Day of St Nicholas in De
cember," and "with the spring flood" it returned. 4 6 9 Gathering of 
Siberian pine cones started "around the 10th of August" at the 
same time as removal of dams. The latter could be in the rivers 
"until the Day of St Nicholas". 4 7 0 Winter dams were built and 
wire cages set near winter yartas "after the Day of St Nicholas", 
and fishing went on until March 25. The catch (e.g. roach, pike, 
ruff, and perch) was best when the water had died around the 
first of Russian January.4 7 1 In the River Ob the winter dams were 
built "right after the river had frozen around the Day of the Pro
tecting Veil of the Mother of God." Fishing confined until the 
river died, usually around the 20th of January.4 7 2 Fishing for stur
geon with hooks started after the Day of the Protecting Veil of 
the Mother of God when they started to move upstream, and 
went on until the 1 st of September.473 In another area winter dams 
were built "after the freezing of the river and were in use until a 
little after first of January", 4 7 4 "15th of November" 4 7 5 or "25th 
of March", 4 7 6 probably depending on the traps used. Nets were 
used only for a week "when the water level started to sink, i.e. 
around the Day of SS Peter and Paul. 4 7 7 

Sometimes the timing was not only double-checked, but 
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checked by various methods of time-reckoning, as in the 
following examples: a certain fish trap (a hook made of pine and 
bird cherry) was set in the upper course of the River Sos'va only 
in the fall for catching pike and burbot. It was set during the 
Protecting Veil of the Mother of God - when the river was freezing 
traps were no longer set - around the 10th of Russian Septem
ber. 4 7 8 Another diary entry says that particular fish trap was used 
"in the spring after spawning and in the winter when hunting 
squirrels when snow had fallen from the trees", i.e. in March. 4 7 9 

In Berezovo Sirelius wrote that the Khants arrived right after the 
ice drift in the spring (around 15-22 Russian May). 4 8 0 

Yet it must be doubted whether months and dates were actually 
used by the Khants or by Sirelius, a product of western civiliza
tion. On one occasion Sirelius wrote that a Russian merchant 
told him that the water dies in the River Vakh round about the 
15th of November, Russian Calendar,4 8 1 which suggests that it 
was not the Khants but the Russians (and Sirelius) who used the 
Christian Calendar in time-recording. A fieldwork note from 
Lobomos is also revealing; Sirelius wrote that the reindeer are 
kept in the tundra "until the Day of St Elijah, which would be the 
following day, the first of Finnish August". 4 8 2 

In his notes Sirelius sometimes refers to life back home in 
Finland. On August 19th he wrote that it is the last summer day 
in Finland and the next day that it is the first fall day in Finland. 4 8 3 

When he saw the widest spot of the River Vakh, he compared it 
to the River Vuoksi in Finland where he spent his childhood. 4 8 4 

However, such comparisons is quite typical of a visitor in a foreign 
culture. At first, when everything is new, things are constantly 
being compared to similar things back home. When one gets 
better acquainted with the new way a life, comparison ceases to 
be the way of understanding the culture. 4 8 5 Nevertheless, even 
during his second expedition, Sirelius "remembers" Finland and 
mentions the political situation there. 4 8 6 
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A Khant couple drinking tea for breakfast by their summer shelter. The 
"Tea clock" was an important method in measuring time among the Khants. 

(Sign. 36:131). 
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Sirelius's role as a product of western civilization is even more 
obvious in cases where he uses the twenty-four-hour system as a 
measurement of time in his notes. Actually he uses the exact 
hours of the clock only when referring to his own actions, e.g. 
when arriving somewhere. 4 8 7 However, time measurements "for 
some hours" 4 8 8 or "for three hours" 4 8 9 were used occasionally. 

When Sirelius simply wrote down what he heard from his 
informants, he used such concepts as "in the morning when the 
sun was rising". 4 9 0 A phrase frequently used by the Khants to 
measure time was that something took as long time as it took a 
kettle to boil. 4 9 1 Because the Khants had tea at least five times a 
day, they recorded the passing of time with temporal adverbs 
meaning first, second, third, fourth and fifth tea. 4 9 2 

A short period of time was then described as the time it took 
"for the tea kettle to boil". 4 9 3 A longer period of time was described 
as the time it took "for the frozen fish kettle to boil", 4 9 4 and even a 
longer period as the time it took "for two kettles to boil" i.e. a 
quarter of a day. 4 9 5 Longer periods than that were described "half 
a day", "a day" and "day and night". Measures of length were also 
described according to the time it took to reach a given destination. 
Therefore, if a Khant was asked how far it was to a certain place, 
he could answer that "you will arrive at the beginning" or "end of 
sunrise" or that to get there, it would take so many days or sun
sets. 4 9 6 The phrases "a day's walk" or " a week's walk" were also 
used. 4 9 7 

Natural time-keeping included the day from morning to the next 
dawn even without the twenty-four-hour system: a meal was ta
ken and hunting started "in the morning", 4 9 8 the medicine (root of 
a thistle and a knarl from a larch) for a cough was taken "mornings 
and evenings",4 9 9 something was done "at noon", 5 0 0 fishing started 
in "daytime", 5 0 1 and hunters were on the prowl for bears "at 
night".5 0 2 However, when Sirelius asked an informant whether the 
god Tshel'th used the coat offered him at daytime or at night, the 
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old man answered that nobody knows since nobody has seen the 
god in question.5 0 3 Perhaps this suggests the fact that the concepts 
of day and night were far more important for interviewer that the 
interviewee. As a consequence of the polar night and the midnight 
sun, the difference between different times of the day was in any 
case minor for the peoples of the North. 

Nevertheless, one has to rest, and the concept of day and night 
were practical in measuring time: a fire was kept throughout the 
night in a temporary shelter.5 0 4 It depended on the duration of 
the stay what kind of shelter was built. 5 0 5 Glue was made by 
boiling scaled fish "for a day" 5 0 6 or antlers of a reindeer for "half 
a day". 5 0 7 A trap had to be checked "every third day", 5 0 8 and the 
feast celebrating the killing of a bear lasted for three or four (for 
a female) and four or five (for a male) days. 5 0 9 It was usual to use 
such phrases as "in the course of one to three days". 5 1 0 As natural 
was to use the concept of the week and the month. The reindeer 
were returned from the Ural Mountains "a week or two after the 
Day of St Simon, if early, and during the Day of the Protecting 
Veil of the Mother of God, if late". 5 1 1 

In Finnish the word for a day and day and night is the same 
(Fi. päivä).512 It is only natural that they are used in Sirelius's 
notes, too. A feast lasted "for a day, i.e., a day and night" 5 1 3 or 
for two or five days. 5 1 4 A hunting trip took three days 5 1 5 or it 
took a day to check the traps. 5 1 6 If a person died at night, during 
that night everyone stayed awake by the fire. The dead person 
was kept in the yarta for twenty-four hours, after which she or he 
was buried. After the funeral the clothes of the dead person were 
hung on the trees, for males for five days and females for four 
days. The first commemoration meal was celebrated five (for 
males) or four (for females) days from the funeral. Altogether 
for each person from five to eight commemoration meals were 
organized in the course of three to five years. 5 1 7 



A Khant family having supper. (Sign. 36:312). 
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Notes 

