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8. “The Sea is Our Field™:
Pomor Identity in
Russian Ethnography

Masha Shaw and Natalie Wahnsiedler!

“The sea is our field” is a popular old saying among a group of northern
Russians who became known as Pomors. “If God gives us fish, he will
give us bread, too”, the saying continues (Maksimov 1857: 247). This
saying captures one of the key axes around which identity is expressed
in this far northern extreme of Russian settlement. Russian identity is
traditionally linked to cereal agriculture and to steppe landscapes. The
term Pomors, by contrast, derives from the Russian words po morii,
meaning “by sea”. It indirectly indexes the fact that the people living
along the White and Barents Seas have traditionally thrived on fishing
and hunting of sea mammals — a subsistence strategy which would
grow to have great importance for Pomor identity movements in the
late twenthieth and early twenty-first centuries.

In this chapter we explore how material, linguistic and ecological
factors underscore the way identity is expressed along the northern

1 We are grateful to the chairmen of several fishing collective farms who provided
a great administrative support and shared their knowledge wherever possible.
The people of Arkhangelsk oblast’ were very generous and hospitable and shared
with us their time and many cups of tea. Scholars of the Northern (Arctic) Federal
University gave us valuable advice especially upon our arrival to the field and
facilitated our further research in Arkhangelsk oblast’.

© 2019 Shaw and Wahnsiedler, CC BY 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0150.08
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boundary of European Russian settlement. These narratives, both
historical and contemporary, illustrate the way that an etnos can be
seen to derive its identity from an evocative landscape. As we shall
see, the ecological conditions of Pomor identity provide a strong pull
which contemporary activists use to defend Pomor resilience. This
ethnographic example, from the far north of Russia, illustrates the
“biosocial” component to etnos thinking as outlined in chapters 1 and
2. Although relatively small in population, Pomors have played a
significant role in thinking about identity and Russian ethnography, in
particular its unique etnos theory. Pomors have been described as the
“most authentic Russians”, as an ambiguous sub-group or subetnos of
Great Russians, and as a “less-numerous indigenous minority”.

It is interesting, and perhaps not insignificant, that examples of the
distinctive quality of Pomor lifeways go back to the very foundation
of Russian ethnography in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries — a
curious case where ethnographic examples have played a role in forming
the discipline that documents them. Further, it is remarkable that the
status of identity at this very northern extreme of Russian settlements
tends to mirror similar arguments made about the status of southern
Slav settlements in the region now known as Ukraine. In this chapter,
we identify some general themes in the description of Pomor life which
reflect back upon the way that Great Russians are identified as a nation.

The Pomor example has a further ironic twist to it, which has been
part and parcel of recent political movements. The intimate familiarity
that Pomor seafarers had with sea-going technology gave them a special
role in facilitating the expansion of the Novgorod state first along the
White Sea coast, then to the Arctic islands of the Barents Sea, and finally
across Siberia. The sea-going quality of Russian expansion across
Eurasia gives Pomors a unique status as a people hosting a special type
of indigenous political and ecological adaptation, while at the same
time playing a key role in colonization across Eurasia. This double-bind
in the definition of Pomor identity, as we will show, plays an important
role in how Pomors today are perceived as being part of the Great
Russian identity project and simultaneously different from: it.

The chapter is based upon fieldwork in Pomor villages and
interviews with representatives of the Pomor intelligentsia in 20142016
in the city of Arkhangelsk and several villages in Mezenskii, Primorskii
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and Onezhskii raions of Arkhangelsk oblast’. Fieldwork included taking
part in informal activities, such as fishing and berry picking, as well as
participating in various festive events in the city and official celebrations
of fishing collective farms in several villages.

