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Abstract

Anna Nerkagi (b. 1952), a Nenets writer and cultural activist from the Yamal
Peninsula, is one of the few female Indigenous voices in Russophone literature
of the North. Beyond her literary work, she has promoted tundra education and
the preservation of Nenets culture, exemplifying a form of female creative
agency linking literature, education, and cultural stewardship.

This article examines her prose through the lens of the relationship between
women and the hearth, understood as a central site of ethical, cosmological,
and ecological mediation in Nenets life. Focusing on Aniko, llir, and White
Moss, it reads these works as a loose trilogy structured around shifting
configurations of female subjectivity: women at the fire, women displaced from
it, and women beyond it.

@ @@@ © 2026 The Author(s). Published by the International Network for Training, Education,

marrmrE and Research on Culture. This is an Open Access article licensed under a Creative
Commons license: Attribution — NonCommercial — NoDerivatives 4.0 International
(CC BY-NC-ND 4.0).



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Drawing on close textual analysis and ethnographic research, the article argues
that the hearth functions as a living relational centre linking humans, animals,
and other-than-human beings. At the same time, Nerkagi's narratives register
the disruptions brought by Soviet modernity, particularly through boarding
schools and the erosion of female genealogies. Rather than opposing tradition
and modernity, her works show how Nenets matricultural systems persist
through women's labour and ritual authority, allowing the tundra's social and
cosmological fabric to be continuously re-woven.
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Résumeé

Anna Nerkagi (née en 1952), écrivaine et militante culturelle nenets originaire
de la péninsule de Yamal, est I'une des rares voix féminines autochtones dans la
littérature russophone du Nord. Au-dela de son travail littéraire, elle a promu
I'éducation sur la toundra et la préservation de la culture nenet, incarnant une
forme d'agence créative féminine reliant littérature, éducation et intendance
culturelle.

Cet article examine sa prose a travers le prisme de la relation entre les femmes
et le foyer, comprise comme un lieu central de médiation éthique,
cosmologique et écologique dans la vie des Nenets. En se concentrant sur
Aniko, llir et White Moss, il présente ces ceuvres comme une trilogie vaguement
liée, structurée autour de configurations fluctuantes de subjectivité féminine :
des femmes au feu, des femmes déplacées de celui-ci, et des femmes au-dela.

S'appuyant sur une analyse textuelle approfondie et des recherches
ethnographiques, I'article soutient que le foyer fonctionne comme un centre
relationnel vivant qui relie humains, animaux et étres autres que les humains.
En méme temps, les récits de Nerkagi témoignent des perturbations apportées
par la modernité soviétique, notamment par les pensionnats et I'érosion des
généalogies féminines. Au lieu de présenter la tradition et la modernité comme
des opposés, ses ceuvres montrent comment les systémes matriculturels nenets
persistent grace au travail et a I'autorité rituelle des femmes, ce qui permet de
retisser continuellement le tissu social et cosmologique de la toundra.

Mots-clés : Nenets, Anna Nerkagi, matriculture, foyer, Russie autochtone
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INTRODUCTION®

Anna Nerkagi’s prose emerges from the tundra and returns to it. Writing in Russian from
within the lived experience of Nenets nomadic life, her works articulate the tensions
between Indigenous cosmologies and the profound transformations brought about by
Soviet modernity. At the centre of this article is the hypothesis that, across her prose, the
relationship between women and the hearth functions as a privileged site through which
these tensions are narrated and reconfigured.

This article focuses on three of Nerkagi’s povesti* - Aniko from the Nogo Clan, llir, and
White Moss - and proposes to read them as a loose trilogy structured around the figure of
the hearth and its relation to female subjectivity. Women at the fire, women displaced
from it, and women beyond it constitute not fixed categories, but shifting positions
through which the stability and fracture of Nenets life are made visible.

Born in 1952% into a reindeer-herding family in a chum in the tundra near the Laborovaia
trading post on Yamal, Nerkagi was heir to a clan whose origins were associated, in local
belief, with a powerful shaman (Samson Normand 2003: 42)*. As a child she was taken
from the tundra to attend a boarding school; she later studied at the Geological Faculty of
the Tyumen Industrial Institute. In the early 1970s, she met the writer and critic Konstantin
Lagunov, who urged her to abandon her early, derivative stories about ‘southern seas’ and
unrequited love and to write instead about the tundra and the Nenets - «what you have
lived» (Drozhashchikh 2021: 8). Her first povest’, Aniko iz roda Nogo [Aniko from the Nogo
Clan)®, appeared in regional and central journals in 1975-76 and was published as a book
in 1977; llir (a proper name derived from the Nenets root il, meaning ‘life’) followed soon
after. In 1978, she became the first Nenets woman admitted to the Union of Soviet
Writers.

Shortly thereafter, however, Nerkagi left Tyumen and returned to her father’s camp near
Laborovaia, choosing to live in the tundra. There she combined domestic and herding work
with broader social engagement: she worked in an agitbrigade, intervened publicly on the

! This research was supported by the Italian PRIN 2022 project From Post-Trauma to Ecology:
Contemporary Gender Narratives in Slavic Cultural Texts, funded by the European Union — Next
Generation EU (CUP C53D23006950006; Project no. 2022S3XZZ5).

