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Sakari Pälsi - Collector of Arctic Art 

Shortly after the February Revolution in Russia, in the spring of 1917 , the 
Finnish archaeologist and ethnologist Sakari Pälsi (1882 - 1965) started , with 
the financial support of the Finnish Antiquarian Society, a one-man expedi­
tion to one of the most distant corners of the Russian empire: northeastern 
Siberia. Pälsi was a specialist in the stone age cultures of Finland, and field­
work among the arctic peoples of Siberia would, he hoped , give him syn chronic 
comparative material , necessary for a more detailed reconstruction of the 
technological and cultural patterns of stone age societies all over northern 
Eurasia. Unfortunately , because of the chaotic situation created by the Russian 
(and Finnish) civil war, Pälsi had to face considerable practical difficulties 
on his journey. N evertheless , he was able to fulfil at least part of his original 
plan , and , incidentally , he remained the last Finnish scholar to have done ex­
tensive ethnological fieldwork in N orth Asia. 1 

Altogether Pälsi stayed two years in the Far East, though part of this time 
he had to devote to other than scholarly activities . He visited Kamchatka, 
Chukotka, Alaska and Japan, and made two longer stops in the north: one, 
in summer 1917, at East Cape (Kap Dezhnyov) in the region of the aboriginal 
villages of Uelen and Naukan, and the other, from spring 1918 to spring 1919, 
in Central Kamchatka at the village of Klyuchevskoye. In Chukotka he be­
came familiar with the Coastal Chukchis and the Siberian Eskimoes, and 
travelling by ship along the Bering Sea coast he occasionally came into contact 
with some groups of Coastal Koryaks as well. In Kamchatka, where he actu­
ally worked as an improvised fur trader, he mainly studied the life of the 
Russianized Kamchadals, but he also made a trip to visit a group of Kam­
chatkan Lamuts living on the upper course of the river Bystraya.2 

Despite the difficult external circumstances Pälsi achieved remarkable re­
sults. A brilliant observer and a master of verbal expression, he recorded with 
insight what h e saw of the traditional life of the aboriginal peoples. He also 
made interesting observations concerning the intricate political situation 
created by the rivalry of Russian, American and Japanese colonial interests 
in the N orthern Pacific. Pälsi was an excellent photographer, and his picture 
material remains one of the most complete photographic records of the region 
in the early twentieth century. Even more inte restingly, during the summer 
of 1917 he made a motion picture, which, recovered by chance in 1976, con­
tains unique information on both aboriginal and non-aboriginal everyday life 
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Fig. 1. Walrus , carved from walrus tusk by the East Cape artist 
Karlayrigin. Photo: Matti Huuhka , 1981. Suomen Kansallismuseo/ 
Finnish National Museum, VK 5794: 26 . 

as it was just before the October Revolution in the extreme periphery of 
Asiatic Russia . Finally, like all ethnologists of his time, Pälsi also considered 
it his duty to bring back to his homeland a collection of ethnographical ob­
jects. The most important part of this collection, today treasured at the Finnish 
National Museum, consists of samples of traditional artwork made by all of 
the five aboriginal peoples that he met in northeastern Siberia .3 

Most objects in his collection Pälsi acq uired by purchase directly from the 
aborigines. Although, for practical reasons , he was forced to limit the scope 
of his purchases, he managed to obtain representative samples of all the prin­
cipal techniques used in the traditional art of the northern peoples. Pälsi was , 
rather exceptionally for his time, very well aware of the fun ctional and tech­
nological aspects of art, and many interesting details in the artistic creation 
process were recorded by him both photographically and cinematographically. 
As comparative material he also accepted some objects of questionable artistic 
value, emphasizing the fact that even in »primitive» art there are different 
qualitative levels. For the same reason, his collection occasionally contains 
works produced by children. Specimens of unworked raw material and un­
finished artwork are also present.4 

Pälsi travelled in northeastern Siberia at a time when the traditional art 
of the northern aboriginal peoples was undergoing a profound transition. 
Until the end of the nineteenth century artistic creation in the north had in­
variably been stimulated by utilitarian purposes, either practical or ritual , and , 
in this sense, all art had belonged to the realm of applied art. Since the turn 
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Fig. 2. Bone fi gurines of waterfowl , probably made by the East 
Cape Chukchis. Photo: Matti Huuhka, 198 1. Suomen Kansallismuseo/ 
Finnish National Museum, VK 5794: 11 - 15. 

