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Article abstract

Uelen is a settlement inhabited by coastal Chukchi and Yupik people who do
not only hunt sea animals but also carve their ivory. Archaeological
excavations in Uelen testify that ivory carving has existed there at least since
the beginning of our era. When whale hunters and traders came in Uelen in
the 19th century, traditional ivory carving turned into an ethnic handicraft. In
1931, Uelen residents were the first to open an ivory carving workshop in
Chukotka. In the mid-1930s, they benefited from the valuable help of the
Russian artist and art critic Alexander Gorbunkov, who encouraged them to
develop their own artistic potential. By the end of the 1930s, Uelen carvers and
engravers had acquired their particular artistic style based on their deep
knowledge of the Arctic hunters’ customs, expressive images of polar animals,
and the natural beauty of walrus tusk. The involvement of a large number of
Uelen inhabitants in ivory carving was the main reason for its preservation
during the Second World War and the difficult aftermath. New tendencies,
including human and folklore themes, emerged in the 1950s-1970s alongside
traditional hunting depictions. In the 1980s and 1990s, Uelen artists included in
their art some patterns from prehistoric ornaments. While many Chukotka
artists are using new creative ways in the 2000s, Uelen carvers in general keep
closer to tradition. For them, ivory carving has become a symbol of the
vanishing culture of their ancestors.
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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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