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A problem of forming ethnic identity is especially important for representatives of the indigenous 
peoples, as in the current climate of global transformations it is getting increasingly difficult to 
maintain the uniqueness of traditional cultures under the influence of dominating ones. But at the 
same time within the culture itself there are many mechanisms, which help to build and maintain ethnic 
identity. One of such mechanisms is the arts and crafts. The basis for the analysis have been the works 
of the Krasnoyarsk Territory bone carvers. The authors of the paper open the possibility of this kind 
of art in the preservation of traditional cultural values, formation of ethnic identity of the indigenous 
peoples in modern times.
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The analysis has been made as a part of 
research funded by the Krasnoyarsk Regional 
Fund, acting to support scientific and technological 
activities. The work also corresponds to the 
thematic plan of SibFU according to the 
instructions of the Ministry of Education and 
Science of the Russian Federation.

Currently, the phenomenon of “identity” 
is studied in various areas of social and 
humanitarian sciences, primarily in the field 
of psychological, sociological, gender, culture 
and political science, ethnology, economics, 
and many others. Researchers’ interest in 
the phenomenon of “identity” is due to its 

significance in the formation of identity, 
which determines important characteristics of 
its relationship to itself, to others, to society, 
defining its “Self) (Arinushkina, 2004: 
42).

Active theoretical and empirical study of the 
problem of identity began in the last decades of 
the 20th century. Many researchers are working 
in this field nowadays, e.g. G.M. Andreeva, 
N.L. Ivanova, T.V. Rumiantseva, A.V. Mikliaeva, 
I.S. Kletsina, O.V. Zakharova, N.S. Arinushkina, 
V.S. Malakhov, V.A. Iadov, K.A. Svasian, J. Berry, 
P. Knight, G. Barkuzen, V. Clerc, E.L. Sweet, 
M. Chakars. 
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1. Phenomenon of ethnic identity  
and mechanisms of its formation

Ethnic identity is formed and defined by 
various ethnic and social dominants, which are 
acquired during personal socialization. First 
and foremost, they are formed in the process of 
assimilating people’s own culture and culture of 
other nations, in the process of studying history. 
Belonging to a certain ethnic group is one of 
the facets of social identity. In modern Russian 
psychology, the study of ethnic identity focuses 
on the changes that occur in it in this era of radical 
social transformations (Stefanenko, 2003). 

Also, the study of ethnic identity is carried 
out within the framework of acculturation and 
cultural conflict theory. The authors stress that 
ethnic identity becomes meaningful only in 
situations where several ethnic groups are in close 
interaction within a certain period of time. For 
ethnically homogeneous society it is a meaningless 
concept. Ethnic identity can be understood as an 
aspect of acculturation, in which the main focus 
is on the person and how he/she interacts with 
his/her ethnic group, which is a part of society as 
a whole (Mikliaeva, Rumiantseva, 2008).

N.S. Arinushkina examines ethnic identity 
as the experience of relationships between “Self” 
and ethnic environment, its equivalence with 
one ethnic community and separation from 
others. The researcher, referring to J. Hoffmann, 
describes the variations of ethnic identity: racial, 
biological, climatic and socio-cultural. Cultural 
identity is seen as close to ethnic identity 
(Arinushkina, 2004). This type of identity is 
a conscious acceptance by human of certain 
cultural norms, rules, patterns of behavior, value 
orientations ​, language, perception of “Self” from 
the perspective of such cultural characteristics 
that are accepted, supported by and implemented 
in this society. Cultural identity is expressed in 
self-equivalence to the cultural constituent image 
of a given society. 

M.M. Predovskaia analyzes cultural identity 
as a complex multicomponent phenomenon 
(2009). The scientist suggests that a balanced 
cultural identity includes professional, social, 
geographical, ideological, linguistic, and 
biological aspects. Moreover, this harmonious 
whole can not imply any dominant ethnic or 
national component. 

Based on the theory produced by 
I.V. Malygina, D.G. Lavrinov’s research (2008: 
24-25) refers to the study of ethnic and cultural 
identity, understood as a complex social and 
psychological phenomenon, the content of which 
is the realization by the individual of a communion 
with the local group on the basis of the shared 
culture, as well as awareness by the communion 
of its unity on the same grounds, the psychological 
experience of this community, and individual and 
collective forms of its manifestation. 

