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Th e Ethnographic Museum in Helsinki

In Finland, during the period 1770–1800, scholars had started the 
process of creating national history. At the Royal Academy of 
Turku, Professor Henrik Gabriel Porthan was the founder of Finn-
ish humanistic research creating the basis for critical historical re-
search in the fi eld of mythology and folk poetry. In 1779, Porthan 
studied at the University of Gött ingen, where he met August Lud-
wig Schlözer who identifi ed and classifi ed European and northern 
Asian languages, amongst them the Uralic family of languages. He 
introduced the concept of ethnography as a historical description 
of peoples in his Allgemeine Nordische Geschichte published at Halle 
as part of the Allgemeine Welthistorie in 1771.1 Following Schlözer’s 
works, Porthan had extended Schlözer’s patt ern of relationship to 
include the so-called ‘Finnic’ peoples, the Sámi, Biarmians, Esto-
nians, Kurlanders, Finns, Karelians, Ingrians and Votians. In Port-
han’s view, the description of grammar and syntax of the Finno-Ug-
ric languages could be achieved by visiting the speakers of each of 
these languages and studying them in the fi eld.2 Porthan wanted to 
discover the historical origins of the Finnic peoples with linguistic 
studies, but he was also interested in prehistory, numismatics, and 
art. As the librarian of the Royal Academy of Turku  from 1772 to 
1777, he started, upon his own initiative, to keep and inventory the 
Academy’s numismatic and art collection.3 His role was quite active 
as the museum keeper. Th e numismatic collection was augmented 
by donations and as a result there were 76 medals in the collection 
by 1796. Porthan represented the collections in his lectures, and in 
1786, he was invited to be a member of the Royal Swedish Academy 
of Lett ers, History and Antiquities. Upon H.G. Porthan’s initiative, 
the collection Kongl. Academiens Mynt- och Medaille Samling was 
inventoried in 1802.4 Th ere was a modest ethnological collection at 
the Academy that had been acquired through commerce and seafar-
ing and donations from Admiral Arvid Adolf Etholén in 1825–1826. 
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Th is collection was destroyed in the Fire of Turku in 1827, which 
also destroyed the Academy.5 

Emperor Nicholas I’s edict of 21 October 1827 ordered the Uni-
versity to relocate from Turku to Helsinki, which had become the 
capital of the Grand Duchy of Finland in 1812. In 1828, the Uni-
versity was renamed the Imperial Alexander University in Finland. 
Th e University had a Coin and Art Cabinet, containing numismatic, 
medal and art collections6, as well as artefacts obtained from ‘indig-
enous peoples’, especially from Alaska. Owing to donations from 
Admiral Arvid Adolf Etholén, the number of these ethnographic 
objects grew during the 1830 and 1840s.7 In 1830, Professor Johan 
Gabriel Linsén, the director of the museum, bought a noteworthy 
numismatic collection from Anders Blad, while at the same time 
he refused to purchase a collection of Alaskan materials off ered 
by the widow of Admiral Schismareff . Linsén argued that there 
were continuous additions to the Alaska collection through dona-
tions from Arvid Adolf Etholén.  Nonetheless, there was only one 
item from Finland, a Sámi cradle.8 Linsén ultimately appreciated 
the ethnographic collection, and in 1835, upon his initiative, it was 
transferred to its own museum with the original Swedish name of 
Ethnographiskt Museum, the ‘Ethnographic Museum’.9 Th e collec-
tion contained ‘various curiosities, such as old weapons, clothing, 
jewellery etc.’10 Th e positive att itude of the museum’s director to 
the ethnographic collection might have been due to Linsén’s visit 
to C.J. Th omsen in Copenhagen in 1830s.11 

Th e historian Gerhard Friedrich Müller, in Russifi ed form Feo-
dor Ivanovič Miller, launched ethnography as a descriptive study 
of peoples in the 1730s and 1740s. Th is was followed by the linguist 
August Schlözer and the librarian Adam František Kollár with their 
concepts of the historical description of peoples. In 1787, Alexandre-
César Chavannes, professor of theology in Lausanne, was the fi rst 
to use the term ‘ethnologie’.12 Ethnography as a discipline was es-
tablished during the nineteenth century in specialized societies and 
ethnographic museums. Interest in ethnography and the collection 
of ethnographic material spread among European museums. Th e 
fi rst ethnographic museums were founded in St Petersburg, Lei-
den, and Copenhagen in the years 1836–41.13 In 1841, C.J. Th omsen 
founded the Ethnographic Museum in Copenhagen14 using the col-
lections of the Oldnorsk Museum as its basis. In St Petersburg, the 
Ethnographic Museum of the Imperial Saint Petersburg Academy 
of Sciences became an independent institution in 1836,  and Anders 
Johan Sjögren became its fi rst director in 1845.15 Th e opening of a 
new large gallery for the ethnographic collections at the British 
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Museum in 1845 infl uenced the founding of ethnographic institutes 
in Europe.16 

In 1849 in Finland, the University of Helsinki appointed Gab-
riel Rein, professor of history and rector of the university, to the 
post of director of the Ethnographic Museum.17 According to Finn-
ish museologist Juhani Kostet, the history as an academic discipline 
had a strong infl uence on the activities of the museum. Historical 
research needed source materials for reference, and archive insti-
tute and museums had to be provided for them. Ethnological arte-
facts were regarded as sources for historians.18 Th e Ethnographic 
Museum in Helsinki was quite modest; the most valuable collection 
was the above-mentioned Etholén Collection from Russian Alaska 
by Arvid Adolf Etholén, explorer and Chief Manager (Governor) 
at the Russian-American Company who donated the collections to 
the University in 1829, 1834, and 1846. Th e inventory indicated the 
amount of the items; for example 80 artefacts from the American 
North West, the Islands of the Pacifi c, and approximately 20 items 
from Europe.19 Th e museum was housed in the University building, 
and the items were arranged in four showcases.20 Th e collections 
were only for the use of students of the University.

