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Gathering dog’s tooth violet (Erythronium sibiricum) in Siberia
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importance. This ethnobiological article analyses the gathering, processing, conserva-
tion, preparation, consumption and nutritional significance of E. sibiricum on the basis of 
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that can be identified from the use of this plant are raised, and, for comparative purposes, 
the use of other Erythronium species in Japan and North America is discussed.

1. Introduction
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lily family. It is considered native to southern Siberia (Altai, Western Sayan), east-
ern Kazakhstan, northern Xinjiang (China) and Mongolia. It can be found in for-

���B� �����
��� ���� ��!�����
�����������$��
���
�� ����� ��
� ������ ��� �����
���^����
�
(Erythronium dens-canis L.), the Caucasus and northern Iran (Erythronium caucasi-
cum X�����
�$����������̂ ����������
��
�B�Erythronium japonicum Decaisne, is native 
���%����B�@��
�B������
���@����
�?����������������
���
��������������

�&~~*�$�?��
Siberia Erythronium sibiricum has been observed and described under the generic 
name Erythronium dens-canis by travellers and researchers for about three centuries. 
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gathering and local use of the environment. This study is a complement to our previ-
ous article about sarana (Ståhlberg & Svanberg 2006). The use of dog’s tooth and its 
underground corms in Siberia has been mentioned only briefly in scientific literature 
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information and local technologies, e.g. for gathering and preparing the roots (see 
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spoke local languages and they had to rely on interpreters – and the time and occa-
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3. The plant and its names

Siberian dog’s tooth violet is one of at least 27 different Erythronium species in the 
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Folk names for plants are an important source for historical ethnobiology and 
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4. Gathering dog’s tooth
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This vole gathers large amounts of high-quality vegetables in its underground stores. 
The caches could be plundered at any time of the year for fresh products (Ståhlberg 
& Svanberg 2010).
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reaching the dog’s tooth roots could be very difficult. For the purpose of digging out 
rodent holes or corms from plants in the field, Siberian peoples developed special 
instruments. According to Pallas (1776: 349), the roots lie very deep in the soil and 
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5. Preparing and consuming Siberian dog’s tooth violet

When they had dug out the roots, the gatherers started to clean and sort their findings. 
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bulbs such as lilies and onions (especially sarana, here Lilium martagon), Siberian 
dog’s tooth violet, lady bell (Adenophora liliifolia), common sorrel (Rumex acetosa), 
Siberian angelica (Angelica dahurica����������������
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The Siberian Tatars used dog’s tooth not only for food, but they also made an 
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and other usages, doubted the healing effect of Erythronium. He noticed that eating it 
in large quantities did not improve the health of the Tatars and it had little effect on the 
���

����
�������
��
���"� ����!�
����
�$�Erythronium japonicum violet has been 
used for medicinal purposes in Korea (Johnson 1998: 329).
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7. Comparative perspectives
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Siberia, but there are some striking similarities. Like among Siberian peoples, dog’s 
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the roots. The Montana Indians used E. grandiflorum, applying the crushed roots to 
boils (Moerman 1998: 227).
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usages of Erythronium plants than in Siberia. Furthermore, Siberian folk plant names, 
methods of gathering and preparation and tools are very similar to each other, unlike 
the more diversified American Indian traditions. The comparison leads to the con-
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questions need to be asked about all practices that are common to Siberia and North 
America, such as sarana� ����
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vegetables, etc.
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and it is possible that at least some of the groups picked up the name from them. A dia-
chronic linguistic analysis is required to solve this question (cf. Ståhlberg & Svanberg 
2006: 154).

The historical importance of gathering, preparing and conserving dog’s tooth 
corms can be defined as average for most Siberian peoples. The most typical con-
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Tatars, the corms played a more important role, and the Yenisei and Kuznetsk Tatars 
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the diet or for emergency food supplies (cf. Manninen 1931: 30–31).

��
�����"������
���
��������
�B���������!����
��
����
����������B���
���
�����������
and gathering techniques is important for our understanding of the historical situation, 
ecology, climate, resources, cultures, languages, economy, politics and changes in 
a certain region (cf. Lévi-Strauss 1962: 7–15). The gathering and preparation of dog’s 
tooth corms in Siberia reflect a lifestyle based on local resources, a close relationship 
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