In the analysis of the phenomenon and 
concept of “identity” and its types, a question 
about the mechanisms of its formation has been 
raised anyway. This process has no end point, 
although some researchers have noted that 
completed complex identity is formed “by the 
end of youth and the beginning of middle age” 
(Guboglo, 2003:41). During lifetime a person is 
exposed to various external factors that affect the 
change of identity. The phenomenon of “identity 
crisis”, that is the state of a person, who has lost 
self-image, was originally analyzed in the field 
of psychiatry, then American psychoanalyst E. 
Erikson transferred the concept into developmental 
psychology, showing that identity crisis is normal 
for human development. Social transformations, 
change of economic structure, political system 
and etc., cause imbalance of identities that can 
occur at any age and restart self-identification 
mechanism, i.e. the definition of the relationship 
between “self” and others (Guboglo, 2003:72 ). 

V.S. Malakhov (2007) emphasizes the 
possibility of conscious construction of identity, 
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in particular, he considers the construction of 
national identity. The researcher notes that this 
process is a necessity for democratic actors. 

Researcher Iu. Cherniavskaia (2008), 
referring to the topic of ethnic identity, says 
that there is a “turning point” in understanding 
the basics of this phenomenon. If originally the 
mechanism for the formation of ethnic identity 
was linked to kinship (primordialist approach), 
but at the present stage of development of 
scientific knowledge scientists are likely to 
take into account the fact that the source of its 
formation is cultural phenomena (folklore, art, 
etc.). Hence the attention of researchers should 
be directed not to the study of the genome, 
but to rituals, customs and folk life and art as 
a certain identity constructs (constructivist 
approach). 

According to the scientist, ethnic identity 
has a mythological nature (Cherniavskaia, 
2008: 201). Mythological worldview is set by 
characteristics of an ethnos (land inhabited by the 
people, language, historical consciousness, values​​
), which transfers them to future generations. 

K.V. Reznikova supports views of Iu. 
Cherniavskaia and V.S. Malakhov on the nature of 
an ethnic group. She also expresses the view that 
globalization, increasing in recent decades, leads 
to heterogenization of the world. That means there 
is a “cultural renaissance” of individual ethnic 
groups, their appeal to their history, traditions, 
art and ethnic identity. In this case, ethnicity 
is understood as a “mental construct”, i.e. not 
as objectively existing signs, but as subjective 
perceptions of them. According to the researcher, 
the grounds of ethnic identity may be located 
outside the community as well as within it. Most 
often, the formation of ethnic identity occurs as 
unconscious individual process. In the course of 
socialization human masters cultural institutions 
as granted, and through them a person gets 
identification. 

Researcher N.N. Seredkina notes that the 
effective means of formation of ethnic identity are 
the cultural and semiotic practices, means of art. 
Artworks are an important “social field”, which 
represents the ethnic worldview and attitude. 
Artworks are an expression of “ethnic picture of 
the world”.

1. Methodological approaches  
in the study of ethnic identity

In contemporary cultural studies 
hermeneutical approach is a priority (Otiutsky, 
2003:347). This research direction is adequate 
to processes occurring in the world today, in 
particular, population migrations, ant it increases 
the intensity of economic, political and cultural 
contacts between the representatives of different 
countries and ethnic groups as a result of 
globalization. The processes mentioned above 
have a great influence on the formation of ethnic 
identity and the representatives of indigenous 
cultures are especially susceptible to this 
influence.

Relevance of the hermeneutic approach 
stems from the fact that researchers, supporters of 
this approach, consider the studied culture not as 
a passive object, but as an active one. In this case 
study is a dialogue of equals, in which priority is 
given to understanding the other. Traditionally, 
the founders of the hermeneutic direction are C. 
Geertz (2004) and V.A. Turner. However, long 
before them, Sir E.E Evans-Pritchard assumed 
study of culture as a dialogue of equals, whose 
main purpose is both adequate understanding 
and interpretation of another culture, rather than 
an explanation and discovery of universal laws, 
common to all cultures. 