1U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899. 
2U.T. Sirelius August 7, 1899. 
3U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
4U.T. Sirelius September 9,1898; January 1900. 
5U.T. Sirelius September 10,1898; October 21,1899. 
6U.T. Sirelius January 26,1900. See also November 2,1899. 
7U.T. Sirelius July 17, 1898. 
8U.T. Sirelius July 17, 1898. 
9U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
10U.T. Sirelius July 14, 1898. 
11U.T. Sirelius November 2, 1899. 
1 2U.T. Sirelius September 21, 1898. 
13 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
l 4 U.T. Sirelius August 3, 1898. 
1 5U.T. Sirelius October 3, 1898. 
16U.T. Sirelius August 19, 1899. 
1 7U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
1 8U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
1 9U.T. Sirelius July 30,1899; August 18,1899; August 22, 1899. 
2 0 U.T. Sirelius July 7,1899. 
2 1 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
2 2 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899. 
2 3 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899. 
2 4 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. See also December 9, 1899. 
2 5 U.T. Sirelius August 18, 1899. 
2 6 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899. 
2 7 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
2 8 U.T. Sirelius August 9, 1899. 
2 9 U.T. Sirelius July 11,1898. 
3 0U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899. 
3 1Tietosanakirja VI, 1914. "Ostjaakit"; Sirelius 1928, 26, U42. 
3 2 1 am grateful to the biologist Markku Ahonen, in Inari, for helping me with this matter. 
3 3Lehtisalo 1959, 43. 
3 4 U.T. Sirelius September 2, 1899. 
3 5 U.T. Sirelius August 3,1898. 
3 6 U.T. Sirelius October 7,1899; December 23,1899; January 1900. 
3 7 U.T. Sirelius October 7,1899; December 23,1899; January 1900. 
3 8 U.T. Sirelius October 7,1899. 
3 9 U.T. Sirelius September 16,1899; December 3,1899. 
4 0 U.T. Sirelius September 21,1898; December 9, 1899. 
4 1 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
4 2 U.T. Sirelius August 4-9, 1898. 
4 3 U.T. Sirelius July 5, 1898; July 11, 1898; July 30, 1898. 
4 4 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899. 
45 U.T. Sirelius September 2, 1899. 
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46 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899. 
47 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899. 
48 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899; December 23, 1899; January 1900. 
4 9 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
5 0 U.T Sirelius January 1900. 
51 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899; December 3, 1899. 
5 2 U.T. Sirelius September 6,1899; September 8,1899; December 4,1899. 
5 3 U.T. Sirelius September 8,1899. 
54 U.T. Sirelius July 5, 1898. 
5 5 U.T. Sirelius October 7,1899; December 23,1899. 
5 6U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
5 7 U.T. Sirelius June 15, 1898. 
58 U.T. Sirelius October, 7. 
59 U.T. Sirelius September 11, 1898; October 7, 1899; December 23, 1899; January 
1900. 
6 0 U.T. Sirelius September 11, 1898. 
61 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899. 
62 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899. 
63 U.T. Sirelius September 19, 1898; September 29, 1898; October 7, 1899; December 

23, 1899. 
64 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899; October 7, 1899. 
65 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899. 
66 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
67 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
68 U.T. Sirelius August 6, 1899. 
6 9 U.T. Sirelius September 20, 1898. 
7 0 U.T. Sirelius August 19, 1899. 
71 U.T. Sirelius July 14, 1898. 
72 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
73 U.T. Sirelius November 2, 1899. 
7 4 U.T. Sirelius December 13, 1899. 
7 5 U.T. Sirelius September 23, 1898; December 23, 1899; January 1900. 
76 U.T. Sirelius October 1, 1898. 
77 U.T. Sirelius July 1, 1898; July 13, 1898; October 10, 1899. 
7 8 U.T. Sirelius August 3, 1898. 
79 U.T. Sirelius July 6, 1898. 
80 U.T. Sirelius June 18, 1898. 
8 1Whitrow 1989, 15-16. 
8 2 Sirelius 1928, 15. 
8 3 Sirelius 1928, 30-31,33-34. 
8 4 U.T. Sirelius July 30,1899; August 22, 1899. 
8 5 U.T. Sirelius September 21, 1898. 
86 U.T. Sirelius August 19, 1899. 
87 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899; January 26, 1900. 
8 8U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899; December 23, 1899; January 1900. 
89 U.T. Sirelius August 19, 1899; October 21, 1899. 
9 0 U.T. Sirelius August 3,1899; August 19,1899; August 22, 1899; October 21,1899. 
91 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
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9 2 U.T. Sirelius October 10,1899. 
93 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
9 4 U.T. Sirelius 1899. 
95 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899; December 9, 1899. 
9 6 U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899; January 26, 1900. 
9 7 U.T. Sirelius September 21, 1898; December 23, 1899. 
9 8 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
99U.T. Sirelius August 26,1898; September 21,1898; July 23,1899; August 22, 1899; 

December 9, 1899; December 13,1899. 
1 0 0 U.T. Sirelius June 29-30, 1898. 
1 0 1 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
1 0 2 U.T. Sirelius August 18, 1899. 
1 0 3 U . T Sirelius September 10, 1898; September 21, 1898. 
1 0 4 U.T. Sirelius July 23, 1899. 
1 0 5 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
1 0 6 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
1 0 7 U.T. Sirelius September 14, 1898. See also October 21, 1899. 
1 0 8 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
1 0 9 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899; December 23, 1899; January 1900. 
1 1 0 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
1 1 1 U.T. Sirelius August 26, 1899. 
1 1 2 U.T. Sirelius August 19, 1899. 
1 1 3 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
1 1 4U.T. Sirelius September 9, 1898: September 10, 1898; September 9, 1899; October 
10, 1899. 

1 1 5 U.T Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
l , 6 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
1 , 7 U.T. Sirelius September 12, 1899. 
1 1 8 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
1 1 9 U.T. Sirelius October 1, 1898. 
1 2 0 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
1 2 1 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
1 2 2 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
1 2 3 U.T. Sirelius October 24-31, 1898. 
1 2 4 U.T. Sirelius September 23, 1898; November 2, 1899. 
1 2 5 U.T. Sirelius August 2, 1899. 
1 2 6 U.T. Sirelius July 11,1898. 
1 2 7 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
1 2 8 U.T. Sirelius October 10,1899. 
1 2 9 U.T. Sirelius 1899. 
1 3 0 U.T. Sirelius December 9,1899. 
1 3 1 U.T. Sirelius October 8, 1898; July 23,1899; October 21,1899. 
1 3 2 U.T. Sirelius July 25,1898 
1 3 3 U.T. Sirelius November 28, 1899. 
1 3 4 U.T. Sirelius December 14, 1899. 
1 3 5 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899; January 1900. 
1 3 6 U.T. Sirelius September 6, 1898; August 21, 1899. 
1 3 7 U.T. Sirelius December 9,1899; December 14,1899. 
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38 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899; January 26, 1900. 
3 9 U.T. Sirelius August 17, 1898. 
4 0 U.T. Sirelius July 28, 1899. 
41 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
42 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898. 
43 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1898. 
4 4 U T . Sirelius August 26, 1899. 

U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899; August 21, 1899; August 16, 1899; January 1900. 
U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899; January 26, 1900. 
U.T. Sirelius September 3, 1899. 
U.T. Sirelius August 19, 1899. 

4 9 U.T. Sirelius September 21,1898. 
5 0 U.T. Sirelius August 22,1899; December 9,1899. 
5 1 U.T. Sirelius January 26,1900. 
5 2 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
53 U.T. Sirelius September 3, 1899; December 23, 1899. 
5 4 U.T. Sirelius September 21,1898; August 19,1899; August 26, 1899; January 1900. 
55 U.T. Sirelius August 16, 1899. 
5 6 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
57 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
58 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
59 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899. 
6 0 U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899. 

U.T. Sirelius August 3, 1898. 
62 U.T. Sirelius July 6, 1898; December 9, 1899; January 1900. 
63 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899; January 1900. 
6 4 U.T. Sirelius October 7,1899. 
6 5 U.T. Sirelius October 7,1899; December 4,1899; December 9,1899. 
66 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899; September 6, 1899; September 8, 1899. 
6 7 U.T. Sirelius August 21, 1899. 
68 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899. 
69 Sirelius 1928, 17-18, 21; U.T. Sirelius August 26, 1898. 
7 0 Sirelius 1928, 32; U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899. 
7 1 Sirelius 1928, 44. 
7 2 Sirelius 1928, 38-39. 
73 U.T. Sirelius August 6, 1899. 
7 4 Sirelius 1928,41-42. 
7 5 Sirelius 1928, 45. 
7 6 Sirelius 1928, 48-50. 
77 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
78 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899. 
79 U.T. Sirelius July 28, 1898. 
80 U.T. Sirelius August 27, 1898; August 29, 1898; August 3, 1899; December 13, 