Henrik August Reinholm, a collector of Finnish folklore, 
worked as the museum assistant from 1850 to 1856. His focus of 
interest was the collection of basic material shedding light on the 
history of the Finnish people. In 1839 he began a series of expedi-
tions to diff erent parts of southern Finland to collect folklore mate-
rials.21 On 1 May 1850 the Ethnographic Museum bought from Mat-
thias Alexander Castrén a Tungus man’s costume, a Samoyed fur 
coat, some pipes, spoons, a comb and a knife, and Mongolian and 
Chinese ritual items. Th e museum assistant, H.A. Reinholm, most 
likely received and described these objects in writing.22 

In 1856, Henrik Johan Holmberg was appointed museum as-
sistant. He was a Finnish mineralogist and chemist who travelled 
in Russian America in 1849–1852. During his stay, Holmberg as-
sembled a rich collection of natural history specimens and studied 
local languages and the ethnography of the indigenous Alaskans. 
In 1852, Holmberg published the results of his researches with the 
title Etnographische Skizzen über die Völker des russischen Ameri-
ka23, and off ered his collection to the Ethnographic Museum of the 
University of Helsinki, but was turned down. Th e museum already 
had enough of these items. In 1853, Christian Jürgensen Th omsen 
purchased the Holmberg Collection for the National Museum of 
Denmark.24 

H.J. Holmberg focused on inventorying and organising the 
collections of the Ethnographic Museum. He described the artefacts 
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in detail, and published the museum’s fi rst catalogue in 185925. Th e 
principle of Holmberg’s classifi cation was based on continents, 
with European, Asian, African, American, and Australian sections. 
Th e Finnish artefacts belonged to the European collection. Th e 
Asian collection included Chinese items, and mostly artefacts of Si-
berian nomadic peoples, the Samoyed, Tungus, and Yakut, obtained 
by Castrén.  Holmberg’s catalogue pointed out two facts. Consider-
able additions began to be made to the collection aft er 1849 and it 
now listed 1400 items. Th e size of the Finnish collection changed 
decisively, from only a couple of items in 1849 to 525 by 1859. Th e 
principle of collecting was changing as the Finnish items became 
the focus with the curiosities of the ‘Other’ in the background.26 

In the 1850s the policy of collection was passive, with the mu-
seum receiving items as donations from all parts of the world. Th e 
Alaska collection was the result of a research expedition, others 
were collected as souvenirs and curiosities. Th e museum off ered a 
conception about cultures and peoples living outside Europe. Th e 
Samoyed fur coat, the Tungus costume, and objects of mammoth 
ivory represented the cultures of indigenous Siberian peoples until 
1877 when the linguist August Ahlqvist made a research expedition 
to Siberia and purchased a collection of 100 items from the Khanty 
and Mansi.27 

Castrén was in Helsinki aft er his fi rst expedition in 1844. He 
studied the Komi, Sámi, and Mari languages, worked on the gram-
mar of Yurak Samoyed, prepared his doctoral thesis, and lectured 
at the university on Finnish grammar. In principle, he had the op-
portunity to visit the Ethnographic Museum at the university, but 
in practice he probably did not do so. 

Defi ning ethnography

Ethnography as an independent discipline was invented by 
eighteenth-century German-speaking historians. Th e defi nition 
comprised the origins, languages, customs, and institutions of dif-
ferent peoples. In 1992, Zoja Petrovna Sokolova, a Russian ethnolo-
gist and expert on Siberian ethnology, wrote: ‘It is no exaggeration 
to say that Castrén was a colossus in science.’28 She was repeating 
the opinion of learned societies of his time, the Russian Geographi-
cal Society29 and the Imperial Saint Petersburg Academy of Scienc-
es30. Castrén’s work, particularly on the Samoyedic languages and 
folklore, was appreciated. His work covered a large geographic area 
from the Altai Mountains to the Arctic Ocean and from the Yenisei 
to the White Sea.31 In 1927, Lev Jakovlevič Šternberg expressed his 
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appreciation of Castrén’s activity from the point of view of ethnog-
raphy, pointing out that Castrén was the fi rst modern ethnologist 
to proclaim ethnography to be a scholarly discipline equivalent to 
other academic disciplines.32 In Finland, Sulo Haltsonen and Juhani 
U.E. Lehtonen have emphasized the signifi cance of Castrén’s re-
search in Finno-Ugrian ethnography. Lehtonen argued that in Fin-
land the defi nition of ethnography derived from M.A. Castrén. A 
scientifi c programme to explain the origins of the Finns and Finno-
Ugrian peoples determined the activities of Finnish ethnologists 
for decades.33 Castrén namely defi ned the subject in his inaugural 
lecture on being appointed to the chair of Finnish Language in 1851. 
He saw that it was a ‘new name for an old thing’ including the ob-
servation and research of the religion, customs, behaviour and the 
way of life of peoples.34 

‘Th ere exists a branch of learning which both my own 
interests and the nature of the subject itself lead me to 
regard as a fi eld that I feel it my duty to lecture upon, 
namely ethnology. It is a new name for an old thing. It 
comprehends a science which deals with the religion, 
social conditions, customs, and traditions of nations, in 
brief with everything that concerns their inner and ex-
ternal lives. Ethnology could be regarded as a part of 
cultural history, but not all nations have a history in the 
highest sense of the word – it is this very study, eth-
nology, which constitutes their history.’35

Th e examples in the comparative ethnography off ered by Cast-
rén were characteristic of religion and folklore, and its crowning 
achievement, the Kalevala. Along with folklore, the Finnish col-
lectors of oral materials, such as H.A. Reinholm, Antero Warelius, 
Elias Lönnrot and others, noted the way of life of Finnish peas-
ants and their material culture, including costumes, dwellings and 
household items.36 Th e expeditions of Elias Lönnrot, the collector 
of the runes of the Kalevala included the taking of notes in the 
spirit of cultural history. Anna-Leena Siikala has emphasized that 
Lönnrot’s work refl ected the German research tradition37. It is also 
a fact that the director of the Ethnographic Museum, Gabriel Rein, 
supported the project of the Russian statistician Peter von Köppen, 
who had created a map depicting the ethnology or national charac-
teristics of the Russian Empire. In 1846, Köppen obtained a grant for 
the study of conditions in Finland, and Gabriel Rein arranged that 
the money be placed at the disposal of the vicar of Loimaa, Antero 
Warelius.38 In 1848, Rein published in the journal Finlands Almänna 
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Tidning an instruction for the collectors of regional history which 
consisted of geographical and statistical descriptions, and ethno-
graphic observations.39 