The method of “interpretation” (which also 
has the name of “cultural analysis”), including 
an explanation of the values ​​enshrined in the 
symbolic forms, awards the researcher with an 
active role as a mediator rather than bystander. 
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The most important method of field research is that 
“participant observation”, implying impassive, 
aimed at perfect objectivity observation of life 
of representatives of the culture under study, is 
replaced by the “supervisory participation”. The 
latter presumes emotional contact, experience, 
participation and observation “of participation 
of themselves and others in the ethnographic 
process”. The study obtains the character of 
ethnographic dialogue, where “self” and “other” 
are inseparable (Lurie, 1997:97). 

Study of the possibilities of art in the 
formation of ethical identity requires the 
involvement of art study methods and approaches. 
Today, along with classic traditional art study 
approaches to the analysis of works of art, there 
are also some alternative approaches, in particular, 
the procedure of philosophical and art analysis, 
developed and actively used by Russian scientists 
V.I. Zhukovsky and N.P. Koptseva (Krasnoyarsk), 
D.V. Pivovarov (Ekaterinburg). For the present 
study some key points of the methodology of fine 
arts are important too: 

1. A work of art is a visual text that is 
similar to the verbal text, because one may read 
it through philosophical and art analysis, based 
on the application of general scientific research 
methods - analysis, synthesis, formalization, 
analogy, extrapolation, induction, deduction, and 
some other methods. This approach to the analysis 
of works of art can overcome the subjectivity in 
the evaluation of the content and allow reading 
the content of visual text (Zhukovsky, Koptseva, 
Pivovarov, 2006; Zhukovsky, Koptseva, 2004). 

2. In a work of art as a visual text there are 
three levels of meaning: A) cosmocentric level, 
expressing global ideas about the meaning of life, 
relationships between human and God, about 
human’s place in the universe and the like; B) 
sociocentric level, expressing the specificity of 
actual historical situation, meanings, topical 
for the time when a work of art was created; 

С) egocentric level, expressing the subjectivity 
of an artist, meanings that were significant for 
the author of works and personal experiences 
(Zhukovsky, Koptseva, Pivovarov, 2006; 
Zhukovsky, Koptseva, 2004). 

Identifying of these levels of meaning is 
only possible in the process of sequential analysis 
of the real existence of a work of art. The order 
of steps is determined by the specific levels of 
signs in an artwork. The analysis begins with 
an understanding of index signs, the next stage 
deals with iconic signs and final with the reading 
of symbolic signs. Such step-by-step study of 
signs in the artwork allows to read it as a holistic 
visual text, identify and understand the meanings 
inherent in the text.

Modern art studies show that the works of art 
render not only personal subjective views of an 
author, but also other broader meanings - general 
cultural, commom for all mankind, so it gives 
reason to use the philosophical and art analysis to 
identify the identity of a particular culture, as well 
as considered a work of art as a factor influencing 
the formation of ethnic identity (Sweet, Chakars, 
2010; Kistova, 2013; Koptseva, Nevol’ko 2012; 
Reznikova, 2013; Solov’iova, 2009; Amosov, 
A.Ie., Koptseva N.P., Libakova N.M., Reznikova 
K.V., Sertakova K.V., Pimenova, N.N., Kistova 
A.V., 2012, etc.).

1. Formation of ethnic identity  
in arts and crafts (bone carving)

Traditional form of creativity for the 
indigenous peoples of the North remains arts and 
crafts. As an ancient art form of the North, until 
the beginning of the 20th century it was of a mass 
character. Representatives of the northern ethnic 
groups made ​​clothes of deerskin, profusively 
decorating it with ornament and beads, carved 
wood for patterned household items, and they 
were especially skillful in bone carving. So almost 
all men - hunters, fishermen, and herders were 
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engaged in carving in their spare time or during 
bad weather. Topics of carved bone images for 
centuries reflected the lifestyle of ethnic groups, 
their beliefs (animism, shamanism), portrayed 
the specificity of the North and its inhabitants.