1899. 
81 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
8 2 U.T. Sirelius August 6,1899; December 13,1899. 
83 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
84 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899; December 23, 1899. 
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1 8 5 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1898. 
1 8 6 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
1 8 7 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898; August 27, 1898; January 1900. 
1 8 8 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
1 8 9 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
1 9 0 U.T. Sirelius August 6, 1899. 
1 9 1 U.T. Sirelius August 12, 1898. 
1 9 2 U.T. Sirelius July 28, 1899; August 8, 1899. 
1 9 3 U.T. Sirelius July 10, 1898; August 3, 1898; July 27, 1899. 
1 9 4 U.T. Sirelius October 1, 1898; October 8, 1898. 
1 9 5 U.T Sirelius Novermber2, 1899. 
1 9 6 U.T. Sirelius October 29, 1899. 
1 9 7 U.T. Sirelius November 2, 1899. 
1 9 8 U.T. Sirelius 1899. 
1 9 9 U.T. Sirelius June 29-30, 1898. 
2 0 0 Whitrow 1989, 16-17; Markkanenl989, 156; Oja 1999, 23-24. 
2 0 1 Kulemzin & Lukina 1977, 120. 
2 0 2 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899. 
2 0 3 U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899; November 2, 1899. 
2 0 4 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
2 0 5 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
2 0 6 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
2 0 7 U.T. Sirelius October 8,1898. 
2 0 8 U.T. Sirelius December 3, 1899. 
2 0 9 U.T. Sirelius 1899. 
2 1 0Korhonen 1915,25-27. 
2 1 1Korhonen 1915, 26. 
2 1 2Markkanen 1988, 156. 
2 1 3 U.T. Sirelius September 17, 1898. 
2 1 4 U.T. Sirelius August 13, 1899; December 13, 1899. 
2 1 5 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899. 
2 1 6 U.T. Sirelius September 20, 1898. 
2 1 7 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898. 
2 1 8 U.T. Sirelius June 24, 1898. 
2 1 9 U.T. Sirelius July 28, 1899. 
2 2 0 U.T. Sirelius October 1,1898. 
2 2 1 U.T. Sirelius October 8, 1898. 
2 2 2 E.g. U.T. Sirelius July 2, 1898. 
2 2 3 Whitrow 1989, 32; Villoma 1989, 136. 
2 2 4Vilkuna 1989, 144. 

2 2 5 U.T. Sirelius July 17, 1898. 
2 2 6 U.T. Sirelius August 7, 1899. 
2 2 7 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899. 
2 2 8 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
2 2 9 U.T Sirelius January 1900. 
2 3 0 U.T. Sirelius August 9, 1898; September 20, 1898; August 22, 1899. 
2 3 1 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
2 3 2 U.T. Sirelius November 2, 1899; January 1900. 
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2 3 3 U.T. Sirelius July 14,1898; October 10,1899; October 21,1899. 
2 3 4 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
2 3 5 U.T. Sirelius August 18,1899. 
2 3 6 U.T. Sirelius August 18, 1899. 
2 3 7 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
2 3 8 U.T. Sirelius July 27, 1898. 
2 3 9 U.T. Sirelius July 17, 1898. 
2 4 0 U.T. Sirelius September 21, 1898; October 10, 1899. 
2 4 1 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
2 4 2 U.T. Sirelius September 19,1898; October 8, 1898; July 30, 1899; August 22, 1899. 
2 4 3 U.T. Sirelius September 21, 1898. 
2 4 4 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898. 
2 4 5 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
2 4 6 U.T. Sirelius November 2, 1899. 
2 4 7 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
2 4 8 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
2 4 9 U.T. Sirelius June 29-30, 1898. 
2 5 0 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898. 
2 5 1 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
2 5 2 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
2 5 3 U.T. Sirelius December 14, 1899. 
2 5 4 U.T. Sirelius June 29-30, 1898. 
2 5 5 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
2 5 6 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899; January 1900. 
2 5 7 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899. 
2 5 8 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
2 5 9 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
2 6 0 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
2 6 1 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
2 6 2 U.T. Sirelius October 3,1898; August 21,1899; October 7,1899. 
2 6 3 U.T. Sirelius September 8,1899. 
2 6 4 Donner 1959, 135. 
2 6 5 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899; December 23, 1899. 
2 6 6 U.T. Sirelius September 7, 1898; August 22, 1899; October 3, 1898; January 1900. 
2 6 7 U.T. Sirelius October 3, 1898. 
2 6 8 U.T. Sirelius October 3, 1898. 
2 6 9 U.T. Sirelius December 13, 1899. 
2 7 0 U.T. Sirelius September 11,1898; August 21,1899; October 7, 1899; December 23, 
1899. 
2 7 1 U.T. Sirelius August 3, 1898; December 23, 1899. 
2 7 2 U.T. Sirelius September 21, 1898. 
2 7 3 U.T. Sirelius August 18, 1899; October 21,1899. 
2 7 4 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898. 
2 7 5 U.T. Sirelius October 21,1899. 
2 7 6 U.T. Sirelius July 5,1898; October 1,1898. 
2 7 7 U.T. Sirelius July 30,1898. 
2 7 8 U.T. Sirelius September 11, 1898; August 21, 1899. 
2 7 9 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
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2 8 0 U.T. Sirelius December 3, 1899. 
2 8 1 U.T. Sirelius July 9, 1898. 
2 8 2 U.T. Sirelius September 10,1898. 
2 8 3 U.T. Sirelius September 8,1899. 
2 8 4 U.T. Sirelius September 21,1898. 
2 8 5 U.T. Sirelius September 20,1898. 
2 8 6 U.T. Sirelius November 2, 1899. 
2 8 7 U.T. Sirelius August 3, 1899; December 9, 1899. 
2 8 8 U.T. Sirelius October 8, 1898. 
2 8 9 U.T. Sirelius August 18, 1899. 
2 9 0 U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899. 
2 9 1 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
2 9 2 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
2 9 3 U.T. Sirelius September 20, 1898. 
2 9 4 U.T. Sirelius July 23, 1899. 
2 9 5 U.T. Sirelius September 8, 1899. 
2 9 6 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
2 9 7 U.T. Sirelius September 23, 1898; October 8, 1898; August 26, 1899. 
2 9 8 U.T. Sirelius September 9, 1898. 
2 9 9 U.T. Sirelius September 3, 1899. 
3 0 0 U.T. Sirelius September 12, 1898. 
3 0 1 U.T. Sirelius August 3, 1899. 
3 0 2 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
3 0 3 U.T. Sirelius October 8, 1898; December 9, 1899; December 23, 1899. 
3 0 4 U.T. Sirelius July 23, 1899. See also October 21, 1899. 
3 0 5 U . T Sirelius September 21, 1898. 
3 0 6 U.T. Sirelius August 3, 1899. 
3 0 7 U.T. Sirelius November 2, 1899. 
3 0 8 U.T. Sirelius July 18, 1898; January 1900. 
3 0 9 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
3 1 0 U.T. Sirelius August 18, 1899. 
3 1 1 U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899; January 1900. 
3 1 2 U.T. Sirelius July 30,1898. 
3 1 3 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
3 1 4 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
3 1 5 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
3 1 6 U.T. Sirelius August 24, 1898; January 1900. 
3 1 7 U.T. Sirelius September 11, 1898; January 1900. 
3 1 8 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899. 
3 1 9 U.T. Sirelius September 6, 1899. 
3 2 0 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899. 
3 2 1 U.T. Sirelius July 5, 1898; December 13, 1899; December 23, 1899. 
3 2 2 U.T. Sirelius July 4, 1898. 
3 2 3 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899; December 23, 1899. 
3 2 4 U.T. Sirelius July 23, 1899. 
3 2 5 U.T. Sirelius September 10,1898. 
3 2 6 U.T. Sirelius July 29,1898. 
3 2 7 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
3 2 8 U.T. Sirelius August 22,1899. 
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3 2 9 U.T. Sirelius August 1, 1898. 
3 3 0 U.T. Sirelius August 19,1899. 
3 3 1 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899. 
3 3 2 U.T. Sirelius November 2,1899. 
3 3 3 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
3 3 4 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
3 3 5 U.T. Sirelius July 23, 1899. 
3 3 6 U.T. Sirelius July 5, 1898. 
3 3 7 U.T. Sirelius September 11, 1898. 
3 3 8 U.T. Sirelius September 10, 1898; September 8, 1899; October 7, 1899; December 

23, 1899. 
3 3 9 Ware 1985,304-306. 
3 4 0 Ware 1985, 308-309. 
3 4 1 Whitrow 1988, 65-66. 
3 4 2 Whitrow 1988, 66, 85. 
3 4 3 Whitrowl988,67. 
3 4 4 Whitrow 1988, 118-119. 
3 4 5 Markkanen 1988, 169. 
3 4 6 Cistov 1976, 223-224. 