Pomor Landscapes and the History of
Slavic Ethnography

Pomors have inspired the curiosity of travellers and ethnographers since
the late eighteenth century. Early ethnographic accounts of Pomors
belong to scholars who worked in a holistic tradition with no clear
boundaries between disciplines. The earliest ethnographic accounts of
the Russian north were written by natural scientists or scholars who
worked across several subject areas. Their descriptions of Pomor’e
and its inhabitants were interspersed with descriptions of animals and
plants, and geology (Chelishchev 1886; Fomin 1797; Lepekhin 1805).
Imperial ethnography tended to distinguish northern Russians in terms
of their distinct livelihood, dialect, material culture, and relationship
to the state. Soviet ethnographers continued to treat Pomors either
heroically, as pioneers of Russia’s northern frontier, or as exceptions
embedded into a hierarchical classification of identities. Perhaps unique
to the Pomor case is that through the process of thinking and writing
about Pomor society, Russian ethnography came to define itself.

Pomor landscapes, or rather seascapes, appeared quite early as
a marker of identity. Afanasii Shchapov — himself a famous liberal
Siberian regionalist who argued for the autonomy and self-government
of regional groups — cited Pomor lifeways in an influential essay on the
affordances of oceans and mountains to shape peoples:

In Northern Pomor’e, in severe polar climate, on dull barren polar
soil, nature has designed its great economy in such a way, so that to
harmonize the polar cold, the polar accelerated and heavy inhaling of
oxygen with the demand for, and quantity and quality of polar food;
it harmonized the demand for and intensity of polar movement with
the intensity and movement of life. [...] What was available there for
a stable and reliable provision for Pomor colonization and life? What
could support the dominant population, dominant physiological and
ethnographic development and a dominant people? The sea, only the
ocean-sea, with its inexhaustible vital content. [...] The sea became a vital
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element for them, the sea is everything for them. Ancient biographies of
Pomor saints tell almost exclusively about maritime life and activities,
sea fishing and hunting, Novgorodian Pomor settlers and sea storms.
These tales are full of legends about sea wonders performed by Pomor
saints, who are portrayed as some sort of sea heroes and half-gods.
The sea was the most poetic and spiritual subject for Pomor writers
(Shchapov 1864: 112-14).2

Itis a curiosity of Pomor ethnography that this group is further subdivided
according to the qualities of the coasts (berega) on which they live. Thus,
for example, there are seven named “coasts” on the White Sea coastline:
Zimnii, Letnii, Onezhskii, Pomorskii, Karel’skii, Kandalakshskii, and
Terskil berega. Some names reflect local climatic conditions — such as
Zimnii (Winter) and Letnii (Summer) berega — while others are named
after local geographical objects such as rivers or settlements. The names
are still largely in use. Bernshtam (1978) differentiated the White Sea
coasts according to the degree of Pomor self-identification among local
population. She argued that by the beginning of the twenthieth century,
people on Pomorskii coast had the strongest Pomor identity, as they
connected Pomor identity to Murmansk sea fisheries (which gave rise to
the very name Pomor) and considered only themselves as true Pomors.
By contrast, the weakest Pomor identity was to be found among the
population of Karel’skii, Terskii, Kandalakshskii, and Onezhskii coasts,
as they were only called Pomors by people from neighbouring regions
located far away from the sea. Such differences between the coasts are less
pronounced today. However, it is still possible to come across an opinion
that populations of some coasts are more Pomor than of the others.

This geographically-grounded curiosity in northern Russians in
the early nineteenth century would continue to reverberate through
the Imperial period and into the Soviet period itself. Thus, in the sixth
volume of the authoritative Soviet-era ethnographic encyclopaedia
Peoples of the World, Pomors were represented as a “historical-cultural
group of the Russian people” differing from other northern Russians
mainly in their subsistence as “brave seafarers, sea hunters and fishers”
(Tolstov 1964: 145). The key theoretical term in this volume — the
“historical-cultural group” — was further described as being “more
geographical than ethnographical” and was applied exclusively to the

2 All translations from Russian to English are by Masha Shaw.
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dwellers of the northern seashore. Similarly, in Tokarev’s textbook The
Ethnography of the Peoples of the USSR, Pomors were represented as a
“cultural-geographic type” of the Russian population who displayed a
unique “cultural and economic (khozidistvennyi) type” based on fishing
and sea hunting (Tokarev 1958: 31).