During the Second World War and after it 
the art of bone carving considerably weakened its 
positions, because life of the indigenous peoples 
of the North changed radically during this period 
of time. Traditional forms of farming, traditional 
beliefs, native language and art in connection with 
new challenges set by the state were absorbed by 
a “big culture” (Berry, Dasen, Purtinga, Sigall, 
2007). 

At the end of the 20th century the “discovery” 
of the North happens again, the indigenous peoples 
seek to revive and preserve the uniqueness of 
their culture, to find their own place in a diverse 
picture of the world by identifying their ethnic 
identity. In this situation, they needed cultural 
concepts, capable of uniting ethnic groups, 
becoming the signs expressing ethnic identity. 
Therefore a major role in this issue is played by 
arts and crafts.

Certainly, civilization processes have 
changed the opinion about decorative and applied 
arts. Today most of them are referred to as 
souvenirs rather than folk art. The goal of making 
these things is more inclined to tourists’ demand 
and they progressively lose their original “sacred” 
sense. However, for the indigenous peoples they 
remain relevant and stay in demand even today. 

Many researchers, such as J.B. Shetler, 
U. Popova, G.A. Khlopachev, Ie.Iu. Giria, 
I.N. Ukhanova, V.A. Subbotina, S.V. Rogachev, 
Ie.S Musina, V.Kh. Ivanov, V.G. Zavarzina and 
others, believe that the arts and crafts, and in 
particular the works of carved bone reflect the 
worldview of the people, important for their 
existence principles. 

Works of arts and crafts not only store a 
spiritual experience of previous generations, 

but also embody the collective and nongenetic 
memory of an ethnos. This memory for any nation 
is connected with the idea of ​​the worldview, 
of human, of his/her place in the society and 
universe as a whole. The result is that each piece 
of decorative art is an important mechanism 
influencing the formation of ethnic identity. 

The samples of arts and crafts can be 
represented by works of masters - bone carvers. 
In Russia the most famous centers of bone 
carving art are located in the Republic of 
Sakha, Udmurtia, Arkhangelsk Oblast, Tyumen 
Oblast, Nenets, Khanty-Mansiysk and Chukotka 
Autonomous Okrugs, and in Tobolsk. However, 
special attention of researchers was drawn to 
the relatively recent bone carving art school 
in Taimyr, which faces a significant challenge; 
it doesn’t only have to revive the ancient craft, 
but also to make it the brand of the territory, the 
visual identification for Taimyr for both Russia 
and other countries. 

The revived art of bone carving on the 
Taimyr Peninsula has just begun to develop so 
far. Skills needed to work with bone were almost 
completely lost by the representatives of the 
indigenous peoples of the peninsula across the 
20th century. And only during the last decade, 
these skills have started to revive as a specific art 
for the area. While 15 years ago only two Taimyr 
masters were known’ they are O.A. Marchenko 
and V.S. Taranets, nowadays more than two 
hundred professional artists, including 184 
carvers - representatives of the indigenous peoples 
of the North, keep the tradition of folk art. They 
are concentrated in a few centers - Norilsk and 
Dudinka cities and in rural areas of Khatanga, 
Karaul and Kaerkan. 

The most famous masters of carving art are 
N.V. Laptukov, N.M. Kirgizov, A.N. Chunanchar, 
V.I. Batagai, D.V. Chuprin, V.A. Beti, 
P.Kh. Vango, V.S. Kirgizov, A.V. Sigunei. Their 
very creative skills define the vector of bone 
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carving development in Taimyr, determine the 
themes and style of work. 

Taimyr bone carvers’ works are mainly 
small-scale sculpture; engraving, fretwork and 
relief carving are much rarer. Favorite materials 
for creativity are  antler and mammoth tusk (Ie.S. 
Musina, 2011). 

Mammoth is the most valuable and, 
unfortunately, endangered material produced in 
small volumes in permafrost regions. Homogeneity 
of its bone tissue gives the opportunity to work 
it up in the most fastidious fretwork technique. 
Antlers of reindeer are more heterogeneous and 
complex for processing, but as the material they 
are more readily available. Thus, A.N. Chunachar 
creates works of antlers, while N.M Kirgizov 
prefers mammoth tusk. 