3 4 7Tietosanakirja VI, 1677. 
3 4 8 Cistov 1976, 203. 
3 4 9 U . T. Sirelius July 29, 1898; August 15, 1898; July 30, 1899. 
3 5 0 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
3 5 1 U.T. Sirelius 29-20 June, 1898; July 9, 1898. 
3 5 2 U.T. Sirelius July 10, 1898. 
3 5 3 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
3 5 4 U.T. Sirelius August 3, 1898. 
3 5 5 U.T. Sirelius July 17, 1898; August 10, 1898; October 10, 1899. 
3 5 6 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
3 5 7 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899; October 10, 1899. 
3 5 8 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
3 5 9 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
3 6 0 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
3 6 1 U.T. Sirelius August 17, 1898. 
3 6 2 Oja 1999, 177. 
3 6 3 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
3 6 4 U.T. Sirelius September 20, 1898. 
3 6 5 Sirelius 1928, 23,39. 
3 6 6 U.T. Sirelius January 1900; Cistov 1976, 197, 203. 
3 6 7 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
3 6 8 Sirelius 1928, 39; U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899. 
3 6 9 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
3 7 0 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899; October 7, 1899. 
3 7 1 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899. 
3 7 2 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899; September 2, 1899; October 7, 1899. 
3 7 3 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
3 7 4 U.T. Sirelius July 17,1898. 
3 7 5 U.T. Sirelius September 8,1899. 
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3 7 6 U.T. Sirelius July 14,1898. 
3 7 7 U.T. Sirelius July 14,1898; January 1900. 
3 7 8 U.T. Sirelius July 10, 1898. 
3 7 9 Korhonen 1915,3. 
3 8 0 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
3 8 1 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
3 8 2 U.T. Sirelius 1899. 
3 8 3 U.T. Sirelius July 9, 1898. 
3 8 4 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898; July 17, 1898. 
3 8 5 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898. 
3 8 6 U.T. Sirelius July 9, 1898. 
3 8 7 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898. 
3 8 8 U.T. Sirelius July 18,1898. 
3 8 9 U.T. Sirelius July 14,1898. 
3 9 0 U.T. Sirelius July 15, 1898. 
3 9 1 U.T. Sirelius August 26, 1899. 
3 9 2 U.T. Sirelius July 15, 1898. 
3 9 3 U.T. Sirelius August 17, 1898. 
3 9 4 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
3 9 5 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899; December 9, 1899. 
3 9 6 U.T. Sirelius July 12, 1898; October 7, 1899; December 9, 1899; January 1900; 

January 26, 1900. 
3 9 7 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899. 
3 9 8 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899. 
3 9 9 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899; August 8 : 

4 0 0 U.T. Sirelius August 2, 1899; August 4. 
4 0 1 U.T. Sirelius August 17, 1898. 
4 0 2 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
4 0 3 U.T. Sirelius June 29-30, 1898. 
404U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899; December 9, 1899. 
4 0 5 U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899. 
4 0 6 U.T. Sirelius July 18,1898. 
4 0 7 U.T. Sirelius September 8,1899. 
4 0 8 U.T. Sirelius September 8,1899. 
4 0 9 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899. 
4 1 0 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
4 1 1 U.T. Sirelius September 8, 1899. 
4 1 2 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899. 
4 1 3 U.T. Sirelius August 26, 1899. 
4 1 4 U.T. Sirelius July 1, 1898. 
4 1 5 U.T. Sirelius July 14, 1898. 
4 1 6 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898. 
4 1 7 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899. 
4 1 8 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898. 
4 1 9 U.T. Sirelius July 13, 1898. 
4 2 0 U.T. Sirelius July 13,1898; August 17,1898; July 30,1899 
4 2 1 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
4 2 2 U.T. Sirelius August 1, 1898. 
4 2 3 U.T. Sirelius September 15, 1898; January 1900. 
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4 2 4 U.T. Sirelius December 23, 1899. 
4 2 5 U.T. Sirelius July 14, 1898. 
4 2 6 U.T. Sirelius August 22,1899. 
4 2 7 Sirelius 1928, 23. 
4 2 8 U.T. Sirelius July 13,1898. 
4 2 9 U.T. Sirelius September 16, 1899; October 10, 1899. 
4 3 0 U.T. Sirelius September 8, 1899. 
4 3 1 U.T. Sirelius August 21, 1899. 
4 3 2 U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899. 
4 3 3 U.T. Sirelius September 8, 1899. 
4 3 4 U.T. Sirelius December 3, 1899; December 9, 1899. 
4 3 5 Sirelius 1928, 39; U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
4 3 6 Sirelius does not give the twelveth month in Finnish, and the third month (Fi. Syys-

hartiakuu) is difficult to translate. 
4 3 7 U.T. Sirelius August 26, 1899. 
4 3 8 U.T. Sirelius July 9,1898. 
4 3 9 U.T. Sirelius July 30,1899. 
^ U . T . Sirelius July 14,1898. 
4 4 1 U.T. Sirelius July 30,1898. 
4 4 2 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899. 
4 4 3 U.T. Sirelius August 28, 1899. 
4 4 4 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
4 4 5 U.T. Sirelius August 18, 1899. 
4 4 6 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
4 4 7 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
4 4 8 U.T. Sirelius September 20, 1898. 
4 4 9 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899. 
4 5 0 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899. 
4 5 1 U.T. Sirelius August, 1899. 
4 5 2 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1899; August 26, 1899. 
4 5 3 U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899. 
4 5 4 U.T. Sirelius October 7, 1899. 
4 5 5 U.T. Sirelius August 1, 1898. 
4 5 6 U.T. Sirelius August 7, 1899. 
4 5 7 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
4 5 8 U.T. Sirelius December 9, 1899. 
4 5 9 U.T. Sirelius December 15,1899. 
4 6 0 U.T. Sirelius July 2, 1898. 
4 6 1 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899. 
4 6 2 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899. 
4 6 3 U.T. Sirelius August 13, 1899. 
4 6 4 U.T. Sirelius August 19, 1899. 
4 6 5 U.T. Sirelius July 9, 1898. 
4 6 6 U.T. Sirelius June 29-30, 1898. 
4 6 7 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
4 6 8 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1898. 
4 6 9 U.T. Sirelius July 9,1898. 
4 7 0 U.T. Sirelius July 9,1898. 
4 7 1 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899. 
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4 7 2 U.T. Sirelius August 22,1899. 
4 7 3 U.T. Sirelius August 21, 1899. 
4 7 4 U.T. Sirelius August 8, 1899. 
4 7 5 U.T. Sirelius September 2, 1899. 
4 7 6 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899. 
4 7 7 U.T. Sirelius August 4, 1899. 
4 7 8 U.T Sirelius August 4, 1899. 
4 7 9 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
4 8 0 U.T. Sirelius August 13, 1899. 
4 8 1 U.T. Sirelius October 3, 1898. 
4 8 2 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
4 8 3 U.T. Sirelius August 19, 1898; August 20, 1898. 
4 8 4 U.T. Sirelius September 13, 1898. 
4 8 5 See Snellman 1995,44-^5. 
4 8 6 U.T. Sirelius September 16,1899. 
4 8 7 E.g. U.T. Sirelius June 25, 1898; June 26, 1898; July 28, 1898; August 27, 1898; 
September 26, 1899. 