During his second expedition Castrén mentioned many times 
that the main objective was to analyse the Siberian peoples in eth-
nographic and linguistic perspective. Castrén followed the tradi-
tion of Russian research expeditions in describing diff erent peo-
ples from ethnographic, archaeological, statistical, historical and 
linguistic viewpoints. Han F. Vermeulen has pointed out that in 
Russia, the description of peoples emerged from the fi eld in the 
context of the Russian exploration of Siberia and Alaska. Th e sci-
entifi c expeditions were part of Russian expansion and the post-
conquest colonization of Siberia in the nineteenth century.40  Th e 
German Enlightenment was a background infl uence, and German 
philosophers and explorers also had a noteworthy role in found-
ing the new academic discipline of ethnography.41 From the point 
of view of research concerning the Siberian peoples, the defi nitive 
expedition was that of Gerhard Friedrich Müller in 1733–1743. He 
distinguished between objects from the natural world and those 
from material history. Th is distinction stemmed from the Renais-
sance separation of Natura and Artes. In 1740, he prepared instruc-
tions for explorers that resembled modern ethnographic fi eldwork. 
Müller suggested that they observe ‘external’ (visible) items, such 
as outward appearance, clothing, and housing, via languages and 
physical construction, and ‘internal” (invisible) items, such as in-
digenous knowledge, beliefs etc.42 Most likely it was his ethno-
graphical instructions that led the Russian Geographic Society in 
1846  to research the peoples of the Russian Empire in ethnographic 
perspective. Th e fi rst chairman of the Department of the Ethnogra-
phy of the Russian Geographical Society was Karl Ernst von Baer 
(1846–1849), who defi ned as the purpose of the Society the study of 
diff erent peoples, the non-Russians or so-called inorodets (‘peoples 
of diff erent birth’) of the Russian Empire. He knew that many Sibe-
rian peoples who had existed in historical times had disappeared. 
Von Baer approached ethnography as a science of empire, focusing 
on the diversity of the human race.43 For Castrén, the scientifi c de-
scription of the Siberian peoples was a part of the idea of the nation 
state, or the cultural nationalism of Herder.44 Although the task 
was clearly a national one, and was going to strengthen Finnish 
identity, the expedition followed the traditions of Russian research-
ers. Castrén collected material as an objective researcher. He was 
a theoretician, and at the same time an empiricist.45 Th e research 
method, comparative ethnography, adopted from the German-Rus-
sian tradition meant the observation of diff erent peoples. On his 
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expeditions Castrén described the clothing, the dwellings, the ritual 
textiles and objects of the Sámi, Karelians, Russians, Samoyeds and 
Khanty as the collectors of oral tradition. On his second expedition, 
M.A. Castrén was funded by the Imperial St Petersburg Academy 
of Sciences. In his journal of 19/31 May 1845, Castrén noted that 
the Academy of Sciences and its scholars had furnished him with 
instructions to follow these guidelines to obtain these aims.46 From 
the point of view of ethnography, the instructions were defi nitive: 
he had to get all the facts and knowledge directly from the indig-
enous peoples.

‘Th e Academy’s wish is that Mr Castrén has as his main 
object the study of languages and major dialects of all 
peoples roaming over the above-mentioned territo-
ries.  … From the historical point of view Mr. Castrén 
shall pay att ention to the oral traditions and legends 
of these peoples about their origins and their ancient 
past.  … His long contacts with the aboriginal peoples 
will make it perfectly easy for him to study their physi-
cal constitution, daily life, clothes, rites, rituals and cus-
toms, standard of education and their opinions about 
faith as well as everything which makes it possible to 
describe these peoples and all their specifi c features.’47

M.A. Castrén used the methods of ethnographic fi eld work, inter-
views and observation. Th e aim was to classify and compare cul-
tures, traditions and societies like plants and to note how a single 
culture evolved from savage to a civilized state48 Castrén was con-
vinced that ethnography was a historical science, an instrument 
for illustrating the earlier periods of Finnish history. Th e publica-
tion of the Kalevala in 1835 inspired Castrén, and he lectured on it 
in the spring term of 1841 at the University of Helsinki,49 Castrén 
accepted that every line of the Kalevala was not original, and he 
followed the systematic and comparative approach for the purpose 
of a description of diff erent peoples. He emphasized that by its very 
nature ethnography should be comparative. Castrén was an ethno-
logical theoretician defi ning precisely the concept of exogamy and 
animism before E.B. Taylor.50 In the fi eld, he was an empiricist, an 
observer and a collector. Th e Finnish cultural anthropologist Olavi 
Louheranta has classifi ed the behaviour of ethnologists on the ba-
sis of John Van Maanen’s categorization, placing Castrén, and also 
Kai Donner, the Finnish linguist and ethnologist, in the category 
of fi eld workers. Th e typical traits were the observation, the use of 
indigenous peoples’ language, adaptation to att endant conditions, 
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the dwelling system and clothing.51 In this perspective, Castrén was 
a pioneer of Siberian ethnology, spending a month or more in the 
same place, and having the opportunity to make comparisons. 

‘Comparative ethnography thus becomes unavoidably 
necessary for us in order to comprehend correctly our 
ancient songs and ancient beliefs in general. But along-
side that it holds another interest for us. Together with 
linguistics, comparative ethnography should provide 
decisive results concerning the Finnish people’s kinship 
with other peoples. In fact, hardly any other defi nite 
way to trace this kinship could be suggested than that 
which is provided by a comparison of the ethnic groups’ 
language, religions, customs and ways of life.’52 

What did this concept mean in practice? In his journal entry of 10 
June 1846 by the Yenisei, Castrén noted some questions connecting 
ethnographic study to the systematic collecting for the description 
of Siberian peoples.