However, for the true masters the 
availability of the material is always relegated 
to the background, in their opinion, the most 
crucial is the essence, which the material 
carries and memory which it stores. Let us cite, 
for example, the words of the famous Tobolsk 
carver M.V. Timergazeev: “Mammoth tusk 
remembers a mammoth lying in the ground, and 
antler – a reindeer to which it once belonged” 
(Ie.S. Musina, 2011). Hence, the main task of 
the master is not just the mastery in applying 
carving and sharpening tools, but creation of 
a special look and feel that will help to see the 
material in its inner essence, orient the master’s 
hand to the right direction in order to manifest 
this essence in a suitable form.

In addition, the Taimyr masters often 
combine bone or antler with other natural materials 
(deerskin, different types of wood, stones, 
feathers, etc.). This is one of the distinguishing 
features of the Taimyr bone carving. 

Works of Taimyr bone carvers reproduce 
several stable topics: 1) everyday life and culture 
of the peoples of Taimyr; 2) tundra and its 
inhabitants; 3) Taimyr myths, tales and legends; 

4) shamanism as a traditional belief of the 
indigenous peoples of the North. 

1)	 Everyday life and culture of the peoples 
of Taimyr is a very common theme in small-
scale sculptures. All artistic products have this 
distinguished ethnographic accuracy; each of 
the five peoples living on the peninsula is easily 
guessed by specific characteristics and occupation 
reflected in the piece of art. Characteristic 
features of the terrain and weather conditions also 
leave no doubt. People at work take a prominent 
place in bone sculptures. People are portrayed 
during hunting, fishing, in the camp, in familiar, 
everyday life. 

For example, the work “Taimyr Traditional 
Crafts” by N.M. Kirgizov demonstrates 
traditional occupations of a person living on 
the peninsula - fishing, hunting, bird hunting, 
reindeer husbandry. All these occupations are 
similar in their image - each of them presents a 
complete scene where a person is included in the 
natural space. Thus, one of the most noteworthy 
features of northern ethnic groups reveals and it 
is the inextricable link between human and the 
environment. 

The interesting thing is that the scenes are 
arranged vertically, setting a hierarchy of human 
occupations. Thus, more dignified and honorable 
occupation in northern peoples’ life is reindeer 
husbandry. 

Work “Dolgans’ Everyday Life” of the same 
master demonstrates people’s daily life told as a 
whole story. First of all, the structure of the work 
gives an idea of ​​the structure of the universe; it 
shows two levels - the human (average world) 
and the underground (lower world). Upper level 
of the world is invisible to the human eye. People 
are presented doing their traditional deeds: 
they hunt, fish using nets, herd reindeer. Also 
the master carved traditional dwelling of these 
people - tent, around which they are busy with 
the housework. 
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Fig. 1. Kirgizov. Taimyr Traditional Crafts, 2011. Mammoth tusk, beech
 

Fig. 1. Kirgizov. Taimyr Traditional Crafts, 2011. 

Mammoth tusk, beech 

The interesting thing is that the scenes are arranged vertically, setting a 

hierarchy of human occupations. Thus, more dignified and honorable occupation in 

northern peoples’ life is reindeer husbandry.  

Work “Dolgans’ Everyday Life” of the same master demonstrates people’s 

daily life told as a whole story. First of all, the structure of the work gives an idea 

of the structure of the universe; it shows two levels - the human (average world) 

and the underground (lower world). Upper level of the world is invisible to the 

human eye. People are presented doing their traditional deeds: they hunt, fish using 

nets, herd reindeer. Also the master carved traditional dwelling of these people - 

tent, around which they are busy with the housework.  

Fig. 2. Kirgizov N.M. Dolgans’ Everyday Life, 2011. 170x125x570, Mammoth tusk, beech

More interesting one is the image of lower world, which shows the 

mammoths. There is a legend about the creation of the earth by the deity Ngo. This 

legend tells the story of how the earth became inhabited by humans, birds, fish, 

animals, as well as mammoths. But mammoths brought a lot of problems when 

they moved, the earthquake occurred, when they foraged about for food and dug 

the earth, the mountains appeared. Therefore Ngo placed mammoths underground, 

making them its support. Mammoths are still revered as sacred underground 

animals, which secure peace of people.   