4 8 8 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
4 8 9 U.T. Sirelius July 30, 1899. 
4 9 0 U.T. Sirelius October 8, 1898. 
4 9 1 U.T. Sirelius October 8, 1898; August 19, 1899. 
4 9 2 U.T. Sirelius July 6, 1898. 
4 9 3 U.T. Sirelius October 8, 1898. 
4 9 4 U.T. Sirelius October 8, 1898. 
4 9 5 U.T. Sirelius October 8, 1898. 
4 9 6 U.T. Sirelius October 8, 1898; August 17, 1899. 
4 9 7 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
4 9 8 U.T. Sirelius August 2, 1899; January 1900. 
4 9 9 U.T. Sirelius October 8, 1898; 1899. 
5 0 0 U.T. Sirelius January 26,1900. 
5 0 1 U.T. Sirelius 1899. 
5 0 2 U.T. Sirelius January 26, 1900. 
5 0 3 U.T. Sirelius August 22, 1898. 
5 0 4 U.T. Sirelius July 19,1898; July 30,1899. 
5 0 5 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
5 0 6 U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899. 
5 0 7 U.T. Sirelius August 3, 1899. 
5 0 8 U.T. Sirelius September 22, 1898. 
5 0 9 U.T. Sirelius November 2, 1899; January 1900. 
5 1 0 U.T. Sirelius January 1900. 
5 1 1 U.T. Sirelius August 26, 1899. 
5 1 2 SeeNilsson 1920,358. 
5 1 3 U.T. Sirelius October 10, 1899. 
5 1 4 U.T. Sirelius August 7, 1899; October 21, 1899. 
5 1 5 U.T. Sirelius August 19, 1899. 
5 1 6 U.T. Sirelius October 21, 1899. 
5 1 7 U.T. Sirelius November 2, 1898. 
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FOLK HISTORY 

In studies about time the Nuer of Sudan researched by Evans-
Pritchard, are often mentioned. According to G.J. Whitrow "the 
Nuer have no equivalent of our word 'time' and cannot speak of 
it as if it were something that passes and can be saved or wasted." 
The Nuer have no units of time such as hours or minutes, for 
they do not measure time but think only in terms of successions 
of activities. So many of these involve their cattle that Evans-
Pritchard speaks of their cattle-clock.1 The Pygmies of the Congo 
rain forest have been said to have a very shallow sense of time; 
they appear to live wholly in the present. They even lack a creation 
story. Whatever is made by the Pygmies is made quickly and 
almost as quickly disintegrates, so there are few objects that can 
be handed down from generation to generation as tokens of time 
gone by. The Australian aborigines, in comparison, have a much 
stronger sense of history. Events leading to their present world 
are recorded in features of the landscape, and each time people 
pass a particular place they are enabled to recall the deed of an 
ancestor and culture hero. Still, the sense of time is not deep. 
According to Yi-Fu Tuan, among non-literate peoples, not only 
the means but the desire to think historically is lacking in general. 
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The ideal is not development but equilibrium, a state of unvarying 
harmony. The world as it exists is to be maintained or restored. 
Objects as well as places are venerated because they have power 
or are associated with beings of power, not because they are old. 
Antiquarianism is therefore alien to them. 2 

Such examples show that nonliterate cultures have been pre
sented in studies as having little or no sense of history. However, 
when we think of who has done these studies and when, we have 
to reconsider the results. Are these societies in fact as non-time-
conscious as they have been presented? 

An ahistorical perspective was long characteristic of anthro
pological research .3 According to Renato Rosaldo groups were 
seen as timeless, as static as they were uniform. "The ethos of 
anthropology has made it particularly difficult to perceive the 
consciousness and workings of historical change among the 
subjects of investigation."4 In fact structural anthropology was 
founded in a binary opposition of the kind that would later became 
its trademark: a radical opposition to history.5 Therefore, the 
image of the timeless primitive is not in fact a finding, but an 
illusion created by the pre-eminent methods of anthropology.6 

In current anthropological research attitudes towards time have 
changed. The time-anthropologist Alfred Gell summarizes the 
change in anthropological research: 

There is no fairyland where people exper ience t ime in a w a y that is 

markedly unl ike the w a y in which we do ourselves , where there is no 

past , present and future, where t ime stands still, or chases its o w n 

tail, or swings back and forth like a pendu lum. There are only other 

c locks, other schedules to keep abreast of, other frustrating delays, 

happy anticipations, unexpected turns of events and long stretches of 

gr inding monotony. There is nothing n e w under the sun, in the sense, 

at least, that there is noth ing out there to affect our est imation of the 

logical possibil i t ies inherent in the world with which we are already 

familiar; on the other hand, mos t of what there is 'out there ' is s imply 

unknown , never observed, never described, never thought about , ne 

ver set on paper. That ought to be sufficient. 7 
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When ethnological and historical perspectives are both taken into 
consideration and the focus is on the history of nonliterate peop
les the line of research is usually called ethnohistory,8 native 
history,9 ethnographic history,10 historical ethnography,11 or folk 
history.12 According to Karl R. Wernhart ethnohistory as a metho
dological approach was introduced by Clark Wissler in 1909. 
He understood the term as meaning the search for ethnological 
information in historical documents. Early on ethnohistory was 
understood in America as the identification of ethnic units with 
the aid of historical written sources in conjunction with archeolo-
gical data. Presently in the USA one understands by "ethnohis
tory" a combination of ethnographic field research with relevant 
historical documents in libraries and archives.13 Ethnohistory has 
above all else a time-oriented and ethnic orientation approach to 
information. Beyond these defining features, ethnohistories have 
been organized from varied perspectives, including those of 
technological change, ethnicity, colonial relationships, and histo
rical eras. 1 4 Furthermore, ethnohistory, as the history of illiterate 
peoples, can also include "historical ethnography". In that case 
one seeks the possibility in ethnohistory to combine the 
synchronic (phenomenological, structural) and the diachronic 
(historical) interpretation of cultural and social manifestations 
of ethnic groups with one another.15 

Ethnohistory can also be distinguished from "folk history". 
While the former means the application of the historical method 
to the illiterate societies, the latter aims at expressing the histori
cal picture and historical awareness of the indigenous peoples as 
seen from their point of view. However, in France "ethnohisto-
rie" means the same as folk history in the USA: a contribution 
towards a reconstruction of the historical picture of culture by 
the indigenous peoples themselves.1 6 There are studies outside 
France, too, in which ethnohistory is a label for studies accounting 
for people's own sense of how events were constituted, and their 
ways of culturally constructing the past.1 7 Native history is not as 
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widely used. It is used as folk history, as the "tribes' own profound 
sense of the events as both spiritually and temporally informed."18 

The concept of folk history is not necessarily limited to indi
genous peoples. Indeed, it has recently often been the line of 
research taken in studying contemporary societies.1 9 The con
cept popular memory can thus also be used. The focus of these 
studies is how people transmit information on the past absorbed 
from relatives, neighbors and colleagues to people they are com
municating with. 2 0 This line of research comes close to oral his
tory, which has become increasingly popular in social and political 
history.21 Then again, Finnish ethnology, which is my scientific 
background, has always has a strong historical perspective built 
into the discipline. 

For this study the angle of folk history is most relevant. How 
did Khants experience their own history? 

Sirelius made some entries in his diaries on how Khants told 
their own history. Sirelius writes that the Ostyaks divide their 
history into two periods: first the era of pagan Ostyaks when 
there was no Tsar in the country, and secondly the era of Christian 
Ostyaks who were ruled by the Tsar. "When you listen to the 
Ostyaks it still seems as if Christianity is a religion they have 
been forced to adopt. One respects the Ostyaks before the Tsar's 
time a great deal. The Ostyaks were great in number, strong and 
powerful, and also the shamans were strong as well" wrote 
Sirelius.2 2 This division into the heathen times and Christianity 
is also found in the remarks the informants made to Sirelius. For 
example, an aged man told Sirelius that older people had told 
him that Ostyaks used to have no fishing equipment. "That was 
when the Ostyaks were not Christian, during the unbaptized era. 
Men went fishing with their wives in the evening when it was 
getting dark. Everyone rowed their flat-bottom rowboats kee
ping the boat a little aslant. There were plenty of fish, and fish 
after fish leapt into the boat until it was full" the man told 
Sirelius.2 3 
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A Khant family from the River Vasyugan. The way Sirelius described 
persons in pictures shows his interest in physical anthropology 

(Sign. 36:1). 
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3.1. In the Old Days 

There are not many entries in the diaries where the history of the 
Khants would have been actually touched upon directly. Infor
mants usually told Sirelius about "the time of the Tartars and 
Prince Jermak", when Tartars fought with Khants, and when 
Khants were forced to turn to Christianity.24 One informant told 
Sirelius that his grand-grandfather was brought to Tobolsk to be 
baptized.25 Wars between the Khants and other peoples were also 
described. The grandfathers of the fathers of the Khants Sirelius 
interviewed were said to have chased the Samoyeds from the 
River Vakh in battle. 2 6 Ancestors seem to have been at war with 
the Samoyeds in other places, as well. 2 7 

