The Kets and their language 

Avant-propos: The name of the language

 Linguists and specialists on Siberia are generally familiar with the name Ket, which designates a small ethnic group on the Yenisei and their language (in Russian Kåòû, êåòñêèé ÿçûê). Most observers will also know that this language was "formerly" called Yenisei-Ostyak (Jenissej-Ostjakisch). There is nothing wrong with this, but some confusion exists surrounding these names, and they deserve a short excursus. The origin of the term Ostyak has not been elucidated with final certainty. Since the XVIth century A.D. it has been used for a variety of ethnic groups in Western and Central Siberia, most consistently for the Finno-Ugric group which is nowadays officially referred to as Khanty (Chanty), whose language forms together with Vogul (or Man'si) the Ob'-Ugric subbranch of the Ugric (together with Hungarian) branch of the Finno-Ugric family of language.
The first attestation of this name is found in a letter written by Czar Ivan IV. ("The Terrible"), dated August 6, 1572. This mention is, of course, ethnographically vague and we learn from it only that "Ostyaks" were at that time neighbours of (Finno-Ugric) Cheremis (later known as Mari) and (Turkic) Bashkirs. The military events mentioned in this source (a "native" uprising) took place to the West of the Ural Mountains, in the vicinity of the Kama River. Other sources from the 16th century mention "Ostyaks" already to the East of the Urals, as neighbours of the Voguls (some sources use this name for groups which are clearly Voguls/Man'si, too). With the stabilization of Russian power in the Transuralian region, the name gets increasingly confined to the ethnic group which is generally known as the "Ostyaks proper", i.e. the Ob'-Ugric Khanty. However, as Russian explorations continue to advance to the East, several other indigenous groups are repeatedly referred to as "Ostyaks" - obviously based on rather loose similarities of outward appearance and material culture -, most notably the "Ostyak Samoyeds", for which since the 1930s the self-designation Sel'kups is generally used, and, finally, the "Yenisei Ostyaks". "Ostyaks" on the left bank of the river Yenisei, who cannot have been Ob'-Ugric Khanty, begin to be mentioned in Russian archival sources in the first decade of the XVIIth century A.D. The traveller and botanist D.G. Messerschmidt, who is the first person to report Yeniseic words in print, met "Ostyaks" (i.e. Kets) on the shores of the Bakhta River on June 9, 1723. 

As for the etymology of this name, several hypotheses have been proposed. Though not entirely without problems, the explanation first put forward by Julius Klaproth may be quite close to the truth: according to him, ƒs-jax may be regarded as the plural of Khanty (i.e. "Ostyak proper") ƒs-xo "person (xo) from the river Ob' (ƒs). The alternative theory (due to Fischer, "Sibirische Geschichte", 1768, and often repeated thereafter) holds that the name is of Turkic origin and belongs to the xenonym used by the (Turkic) Kazaks for the (Turkic) Bashkirs, istäk/i«täk. The main problem with this is the fact that the Turkic term is without any convincing inner-Turkic etymology, and thus best regarded as, in turn, of Ob'-Ugric/Khanty origin. 

Ever since Messerschmidt, most notably in the mid-19th century works of Matthias Alexander (Matias Aleksanteri) Castrén, Kets (and Yughs) have consistently been referred to as Yenisei-Ostyaks; only in the 20th century, Bogoraz, Dolgich and Donner began to introduce the name Ket (< ke¿d "person, human being") into the scholarly literature. Soviet ethnic and linguistic policy from the 1930s onward demanded the usage of ethnonyms based on self-designations rather than "´traditional" names, some of which were and are regarded as derogatory, so ever since the publication of the collective volume Jazyki i pis'mennost' narodov Severa III ("Languages and Literature of the Peoples of the North", Leningrad 1934) Ket is the official name of this ethnic group and its language (always including the Yugh ethnos and its language, which is most often called "Sym Ket", s.b.).

A note on Ketó, used in the earlier literature4 , and heavily criticized by, i.a. Bouda (1957): This is indeed the vocative form (cf. 4.1.1.3.12) of ke¿d "human being, Mensch", as correctly observed by Bouda, and, thus, athetized by him not without reason. However, when speaking Russian, this term is used by speakers of the language to the present day ("Ja po nacional'nosti Keto").

Complying with current scholarly practice, which is in general use now for more than 60 years, we will continue to speak of Kets and the Ket language. However, because of the fact that, contrary to what linguists and anthropologists may think to be "correct", speakers still use the term "Ostyak" to refer to themselves and their language, this name surfaces in the title of this grammar. We will also use it in glosses, when we will have to translate the native term o`st⁄k and its inflected forms, thus:

!k o`st⁄kan-bes k[u]8 -asqan7 -sa?

you Ostyak-PROS 2-speak-R

Do you speak (Yenisei)-Ostyak?

An apparently older, well-attested, though nowadays less used self-designation of the Kets (and also used by the Yughs) is 
k™´nasked, PL k™´nade~ (Yugh k™´nasked, PL k™´nde~).

Its literal translation is "bright/light-coloured (k™¿n) person (ke¿d, PL de¿~)". The common Ket exonym for the Russians is sometimes said to contain the same etymon: k⁄´ns, PL k⁄´sn (< *k⁄´nsin), but it seems difficult to reconcile the aberrant vocalism with that of k™¿n, let alone the unlikeliness of an autonym and the exonym for the most dominant ethnic group in Ket territories both basically meaning "lightcoloured people". It seems, thus, safer to view "evil spirit", an independently attested meaning of k⁄´ns, as the origin of this ethnonym.