As we shall see, important elements of this geographically-defined
identity structure would flow into the concept of Pomor indigeneity at
the end of the Soviet period. These geographical examples also illustrate
what Nathaniel Knight noticed as a strong geographical turn to thinking
about identity within the Russian academy in general (Knight 2017).
It is perhaps not insignificant that Karl von Baer, the founder of the
ethnographic section of the Imperial Russian Geographical Society,
came to respect geographical influences on identity after his travels
with Pomors (Ibid).

Between these two sets of descriptions in the mid-nineteenth century
and the mid-twenthieth century, many generations of ethnographers
added specific observations on the uniqueness of Pomor culture and
its link to their northern homeland. That uniqueness usually was
transformed into the interpretative schemes of ethnographers involved
in “etnos thinking” which underlay the efnos theory (see chapter 2).
Thus, material culture and language as categories were not only
especially important for theoretical thinking but also conjoined with
field ethnographic data.

Material Culture

Generally, Pomors are hospitable, sturdy, healthy people. Their faces
are broad and always red since they spend most of the year outside,
at sea. Men wear caps [kartuzy], jackets [pidzhaki] and leather boots in
the summer; boot covers [bakhily] and Norwegian jersey-jackets [kutrki-
fufaiki] for fishing and hunting, and in winter they wear felt boots and
sheepskin coats [tulupy]. Women wear bright colorful sarafans. Their
houses are mostly spacious and rather clean. Every house has a samovar,
and tea- and tableware. The main fishery that feeds Pomors is Murmansk
fisheries (Engel’gardt 2009 [1897]: 52-3).

By the late nineteenth century, the study of material culture was a
significant research focus in Russian ethnography through which it
was thought that peoples (narody) could be distinguished. These early
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studies focussed on rural populations and in particular on Russian
peasant communities. It was thought that rural peasants preserved in
their lifeways ancient customs and beliefs (Leskinen 2012: 250).

The analysis of clothing and traditional dress was a classic method
for distinguishing local populations. There was a particular emphasis on
women'’s clothing as a marker of identity similar in style to other Slavic
regions. Sluchevskii (2009) described Pomor women as well dressed
regardless of their social and economic status, wearing long colourful
sarafany, and beautifully decorated headwear called kokoshnik and
povoinik, as well as extensive neck decorations. Sluchevskii noted the
absence of an otherwise typical kokoshnik in women’s clothing in Mezen’
region, which neighboured the reindeer-herding Nenets population.
Instead, Mezen” women wore kerchiefs “with two ends tied above the
forehead like two little horns which dangled in the most peculiar way”
(Sluchevskii 2009: 156). A distinctive feature of women’s clothing in
some parts of Pomor’e was an extensive use of pearls extracted from
local rivers. Sluchevskii was particularly impressed by the light and
skilful movements of Pomor women in their long and richly decorated
dresses as they steered their boats in rough and roaring waters. In
the authoritative Soviet-era volume Peoples of the European Part of the
USSR, the Pomor women'’s sarafan of the late nineteenth century was
distinguished from those in all other regions for being made of silk
(Aleksandrov et al. 1964: 372) (Fig. 8.1).

However, in line with the emphasis on landscape, Pomor winter
outerwear also created a special arena to explore difference. Scholars
often noted peculiar types of clothing among the White Sea coast
population. They also stressed that this clothing was conditioned by the
harsh environment and the wearers’” ways of life. Many studies have
emphasised the Norwegian and Nenets influences on Pomor clothing;
Maslova, for instance, writes that the so called zinidvestka was a typical
hat of Pomor fishermen (Maslova 1956: 557). This Norwegian style of
hat was made of leather or textile and had flaps to protect the ears.
Other characteristic types of clothing for Pomors were the malifsa and
sovik made of reindeer skin (Maslova 1956: 712). This clothing came
from Nenets culture where it is known as mal’cha/mal’tsa and sdvik
respectively (Fig. 8.2).
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Fig. 8.1 Pomor women'’s clothing illustrating three types of headwear (from left

to right): povoinik (under the scarf), kokoshnik, and kerchief with “dangling horns”.