The way the Khants dealt with the past was actually more 
practical. The concept "in heathen times" was used in situations 
of everyday life, when for example defining the age of some 
artefact or events. Dwellings made of birch bark had been used 
in heathen times 2 8 and artefacts from the graves from the heathen 
times had been found.2 9 Some things, for example learning to 
make a boat in the Komi style, had simply taken place "in the 
old days" when two Komi men visited the area. 3 0 

"In the old days" was at least twice used as a synonym for the 
heathen times. 3 1 Actually this way of defining time was more 
frequent than direct reference to heathen times. It is no surprise 
that this qualifier was especially used in describing the age of 
artefacts. Because Sirelius collected objects for the museum it 
was natural that he tried to establish age of the objects. The shirts, 
dresses and footwear female Khants used were similar to those 
used "in the old days". 3 2 The inside of a fur coat Sirelius ob
tained for his collections was "from the old days", but the outside 
was modern. 3 3 The same chronology was used to describe 
material culture. Dwellings were built in the urmans,34 special 
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huts were built in the woods on hunting trips, 3 5 and the roofs of 
the dwellings had been made of wood 3 6 "in the old days". Nets 
were spun with particular equipment,3 7 larch roots were used for 
dyeing, 3 8 roots of Siberian pine were used to make containers,3 9 

grooving tools were used in handicraft,40 and fish was smoked 4 1 

"in the old days". Red-throated divers and squirrels were also 
hunted with strings4 2 made of nettle 4 3 "in the old days". A trap 
used for snaring capercaillie Sirelius found was "from the old 
days". 4 4 Horses were common on the River Ob "in the old days", 
but there were no reindeer.45 In some other areas, however, rein
deer were common "in the old days". 4 6 Rites were also timed by 
the same method: a sacrificial feast was organized in the sum
mer high up on the river bank of the Ob, in a place agreed upon 
"in the old days", and in the winter, in the woods or the fells.4 7 

Even a person, a Russian businessman, was described as a rep
resentative of the old days. 4 8 

In addition to "in the old days"concepts like "in the times of 
the elderly", "in the times of the ancestors", and "in the times of 
earlier generations" were used. Again history is means of 
describing material culture: particular pieces of equipment were 
used "in the times of the elderly",4 9 or there always had been iron 
to make tools, 5 0 but nails were traditionally made of wood. 5 1 

Occasionally the present was compared to previous times. Khants 
lived in dwellings dug partly into the ground "in the times of the 
ancestors" whereas at the time of the interview they lived in huts 
made of logs. 5 2 Footwear made of horse hide was used in the 
fall, but not "in the times of the elderly", because horse hide was 
not used at that time. 5 3 "In the times of the elderly" a traditional 
harp was used in the sacrificial feasts, but now were drums used 
instead.54 Being modern is often a synonym for Russian merchan
dise; it is emphasized that even the elderly had used certain arte
facts.5 5 The "actual Ostyakian" dated from the times of the el
derly in general. 5 6 
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"In the times of the elderly" was a frequently-used phrase among the 
Khants. (Sign. 36:360). 
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It is obvious from the data that Christianity was of less importance 
in reckoning time. It is more a question of the Russian influence, 
which had a great effect on the material culture of the Khants. 

3.2. From the Russians 

One informant told Sirelius that certain garments were made 
"before the Tsar stole Russia".5 7 Another informant told him that 
the Khants had previously made the iron they needed, and made 
knives, axes, kettles, etc. of it; but then the Tsar took the equip
ment away from them. 5 8 The Russian influence is explained by 
the actions of the Tsar in these examples. More often the state
ments are milder, and the Russian influence is expressed either 
as "learnt from the Russians" or "bought from the Russians". 
All the same, both these expressions conceal temporality in them. 
Once Sirelius was told that a certain hunting method was learnt 
from the Samoyeds, not long ago. 5 9 

What did the Russians then teach to the Khants? Hunting foxes 
with poison,60 using salt when hunting hares6 1 and different fishing 
methods 6 2 were learnt from the Russians. Drying fish was also 
said to have been learnt from the Russians. 6 3 The model of a 
cape made of linen and the use of squirrel hides in clothes, 6 4 and 
the model of a stable6 5 were copied from the Russians. 6 6 Blacks-
mithing was said to have been learnt from the Russians. 6 7 One 
informant dates it to the time when his grand-grandfather was 
converted to the Christian belief; he learnt to forge in Tobolsk, 
and brought the skill to the Khant area where he lived.6 8 Sirelius 
shows his ethnocentrism when he writes that even the word for 
working was learnt from the Russians (because "the Khants were 
lazy in nature"). 6 9 The Russian influence was not necessarily 
centuries old. Russian-type boats were adopted in one area 40 
years before, i.e. in the 1860s.7 0 
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A trap for the capercaillies from the River Vakh. The man is wearing a cap 
in a style adopted from the Russians. (Sign. 36:289). 
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Russians not only taught, they also sold such things as fishing 
and hunting equipment,7 1 dishes, tools made of metal 7 2 and flint 
and steel.7 3 Red and blue were colors the Khants generally could 
not make (depending on the area, however), but bought them 
from the Russians.74 The influence could also be cultural. Sirelius 
was told that it was a fashion to give one's dog a Russian name 
instead of traditional Khant names. 7 5 However, in another area 
even Russian merchants were given Khant names, and the Khants 
did not know the official (baptized) Russian names their fellow 
Khants had. 7 6 The habit of drinking tea, a habit only a generation 
old, was learnt from the Russians. However, Russian tea was so 
expensive that Khant tea was used instead.7 7 Objects were often 
described as Khant or Russian.7 8 

3.3. After the Forest Fires 

It is obvious that the concept of the year was not important for 
the Khants. They did not know their own ages, Sirelius estimating 
it from the looks of the informants.7 9 The time was measured in 
terms of years in some cases, but again it is not known if it was 
Sirelius's interpretation or the Khants' own way of thinking. 
However, in same areas hares had not been seen u in ten years", 8 0 

bears had not been hunted "for 7 to 8 years" 8 1 or wolves were 
common "20 years ago". 8 2 

However, the time of the forest fires was an exact way of 
reckoning time for the Khants. Events had taken place before or 
after the forest fires: sable, elk and squirrel had been common, 
and therefore hunted a great deal, in some areas "before the fo
rest fires".8 3 The importance of fishing increased after forest fi
res. 8 4 Material culture had to adapt to new circumstances becau
se there were big trees no longer.85 In some areas it was said that 
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Khants sifting Siberian pine cones, their delicacy. (Sign. 36:354). 
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the forest fires destroyed the forests 30 years ago (i.e. the 1870s),86 

and in some areas 60 years ago (i.e. thel840's) 8 7 . 
Whitrow has pointed out that it is very typical to describe 

years according to great phenomena of nature, such as forest fi
res. Little by little the years are forgotten and it is only said that 
something took place a long time ago. This is apparent in 
Sirelius's material, too. Sometimes Khants used a simple quali
fier "before" when describing time past. 8 8 Events which could 
not be remembered had taken place "a long time ago". 8 9 "Within 
living memory" was also used. 9 0 
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WHEN THE LEAVES 

ARE FALLING 

Cultures whose economy have been based on the products of 
nature have adapted to the repeating periods of the year. Time-
recording was task-orientated; in that it was important to per
form a task, and do so when the time was right. This point of 
time was determined by the course of nature, not a clock, and 
life was a series of repetitions. As the importance of the Christian 
church increased, one lived in the rhythm of nature, but in the 
control of the church.1 However, with technological develop
ment cultures in the sparsely inhabited areas of the world no 
longer record time simply with the help of the nature, but with 
the help of the clock as well. 

Studies have shown that most people have some method of 
recording and reckoning time. Among peoples living off nature 
it is usually based either on the phases of nature indicated by 
temporal variations in climate and in plant and animal life or on 
celestial phenomena revealed by elementary astronomical ob
servations. Pierre Bourdieu has described the complex time sys
tem of the Algerian peasants: 
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The Kaby le peasant lives his life at a rhy thm determined by the divi

sion of the ritual calendar which exhibits a whole mythical system. 