? Povest’ is a Russian narrative genre situated between the short story and the novel. The term is retained
here to avoid reductive translations that would obscure its specific literary and cultural connotations.

* According to other sources, she was born in 1951. See V. Rogachev, ‘Genii chistoi krasoty. Kritiko-
biograficheskii ocherk tvorchestva Anny Nerkagi’ [A Genius of Pure Beauty: A Critical and Biographical
Essay on the Work of Anna Nerkagi], in A. Nerkagi, Molchashchii, SoftDizain, Tyumen, 1996, pp. 405—
414, here p. 410; see also the entry ‘Nerkagi Anna Pavlovna’ in the Elektronnaia biblioteka tiiumenskogo
pisatelia, https://writer-tyumen.ru/index.php?m=autor&aid=139 (last access 12 December 2025).

4 On the nexus between shamanism and Nenets literature, see Zhuleva’s comprehensive study (2019).

® Nogo is a Russian version of the name; the correct one from Nenets would be Nokho.
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economic and educational conditions of reindeer-herders, criticised the boarding-school
system and, in the mid-1990s, founded the farm Zemlya Nadezhdi (Land of Hope), which
functioned both as an economic unit and as a familial-educational environment for
orphaned children and adolescents (for further details on the project and its profoundly
ecological pedagogical framework, see Morgun 2022). Her four povesti - Aniko, llir, Beliy
yagel’ [White Moss, 1995¢] and Molchashchii [The Silent One, 1996] - were eventually
gathered in the 1996 volume, framed by Lagunov’s 'Open Letter' and a critical essay by V.
Rogachev (Nerkagi 1996). Biographically and textually, Nerkagi herself embodies the
trajectory of a woman taken away from the hearth who, under new historical conditions,
returns to the tundra and keeps the fire alive.

In approaching Nerkagi’s prose, it is necessary to distinguish between different levels of
analysis. The texts construct a literary world that draws on, but does not simply
reproduce, Nenets social and cosmological practices, or historical conditions.
Ethnographic and historical accounts, in turn, document such practices in ways that are
variable, rather than fixed or universally shared. The readings proposed here therefore
seek to bring text and ethnography into dialogue without collapsing them into a single
explanatory frame.

Ethnographic research has shown that Nenets life is structured not simply through a fixed
division of labour between men and women, but through a complex system of embodied
practices, spatial regulations, and relational norms that organise everyday life in the tundra
(Liarskaya 2005; see also Vallikivi 2024). Gendered roles are inscribed in concrete forms of
behaviour and movement: for instance, a range of prohibitions regulate how women may
relate to tools, animals, or traces in the landscape, reflecting a broader system of ideas
about purity, danger, and the ordering of space (Liarskaya 2005: 317).

Within this system, the chum - i.e. the tent (mya in Nenets) - is not merely a dwelling but
a relational and cosmological space, in which the organisation of the interior reflects and
sustains broader social and environmental relations. As has been argued in studies of
circumpolar architecture, the hearth, the household, and the wider environment form an
inseparable nexus, so that the domestic space cannot be understood independently of the
cosmological and ecological relations that sustain it (Wishart 2013: 1-2). At the centre of
this space stands the hearth, which among the Nenets is treated as a living and agentive
presence. Fire must be carefully tended and ‘fed,’ and only those who belong to a given
household are entitled to maintain it; it protects, warns, and, if disrespected, may also
harm (Laptander 2020: 166-167). In this sense, the maintenance of the hearth is not
simply a practical task, but a central practice through which relations between humans,
animals, and other-than-human beings are continuously negotiated. It is within this

® For the English translation, see White Moss, translated by Irina Sadovina and published by Pushkin
Press (2026).

Matrix: A Journal for Matricultural Studies 5:1 (2026) Reweaving the Tundra | 33



relational and cosmological framework that the three povesti examined in this article can
be situated.

Aniko iz roda Nogo is an autobiographical povest’ centred on a Nenets girl who is taken
away from her family’s small tundra camp to attend a boarding school and then an
institute in the city. While Aniko is away, her mother and younger sister die in a tragic
accident; a letter from her father, Seberuy, calls her back to the tundra. Through a limited
cast - the parents, the family friend Passa, and a few human and non-human figures (the
reindeer Temuyko, the dog Buro, the wolf Lame Devil) - the povest’ constructs a dense
portrait of life in a Nenets camp, its rituals, and moral codes. The narrative centres on the
painful encounter between a father who expects his daughter to come back and take her
place in the chum, and a young woman whose years away have rendered both the tundra
and her father profoundly unfamiliar. The povest’ ends without Aniko’s return: what is
staged is not a completed homecoming, but the spiritual and temporal distance that has
opened up between the protagonist and her native world.