1. Name.
2. Family.
3. Rivers and their names.
4. Livelihoods: hunting and games fi shing techniques. 
5. Religion: God, magic, spirits.
5. Kalym – bridewealth.
6. Funeral traditions.
7. Rods for hunting and boats.
8. Th e Bear.
9. Tents and huts ‘землянка’.
10. Clothes.
11. Traps. (?)
12. Medicine.53

Antal Reguly, a Hungarian contemporary researcher of Finno-
Ugrian languages, was involved in similar work. In 1843–45 and 
1845–46, he studied the Mansi language in Siberia and at the same 
time he addressed their ethnography. For Reguly, ethnography was 
complementary to linguistic research. ‘In my studies, I am both the 
linguist and the ethnographer. Both sciences interest me, because 
it is very diffi  cult to separate one from the other. To acquire a full 
result in linguistic studies, one needs the support of ethnography.’54 
Reguly defi ned ethnography in the same manner as Castrén did. 
‘On my expeditions I  had to observe all the traits, the appearance 
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of peoples, their work, characters, clothes, customs, superstition, 
mythology, antiquities and all.’55 

For both researchers, A.J. Sjögren’s contribution to ethnogra-
phy and its meaning were defi nitive. Sjögren was deeply impressed 
by Johann Gott fried Herder’s ideas about oral tradition as a source 
for historical studies.56 On the other hand, following Rasmus Rask’s 
work, he emphasized comparative language studies. Th ey both in-
fl uenced his studies in Ingria, among the Komi, and later in the 
Caucasus. In 1844, Sjögren was awarded the rank of full academi-
cian of the languages and ethnography of the Finnic and Caucasian 
peoples at the Imperial Saint Petersburg Academy of Sciences.57 
His post in the Imperial Academy served as a model for the Chair 
of Finnish Language and Literature founded seven years later at the 
University of Helsinki.58

Th e other factor that must be mentioned to complete the 
fi eld of ethnography was the role of the Ethnographic Museum of 
the Imperial Saint Petersburg Academy of Sciences. In 1845, A.J. 
Sjögren became its director. Th e museum’s collections were quite 
exclusive in both the quantitative and qualitative sense, including 
the artefacts collected by the physical and topographical expedi-
tions of Daniel Gott lieb Messerschmidt, Peter Simon Pallas and 
Ivan Ivanovič Lepexin, Gerhard Friedrich Müller, and others.59 Th e 
Academy encouraged the explorers to collect artefacts to categorize 
diff erent peoples. Before the second expedition, M.A. Castrén spent 
some time in St Petersburg. He visited the Hermitage, the Academy 
of Art and the Cabinet of Art.60 On the 19th March, Castrén met 
Prince Mixail Aleksandrovič Dondukov-Korsakov, the Vice-Presi-
dent of the Russian Academy of Sciences, and saw the Academy’s 
zoological, ethnographic, numismatic and mineral collections, and 
fi nally the collections from Egypt61 which made a deep impression 
on him.

Upon the initiative of the Imperial Academy of Sciences and 
the Russian Geographic Society, Castrén obtained an ethnographi-
cal collection of objects for the Peter the Great Museum in St Pe-
tersburg.62 How did the new ethnographic task of collecting items 
succeed? How did Castrén relate to the collection of objects for 
the Ethnographic Museum of the Imperial St Petersburg Academy 
of Sciences? In his journal entry of 1/13 December 1845 (27.2.1845–
25.9.1845), Castrén listed six groups of artefacts including 10 items:
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No 1. Th ree common game arrows one of which is a 
reindeer arrow.

No 2. Two arrows for bear hunting, the sharp one with a 
barb.

No 3. Bird arrow.
No 4. Arrow for a trap bow for ott er hunting.
No 5. Th e same with a string att ached to the bow-string, 

so that when an ott er touches the string along its 
path, the arrow will be released.

No 6. Two common arrows for hunting large game ani-
mals, particularly reindeer arrows from Tomsk.63

Unfortunately, these artefacts are not included in the collec-
tions of the Peter the Great Museum of Anthropology and Ethnogra-
phy (Kunstkamera) of Russian Academy of Sciences or the National 
Museum of Finland, but Castrén mentioned them in his journal as 
the weapons of the Tomsk Samoyeds.64  Aft er that date, Castrén 
mentioned twice a package and the shipping of ethnographic items 
to the collections of the Ethnographic museum of Imperial Saint 
Petersburg Academy of Sciences.65 In a lett er to A.J. Sjögren dated 
17./27.7.1846, Castrén explained the circumstances of the collect-
ing. Th e Yakut fur coat, the Tungus bib, mitt ens, tobacco pipe, the 
Samoyed snow goggles, and the Ket shaman headgear were ob-
tained via the same rural police chief who purchased the gloves in 
package No 18. In Castrén’s opinion, the price was not high, maybe 
some bott les of vodka. Th e Tungus fur coat was bought inexpen-
sively with seven roubles, and the Yakut one with ten roubles. Th e 
comb, the arrows, the wrist bracer for a hunter, and the birch bark 
boxes cost four bott les of vodka and some tobacco, approximately 
totalling seven roubles.66 Th e items interested Castrén as symbols 
of the history of the Siberian peoples. He sent three Siberian coins, 
two silver grivna pieces and a Samoyed idol to the secondary school 
of Kuopio.67 Th e Russian linguists and ethnologists B.G. Bogoraz, 
L.Ja. Šternberg. B.Ja Vladimircov, and J.P. Koškin highly appreci-
ated highly the ethnographic collection acquired by Castrén.68

Aft er M.A. Castrén’s return to Finland, the press celebrat-
ed him as a researcher of Finno-Ugrian and Samoyed languages 
from the point of view of Finnish identity, but there were no com-
ments on the ethnographic collection. In 1850, the Ethnographic 
Museum of the Imperial Alexander University of Helsinki bought 
objects which Castrén had apparently obtained as mementos for 
himself. Perhaps the collection was numerically insignifi cant in 
comparison with the famous Alaska collection, or the meaning of 
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the Ethnographic Museum was important only for researchers at 
the University. In Hungary, the case of Reguly was diff erent. Th e 
minutes of the Hungarian Academy mentioned the Reguly report 
in November 1847, and the ethnographic collection was presented 
at the same time.69

Before going into more detail about the Castrén Collection, 
a few words should be mentioned about the activities in the mu-
seum’s sphere aft er the 1850s. Th e Ethnographic Museum acquired 
the fi rst Finno-Ugrian objects from the Mari (Čeremis) in 1856 by 
Aug. Ahlqvist, and aft er that in 1878‒1880, from the Udmurt (Votiak) 
by Max Buch. In the middle of the 1880s, A.O. Heikel enlarged the 
collections by adding Mordvinian, Mari and Udmurt embroidered 
folk costumes. Aft er the founding of the Finnish Archaeological 
Society in 1870, museum activity expanded in Finland, and the stu-
dents of the University decided to collect items in the countryside. 
Th e ethnographic collection consisted of more than 4,000 items, 
and in 1877 the Student Museum of Ethnography was created. Both 
museum collections merged in 1893 to form the State Museum of 
History and Ethnography, which was the fi rst step for the creation 
of the National Museum of Finland. At the National Museum of 
Finland, the Museum of Cultures is in charge of the ethnographic 
and Finno-Ugrian collections.