Photo by Nikolai A. Shabunin (MAE 974-54). © Peter the Great Museum of
Anthropology and Ethnography, Russian Academy of Sciences, St Petersburg

Again, in the same Soviet-era encyclopaedia that summarized
classifications of the peoples of the European part of the USSR, the
traditional Pomor peasant dress was contrasted with those of the
central regions of Russia because of its incorporation of designs from
neighbouring reindeer-herding peoples (Aleksandrov et al. 1964:
377) (Fig. 8.3). These two types of parkas are generally characteristic
of the reindeer-herding Nenets people. These examples of creole
forms of clothing — outerwear which blends Slavic and indigenous
styles — foreshadow the late twentieth century debate on the status of
Pomors as perhaps an indigenous people.
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Fig. 8.2 A group of peasants in Arkhangelsk province at the turn of the twentieth
century. Nearly all men and two younger boys wear a type of parka made of
reindeer skin: either malitsa (fur facing inwards) or sovik (fur facing outwards).
One man (far left) and a younger boy at the back wear other types of coats made of
cloth. Photo by Nikolai A. Shabunin (MAE 974-41). © Peter the Great Museum of
Anthropology and Ethnography, Russian Academy of Sciences, St Petersburg

Although Pomors from the very beginning were associated with
the ocean, it was only late in the Imperial period that scholars cast
a glance to the way that they set out to sea. Sluchevskii conducted a
detailed description of the shnidgka — a shallow and narrow sailboat
with wide sails designed for ocean fishing in the season just after the
ice on the White Sea breaks up (Sluchevskii 1886: 51). In comparison
to later accounts, Sluchevskii’s observations on the shniika read ironic
if not paternalistic where the word “brave” is used as a synonym for
“foolhardy” to describe sailors using such a dangerous and unstable
boat.

Nikolal Zagoskin gave the first comparative description of northern
sea-faring knowledge in his encyclopaedia of Russian river and sea
routes. Zagoskin’s description of Pomor sea-faring is summarised
within a section on the expansion of Novgorod colonizers across
the White Sea (Zagoskin 1910: 153ff). His idea of sea-knowledge as
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KpecThAnCKas MyscKas M sKeHCKaa oferaa mavana XX B.:
1—2 — KpecrbAne (Mockosexas ry0.), 3 — HoMop (APXaHTesOKA IYG.), 4 — IKeHCKasm
( ry6.),

Y6.), 6 — ¢ 106KO# (TymbeKan TY6.).
6 — ¢ nomesolt (Bopowesekan ry6.)

onena ¢

Fig. 83  Comparative illustration of peasant costumes distinguishing
Pomor costumes (far right) from that of other central Russian peasants
(Aleksandrov 1964: 377)

colonization-knowledge would be evocatively encapsulated in the
Soviet period in Mikhail Belov’s ethno-archaeological reconstruction of
a Pomor koch — reconstructed on the basis of archaeological remains
in the former fur-trade fort of Mangazei in north-central Siberia (Belov
1951). This peculiar round, keel-less sailboat was especially designed to
be dragged overland to allow fishermen or explorers to move from one
watershed to another overland.

Belov, in contrast to others, is one of the first to associate Pomor
sea knowledge with a heroic set of qualities that give credit both to
the ingenuity of the people and their place in the history of Russian
imperialism. The koch in his account was an ingenious sort of vessel
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that allowed the Russian nation to expand overland across Eurasia. His
nationalist reconstruction is spectacular with its detailed drawings of
the vessels and quotations from diaries of those who sailed upon them
(Fig. 8.4). It is striking that this technological and geographic interest
in the koch does not seem to have captured the imagination of imperial
ethnographers.