Set in a tundra camp in the first years after the Revolution, llir recounts the story of an
eight-year-old Nenets orphan who lives in the household of Mayma, the owner of a vast
reindeer herd. Determined to hide his animals from the approaching ‘Red sled’ (i.e. the
Soviet power), Mayma drives them deep into the tundra; Ilir, however, eventually reveals
their hiding place. To punish this act of ‘betrayal’ the wealthy master subjects the boy to a
series of increasingly cruel trials and ultimately chains him like a dog. Alongside this
realistic plot runs a symbolic layer drawn from Nenets folklore: Ilir nourishes his hope for
liberation through the legend of the Blue Giants, destined to defeat evil on earth. Around
the central conflict between Mayma and llir, the povest’ sketches a small community of
damaged or marginal figures - the embittered old woman Varne, the physically disabled
Khon, and Ilir's mother, whose death in childbirth leaves him utterly defenceless. These
figures are set against the backdrop of a world in which the old order and the emerging
Soviet power clash over land, herds, and authority. The povest’ ultimately stages the
struggle between violence and goodness, greed, and compassion, in the most vulnerable
space of all: the life of a Nenets child.

Conceived by Nerkagi as a continuation of Aniko, White Moss is a povest’ about the impact
of modernity on the genealogical and affective continuity of a Nenets community that
remains in the tundra. Rather than following those who have left, the narrative explores
what happens to the social and cosmological order when departures become irreversible
and when the traditional structures of kinship and domestic life begin to erode. At its
centre are two pairs from different generations; the old herder Petko and the young man
Aleshka; Aleshka’s elderly mother and his wife. Petko, recently widowed, can no longer
rely on his wife Lamdo to light the fire, mend clothes, and maintain the daily rhythm of
the chum: when a woman dies she takes 'half of life' with her, and the widower is forced to
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move to the other side of a friend’s hearth, to live 'across the fire.'” Aleshka, who has spent
time away from the tundra, is torn between his love for line - a girl who has left and will
not return - and the necessity of marriage as a condition of survival in nomadic life. The
povest’ follows his reluctant marriage to a woman chosen according to traditional norms,
and the tensions that arise when the wrong woman takes her place by the hearth.

Against this narrative backdrop, it is worth briefly considering how Nerkagi’s work has
been read and contextualized. Existing scholarship on Nerkagi has been shaped first and
foremost by the rich body of regional criticism that accompanied the publication of

her works from the mid 1970s onward. More recent academic work - most notably O.K.
Lagunova’s monograph (Lagunova 2007) - has sought to systematise this reception by
situating Nerkagi's oeuvre within the broader context of the ‘young written literatures’ of
the North, foregrounding their rootedness in oral tradition and regional literary debates of
the 1970s-80s. V.A. Rogachev’s afterword to Molchashchii reads the different novels as
steps in an increasingly apocalyptic diagnosis of Soviet and global modernity. More recent
approaches - such as Klavdia Smola’s argument that Soviet-era Indigenous literatures can
be interpreted within the broader analytical frame of postcolonial studies (Smola 2017) -
offer important insights into the ways internal colonialism, assimilation policies, and
culturally ambivalent forms of modernity have shaped both the production and the
reception of Nenets writing.

This article builds on these contributions while shifting the focus to the relationship
between women and fire as a central prism through which to read Nerkagi’s povesti. |
argue that across Aniko, Ilir and White Moss female characters can be grouped according
to their shifting proximity to - or rupture from - the hearth: women at the fire, women
weeping by the fire, and women beyond the fire. Fire becomes the lens that allows us to
read the three povesti together; women are the vector through which the fire registers the
state of health, fracture, or loss of the Nenets world. In this perspective, fragility and
resilience appear not as opposites but as intertwined: the fact that Nenets nomadism has
not disappeared, and that the tundra lifestyle still attracts younger generations (Liarskaya
2010), is inseparable from the work - material, affective, and cosmological - performed by

7 «A year earlier his wife Lamdo, a woman not yet old, had departed into the eternal night. There was no
one left to set their small family tea table in the mornings, no one to mend the kisy, no one to kindle the
fire. When a woman dies, she takes half of life with her; and later one begins to understand that the
person with whom one shared one’s days also carries away a part of the soul, too [...] Old Petko himself
went to live on the other, unoccupied side of the chum of his old friend, the Nenets man Vanu. To live
'across the fire' — as the old people would have said — meant not to live in one’s own chum [Toz Ha3azx
yIIUla B BEYHYIO HOUb €T0 JKeHa, He COBCeM cTapasi >keHIHa Jlamzo. HekoMy cTaso CTaBUThL 1O yTpam
UX ceMelHbIN UaliHbIM CTO/IMK, HEKOMY MTOYMHUTDH KUChI, pa3keub oroHb. Korza ymupaer »KeHIIMHa, OHa
VHOCHUT C COOOM TIOJIOBUHY >KW3HH, a TIOTOM HauMHaellb TTOHUMAaTh, UYTO TOT, C KeM Tl JIeNWI JHY,
YHOCHT ellle ¥ 4acTb Ayum [...] Cam crapuk I13TKo cTas )KUTb Ha Apyrod, CBOOOJHOM TIOJIOBHUHE UyMa Y
cTaporo Jpyra, HeHlla Bany. )Kuth uepe3 oroHn — Tak ckasaau Obl CTapble JIFOOH, 3HAUWT, He B CBOEM
yyme]» (Nerkagi 1996: 12).
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women around the hearth. Nerkagi’s writing, and her own life choices, can be read as part
of a broader effort to ‘re-weave’ the tundra, keeping the fire alight under Soviet and post-
Soviet skies.