Th e Cast rén Collection at the Museum of 
Cultures / National Museum of Finland

Castrén observed the way of life of Siberian peoples, and he de-
scribed in detail the clothing of diff erent peoples. For Castrén, the 
market place in Turuxansk represented a fashion show. 

‘I arrived at Turuxansk during the annual market fair. 
Th e most important part of this market fair is that it 
is also the time the indigenous people pay their crown 
taxes. – – In fact, nothing as remarkable can be found 
from the Turuxansk market fair as the processions of the 
Yenisei Ostyaks and the Samoyeds from all over as they 
march down the streets in their strange costumes.’70 

Castrén acquired a Samoyed fur coat, and an Evenki men’s 
costume, both of which, according to him, refl ected the character 
of these people. Th e museum’s records contain litt le information 
about the Samoyed coat. ‘Fur coat of reindeer hide. Samoyed. Ob-
tained from M.A. Castrén for the price of three roubles.’

.  Szíj 2012, 262, 326.
.  June 1846, Castrén 1855, 221.



The Castrén Collection at the National Museum of Finland

107

Th e Samoyed full fur (VK434) coat is a piece of overwear with 
the hairs cut very short. Th e ethnic designation of ‘Samoyed’ could 
be mean the Yurak Samoyed, or Tavgy or Avam Samoyed. Th e cut 
of this fur coat reveals that it belonged to the Nganasans or Enets71 
According to Andrej Aleksandrovič Popov, a scholar of Nganasan 
culture, this type of coat was made for everyday wear.72 It is sewn 
of one white or black reindeer hide and it had to be procured dur-
ing the summer slaughtering as the hairs were shorter then. On the 
front of the coat, there were two strips, which were bordered with 
ochre-coloured chamois. Below the belt, the garments were lined 
with two strips, which the larger one bordered with red chamois. 
White dog skin was sewn on the hem of the fur coat. Chamois gus-
sets dyed with ochre are inserted in the armpits and in the cuff s. 
Th e undercoat had a hood, but no gloves. 

Th e fur coat was worn, the exterior is without any hair, and 
consequently it is very diffi  cult to note the colour of the reindeer 
hides. Th e low price, three roubles, suggests that Castrén acquired 
it in this condition. Th is Samoyed coat illustrated the image of in-
digenous peoples whose livelihood depended on the condition of 
natural environment and reindeer hides. It could have belonged to 
the Nganasans or Tavgy-Samoyeds on the term of lû or the Enets 
or Turuxansk Samoyed.73 In the description of the Siberian peoples 
of G.F. Müller, there is a long note about the items of clothing of the 
Turuxansk Samoyeds which are called págge, парки in Russian.74 
Both Russian researchers of the Enets and the Nganasans, Andrej 
Popov and Nadežda Prytkova, have emphasized that this type of fur 
coat was quite similar among the Nganasans and the Enets. 

Pirjo Varjola, who published the famous Alaska collection of 
the National Museum of Finland, assumed that the Samoyed fur 
coat was made for Castrén in a Kamassian village.75 It is a fact that 
Castrén wore a Samoyed fur coat, but the above-mentioned one 
without hairs is not fi t for a harsh climate. In the drawing made by 
Castrén he is dressed in a fur coat with hairs facing outwards, and 
open at the front. Th e Nganasan and Enets overwear represents 
an arctic type of dress, which is closed, but the Kamassians who 
practised hunting in the taiga-area, had a coat open at the front.76 
Th e package list by Castrén does not mention any Kamassian items. 
Instead, there is an Eastern Samoyed fur coat that could precisely 
be the artefact in question: ‘Similar dress was worn in offi  cial situ-
ations and particularly together with the West Samoyed or Yurak 
fur coat; the diff erence between a fur coat of the Eastern and West-
ern Samoyeds is insignifi cant.’77 My hypothesis is probably correct, 
because the previous one (3/1) meant an Eastern Samoyed cos-
tume, which has a horn-shaped part on the forehead. Th is type of 
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overcoat was the Nganasan sovik, which was made for travelling 
and had a characteristic trait of the hood with a reindeer tail sewn 
to the front.78

On the contrary, the item of Evenki men’s dress represented 
a festive outfi t. Castrén clearly considered the Evenki costumes to 
be more beautiful than the other ones, and called them fl att eringly 
the ‘Siberian nobility’. Th ese Evenki artefacts demonstrate the aes-
thetic preference that was typical of the museums’ collecting activ-
ity in this period.

‘Th e most remarkable part of Tungus clothing is a tight 
tailcoat made of chamois leather or furry reindeer skin. 
It is usually decorated with glass beads, strips of baize 
and fur and so tightlyfi t that it is a challenge to butt on 
it up. Even in Tungus fashions the front of the costume 
should be open so that the bead-covered chest-piece 
may be seen in all its glory. On the top of their head, 
the Tungus people of Sym wear a small round Tatar 
cap which sparkles, also covered in beads. Th eir short 
breeches are made of fi ne chamois leather as are their 
shoes which are also embellished with bead embroi-
dery. A carrier belt decorated with beads hangs from 
one shoulder, carrying a small fl int and steel bag made 
of glass beads.’79 

Th e men’s dress contains a fur coat, a pair of boots, a bib and a 
strap with a powder pouch.80 Th e price was higher than that of the 
Samoyed coat; the Museum bought these items for 15 roubles. Th e 
costume is very well preserved, decorated, and named by the mu-
seum’s record as men’s festive dress. Th e museum assistant, H.A. 
Reinholm, and later H.J. Holmberg defi ned the ethnic group as Tun-
gusic without any notes concerning the area. 

