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Résumé de l'article

Uelen est un village habité par des résidents tchouktches maritimes et yupik,
qui non seulement chassent les mammiféres marins mais aussi sculptent leur
ivoire. Des fouilles archéologiques entreprises a Uelen ont démontré que
T'ivoire y a été sculpté depuis au moins le début de notre ére. Quand les
baleiniers et les marchands vinrent a Uelen au 19e siécle, la sculpture
traditionnelle de I'ivoire se transforma en artisanat populaire. En 1931, les
résidents d’ Uelen furent les premiers a ouvrir un atelier de sculpture de
Tivoire en Tchouktoka. Au milieu des années 1930, ils bénéficierent de I’aide de
Tartiste et critique d’art russe Alexander Gorbunkov qui les encouragea a
développer leur propre potentiel artistique. A la fin des années 1930, les
sculpteurs avaient acquis un style particulier basé sur leur connaissance des
coutumes des chasseurs de I’Arctique, les images expressives des animaux
polaires et la beauté naturelle de I’ivoire de morse. La participation de
nombreux résidents d’Uelen a la sculpture sur ivoire fut la raison principale de
sa préservation durant la Seconde Guerre Mondiale et 1a dure période de
laprés-guerre. De nouvelles tendances, incluant des themes humains et
folkloriques sont apparus dans les années 1950 a 1970 avec aussi des
représentations de chasse traditionnelle. Durant les années 1980 et 1990, les
artistes inclurent dans leur art certains motifs d’ornements préhistoriques. Si
de nombreux artistes de la Tchoukotka recourent a de nouveaux modes
d’expression dans les années 2000, les sculpteurs d’Uelen sont en général plus
traditionnels. Pour eux, la sculpture est devenue un symbole de la culture
ancestrale en voie de disparition.
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predecessor Alexander Gorbunkov. Yet he took a much more active part in the very
process of creation than Gorbunkov ever did. For instance, Lavrov encouraged Uelen
artists to put more intensity and drama in their art. Hence, he suggested to the carvers to
represent hunters spearing walrus, and herders beating off a wolf attack on a reindeer
herd. Tamara Mitlyanskaya, who knew Lavrov very well, has described his work
methods with the Uelen artists in the following way:

Understanding that the language of graphic arts was closer to the local carvers than speech
itself, Lavrov made schemes or sketches of future sculptural compositions as they occurred
to him. The native carver, in turn, would make his own corrections to the drawings, based
on his knowledge of the local environment, and investing the composition with a sculptural
form. Naturally, the carver’s handling of the material and his ability to work in ivory
brought new features to the sculptural composition, which departed from the image outlined
in the original drawing, thus facilitating his individual expression (Mitlyanskaya 1996: 73-
74).

Such supervisory methods are difficult to assess without some ambiguity, since
Lavrov was likely driven by his desire to make Uelen art more attractive to buyers by
magnifying the exotic appeal of the North. Probably, Lavrov should have been more
careful with his recommendations and not handing his own concepts to the Uelen
masters. On the other hand, fight scenes had appeared in Chukotka’s carvings yet
before his arrival in Uelen. Hence, his emphasis on subjects with most intensive
expression of their heroes’ physical and mental strength was not in contradiction with
the tradition.

One must take into account another significant detail. Uelen artists held their own
rich and versatile creative experience. Therefore it is not excluded that that diversity,
which one can find in their works on the opposition between human and animal, came
directly from their own worldview. Addressing such themes, Uelen artists had often
broken the proportions; hence hunters’ figures decreased while animal ones increased.
Deepening the contrast between the human and animal enhanced the opposing ways to
represent characters. Thus humans were represented in rapid movement while walruses
and seals kept still majestic poses. Another largely applied stylistic mean was to
represent the human in full details, including facial expression and garments while the
image of the animal was laconic and extremely simplified.

What lied behind such stylistics? Did Uelen artists from the 1950s intentionally
adopt various creative ways in order to invest their work with additional worldview and
philosophical meaning? Today it is hardly possible to give any firm answer to this
question. But one can say more definitely that a bit later, in the 1960s and 1970s, new
semantic components were already so apparent in the Uelen art that it is rather
impossible not to see them. One can see those new features in the works of Kililoi and
Lev Nikitin. Like many of their predecessors, both artists carved single compositions of
polar animals, yet their walruses and seals acquired a distinctive humanistic and
spiritual aspect. Thus animals appear not as “hunting objects™ but as subjects that are
notably similar to the humans. Such is Kililoi’s “Walrus with her calf” where the
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Figure 7. Walrus tusk engraving of the Chukchi tale “Man the Sun” by Emkul’, 1956. Source:
Bronshtein and Shirokov (in press). Photo: Evgeny Zheltov.










Figure 9. Walrus tusk carving and engraving of a seal by Oleg Kaliach, 1987. Source: Bronshtein

and Shirokov (in press). Photo: Evgeny Zheltov.
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