Puc. 2. Cxema xoua (pmoanena H. JI Tpabuu i)
I—werna (waura); 2 — pafina (pes); 3 — noubemusii BOIUOK; 4 — 5— Gyramsa; 6 — apor_(ban);
TH); §— cofienl (pyan); 9— Kasenka; 10— nany6a; 11 — kapoace; 12 14— kouka  (sopot); 15—
ckoGawi; 16 — KepepauAbe TR0

Fig. 8.4 Schematic drawing of a Pomor koch (Belov 1951: 75)

Traditional Pomor vessels, such as the koch, continue to exercise a
hold on the imaginations of contemporary intellectuals living in
Arkhangelsk. For example, in our interviews, an Arkhangelsk museum
worker and historian asserted that Pomor traditional boats should be
restored in order for Pomor identity to be truly preserved. In the late
1980s, in Petrozavodsk, a city in the Republic of Karelia, a group of
enthusiasts recreated the historical koch, which they called “Pomor”.
This vessel was used for several navigation trips from Arkhangelsk to
the Solovki Islands and up to the Kanin Peninsula. Another navigation
expedition that intended to repeat the ancient route of Russian explorers
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using historically reconstructed vessels took place in 2011 and 2012.
Its members aimed to follow the routes of Russian pioneers along the
Arctic Ocean and down the Lena River.

A final area of intensive research was on the architecture of dwellings,
which gave ethnographers an overview of large-scale differences between
northern and southern regions. For instance, scholars argued that smaller
villages were common in the north, while larger villages prevailed in the
south (Tolstov 1964: 144). The way that space was structured and enclosed
was another significant topic, with many ethnographers noting that
southern communities tended to fence off private land while Russians in
the central region tended to useland communally. From this angle, Pomor
Russians were unique again. For example, in 1970, ethnographers of the
Moscow Academy of Sciences published the volume Russians (Kushner
1970) which presented individual sections on the architecture of peasant
dwellings and their internal design. Chizhikova (1970) argued that the
dwellings in the north of the European part of Russia distinguished
themselves by large building structures that included in one complex
rooms for humans but also containing under one roof spaces for animals
and for storage (Fig. 8.5).

Fig. 8.5 Example of a peasant’s house. Photo by Nikolai A. Shabunin (MAE
974-88). © Peter the Great Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography, Russian
Academy of Sciences, St Petersburg



360 Life Histories of Etnos Theory in Russia and Beyond

These large, multi-functional constructions differed sharply from
peasant yards in central and southern regions where separate outhouses
would be built for animals and storage. As discussed in chapter 3, a
major theme in the pan-Slavic typologies of Nikolai Mogilianskii was
the built structure of the village. Mogilianskii distinguished between
the southern Slavic village of neatly constructed courtyards (dvor) and
fences dividing extended families from one another, and the open and
somewhat messy structure of a Great Russian village, which lacked
fences and courtyards.

Tat’iana Bernshtam — one of the most well-known ethnographers
of Pomors — was one of the first to draw attention to the distinctive
outbuildings of Pomor fishing spots. For instance, she outlined that
some Pomor dwelling structures distinguished themselves from other
houses of northern Russians by having extra facilities for fishing and
seal hunting equipment (Bernshtam 2009: 47-8). In addition, wealthier
families had their own icehouses (ledniki, i.e. places for storing fish and
the fat of animals, mostly built as pits) and fish-drying racks nearby
the house. These observations have come together as a description of a
unique architectural ensemble known as the tonia — again, a geographic-
technical object which, while mentioned by imperial observers, would
gain a special importance in the post-Soviet period. According to a
recent account, tonias:

were specially outfitted for fishing and the initial processing of fish (and
sea mammals). A toniad would be built of a hut (in which fishers and sea
mammal hunters would live during the fishing and hunting seasons),
a steam-bath, storage shelters for provisions, fishing equipment and
salt, ice houses for the preservation of fresh fish, hanging structures
to untangle and dry nets, a special windvane (fliiiger) to determine the
direction of the wind, and special equipment (lebedki, vorota) for hauling
boats and nets onto the beach. Many toniis would have large wooden
crosses. Larger tonids might even have their own chapels (Laius and
Laius 2010: 24-5).

An important aspect of the tonia, aside from its economic significance,
was its role in consolidating cultural transmission during the intense
periods of fishing of the high season.

Material culture, ranging from clothing to architectural ensembles,
have been markers of Pomor identity for over 150 years and continue



8. “The Sea is Our Field” 361

to structure the way that Pomors see themselves. This is an important
illustration of the way that material artefacts have been used to define
etnos starting from the first work of Fédor Volkov at the end of the
nineteenth century (see chapter 3).