Th e Tungus coat (VK435:1) is made from a single reindeer skin 
with the legs forming the sleeves, and the hide remaining in its orig-
inal form on the back. It is characterized by the cut of its straight 
hems with two gores.81 In the opinion of G.M. Vasilevič, this type 
of coat was characteristic of the Evenki in the region of the River 
Yenisei.82 Th e quality of the leather was aff ected by the changing 
seasons; summer coats were made from summer hides and winter 
coats from late autumn hides. In addition to the reindeer, the skins 
of wild goat were used and edged with black horsehair. Th e cut and 
the seams are sewn with reindeer-vein thread. Th e coat is decorated 
with white, blue and black glass beads along the hems, collar and 
shoulders.  On the back, the square motif, and the two gores are 
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also edged with glass beads. Th e glass beads are sewn into a cott on 
fabric band of graphite colour one centimetre wide. Th e decoration 
of the back was typical of the coat’s type with a straight hem.83 
Th ere are two fringes of white and blue glass beads on the back. 
Large glass beads have been one of the emblems of the Evenki since 
the 17th century. Th e Evenki (Tungus) living in the region between 
the Yenisei and Lena rivers were reindeer herders, and the body-
shaped fur-coat was very well suited to long sledge trips. 

Th e footwear (VK435:2) belonging to the costume represents 
the moccasin type, with a long supple collar reaching to the thigh. 
Th e material for shoes included reindeer leg skins, chamois and 
woollen cloth. Th e boots were tied to the legs with strings. Th e 
moccasins were embroidered with large white, blue, black and yel-
low glass beads. According to G.M. Vasilevič, shoes of these types 
with a high collar were made for long hunting trips.84 Th e mate-
rial was reindeer hide used in winter and the decoration symbol-
ized the local groups. Embroidery with glass beads was common to 
all of the Evenki regions. White, blue and yellow glass beads were 
used among the Evenki of the River Sym and the River Podkamen-
naja.85 Th e square motifs made of small pieces of white and black 
skin at the knee are characteristic of the Eastern Evenki from the 
River Olekma.86 It is also a fact that F.G. Müller’s description of the 
Evenki men’s outfi t does not include any beads. He mentioned the 
decoration with beads only in connection to the women’s costume, 
and in comparison with the dress of young men.87 

Th e men’s coat did not close at the front, but was instead cov-
ered with a bib (VK435:3). Th e bib was a piece of reindeer skin with 
a sharp cut. It consists of two parts, the chest and the midriff  pieces. 
Both parts were decorated with a white cott on band which was 
embroidered with glass beads. At the collar and in the middle there 
were two chamois strings to tie around the neck and the waist. At 
the edge there was a piece of chamois with black horsehair. G.M. 
Vasilevič pointed out that the square decoration of the chest piece 
repeats the motif on the back of the coat. Th e bib furnished with 
the long hair of wild sheep was worn during the spring festival, 
ikenipke.88 

Across the shoulders from the right to the left , the Evenki 
man had a strap with a powder pouch suspended from it (VK435:4). 
Th e leather belt was decorated with glass bead embroidery and 
cowrie shells. Th e leather pouch was decorated with glass beads, 
fringes, and a brass chain.

Th e remarkable value of the Evenki dress is that Castrén 
was able to obtain all parts of the festive dress, the coat, the bib, 
the shoes, and the shoulder belt. Th e colourful dress was made by 
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combining diff erent kinds of leather of various colours. Th e Evenki 
knew how to dye chamois and leather with alder bark, and also 
using mineral colours.89 Four kinds of fringes were used on the 
furs and footwear of Evenki men: short reindeer hair, long dog 
or wild goat hair, long horsehair, and fringes cut out of chamois. 
Th e symbolic meaning of this decoration might be related to ritual 
activity.90 With regard to bead decoration, beads were important 
products of the fur trade in Siberia. Cheap glass beads helped in the 
conquest of Siberia. In the 1540s, the Evenki were recorded as trad-
ing valuable furs for large glass beads. In the 16th century, an expe-
dition led by P. Golovin along the River Lena had 100,000 diff erent 
coloured glass beads with them along with tin and brass products 
and broadcloth for the needs of the indigenous peoples. Small sand 
beads were made in Venice, Bohemia, or Germany, and big white 
and blue beads in China. Since the 17th century, glass beads have 
been an item of fashion among the Siberian peoples such as the 
Evenki.91 In travel accounts from the 18th century, Evenki dress is 
shown as very decorative. 

Th e Castrén Collection includes an Evenki comb of bone 
(VK436). Referring to its shape, the museum assistant noted, ‘the 
comb resembles a ‘hair comb’ used by European women a few dec-
ades earlier’. It probably resembled the Spanish or mantilla comb 
which used to adorn loops of hair, known as Apollo knots. Th e 
handle was decorated with incised bullseyes, and paired lines pig-
mented black.

On the package list, Castrén noted about the comb that it was 
‘used by both peoples: by the Khanty and the Tungus. Both peo-
ples used bone and mammoth tusk to make small objects such as 
blunt arrows, armguards or bracers, spools for thread, pieces for 
the reindeer harness, cases for women’s musical instruments such 
as the mouth harp and others.92 Sergej Vasilevič Ivanov, a scholar 
and expert of the art of Arctic peoples, was of the opinion that the 
carved motifs, such as points, diagonals, paired lines, zigzags and 
bullseyes, are typical of both peoples.93 Th e incised designs were 
pigmented with dirt or soot. Evenki men wore their hair long, with 
a headband of cloth or a piece of chamois decorated with beads. Th e 
women combed their hair into two braids. Th e Khanty had black 
hair combed into two braids, which was the custom among both 
women and men. Th is raises the question whether the comb was 
made for personal use, for Evenki or Khanty users or for Russian 
merchants? It was probably made for an indigenous user and per-
haps it is the one that is mentioned in the package list. If this is the 
case, why is it noted only in connection with the Tungus and not 
the Khanty? A hypothetical explanation could be that the museum 
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assistant was professionally involved with the former items, which 
were Tungusic.