of the century , however, art gained an increasingly independent status in the 
life of the northern peoples, especially as the regular visits of Western collec­
tors from both the Russian and the American sides created a growing demand 
for professionally produced native artwork. This pattern of development was 
particularly chraracteristic of the Bering Strait region: h ere the ancient ar­
tistic traditions of the Chukchi and Eskimo peoples experienced during the 
first decades of the twentieth century a true renaissan ce, whose effects are still 
di scernible today. lt is n ot surprising, therefore, that the majority of works 
in Pälsi's collection derives from one or the other of these two aboriginal 
peoples, most notably from three semi-professional Chukchi artists known in 
Pälsi's rendering as Hyeittoohin (Hjeittuuhin), Karlayrigin and Roshilen. In 
contrast , the art of the Koryaks , Lamuts and Kamchadals is represented by 
more or less occasional samples. 5 

The standard item s of Chukchi and Eskimo artwork are of two basic types: 
either sculptures or engravings. Most commonly made of walrus tusk , both 
types of artwork were already wid ely appreciated as souvenirs in the early 
twentieth century, and therefore rather expensive to obtain. Nevertheless, 
P älsi was able to acquire some 50 walrus tusk sculptures, and at least five 
engraved tusks. Same of the objects were traded to Pälsi by outsiders , but in 
many cases he was personally able to observe the artwork being prepared by 
the native artist s. The collection of sculptures, in particular, is representative 
in many respects , containing several fin e examples of typical Chukchi and 
E skimo motifs: figurines of walruses, whales, polar bears, and smiling human-

133 



Fig. 3. Pelikens, probably made by the Siberian Eskimoes. Photo: 
Matti Huuhka, 1981. Suomen Kansallismuseo/Finnish National 
Museum, VK 5794: 32, 34. 

like beings (pelikens) . Because of its very age, Pälsi's collection provides an 
important source of comparative material to many later and larger collections, 
today preserved in the Soviet Union. 6 

In addition to the collecting of standard artwork, Pälsi made many interest­
ing experiments with the native artists , thus obtaining material of both 
aesthetic and ethnological value. For instance, he had some engravings in 
Chukchi style successfully made on stone instead of bone. Also, as several 
ethonologists in northeastern Siberia before Pälsi had already done, he col­
lected a large number of pencil drawings on paper, a method which enabled 
him to make rapid comparisons between different artists. Generally, Pälsi was 
fascinated by the ease with which the native masters went over from one 
technique or material to another. Pälsi 's collection of drawings also convinc­
ingly illustrates the strong sides of the art of the northern peoples: masterful 
composition, and vivid depiction of movement.7 

The largest number of objects in Pälsi 's collection, approximately 140 items, 
represent various fields of applied art: tools, vessels , toys , vehicles etc. In ac­
cordance with his technological interests , Pälsi was especially attracted by 
various types of tools and the methods of their utilization. He wanted to fix 
the connection between the concrete utilitarian purpose and the formal aes­
thetic ideal probably underlying the visual shape of every object. His collec­
tion of applied art also comprises a number of ethnographical rarities: for 
instance, an Eskimo necklace with hanging miniature animal figurines carved 
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Fig. 4. Reindeer , fox , and polar bear, engraved on slate by Karlay­
rigin. Photo: Matti Huuhka, 1978. Suomen Kansallismuseo/Finnish 
National Museum, VK 4991: 155. 

out of bone, a set of ritual firemaking tools of the Chukchis, and a unique 
example of armour made of wood, leather and iron, complete with helmet, 
quiver and arrows , and with surfaces richly covered with symbolic pictures 
in red.8 

Because of his other activities, connected with Finnish archaeology, museum 
administration, travelling and popular writing, Pälsi never came to have the 
opportunity to undertake the scientific publishing of the results of his expedi­
tion. In popular form, however, he did present some of his personal insights 
concerning the geographical connections as well as the social and psychological 
background of art in the arctic. Anticipating modern circumpolar anthropo­
logical research, Pälsi emphasized the basic cultural unity of all arctic peoples. 
P erhaps even more importantly, he was one of the first scholars to draw atten­
tion to the laws of human perception , as manifest in »primitive» art. He also 
touched on problems concerning the relationship of art to the patterns of 
subsistance and social organization of the northern peoples. In the severe 
natural conditions of the north and in the isolatedness of the small aboriginal 
communities, art is , even more than elsewhere, a means of communication, 
and a source of mental power and psychic balance to the individual.9 
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