- Natura l p h e n o m e n a are not perceived only as such in naturalist ic 

descript ive vision. Everyday exper ience isolates certain part icular 

significant aspects which are treated as functional signs of a complex 

symbol ism. The mythico-r i tual sys tem appears to be built about a 

cluster of contrasts be tween complementary principles. In opposi 

tion to p loughing and sowing there is the harvest ; to weaving , the 

seasonal counterpart of p loughing, the firing of pottery is opposed. 

Spring is opposed to autumn, summer to winter, all aspects of a larger 

and clearer contrast be tween the dry season (spring and summer) and 

the wet season (au tumn and winter) . In opposi t ion as well are night 

and day, light and shadow, the rising and setting sun, East and West. 

All of these pairs of oppos ing not ions , which define the calendar of 

agricultural labour and crafts, also underl ine the principle of the divi

sion of labour be tween the sexes, and the dist inction be tween the 

moist foods of au tumn and winter and the dry foods of the spring and 

summer. The same logic determines the rhy thm of social life, the 

season of feasts and the cycle of pas t imes for example , and it lies at 

the foundation of certain structural features of the communi ty such 

as the opposing moiet ies; - it defines the organization of space within 

the house ; i t furnishes the pair of opposi t ions which is the basis of the 

sys tem of values. Thus the contrast be tween the wet season asso

ciated wi th fertility and germinat ion and the dry season associated 

wi th the death of cult ivated nature parallels the opposi t ion be tween 

the plant ing and weav ing associated wi th sexuali ty on one hand and 

the harvest associated wi th death on the other hand; and finally, the 

opposi t ion of the p loughshare which activates and the sickle which 

destroys life. All are integrated into a broader sys tem where in life is 

opposed to death, water to f i re , the powers of nature which mus t be 

placed to the man-made techniques of culture which must be handled 

wi th precaut ion . 2 

The insignificance of the clock in peasant society is obvious: 
"Free from the concern for schedules, and ignoring the tyranny 
of the clock, sometimes called 'the devil's mill', the peasant works 
without haste, leaving to tomorrow that which cannot be done 
today."3 Instead of the clock, other methods for measuring time 
were used. The parts of the day were lived as different appearances 
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of the perceived world, nuances of which are apprehended im-
pressionistically: e.g. "when the sky is a little light in the east", 
"when the sky is a little red", "the time of the first prayer", "when 
the sun touches the earth", "when the goats come out", "when 
the goats hide".4 Duration and space were described by reference 
to the performance of a some actual task, e.g., the unit of duration 
was the time one needed to do a job, to work a piece of land with 
a pair of oxen. Equally, space was evaluated in terms of duration, 
or better, by reference to the activity occupying a definite lapse 
of time, for example, a day at the plough or a day's walk. As 
Bourdieu put it, "the common denominator and foundation of 
the equivalences is nothing other than the experience of activity."5 

A Finnish anthropologist, Matti Kamppinen, found two time 
systems in Peru: Peruvian time (la hora peruana) and English 
time (la hora inglesa). When he wanted a meeting at ten o'clock, 
he had to emphasize that he meant ten o'clock English time. Ten 
o'clock exactly (en punto) would not have had the same effect.6 

The difference between the Peruvian time and English time is an 
example of a profound difference between two ways of measur
ing time, relative and absolute. According to the relative time 
system time as such does not exist, but time is always the time in 
relation to different actions and events. Time consists of what 
people do. According to the absolute time system time is inde
pendent and not dependent on people's actions. One just has to 
find the time to come along with time, and those who do not find 
the time are either late, not punctual or lazy. It depends on the 
culture whether the absolute or relative time system predomina
tes. For example, in the Peruvian rain forests where the relative 
time system normally predominates, it is replaced by the absolute 
during Catholic holidays. You don't celebrate Easter when you 
feel like it, but on the exact calendar dates.7 

Even in urban settings old values are seen, having moved from 
the countryside to the cities. The institutionalized habit of the 
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urban Japanese of being late for appointments, e.g. work, school, 
and meetings even if clocks are everywhere and trains leave at 
exact times has surprised many. It is explained by old values: 
one did not need a watch in the rise fields, so one does not need 
it today - at least in cases where no-one else has to do the work 
for you. 8 

The Khant society is a typical example of culture with a natu
re-based economy. However, when Sirelius did fieldwork among 
them, they were no longer isolated, but wholly integrated into 
Russian society, the Orthodox Church and the monetary economy. 
In fact they have never been entirely isolated thanks to their ac
tive fur trade from the middle ages onwards. However, it was 
not until the 1700s that the Russian administrative and ecclesi
astical power was established in the Khant territory.9 It would be 
no surprise if Khants would in the course of time have determin
ed time with such concepts as "the Khant time" and "the Russi
an time", the Khant time being based on observations on the 
physical environment and the tasks performed throughout the 
year, and the Russian time based on the Church year and the 
Julian or Gregorian calendar. 

Khant vernacular time-reckoning follows the pattern Martin 
R Nilsson has described in his study about "Primitive time-
reckoning". At the basis [of time-reckoning] lies an accurately 
determined and limited and indeed small number of phenome
na, which are the same for all peoples all over the globe, and can 
be combined only in a certain quite small number of ways. These 
phenomena may be divided into two main groups: 

(1) the phenomena of the heavens - sun, moon, and stars -
and 

(2) the phases of nature - the variations in the climate and 
plant and animal life, which determine the affairs of men. 1 0 



Khant mothers with their children. (Sign. 36:125). 
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For the Khants, these variations were very important. However, 
the phenomena of the heavens were also used in time-reckoning. 
Snow and water conditions, i.e. products of the climate, were 
the most important for recording time. Such phrases as "when 
there is no snow", "after the first snowfall", "after the snowfall", 
"at the time of deep/low/hard/soft snow" and "when the snow 
starts melting" were typical examples of time-reckoning. The 
changing conditions of the water systems, freezing and the ice 
drift as well as the flood and oxygen depletion, "dying of the 
water" in Khant terms, were also often used in measuring time. 
Things were done before or after the river died, "at the time of 
dying of the water", or before or after the river froze or the ice 
drift. The thickness of the ice was also of importance as well as 
the height of the flood. Things were done "when the ice was 
thin", "at the time of high/low water" or "during/after the flood". 

Plant life, such as the time of the year when berries and 
Siberian pine cones were ripe as well as the time when leaves 
were falling from the trees, were occasionally mentioned when 
measuring time. Animal life was however more important since 
fishing and hunting were so important to the Khants. Things hap
pened when "birds were moulting/migrating" or it was a "mating 
season", "nesting season" or "mosquito season". Spawning 
season was important for fishing. The moon and the sun were 
quite seldom mentioned in Sirelius's notes even though the year 
was divided into months based on the rotation of the moon, and 
days were based on the difference between day and night. How
ever, such phrases as "during new moon" or "the beginning/end 
of sunrise" were used. 

All examples of time-reckoning mentioned above were often 
used together with the season, although it is quite obvious from 
the material that the concept of season had little significance for 
the Khants. More important were the various domestic tasks done 
during the year. In many cultures the form of the question "when?" 
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corresponds in form to the question "where?" 1 1 This applies to 
the Khant way of measuring time as well. The concept of urmans, 
i.e. old forests, so frequently mentioned in this study, is at the 
same time spatial and temporal, corresponding to both time and 
place, answering the questions when and where. Khants lived a 
part of the year in the old forests of the coniferous zone away 
from the riverside; different tasks were performed there than at 
the river. A lot of information was included when one said that 
something was done in the urmans. The spatial and temporal 
unit is also included in the way the Khants measured length ac
cording to the time it took to reach a destination. 

The Orthodox Church year is represented in the Khants' way 
of defining time. However, the events of the church year were 
more or less reminders of the time being more exact than the 
plant and animal life or climate. It was very typical of the Khants 
to combine the Orthodox and vernacular calendar. For example, 
small seines were used "in the fall before the freeze until the 
Day of St Nicholas" and geese were hunted "around the Day of 
SS Peter and Paul at the time of moulting". The Day of St Elijah, 
the Day of St Dimitri, the Day of St Nicholas, the Day of St 
Simon, the Protecting Veil of the Mother of God as well as 
Christmas, Epiphany, Pentecost, Lent and Whitsuntide were used 
by Khants in recording time. As the Russian influence increased, 
Russian society and its symbol, the official Julian Calendar, be
came more and more important. Things were done on exact dates. 