Th e Yakut spoons (VK437, VK438, VK439) of mammoth tusk 
suggest the curiosities of the Arctic Circle. Th e museum bought 
three spoons for one rouble. Two of them were shaped like an 18th-
century European silver spoon without any ornaments. Th e handle 
of the smallest one was decorated with carved lines and points.

A.A. Popov carried out an expedition among the Dolgans in 
1930–1931. He studied their technology, among other things work 
with bone and mammoth ivory. He described the cheek plates for 
the reindeer harness and the technique of carving. Like the Nga-
nasans and the Khanty, the Dolgans mostly carved diagonals and 
lines with the point of the knife, and two nested circles, bullseyes, 
with a tool including two nails.94 It is unclear whether the above-
mentioned spoons were used by the Yakuts themselves or by a 
European voyager, even by M.A. Castrén himself. Th e spoon with 
a short handle and a round bowl represented a type used in the 
Middle Ages, and earlier in prehistoric times. A similar spoon was 
drawn on the list of G.F. Müller, but it was made of wood.95 Th e 
other ones with oval bowl resemble the Russian wooden spoons.96

Th e collection includes two tobacco pipes, one of which is 
Samoyed (VK432), and the other one is from China (VK447). Th e 
Samoyed pipe is carved of mammoth ivory. Th e bowl is decorated 
with metal inlay and the mouthpiece is reinforced with metal. Th e 
assistant described the Chinese pipe as an opium pipe, but this was 
later corrected to ‘tobacco pipe’. Th is pipe is also carved of bone 
and the mouthpiece is reinforced with white metal, which is deco-
rated with checkerboard motifs. 

At the end of his expedition, Castrén crossed the border into 
China, where he spent two months among the Buryats. He visited 
the Tamča Monastery in Selenga (1 March 1848), and noted in de-
tail the interior and the decoration of the temple. Th e following 
items relating to Buddhism could have originated from his trip. In 
her studies of the rituals of sovereignty in Buryat Buddhism, Anya 
Bernstein has pointed out that in the 1700s the Buryats had no sta-
tionary monasteries, but instead mobile yurt temples. Aft er the ar-
rival of Tibetan and Mongol lamas, and the growth of Buddhism, in 
the middle of the nineteenth century, the Tamča (Tamčinskij) mon-
astery or dacan in the village of Gusinoe ozero was founded. In 1846 
in the Trans-Baikal region there were 4,509 lamas, 34 monasteries, 
and 144 free-standing temples.97 

Th e Buddha statue is of bronze (VK440). Th e pose is the com-
mon one, with the legs crossed, the left  hand in the lap, and the right 
hand pointing to the ground with the palm facing inward towards 
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the Buddha. Th e headgear is a blue hood or cap with a butt on on 
the top. Th e statue is gilded and the lips area painted red.  Castrén 
stated that ‘this work symbolizes the icons of the common god as 
the following three items. Th e name is ‘the statue of Cokjamiini’ 
(Buddha)’. Th e Finnish scholar, Harry Halén pointed out that it is a 
Śākyamuni, and by the way of its posture it represents the Buddha 
as Calling the Earth to Witness.98 

In the museum’s records the bronze statue (VK441) is named 
as ‘a common, Mongolian Burchan (icon of god)’. It represents a 
male fi gure in war dress with bushy hair across his chest. In the 
hand can be seen a scabbard for knives and the man has an abomi-
nable grimace. In the right hand there is a scabbard for a sword (the 
sword is broken), and in the left  hand a human heart. 

Harry Halén maintains that it is the deity Beg-tse, one of the 
fi erce protective deities, the dharmapālas. Th e deity stands defi ant-
ly, one foot resting on the belly of a horse, the other on a man. He 
wears armour, with his left  hand across his chest and the right hand 
holding the scabbard of a sword. Th ere is a scorpion on the neck 
of the statue. Th e expression of the deity is ferocious.99 Th e name 
given by Castrén, Burchan, suggested the Mongol shamanistic reli-
gion. One of the names of the Tngri, a deity of Shamanism is burqan 
which also used to mean Buddha.100

Castrén acquired a ritual thunderbolt sceptre (vajra, do-rje, 
VK443) and a ritual bell (ghantā, dril-bu, VK442), the most im-
portant ritual elements in Vajrayana Buddhism. Th e sceptre, from 
which Vajrayana Buddhism takes its name, symbolizes the active 
male aspect of enlightenment oft en equated with skilful means, 
compassion or bliss. Th e bell (Tib. drilbu) represents wisdom – a 
female principle – the true understanding of emptiness. Like the 
church bell, the Buddhist hand bell sends the message to evil spir-
its that they must stay away from the consecrated area where the 
ritual is being performed. When used in rituals, the vajra is paired 
with the bell. It represents the masculine principle and is held in the 
right hand, whereas the bell, held in the left  hand, represents the 
female principle. Th e bell is visualized as the body of Buddha, the 
vajra is visualized as his mind, and the sound of the bell is visual-
ized as Buddha’s speech in the teaching of the dharma.101 

Th e bell is made of bronze. Th e handle is topped with a closed 
vajra with four prongs. In the handle there is a depiction of two 
faces, probably symbolizing Prajnaparamita (Perfect Wisdom). Th e 
clapper is missing. Th ere is a knob in the middle on the vajra scep-
tre and four prongs at each end. 

M.A. Castrén himself used snuff  during his journey, and of-
fered it to his informants. In the
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the ruins of the Aninsk Monas-
tery. Figure 12. shows the same 
kind of Śākyamuni statues like 
the one in the Castrén collec-
tion. Bernstein 2013, 108, Fig-
ure 12.

. Bell ‒Halén 1980, 201; Halén 
1987, 87; Bernstein 2013, 40–41.

. Heissig 1980, 46, 52, 102. In 1866, 
Adolf Bastian visited a Buryat 
Mongol shaman who referred 
to the cosmogony of the Buryat 
Mongols, and identifi ed the de-
ity as Burchan. Koepping 1983, 
227.