Northern Russian folklore and Pormor’ska govoria

I could barely understand my companion’s speech, due to its many
provincialisms. Yet, it was not as obscure and confusing for me as was,
for example, the speech of distant Pomors. The lasher’s dialect must have
been influenced by the proximity of the province’s capital and by the
communication with travellers. In a distant part of Pomor’e, especially
in places far away from towns, I often found myself at a dead end while
trying to understand a Russian person speaking in my native tongue.
Listening later to the language of Pomors, I came across words —
alongside Karelian and old Slavic words — that were astonishing in their
striking accuracy of expression. Take for example, the word “undead”
(nezhit’), which is a collective noun for all spirits of folk superstition:
water, house and forest spirits, mermaids and everything that does not
live a human life (Maksimov 1871: 43-4).

The Russian north also attracted the attention of ethnographers,
folklorists and linguists keen to discover ancient epic songs called byliny
and to document the special dialect spoken in the region. Ethnographic
expeditions to the Russian north in the second half of the nineteenth
century discovered a rich repertoire of byliny.

Byliny were at first regarded as part of a wider range of texts, not
necessarily related to heroic epics, called stariny (“old songs” or “songs
about ancient times”) (Panchenko 2012: 430). This folklore genre was
thought to represent a form which started to become extinct in the
middle and southern parts of Russia already in the twelfth century
(Kozhinov 1999). In line with its severe landscape, the north has since
been viewed as a “natural preserve” of the epic. The Russian north was
therefore the place where most byliny have been recorded. Scholars
assumed that byliny and stariny have preserved the “voice of medieval
Russian people” (Panchenko 2012: 430). This discovery defined the
nature of ethnographic interest in the area for many decades to come.
Until now, the White Sea coast attracts numerous folklore expeditions.
Villagers see almost any ethnographer who comes to their place as first
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and foremost a folklorist and immediately direct them to village elders
who can still remember old tales.

One of the folklorists to travel to the north with the aim of
recording byliny was Aleksei Markov. In 1898, he spent several weeks
in the village Zimniaia Zolotitsa where he especially worked with
storytellers (skaziteli) Kriukovy (Markov 1901: 1). Markov believed that
the remarkable survival of byliny on Zimnii Bereg (Winter Coast) was
directly linked to the particular byt (lifestyle) of the locals (Ibid: 8-9).
The scholar concluded that peasants in Zolotitsa learned the old songs
as they spent extended periods far away from their homes in distant
fishing huts while fishing for salmon in summer, and during their
hunting trips for sea mammals or shorter hunting trips in the forests
(Ibid). Geography and isolation played a big role in framing these
traditional skills. As Markov wrote:

Even now, with the improvement of communication ways in the
introduction of mail services and telegraphs to a large degree [...] Even
now, it takes a long time for the Russian news to arrive on the White Sea
coast, and these news do not impress the peasants (Ibid: 11).

The assumption that the Russian north was isolated would come to
be challenged late in the Soviet period by the ethnographer Svetlana
Dmitrieva who pointed out that the area had intensive trade and
cultural connections with Scandinavia (Dmitrieva 1972: 70-2). She
further argued that a look at biographies of skaziteli (tellers) of byliny
reveals that many of them were literate and had lived and worked in
cities like St Petersburg and Novgorod. Narrators from the White Sea
coast, Mezen” and Pechora travelled as far as Scandinavia.

Another characteristic of the region was its special dialect. The
different Russian dialects became a focus of ethnographic and linguistic
research with a general interest in Russian culture in the nineteenth
century. Nadezhdin, for instance, criticised linguists for having so far
focused on the official Russian rossiiskil (language), while local spoken
languages remained unstudied. He drew attention to different types
of the Russian language: the Great-Russians’ language, the Small-
Russian, and Belorussian (Anuchin 1889: 14-5). Mid-twentieth century
ethnographers usually differentiated between southern and northern
dialects, with the distinctive feature being the phonetic peculiarity
of vowels [0] and [a]. They argued that in the northern regions the
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Mom0rL¢RA

