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Tundra Yukaghirs and Nganasans — until recently two 
ethnic groups in Siberia that had wild reindeer hunting, 
and not reindeer breeding, as a main way of subsistence. 
Unlike Evens and Evenkis, they practiced collective 
reindeer hunting more extensively than individual one 
and were considered less experienced reindeer breeders. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



From archaeological perspective, the Yukaghirs are 
generally considered as direct descendants of the 
Paleoasiatic Aldan river cultural archaelogical sequence 
(traced back as far as the 8th millenium BC), but the 
Nganasans have similar features in culture (Zgusta 2015: 
204–205). 
 
Reasons: Ymyyakhtakh culture site which is associated 
with Yukaghirs was found on Taymyr Peninsula 
(Abylaakh-1). 
 
However, the assumption that Yukaghirs constituted the 
‘paleosiberian substrate’ of North Asia is not proved – so-
called ‘Yukaghir problem’ (Gogolev et al. 1975: 12-14) 
 



 
Ethnographer Ilya Gurvich noted that 
“ancient economy of Tundra Yukaghir 
resembles the one of Tawgi 
(Nganasan). The common features are 
not only the reindeer hunting complex, 
but some features of 
dwelling and clothes” (Gurvich 1959). 
 
 
 
 



Common features in reindeer hunting complex according 
to Gurvich (on Nganasan see also Popov 1948, 24, 26-
29): 
 

- small herds of reindeer just for transport purposes 
(often transporting of hunted reindeer), reindeer 
herding itself probably being borrowed from 
neighborhood tribes; 

- seasonal following the migrations of wild reindeer  
- August-November as a main hunting season for 

collective hunting; 
- collective hunting near the lakes using ‘stabbing’ 

technique (‘поколки’); 
- Absence of saddle reindeer typical of Tungus. 

 
 



Common features in other technologies according to 
Gurvich (on Nganasan see also Popov 1948: 79,114): 

 
- conic dwelling (for Yukaghir – different from the 

surrounding Even and Chukchi conic-cylindric 
dwelling) 

- Woman’s clothes – ‘combination’ (slip); 
- Children’s clothes. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

Yukaghir dwelling  
(photo by Vladimir Iokhelson) 
 

 
 

Nganasan tent  
(Simchenko 1992: 167),  

similar to other Samoyed 
and Western Tungus 

 
 



 
 

 
 

Yukaghir woman’s 
combination  

(Gogolev, Gurvich et al 1975: 70)   

Nganasan woman’s 
combination  

(Popov 1948: table 18: 147) 
 



 

 
In historical times, the area occupied by Yukaghirs was 
much larger and came closer to that of Nganasans, being 
separated only by a small group of Tungus. Given that 
the Tungus were newcomers in the circumpolar area, we 
can assume that earlier Yukaghirs and Nganasans were 
in contact (map from Dolgikh 1960). 
 



 
 
All this leads to an assumption that the cultural 
complexes of Yukaghirs and Nganasans have not 
evolved independently, and, thus, that their contacts 
might be reflected in the cultural lexicon.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



We have inspected Nganasan and Yukaghir lexical data 
(Helimski Ms., Kurilov 2001, Nikolaeva 2006, own field 
data) in search of cultural lexicon which we divided into 
following groups: ‘dwelling’, ‘clothes’, ‘sledge’, ‘reindeer’, 
‘hunting’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Example of ‘sledge’ set for Nganasan 
 

 



Example of ‘sledge’ set for Yukaghir 
 

 



However, no convincing parallelisms in the cultural lexicon 
have been found so far, and our search also gave no results. 
Earlier, a number of lexical parallels between Yukaghir and 
Samoyedic/Uralic have been proposed (e.g. Nikolaeva 2006; 
Aikio 2014), but: 
 
-  they, or most of them, are not cultural or technical terms; 
-  they may be either cognates (if Yukaghir is genetically 

related to Uralic), or borrowings from Uralic/Samoyedic into 
Yukaghir, or terms of a wider distribution. 

 
Proto-Yukaghir *aŋa ~ Proto-Samoyedic *aŋ / Proto-Uralic 

*aŋi ‘mouth’ 
Proto-Yukaghir *kel’ ~ Proto-Samoyedic *kälü / Proto-Uralic 

*käliw ‘brother/sister-in-law’ 
Proto-Yukaghir *mət ‘I’, *tət ‘you’ ~ Proto-Uralic *mun, minä ‘I’, 

*tun, tinä ‘you’ (cf. m-/t- pronouns in many language 
families of Eurasia) 



 
But, for the lexicon reflecting the common Paleo-Arctic cultural 
heritage, we would expect terms without Uralic roots.  
 
(However, both adherents and opponents of the Uralo-
Yukaghir cognation were in search of etymologies, possibly 
best rooted in Uralic, and could simply disregard terms without 
Uralic etymology) 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



A possible explanation might be that: 
 
-  the two cultures have evolved on the same base, but 

independently, without direct contact with each other 
(contradicts with ethnographic and archaeological 
data) 

-  either the сontaсts or ‘relay racing’ of technologies 
(dwelling type, hunting techinques etc.) did take place, 
but because of a big time distance their reflections in 
language are not traced in the modern languages 

-  more detailed research including fieldwork study is 
needed. 
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