AT THE FIRE: THE ETERNAL POSTURE OF A NENETS WOMAN

This section examines how Nerkagi translates dynamics of change and the tensions they
generate into narrative form through female characters whose proximity to the fire - «in
the eternal posture of a Nenets woman, outwardly unmoved by what has occurred»
(Nerkagi 1996: 17)® - determines the ethical and cosmological stability of their
communities.

In Nenets cosmology, the hearth is not merely a domestic feature but an organising
principle of the world, as shown with clarity in the following passage from White Moss:

Like every woman of the tundra, Aleshka’s mother was convinced that all of
human life in its fullness begins precisely with the fact that the women of the
world, in every part of the earth, light their fires in the morning - and only
after that can men, children, dogs, and reindeer go about their own tasks
(Nerkagi 1996: 103)°.

Crucially, the hearth belongs to women. Among many Northern peoples, the spirit of the
hearth is represented in explicitly feminine form - as the Fire-Mother, Fire-Woman, or
Fire-Grandmother™ - an anthropomorphic being who protects the household, announces
danger, and must be respected through food offerings, verbal restraint, and the careful
maintenance of the fire itself. In Nenets system, women alone are authorised to kindle the
fire, feed it, and interpret its signs; even the master of the household may refrain from
touching the hearth, according to some ethnographic accounts (see Khristoforova 2023:
176-178; Zhuleva 2019: 103).

This gendered structure has deep cosmological roots. As Zhuleva observes, in Nenets myth
the progenitor of the world is a woman, a figure whose creative force is reflected in the
very constitution of space. Her association with the tundra and with the ancestral mother
suggests that the environment itself is conceptualised through feminine generativity

® «B M3BEUHOM 1M03€ HeHEL[KOM JKeHILMHbI, 0e3yUaCTHOM K C/TyUMBLIEMYCSI».

? «Kak BCsIKast JKeHIMHA TYHZpPBI, MaTh AJIEIKM Oblia yOexk[eHa, uTo BCs GOJbluas yesoBedyecKast
)KW3Hb HAUMHAETCS] UMEHHO C TOTO, UTO JKEHIIMHBI MHUPA BO BCEX UACTAX 3eMJ/IM PadKUraloT M0 yTpam
OTHH, U TOMBKO IT0CJIe 3TOT0 MY>KUMHEI, IeTH, CODaKy, 0JIeHH CMOTYT JleJlaTh CBOH Jiefia».

10 See for detailed analysis on these figures in folklore/mythology: Pushkareva 2007 (English version
2019).
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(Zhuleva 2019: 73).™ Within this cosmological framework the hearth becomes the material
site where the feminine principle articulates its relational power: it links the living with
their ancestors, stabilises the boundaries of the chum, and establishes the ethical order of
the community.

Few scenes in Nerkagi’s oeuvre render this cosmological dimension of the hearth as
powerfully as the long passage in White Moss in which the mother of Aleshka - aware that
her life is ending - approaches the fire to deliver her final slovo [word]. The scene is not a
form of decorative ethnography, but a dramatic condensation of the three functions of
fire: as a symbol of protection, as a unifying agent, and as a means of purification and an
amuletic force (Laptander 2020). In this sense, the fire emerges both as the guardian of
the household and as the witness of genealogical continuity. Only through a woman’s
hands, voice, and ritual posture can this connection be enacted.

Nerkagi stresses the gravity of the moment from the outset: «The word to the fire is the
word of the soul. It is the first and the last, granted only once in a lifetime, as birth and as
death» (Nerkagi 1996: 32)*. It is an event of ontological exposure. The old woman is afraid
- of inadequacy, of approaching the Great Fire (Velikii Ogon’) with an unprepared soul.
Ritual authority is shown to be neither automatic nor guaranteed by age; it must be
earned through embodied knowledge and moral maturity.

The choreography is meticulous. She searches the ashes for a living ember - «like a living,
burning heart» (Nerkagi 1996: 33)* - and places two coals beside it so that they ignite
together. The gesture is maternal and cosmological at once: to ignite the fire properly is to
awaken the heart of the household. When the three coals catch fire - «the three of them...
were instantly taken up by the pale blue flame» (Nerkagi 1996: 33)™ - the woman smiles
with relief: the flame itself has given a sign of acceptance.

«| have come with a word», she said quietly. But she spoke firmly, for she knew
that there could no longer be any doubt, neither in her soul nor in her voice.
«For the last time | have kindled you. For the last time my hands have touched
your body, and my eyes have sought your gaze». Watching the flame intently,
the woman restrained the trembling in her hands, knowing that she must no
longer add any logs. The fire knows by itself. What follows is its own affair. It
may go out while there is still wood, or it may burn even when not a single
ember remains. Such is its will.

" In White Moss, throughout the narrative, the tundra itself is figured as a maternal presence: in a key
scene, on his wedding night, Aleshka flees the chum and lies down in a hollow in the moss, as if the land
were providing a second nuptial bed.

12 «C0BO K OTHIO — CJI0BO Aiyiin. [TepBoe U Noc/ejHee, U OHO JaéTCsl JIMILb Pa3 B )KU3HH, KaK POKIEHUEe
U KaK CMEpThb».

'3 «CJI0BHO JKMBOE TOpSIIIIee CepaLie».