– a chum (tent), around which there are people, busy with their household 

chores . 

 

 

Fig. 2. Kirgizov N.M. Dolgans’ Everyday Life, 2011. 

170x125x570, бивень мамонта, дерево 

Thus, work “Dolgans’ Everyday Life” in addition to making household 

sketches tells a tale of ordinary occupations of the northern people, demonstrates 

the harmonious immanence of this activity in the history of the world, the system 

of the universe.  

2) Tundra and its inhabitants. Works devoted to this subject are filled with 

scenes from the life of the Taimyr tundra. Basically masters prefer the image of 

More interesting one is the image of lower 
world, which shows the mammoths. There is a 
legend about the creation of the earth by the deity 
Ngo. This legend tells the story of how the earth 

became inhabited by humans, birds, fish, animals, 
as well as mammoths. But mammoths brought a 
lot of problems when they moved, the earthquake 
occurred, when they foraged about for food and 
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dug the earth, the mountains appeared. Therefore 
Ngo placed mammoths underground, making 
them its support. Mammoths are still revered as 
sacred underground animals, which secure peace 
of people.  

–	 a chum (tent), around which there are 
people, busy with their household chores.

Thus, work “Dolgans’ Everyday Life” in 
addition to making household sketches tells a tale 
of ordinary occupations of the northern people, 
demonstrates the harmonious immanence of this 
activity in the history of the world, the system of 
the universe. 

2) Tundra and its inhabitants. Works 
devoted to this subject are filled with scenes from 
the life of the Taimyr tundra. Basically masters 

prefer the image of individual figures from fauna: 
partridges and deer, owls and geese, ancient 
mammoths and shaggy musk oxen, arctic foxes, 
wolves and bears.

Work of N.M. Kirgizov “Spring” is a story, 
dedicated to the long-awaited and very brief 
on the territory of the North season. Spring 
is traditionally seen as a time of rebirth and 
awakening of nature and all living things. The 
composition of this work is full of dynamics, 
striving upward toward the sun, which gives 
life: it is read in the lines of a raised deer head, 
gazing up the tops of fir trees, a flock of flying 
birds, the movement of which is unifying the 
entire composition and linking everything and 
everyone together.  

3) Taimyr myths, tales and legends. Images 
from myths, legends, tales are characteristic of 
all indigenous peoples. This theme is most often 
found in the works of carving art. Such works 
most clearly express ethnic characteristics of a 
particular culture. Most often for these works 
are images of legendary heroes, sacred animals, 
spirits, cosmogony and cosmology. 

Made in the technique of small plastic 
“Mother deer” by A.N. Chunanchar opens 
favorite for bone carvers topic “deer”, but this 
work is not quite traditional. Figure of a doe 
made ​​is of barely processed antler and therefore 
looks massive and great. In comparison with 
it human figures, dogs and birds are extremely 
small. This shows the value of the deer for 
northern peoples: literally everything relies on 
deer. Vertical bands, made of suede, symbolize 
on the one hand, rays of the sun, covering the 
entire space of the composition, stretching over 
birds, animals and humans. On the other hand, 
these lines resemble the shape of a conventional 
dwelling of the northern peoples - chum, which is 
made of reindeer skin. Also this works visualizes 
a legend about the origin of the northern peoples 
from deer. The traditional name of the Evenki 

Fig. 3. Kirgizov N.M. Spring, 2008. 260x54x60. 
Mammoth tusk, wood

individual figures from fauna: partridges and deer, owls and geese, ancient 

mammoths and shaggy musk oxen, arctic foxes, wolves and bears. 

Work of N.M. Kirgizov “Spring” is a story, dedicated to the long-awaited 

and very brief on the territory of the North season. Spring is traditionally seen as a 

time of rebirth and awakening of nature and all living things. The composition of 

this work is full of dynamics, striving upward toward the sun, which gives life: it is 

read in the lines of a raised deer head, gazing up the tops of fir trees, a flock of 

flying birds, the movement of which is unifying the entire composition and linking 

everything and everyone together.   