Kpatkui
croBsapb
MOMOPCKOro
A3blKa

Fig. 8.6 Front cover of the dictionary Pomor’ska govoria (Moseev 2005)

okaiuishchii dialect prevailed, while in the south the akainishchii dialect
was more common (Aleksandrov et al. 1964: 153, 155). Moreover, in
the 1964 Soviet-era encyclopaedia ethnographers published very few
scattered examples of Pomor distinctiveness, but the sections on the
Pomor dialect were uncharacteristically prosaic in distinguishing not
only vowels but also sets of lexica that were unique to the region. In
terms of ethno-national representation, the group was sketched out on
a map of northern Europe according to the extent of its dialect (Ibid).
The northern dialect, with its unique pronunciation, as well as
peculiar vocabulary related to environmental knowledge also attracted
the attention of scholars. Already in the second half of the nineteenth
century, the ethnographer and historian Aleksandr Podvysotskii
composed a dictionary of Arkhangelsk province’s local dialect
(Podvysofskii 1885). This work was continued by Kseniia Gemp (2004)
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and I. M. Durov (2011) among others. In the 2000s, these descriptions
gave ground for Arkhangelsk activists to outline the northern dialect as a
separate language. Together with other activists, Ivan Moseev published
a dictionary called Pormor’ska govoria (Moseev 2005) (Fig. 8.6). Words and
phrases presented in the dictionary were collected in Arkhangelsk region
mostly by non-linguists. In an interview with Anna Pyzhova, Moseev
emphasised the role of Pomor language: “Today, I am among the few
northerners who are relatively fluent in their language — Pomorskaia
govoria. This is my first language, the language of my childhood, the
language of my parents, relatives, neighbours, and therefore my native
language” (qtd. in Pyzhova 2011). While Arkhangelsk scholars criticised
Moseev’s dictionary as non-scientific and a work of an amateur, it
turned out to be quite popular among Arkhangelsk townspeople and
even inspired similar projects in other parts of Arkhangelsk oblast.

Pomor Distinctiveness in a Pan-Slavic Frame

Russian ethnography in the Imperial period, and throughout the Soviet
period, placed differing emphases on the distinctness of Pomors from
other Slavic groups. This discourse of difference reflects a certain
awkwardness within which Pomors fit into standard genealogies and
typologies of Slavic people. As we have seen in chapter 3, the way that
Great Russians were defined to a large extent was calibrated on how the
northern and southern frontiers of Slavic settlements were described.
The reports of travellers and ethnographers tend to alternately fit
Pomors sometimes close to Great Russians, sometimes with the
traditions of northern indigenous peoples, and sometimes as part of a
distinct northern European or Fennoscandian culture. This ambiguity is
also reflected in some minority opinions.

For example, Dmitrii Zelenin, in his East Slavic Ethnography (published
in German in 1927 and translated into Russian for the first time in 1991)
classified the “Pomor dialect” as a sub-group within north Russian
dialects (Zelenin 1991). He also put forward a controversial theory of
there being “two peoples” (narodnost’) within the Great Russians. He
distinguished north and south Great Russians on the basis of their
dialects, and demoted the central Russian groups to a sort of interstitial
group. Further, following the acclaimed linguist A. Shakhmatov,
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Zelenin considered northern Russian dialect groups to be descendants
of the ancient Slavic tribes of Slovene and Krivichi — giving northern
Russians (and Pomors in particular) a genealogy of being the purest
type of Great Russians. This linguistically-driven theory sits in contrast
to another widely held view that the Pomors were descendants of the
Novgorod Slavs mixed with Finnish Karelians (Leskinen 2016: 528-29).
This powerful ambiguity as to whether or not northern Russians
represented one pole of Slavic cultural difference as compared to
southern Russians, or if they were “pure” or “mixtures”, would prepare
the ground for Pomors to become a controversial example in Soviet
ethnography. Since Pomors distinguished themselves from other
Russians by their way of speaking, material culture, and way of life,
ethnographers had to find a special place for them in ethnographic
theory. However, they struggled to represent the unique quality
of Pomors as being somehow the most pure, original or distinctive
representatives of the Great Russians. This clumsiness is similar to
that faced by the Shirokogoroffs during their Zabaikal’ fieldwork in
1912-1913 (see chapter 5). The Shirokogoroffs were puzzled by creole
categories they recorded instead of pure ethnic categories their mentors
had told them to expect. This general discomfort with hybridity came to
haunt Soviet etnnographers generation after generation. Their unease
led to the evolution of the discrete category of the “subetnos” with its
marked continuities with earlier imperial studies of material culture.