4 «BCe Tpoe... MTHOBEHHO 3aHS/IUCh O/Ty0eHBKUM TI/TaMEeHeM»
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Without lifting her head, feeling only the warmth and the light upon her face,
the woman continued, her soul now strengthened:

«l will not let tears fall upon your face. | will not complain, nor will | curse.
Another woman’s hands will tend you. That is why | am here... but not only for
that», she added hastily, changing her posture. She knelt, bowing her head
even lower. The fire was not her equal.

«| bow before you».

«| hear you», the Fire replied. But this was not the fire that was lit each
morning by the will of the old woman'’s hands. It was the great root of life. The
proudest, the most ardent heads had bowed before it in all ages, imploring not
only warmth and well-being for themselves. Incomprehensibly vast is the
power of Fire over humankind, and the woman’s quiet, sorrowful voice came
to sound not as a demand, nor as a whim, nor as a threat, but as a timid plea,
fearful of slipping into despair and pain (Nerkagi 1996: 33).

Her plea centres on one demand: the fire must protect her son, but if he ever violates its
order - «If my son should wish death upon you... burn him!» (Nerkagi 1996: 34).' Here the
hearth emerges as the highest arbiter of moral life: a force to which even maternal love
must defer. The «rare golden flame»*” marks the ritual as complete: the lineage is secured,
and the woman'’s custodianship fulfilled.

While the scene discussed above foregrounds one dimension of female transmission -
women speaking to the fire on behalf of future generations and thereby sustaining the
ethical and cosmological fabric of the community - Nenets women also play a crucial role
in maintaining relations across different domains of existence, especially when the

"> «— Co C/10BOM MpHILIIa, — HETPOMKO CKa3asa. Ho TBEpAo ckasana, 100 3Hasa, YTO COMHEBAaThCs HU B

Jlyllle, HY B FOJI0Ce Y)Ke Hesb3sl.
— IMocnenuuii pa3 s pasoxkiia Tebs1. ITocsieqaMil pa3 MOM PYKH KOCHYJIMCh TBOETO TeJsla, a Iya3a MCKalu
B3IVIS/A.

30pKo Ciiefid 3a IJIaMeHeM, KeHILMHA, Cep)KuBasi ApoXKb B pyKax, 3Hasi, UTO Hesb35l y)Ke IMOJJI0KUTb
noneHseB. OroHb caM 3HaeT. [lasblile ero Aeno. OH MOXKeT IOTyXHYTh, KOIZla ecTh elljé poBa, a MOXXeT U
rOpeTh, eC/I1 JlJa)ke He OCTaHeTCsl HU OJHOTo yrosibka. Ero Boss.

He nogHuMast ro/0BBl, JIMIIb YyBCTBYS Ha JIMLie CBOEM TeIIO U CBET, JKeHIIMHA [POA0J/DKITA, OKPEITHYB
Jy1LIOi:

— $1 He ypoHIO C/1€3BI Ha JiMIl0 TBOE. He moxKamyroch, ¥ He MPOK/SHY. PyKu Apyro# >KeHIUHBI OyayT
Oepeub Tebs. BOT moyemy s TyT... HO He TOJILKO MO3TOMY, — TOPOIUIMBO IOTIPaBH/IACh OHA U CMEHWIIA
no3y. OHa cTasia Ha KOJIeHH, ellé HrKe CK/IOHUB rojioBy. OToHb eii He yeTa.

— $1 peK/IoHSIOCH TIepes] TOOO.

— Capiity! — otBetus Oronb. Ho 3To 6bUT He TOT OTOHb, KOTOPhIH 3aropasicsi 10 yTpam I10 Bojie PyK
CTapol >KeHIUHb]. Benkuii kopeHb XHU3HU. EMy NOK/IOHSIIMCH caMble FOp/ble, TOpsiure Fo/I0BbI, BO BCe
BeKa BbIMasvBasi Jijisi cebsi He TO/TBKO Teruio U Onaromnonyure. HermocTwkumo Bevka Biactb OTHS Haf
YyeIOBEKOM, W POOKOM TMpOChOOM, He Kalpu3oM U He YrpO30M CTasl 3By4aTh TUXWH MeYa/bHBIA TOI0C
JKEHIIUHBI, 60sICh TIepeTH Ha OTuasiHue U 60JTb».

16 «EC/M ChbIH MOM TIOXKesIaeT cMepTH Tebe. ... .. COXOKU ero!»

'7 «OTOHB 30JI0TOM, PEAKOCTHBIH TI0 LIBETY».
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boundaries between them grow porous. Ethnographic accounts show that Nenets
cosmology does not distinguish sharply between the human world and its surroundings.
Alongside the nentsy (real people), the tundra is inhabited by a wide range of other
agents: spirits of place, beings created before humans who dwell at the margins of the
oikoumene, and the dead, as well as animals, birds, and plants. These beings are not
conceived as inert nature nor as radically other, but as other persons: they possess their
own modes of life and traditions, can understand human speech, and require forms of
reciprocal attention and care (see Khristoforova 2023: 185 ff. and 203 ff).