 

Fig. 3. Kirgizov N.M. Spring, 2008. 

260x54x60. Mammoth tusk, wood 

 

3) Taimyr myths, tales and legends. Images from myths, legends, tales are 

characteristic of all indigenous peoples. This theme is most often found in the 
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works of carving art. Such works most clearly express ethnic characteristics of a 

particular culture. Most often for these works are images of legendary heroes, 

sacred animals, spirits, cosmogony and cosmology.  

 

 

Fig. 4. Chunanchar A.N. Mother Deer, 2010. 

Deer antler, suede 

Made in the technique of small plastic “Mother deer” by A.N. Chunanchar 

opens favorite for bone carvers topic “deer”, but this work is not quite traditional. 

Figure of a doe made is of barely processed antler and therefore looks massive and 

great. In comparison with it human figures, dogs and birds are extremely small. 

This shows the value of the deer for northern peoples: literally everything relies on 

deer. Vertical bands, made of suede, symbolize on the one hand, rays of the sun, 

covering the entire space of the composition, stretching over birds, animals and 

humans. On the other hand, these lines resemble the shape of a conventional 

dwelling of the northern peoples - chum, which is made of reindeer skin. Also this 

works visualizes a legend about the origin of the northern peoples from deer. The 

traditional name of the Evenki ethnic group – “reindeer people”, for example, has 

survived to the present days. 

Fig. 4. Chunanchar A.N. Mother Deer, 2010. Deer 
antler, suede

 

 

 

Fig. 5. Kirgizov N.M. Kara Kaas Kuta (Spirit of a black goose), 2009. 

230x48x138. Deer antler, wood stain 

 

Interpretation of a bird archetype implies a deep philosophical meaning. In 

the symbolism and mythology of the indigenous peoples birds have a positive 

value. Image of a bird is associated with another legend about the origin of life on 

the earth. According to the legend, the bird went down into the sea and picked out 

a shed of land, which later became the basis for the universe. Until today, this 

symbol has not lost its value, birds are worshipped as before. Thus, the red-

breasted goose image can be found on the flag of Taimyr, and on the coat-of-arms 

of Evenkia there is a white-throated diver. The work by N.M. Kirgizov “Kara Kaas 

Kuta” (Spirit of a black goose) disclosed a liaison function of birds. According to 

the concepts of the North peoples, the world has a three-part structure. The bird has 

the ability to move between these levels, emphasizing their unity and unbreakable 

bond. Image of a bird in such a way is the image of spirit, aspiring to heaven. 

Fig. 5. Kirgizov N.M. Kara Kaas Kuta (Spirit of a black 
goose), 2009. 230x48x138. Deer antler, wood stain

ethnic group – “reindeer people”, for example, 
has survived to the present days.

Interpretation of a bird archetype implies a 
deep philosophical meaning. In the symbolism 
and mythology of the indigenous peoples 
birds have a positive value. Image of a bird is 
associated with another legend about the origin 
of life on the earth. According to the legend, 
the bird went down into the sea and picked out 
a shed of land, which later became the basis for 
the universe. Until today, this symbol has not 
lost its value, birds are worshipped as before. 
Thus, the red-breasted goose image can be 
found on the flag of Taimyr, and on the coat-
of-arms of Evenkia there is a white-throated 
diver. The work by N.M. Kirgizov “Kara 
Kaas Kuta” (Spirit of a black goose) disclosed 
a liaison function of birds. According to the 
concepts of the North peoples, the world has a 
three-part structure. The bird has the ability to 
move between these levels, emphasizing their 
unity and unbreakable bond. Image of a bird 
in such a way is the image of spirit, aspiring 
to heaven.

Similar images can be found in the work of 
“Old-man Stories”. Here the boat, on which we 
see a representative of the northern peoples, is 
intricately decorated with zoomorphic sails. Deer 
and spirit-bird protect human, indicate his life 
path.

Undoubtedly, once similar deer and bird 
images had ritual character.

4) Shamanism as a traditional belief of the 
indigenous peoples of the North.