The time kept by us in civil life today is based on the rotation 
of the earth, which gives us the day. Similarly, the earth's motion 
around the sun gives us our year. If, however, we lived on the 
moon, we should then find that, since the moon spins on its axis 
so much more slowly than does the earth, each day as determin
ed by the moon's rotation would in fact be equal to a month. The 
way in which the terrestrial day is divided up into hours, minutes, 
and seconds is purely conventional. Similarly the decision whether 
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a given day begins at dawn, sunrise, midday, sunset, or midnight 
is also a matter of arbitrary choice or social convenience. 1 2 For 
Khants the clock was based on observations of the nature, e.g., 
the sunrise and sunset. They recorded the passing of time by 
something that could be called "a tea-clock". Khants drank tea 
five times a day, and they recorded passing of time with temporal 
adverbs from the first to the fifth tea. This shows how typical it 
is to have an urge to conceptualize the passing of time, and how 
material culture being a source of livelihood (the cow-clock 
among the Nuer) or stimulant (a tea-clock among the Khants) is 
exploited. 

Time is both history and the future; the time past and the time 
to come. Even if the past has already been lived, used time, it is 
kept alive with narratives. Something of the past is "saved" by 
telling it to others. 1 3 What we tell about our personal history to 
our children is a good example of this. There is no culture without 
history. It can be written and done by professionals, or be oral 
and shared by a wider range of people. 1 4 Robert J. Thornton 
claims that talking about the past requires a grouping of events 
into a related sets of events, and a separation of classes of events 
that have already taken place from events that are currently taking 
place or that are about to take place. The Iraqw of Tanzania, for 
instance, talk of years (kuru), months (slahhangw, literally 
'moons'), days (delo), and hours (loa, literally 'suns'). They do 
not, however, use the standards of measurement comparatively 
to produce a general concept of uniform time, a chronology, that 
is, against which all events may be compared. The experience of 
time is manifestly the same, but the use of the concept is different. 
Thornton draws a distinction between sequence and chronology. 
Sequence is a physical and biological given perceived in the na
tural rhythms of the body and the physical world. Chronology, 
on the other hand, is a cultural, imposed order. "At some time in 
the past" is a phrase that implies sequence, but not chronology. 
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Genealogies of chiefs or a succession of generations are examples 

of elementary chronology.15 

For the Algerian peasants events in the past were located by 
reference to memorable occurrences: one spoke of "the year when 
there was misery", "the year in which there was a plague", or "in 
which there was snow for many days", or of "the year when the 
ship burned in the harbor".16 The Nuer living in Sudan mentioned 
earlier referred to years by the floods, pestilence, famines, wars, 
and so on occurring in them. In due course the names given to 
the years are forgotten and all events beyond the range of this 
crude historical record come to be regarded as having occurred 
long ago. 1 7 The Khants had a similar way of describing the past. 
For them things had happened "in the old days", "in times of the 
elderly", "in times of the ancestors", "in times of earlier genera
tions", "a long time ago" or simply "before". A more specific 
way of recording time was to say whether it had happened before 
or after the forest fires or whether it was bought or learnt from 
the Russians. 

If climate, plant and animal life represent the oldest stratum 
of reckoning time for the Khants, the Orthodox Church year repre
sents the middle and the Julian Calendar the youngest stratum. 
This is also the way Khants describe their own history. First there 
were "actual Ostyakian times", then Khants were converted to 
the Christian faith, and little by little Russian influence increased. 
This process is seen in Khant popular culture in general. 

In his study of the Khants' food economy, Juhani U.E. 
Lehtonen has shown how they became a part of exchange 
economy from the late 1700s. They traded dried fish, fat and fur 
for instance, for jewelers, flour and liquor. In fact many innova
tions, with the exception of tobacco, which had been adopted 
earlier, were accepted among the Khants at the end of the 1700s. 
Among foodstuffs the most important were flour and liquor. 
Changes in clothing textiles occurred simultaneously. In the 
hundred years period of time from the end of the 1700s to the 
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end of the 1800s the transition from home-made fabrics of nettle 
to textiles bought from the Russians took place. Clothing, from 
top to toe, was russianized by the beginning of the 19th century. 
Firearms had spread among the Khants from the end of 1700s 
onwards. 1 8 

A second phase in the process took place at the end of the 
1800s when many innovations in Khant material culture were 
accepted. In addition to textiles and clothing, innovations of the 
end of 1800s included stoves and the habit of baking bread, as 
well as the Russian type of architecture. Tea, which was important 
even for recording time, was introduced and adopted at that time, 
too. 1 9 This was exactly the time when Sirelius was doing field-
work. The old Khant way of thought was strong, but the Russian 
influence on the culture was increasing rapidly. The leaves were 
literally falling from the tree if leaves are seen as a metaphor for 
cultural features and the tree as a metaphor for traditional Khant 
culture. Even though the future is an essential part of the concept 
of time, 2 0 in the material Sirelius collected among the Khants 
there are no references to it; one can only wonder why. 

In this study I have tried to follow the principle of fairness 
Jorma Kalela has expounded. A historian should be fair both to 
the people who are studied and the one who is doing the research. 
The work of a historian, and this applies to an ethnologist as 
well, is like work in a court room except that the one doing the 
study is simultaneously acting as a prosecutor, attorney and 
judge. 2 1 This ethical rule obliges me to do full justice to the 
Khants Sirelius studied and to Sirelius doing the study. I cannot 
treat Khants as Sirelius saw them as 'lower savages" and I cannot 
treat Sirelius as he could be seen from today's point of view, as a 
cultural imperialist. This principle is not taken for granted; it is 
quite typical of ethnographers to think themselves "better" than 
their predecessors, being "of a different build" as Renato Rosaldo 
has put it. 2 2 
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A Khant fishing settlement on the River Ob. The boat is a Russian 
passenger ship, a symbol of Russian influence. (Sign. 36:193). 



160 Hanna Snellman 

The principle of fairness also incorporates the idea that the rese
archer should identify her or his intentions and to be able to control 
his other expectations, i.e. avoid tendencies, in order to be able 
to conduct a fair study. The aim of objectivity can in fact hide the 
pitfall of cultural blindness and ulterior motives. According to 
Kalela only a hypocrite could claim that one time or other he or 
she would not have felt tempted to forget the principle of fair
ness in order to convince the reader of the results. One should be 
especially afraid of anachronisms; we cannot judge the people 
of the 1890s by the standards of the 2000s. 2 3 This is important 
when we consider Sirelius as a fieldworker; he certainly could 
not have known of the ethical principles of 20th century anthro
pologists. This should also be remembered when discussing the 
origins of museum collections, such as the objects Sirelius 
brought home to the Finnish National Museum. 



Khant boys from the Vasyugan area photographed by U.T. Sirelius 
(Sign. 36:47). 
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Notes 

1 Julkunen 1989, 11; Markkanen 1989, 155; Sarmela 1979. 
2Bourdieu 1963,56. 

3Bourdieu 1963, 58. 
4Bourdieu 1963, 59. 
5Bourdieu 1963, 60. 
6Kamppinen 1989, 201. 
7Kamppinen2000, 11. 
8Vesterinen 1989, 201,215. 
9Lehtonen 1974, 89. 
1 0Nilsson 1920, 2. 
11 E.g. Thornton 1980, 173. 
1 2 Whitrow 1988,4. 
1 3Alasuutari 1989, 75. 
1 4Alasuutari 1989, 79. 
1 5 Thornton 1980, 171-172. 
1 6Bourdieu 1963, 59. 
1 7 Whitrow 1989, 9. 
1 8 Lehtonen 1974, 89-94. 
1 9 Lehtonen 1974, 89-90. 
2 0 Oden 1989, 131. 
2 1 Kalela 2000, 55-56, 85-86. 
2 2Rosaldo 1980, 8. 
2 3 Kalela 2000, 56, 71, 83, 86-87, 109, 187. 
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