In such a relational system, order does not rest on rigid separation but on the careful
management of coexistence. Moments of transition are therefore moments of heightened
risk, when the balance between domains may be disturbed. It is primarily in these liminal
situations that women exercise their authority as mediators, regulating passage, speech,
and proximity between different layers of the cosmos (Liarskaya 2005). In Nenets
cosmology, the land of the dead is imagined as a negative counterpart of the world of the
living - identical yet inverted.*® Ethnographic accounts describe Nenets funerary practices
as a set of actions that regulate the transition of the dead, ensuring that objects, bodies,
and relations assume their proper form beyond the world of the living (see Khristoforova
2023: 229-233). Within this framework, death emerges as a paradigmatic moment of
passage, requiring careful ritual mediation. In Nerkagi's narrative, these practices are
consistently entrusted to the female community, which prepares the body, organises the
farewell, and sustains communication with the dead.

In Aniko, the funeral of Nekochi - Aniko’s mother - and her small daughter is entrusted to
the female community. It is they who prepare the bodies for the journey and make sure
that everything that once belonged to the deceased is broken or torn before being placed
in the grave, so that it may assume its proper form in the other world. Women also
manage the dialogue with the dead, who, according to belief, come to meet the newly
deceased and to receive news from the world of the living. The ritual thus becomes an act
of controlled communication across ontological boundaries. In Nerkagi's scene, it is the
oldest woman - Passa’s mother - who directs this fragile liturgy:

People do not offend Nekochi.

While the meat is cooking, they generously pour tobacco into the corners of
the coffin, into the fire, and simply onto the ground.

Silently, with lowered heads, they sit around the fire. Everyone wishes to do
something kind for Seberuy’s wife, and at the same time to give her a charge:
so that there, in the camp of those who have departed, she may put in a word
for those who have remained and tell in detail how each one lives.

'8 See Laptander and Vitebsky 2021: «The model of domestic fire encompasses all humans. The dead
also sit in groups around a fire, though this is an anti-fire, with small, blue flames that burn with icy
cold. But even here, it keeps its function as the focal point of a group» (p. 17).
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This is not so much a funeral as a farewell to a person who has decided to go to
another world.

Passa’s mother was older than all the others. She knew the customs better, and
therefore she spoke:

- Do not be silent. One must say something. So many have come to her now.
And all of them are listening to her story. They must also hear our voices.

- Yes, Passa adds. They must know that we have come to see her off, that on
the earth she lived well.

The old Nenets woman continues:

- Do not take offence, Aniko’s mother. - Women rarely call one another by
name; more often they call one another by the name of a living child. - We
dressed the little girl well. She will not be cold. And for you - you can see it
yourself - here is your new yagushka (Nerkagi 1996: 319).%

Such scenes reflect a broader cosmological structure. In Nenets cosmogony, as in other
Northern cultures, the divinity of the Middle World - the realm of the living - is feminine
and articulated through two complementary names: Ya-Nebya, the mother of all living
beings, and Ya-Myunya, the womb of the earth that receives the dead (Khristoforova 2023:
146; Pushkareva 2007).

Just as the dead belong to the category of ‘other persons’ with whom relations must be
carefully maintained, so too do animals form part of this wider community of beings. In
the tundra, they are not external resources but co-dwellers, bound to humans through
shared work, dependency, and exposure to vulnerability. The woman’s domain - centred
on the chum and the hearth - thus becomes the space where relations with animals are
negotiated not through domination, but through gestures of nurture, proximity, and care.
It is in this context that Nerkagi places one of the most striking scenes of Aniko: Nekochi
breastfeeding the orphaned reindeer calf Temuyko.

9 «JTromu He obwkaroT Hekouw. TToka BapUTCS MsICO, OHM IL[€/[PO HACKINAKOT TabakK B yrO/KK capKodara,
B KOCTEp ¥ MPOCTO Ha 3eMJI0.

Morua, CKJIOHMB TOJIOBBI, CHZIT BOKPYT KOocTpa. Bcem xoueTcsi cienartb npusitHOe >keHe Cebepys u
BMeCTe C TeM /laTh Haka3, uToObl OHa TaM, B CTOWOWILE YINEeAIINX, 3aMOJIBU/A CIOBO 3a TeX, KTO
ocrascs, Aa' mofpobHO pacckasasa, KTO Kak >KHBET. JTO CKOpee He TIOXOPOHBI, a MPOBOJBI Ue/IOBeKa,
PELLIUBIIIEro YUTH B PO MUP.

Mars ITaccel crapiie Bcex. OHa /yuliie 3HaeT 00bIYan ¥ TIO3TOMY FOBODUT:

— He momuure. Hazo roBoputh o uém-HuOyznbe. Celiuac BeZjb UX OueHb MHOTO K Hell mpumuto. M Bce
cyuaiT eé pacckas. OHU JO/DKHBI CITBIIIATH U HaIlK To710Ca.

— Ha, — pobasnser [Tacca. — OHM [O/DKHBI 3HaTh, UTO MBI NIPHIIUTH [TPOBOKATh €€, YTO Ha 3eMJie OHa
JKHJIa XOpOLIIO.