.  Bell ‒ Halén 1980, 227–234; on 
the Mongolian dorje: Berger & 
Bartholomew 1995, 258.
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Castrén collection, there are two snuff  bott les. Th e oval 
shaped bott le is made of the peel of a fruit, probably calabash, deco-
rated with silver inlay and green, red, and blue precious (?) stones. 
(VK445) Th e other one is of square shape, almost circular. Th e bott le 
is made of bone and decorated with silver inlay and there is a plaited 
band around it decorated with precious stones and email cloisonné. 
Both sides are decorated with fl oral motifs. Martha Boyer’s publica-
tion included a similar snuff  bott le named küküür representing the 
Olon-Obotei tribe of the Manchu. Th is item was collected by Hen-
ning  Haslund-Christensen in the 1930s.102 (VK446) Both objects 
are described as ‘very old, and interestingly decorated’. Both had a 
silver stopper also decorated with stones. Bott les of this kind with 
stones, corals and turquoises and repoussé elements applied on the 
surface are usually Mongolian-style bott les. Th e use of snuff  gained 
popularity among the Mongols, and women or men greeting each 
other would exchange snuff  bott les.103 

Th e Castrén collection originally included a cap (VK444), 
made of silk and sable fur which was estimated to be valuable and 
bought for the sum of 12 roubles and 50 kopecks. Th e headdress was 
listed with the Buryat, Mongol and Chinese items, but without any 
mention about its origin, the people or the area concerned. It may 
have been a Buryat cap or a Buddhist ritual headdress. Th e item is 
noted in the records of the museum as ‘missing’.

Th e value of the Cast rén Collection

M.A. Castrén was primarily interested in the comparative study 
of languages as a tool for the reconstruction of Finno-Ugrian and 
Samoyed origins. He had to pay att ention to languages as well as 
material culture, customs, economy and religion. Following the 
example of German scholars and explorers, D.G. Messerschmidt, 
F.G. Müller and P.S. Pallas, he collected items for the Ethnographic 
Museum of the Imperial Saint Petersburg Academy of Sciences, but 
also some artefacts for the Ethnographic Museum of the Univer-
sity of Helsinki. Th e collection shows that interest in linguistics 
and ethnography did not always exist in isolation. Although the 
Samoyed languages were the subject of att ention for the linguist, 
the Samoyed items are very poorly represented, but by contrast, the 
Evenki culture is represented very richly.

Th e report to the Imperial St Petersburg Academy of Sciences 
dated 12/24 February 1852 there were no notes about the museum 
collection.104 Th e artefacts were not collected systematically. Beau-
ty was the main criterion for selection. Alongside their aesthetic 

. Boyer 1952, 148, Fig. 104.
. Boyer 1952, 156, Fig. 107; Berger 

& Bartholomew 1995, 144–145.
. Castrén 1870, 151. He men-

tioned only the manuscript 
concerning the ethnography of 
the Altaic peoples.
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value, ethnic costumes contain more socially important informa-
tion than any other products of material culture. Castrén’s journals 
indicate that he knew the diff erence between the costume types of 
Siberian peoples.  On the other hand, the nomadic way of life lim-
ited the amount of individual property among Siberian indigenous 
peoples. Castrén described the yurts and mentioned some items of 
clothing, knives, small bags, boxes and weapons, but nothing else. 
Th e number of items of clothing depended on the yield of the hunt-
ing year. Collecting clothes was not such an easy task. Castrén him-
self desired to wear the dress of the indigenous peoples. In October 
1846, Castrén became ill, because he neglected to buy a Samoyed 
fur coat.105 

Th e pipes and spoons made of mammoth tusk were probably 
acquired as curiosities for the sake of their exotic material. It is very 
diffi  cult to explain the reason to obtain the Buryat ritual objects. 
Th e monastery made a deep impression on Castrén, with possibly 
the collections of the Hermitage or Museum of the Imperial Acad-
emy of Sciences in St Petersburg also in mind.

In the Ethnographic Museum of the University of Helsinki 
this small material represented Siberia and the culture of its indige-
nous peoples until 1877, when August Ahlqvist donated a collection 
of Khanty and Mansi items. Th e collections of the Ethnographic 
Museum with the collections of the Finnish Archaeological Society 
(present-day Finnish Antiquarian Society), founded in 1870, and the 
Student Nations’ Museum of Ethnography, founded in 1876, pro-
vided the basis for the National Museum of Finland. Th e Siberian 
collection of the National Museum of Finland went on to receive 
considerable additions from the expeditions of  Finnish ethnolo-
gists and linguists, such as U.T. Sirelius in 1898–1900, Artt uri Kan-
nisto in 1901–1906, K.F. Karjalainen in 1898–1902, Toivo Lehtisalo 
in 1911–1912, 1914, and Kai Donner in 1911–1913 and 1914. At the Na-
tional Museum of Finland, the Siberian artefacts belonged partly to 
the Ethnographic collections and partly to the Finno-Ugrian collec-
tions of the present-day Museum of Cultures / National Museum 
of Finland.

Th e Castrén collection is one of the earliest collections from 
Siberia and a demonstration of an ambitious eff ort in what at the 
time was still a new discipline, ethnography. Castrén’s signifi cant 
ground-breaking research reached the European scientifi c commu-
nity. He considered ethnography to be a distinct discipline, and he 
in fact lectured at the University of Helsinki on the ethnography 
of the Altaic peoples. He also planned to publish the ethnographic 
notes from the expeditions. His legacy and example were of vital 
importance to later generations. Castrén’s works in ethnology such 

. Шегрен 1853, 22; Castrén 1855, 
262.
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as Ethnologiska föreläsningar öfver altaiska folken (Ethnological 
Lectures on the Altaic Peoples) and Föreläsningar i fi nsk mythologie 
(Lectures on Finnish Mythology) are of classical value. He was the 
fi rst Professor of Ethnology in the world, and all great research-
ers in the history of this discipline, Adolf Bastian, E.B. Taylor, J.J. 
McLennan and James G. Frazer, used in their studies the valuable 
information that they found in the works of  M.A. Castrén.106 

. Vuorela 1977, 21.
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