Subject of shamanism is presented as 
separate from life of the peoples of the North, 
since a shaman is not just a man, he is a minister 
of religion, a mediator between the human and 
spirit worlds. The work by N.V. Laptukov a 
shaman is depicted during seances, in full 
dress, his clothes is covered with numerous 
protective amulets, the chief of which  is a 
medallion on his chest with a deer on it. This 
piece of art shows exaggeratedly large hands 
of the shaman, who strikes the drum, thereby 
tuning to the sound of cosmic rhythm. The 
shaman is caught during the peak of the action, 
he is in ecstasy, the moment of separation of 
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Fig. 6. Kirgizov N.M. Old-man Stories, 2009. 
122x55x105. Mammoth tusk

Fig. 7. Laptukov N.V. Spirit of a Shaman, 2010. 
460x160x190. Deer antler

Similar images can be found in the work of “Old-man Stories”. Here the 

boat, on which we see a representative of the northern peoples, is intricately 

decorated with zoomorphic sails. Deer and spirit-bird protect human, indicate his 

life path. 

 

Fig. 6. Kirgizov N.M. Old-man Stories, 2009. 

122x55x105. Mammoth tusk 

Undoubtedly, once similar deer and bird images had ritual character. 

4) Shamanism as a traditional belief of the indigenous peoples of the North. 

 

Fig. 7. Laptukov N.V. Spirit of a Shaman, 2010. 

460x160x190. Deer antler 

Subject of shamanism is presented as separate from life of the peoples of the 

North, since a shaman is not just a man, he is a minister of religion, a mediator 

between the human and spirit worlds. The work by N.V. Laptukov a shaman is 

depicted during seances, in full dress, his clothes is covered with numerous 

protective amulets, the chief of which  is a medallion on his chest with a deer on it. 

This piece of art shows exaggeratedly large hands of the shaman, who strikes the 

drum, thereby tuning to the sound of cosmic rhythm. The shaman is caught during 

the peak of the action, he is in ecstasy, the moment of separation of body and spirit 

body and spirit of the shaman is rendered. The 
image of the shaman’s spirit resembles in its 
contours the figure of a bird that has the ability 
to move in all three spaces of the universe. 
Thus, the artist stresses striving of the spirit 
up, its relationship with the upper world. 

Conclusions

Division of subjects of the skillful bone 
carvers is rather arbitrary, because in general 
syncretism is characteristic of traditional culture 
of the indigenous peoples. Characters of different 
themes resonate with each other, demonstrating 
strong ties and combinations. 

Visualizing the signs and symbols that 
express the values ​​of traditional culture, Taimyr 
bone carvers appeal to what can be called a 
cultural core of the ethnic groups living on the 
peninsula (Dolgans, Nenets people, Nganasans, 

Ents and Evenki people). They make a picture of 
the world, determined in it the place of human, 
actualize relationship of modern humans with 
the culture of ancestors. These works of art 
preserve and transmit a unique insight into 
human and the world, knowledge of the history 
of their ethnic group and faith, in such a manner 
helping to construct ethnic identity.
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Формирование этнической идентичности  
индигенных народов севера  
в декоративно-прикладном искусстве  
на примере искусства косторезов

Н.М. Либакова, Е.А. Сертакова
Сибирский федеральный университет 

Россия, 660041, Красноярск, пр. Свободный, 79

Вопрос о формировании этнической идентичности особенно актуален для представителей 
индигенных народов, поскольку в настоящее время в условиях глобальных трансформаций 
под воздействием «больших культур» всё сложнее сохранять уникальность традиционных 
культур. Но в то же время внутри самой культуры существует множество механизмов, 
позволяющих формировать и поддерживать этническую идентичность. Одним из таких 
механизмов является декоративно-прикладное искусство. В статье на материале анализа 
произведений косторезов Cевера Красноярского края раскрываются возможности этого вида 
искусства в деле сохранения традиционных ценностей культуры, формирования этнической 
идентичности современных представителей индигенных народов.

Ключевые слова: индигенные народы, коренные малочисленные народы Севера, этническая 
идентичность, культурные исследования, декоративно-прикладное искусство, резьба по 
кости.

Научная специальность: 24.00.00 – культурология, 17.00.00 – искусствоведение.