Crapast HeHKa NpoJj0J/KaeT:

— He obwkaiics, MaTb AHUKO. — JKeHIIMHBI Pe/IKO KOTZa Ha3bIBAKOT JPYr Jpyra 1Mo WMeHH, yaile —
MaTephio XUBOro pebéHKa. — JleBouky MbI Xopollio ofiend. Eif He OyzeT xomogHo. A Ha Tebe, Thl cama
BU/MILb, TBOSI HOBAsl ATYIIKa».
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When the camp grew quiet, she set about feeding the stubborn little one
again, and again without success. Then the woman knelt down beside him,
slipped off her yagushka, unbuttoned the collar of her dress. She covered the
reindeer calf’s eyes with her palm. He did not even stir. When Nekochi brought
her breast to him, he flinched, then, wetting the nipple with his saliva, drew
the milk into himself.

- Seberuy!

He lifted his head and was struck dumb: Temuyko, the unacknowledged son of
the herd, was sucking at her breast, his little legs braced against the floor.
They fell asleep only at dawn. Temuyko, covered with the yagushka and
caressed by his new mother, only now and then raised his head; he no longer
cried, but seemed to peer at something in the faint twilight of the chum.
Nekochi fed him for a week; then she accustomed him to fish soup, to bread,
and even to sugar (Nerkagi 1996: 325-26)%.

In this way, Nekochi extends the maternal gesture to another species. Through this act,
Nerkagi situates her within the broader logic of women at the fire: the scene places
human and animal life within the same moral space and shows how continuity in the
tundra is maintained through caring, embodied practices. Women, positioned at the
hearth, emerge here not as symbolic figures but as practical mediators of this
interdependence, holding together humans, animals, and a world shaped by relationships
rather than possession.

WEEPING BY THE FIRE: WOMEN IN A FRACTURED ORDER

If the women at the fire discussed in the previous chapter embody the possibility of
continuity and balance within the Nenets world, Nerkagi’s prose also registers the
moments in which this order fractures. When the ethical equilibrium of the chum is
disturbed - whether through abuse of authority, fear of dispossession, or the collapse of
relational roles - the hearth ceases to function as a space of protection. This chapter
focuses on such moments of internal collapse, examining how Ilir and, in a different

% «Korga B CTOMOMILE CTaJ0 THXO, OHAa CHOBA MPMHSIACh KOPMUTL MAajleHbKOIrO YIPSIMIA, U OMATh
HarpacHo. Torja >KeHIL[MHA OMYCTWIach PSZOM C HUM, COPOCH/IA SATYLIKY, paCCTeTHy/a BOPOT IIIaThsl.
3akpsblia J1aZlOHbI0 I1a3a 0/1eHEHKY. ToT fake He moiueBemwics. Korma Hekoun nogHecsa eMy rpyzib, OH
B3/IDOTHYJI, 3aTeM, TIOMOUMB C/TFOHOM COCOK, BTSIHY/I B Ce0s1 MOJIOKO.

— Cebepyii!

ToT mogHsI TooBy ¥ o6omiten: TaMyHKo, HeTTPU3HAHHBINA CBIH CTaZia, COCal TPY/b, YIIEPIINCH HOXKKAMU
B IOJI.

YcHynu TonmbKO Ha paccBeTe. TAMyHKO, YKPBLITHIM ATYIIKOH M 0OMacKaHHBIM CBOell HOBOW Marephio,
JIMILIb M3peJKa MOJHUMaJl TOJIOBY, HO y)Ke He Tlakas, a UTO-TO BhICMaTpuBaj B HErYCThIX CyMepKax
yyMa.

Hekoun KopMusIa ero Hefie 0, TIOTOM TIPUYYM/IA K yXe, X/1e0y U Jake caxapy».
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register, White Moss portray the suffering produced when male authority becomes violent
or misaligned, and when the fire turns from a centre of care into a space of exposure.
Through these narratives, Nerkagi shows how the consequences of historical change are
first inscribed not in ideology or institutions, but in women’s bodies, roles, and silenced
endurance.

Set in the first years of Soviet power in the tundra - a temporal shift that was probably
adopted on the advice of Nerkagi’'s mentor to soften the text’s social accusatory force (a
conjecture formulated by Rogacheyv, in Nerkagi 1996: 411) - llir is one of her most severe
narratives. Rogachev interprets the povest’ as a double indictment: of conservative,
oppressive relations within Nenets society on the one hand, and of the false promise of
the new Soviet authority on the other, which, despite its rhetoric of liberation, proves
incapable of protecting the most vulnerable.”> What gives llir its critical force, though, is
not ideological accusation as such, but the way historical pressure and internal
disalignment converge within the intimate space of the chum.

The figure of Mayma - a wealthy owner of reindeer - embodies this collision. He appears
simultaneously as the product of a genealogy of accumulation and as a man acting under
the pressure of an approaching power that threatens his dominance. His violence
represents a distorted response to vulnerability and perceived impotence, a
transformation of authority into coercion. One of the deeper sources of his frustration is
his son Khon, a central and highly compelling figure of the povest’, whom it is not possible
to discuss here in detail. The child is crippled, a condition that causes Mayma profound
suffering by depriving him of a ‘worthy’ heir, while also insinuating a deep sense of guilt:
Mayma'’s wife maintains that Khon’s disability is a punishment inflicted by Ya-Myunya for
the beatings he administered to her while she was pregnant (Nerkagi 1996: 127). In llir,
the distortion of the value system of male authority - one that comes to regard reindeer
as more precious than human beings - has immediate consequences for the ethical
function of the hearth. Before Ilir himself is chained, humiliated, and reduced to a
condition likened to that of a dog, the disintegration of order has already been inscribed in
the fate of women - those who depend most directly on the fire as a guarantee of safety
and continuity.