Pomors as Subetnos

As several chapters in this volume attest, etnos theory became an
important arena for weighing identity claims in the late Imperial
period and the height of the Soviet period. Etnos theory differs from
its cognates in American and European anthropology for its distinct
interest in ethnic origins (etnogenez) — a quality often linked to its
purported primordialism (Banks 1996: 17). The unique way that Pomor
lifestyles have been documented produced odd anomalies within Soviet
etnos theory. If other nations were pure etnoses, Pomors in some sources
became a primary example of a subetnos.

Akey feature of etnos theory was theidea of a hierarchical classification
of ethnic communities. The head of the ethnographic department
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of the Russian Academy of Sciences and Director of the Institute of
Ethnography, [Ulian Bromlei was one of the scholars who excelled
in sketching out hierarchical distinctions. His somewhat baroque
classification system laid-out a set of “meta-ethnic communities” at the
top of this taxonomy (Bromlei 1983). At the bottom, he sketched out a
smaller unit, which he described as a subetnos. Within the hierarchical
taxonomy of etnos theory, Bromlei placed Pomors as a classic example
of the subetnos of Russians.

Bromlei’s classification was intended to replace what we noted
above as Tolstov’s “historical-cultural group” (Tolstov 1964: 145) and
Tokarev’s “cultural-geographic type” (Tokarev 1958: 31). Bromlei
argued that one person could simultaneously belong to several ethnic
groups of different orders. For example, one person could consider
themselves to be Russian (main ethnic unit), a Pomor (subetnos), and
a Slav (meta-ethnic community) (Bromlei 1983: 84). The idea of larger
groups comprising smaller groups gained increasing popularity in
Soviet ethnography, especially from the 1980s. This model reminds one
of the Russian matreshka dolls, a set of wooden nesting dolls of different
sizes that can be placed one inside another.

Alongside Bromlei, charismatic geographer and historian Lev
Gumilév developed an independent theory of etnos and subetnos, where
Pomors also served as a prime example. His work, although initially
very controversial, later gained popularity in Russian post-Soviet
scholarship as well as in the wider community. Gumilév’s writings
have become especially popular among local Pomor historians in the
late Soviet period, and arguably Pomor activists borrowed more widely
from Gumilév’s vibrant prose than from Bromlei. Gumilév regarded
etnos as a living organism that like any other organism is born, matures,
grows old, and dies (Shnirel’'man 2006). This basic assumption allows
one to calculate different stages and their characteristics of an etnos. In
Gumilév’s theory, an etnos is closely connected to the environment where
it develops — which again is a strong theme in Pomor scholarship.

Moreover, Gumilév believed in a hierarchy of etnoses. Like Bromlei,
he developed a hierarchical taxonomy where he distinguished between
a “superetnos”, “etnos”, and “sub-etnos”. Gumilév argued that an etnos
possesses a mechanism of self-regulation. For instance, an etnos is able
to increase its own complexity to defend itself from external impacts.
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Therefore, according to Gumilév, the Great Russian etrnos itself started
to produce subethnic divisions in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries
that sometimes took the form of estates (Gumilév 1989). This resulted in
the segregations of Cossacks in the south and Pomors in the north.

Scholarly discussions and definitions of etnos and subetnos have been
incorporated into public narratives on Pomors, often with a degree
of terminological confusion. The following quote and a subsequent
paragraph show how a discussion about Pomors’ status can go full
circle from Pomors being seen as a separate etnos within the Russian
people to them actually being Russian:

What do you mean [Pomors] are not recognised. How shall I put it — not
recognised. So, the