?! Nerkagi herself later stressed, however, that ideological confrontation was never the primary motor of
the text: «I literally wrote the povest’ Ilir in a single breath, about a deformed boy who proved through
his fate that land and human beings are one. But I had already become such a Soviet person that I could
not write ‘just like that’. I needed a background. So I overlaid my hero’s destiny onto the events of the
Civil War. Even so... at the time I was least of all interested in the problems of class struggle in the
tundra [ 6ykBa/bHO Ha OJJHOM [bIXaHWW COUMHWIIA MMOBeCTb “VIMMp” Mpo MasBYHKa-ypoJLa, KOTOPHIH
cBoeli cynbOol [MoKa3zan, 4To 3eMyisi M ue/ioBeK — efuHbl. Ho 51 Obla y)Ke HAaCTOJBKO COBETCKUM
YyesI0BeKOM, UTO ITHCATh TIPOCTO Tak He Morya. MHe notpeboBascs GoH. [To3ToMy cyapby cBOeTo Tepost s
HAJIOXKU/IA Ha COOBITHUSI TPaXK/JAHCKOM BOWHBI. XOTS... MEHs TOT/Ia MEHee BCero MHTePeCOBasy MpobieMbl
K/1accoBoi 60prOrI B TyHApE]» (quoted in Drozhashchikh 2021: 15-16).
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While the figure of Khon’s mother undergoes a relatively positive development, marked by
the emergence of maternal feeling and growing compassion toward her son and toward
llir (see Nerkagi 1996: 213-215 and Koneva 2016), the story of llir's own mother is entirely
tragic. Widowed as a result of Mayma'’s exploitation of her husband, she is left to rely
solely on her young son for survival. Although Mayma already has two wives - a practice
still attested in the 1930s, as scholarship on Nenets polygamy has shown, with clear social
and economic rationales (Glavatskaya 2016) - he becomes irresistibly drawn to her, begins
to visit her chum, and impregnates her. Nerkagi makes clear that this relationship is not
grounded in fascination or compassion, but in fear: faced with violence and dependence,
the woman submits.

When the time comes to give birth, she follows the rules of ritual purity and constructs a
small chum outside the main dwelling in order not to contaminate it. As scholars have
shown, this practice reflects a belief - widespread among many Northern peoples - that
childbirth is a liminal moment, a passage between worlds akin to death, and therefore
potentially disruptive of cosmic order (Zhuleva 2019: 69; Golovnev and Osherenko 2018:
37-38).2 When she dies from the cold shortly after childbirth, her death appears not as a
random tragedy, but as the logical outcome of a world in which the fire no longer protects
those who depend on it.

At this point, another female figure assumes the role of caregiver: Varne, the old woman
considered mad by the camp. She instructs Ilir about the hardships that await him now
that he will be alone and advises him to preserve a live ember from the fire of his chum
when it is dismantled, as a means of protection and support. The scene unfolds around the
fire, which stands as both witness and participant in the dialogue:

- Tomorrow morning they will take down your chum. Take a warm ember from
the fire and hide it, so that no one notices. The fire is the third presence in our
conversation now: you will forget my words, but the son of the fire will
remember them - Varne bent over the nearly dying hearth, took a
smouldering ember in both hands, brought it to her lips, and began to whisper
something.

The ember hissed; the skin on her fingers darkened visibly, while llir, transfixed
by the expression on the woman'’s face, did not dare to move.

At last the old woman threw the ember back into the fire and, brushing a lock
of hair away from her ear, bent even lower, as though eavesdropping on the
faint tongues of flame.

She listened for a long time. A grey strand of her hair flared up, releasing an
acrid smell. Extinguishing it, the old woman gave a satisfied grunt.

2 On the interpretation of the laws of purity as techniques for preserving cosmic order, see Mary
Douglas’s seminal study Purity and Danger (Douglas, Mary. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of
Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. London: Routledge, 1966).
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- Now | will leave, and | probably won't live much longer. But tomorrow, don’t
forget to take the ember. And know this: the path ahead of you will be hard.
But you will walk it. For now, sleep, and do not go again to the dead—do not
disturb them. Try not to cry, or your mother’s head will ache -

Varne stood up, bowed to the fire in thanks for its warmth, and quietly went
out (Nerkagi 1996: 137).%2

Varne's story itself constitutes a profoundly tragic narrative insertion. The only child of an
extremely poor pair of nomadic fishermen, she receives a marriage proposal shortly after
coming of age. Her father leaves the chum to procure meat for the celebrations and never
returns; he is later found murdered in the tundra. Mother and daughter are taken in by
Mayma'’s camp, where the mother soon dies, while the daughter is condemned to perform
the most menial labour for others, without a chum of her own, nor hope for future
happiness. This situation - a narrative anticipation of what will soon happen to llir - is so
unbearable that the young woman invokes the spirit Kharbtso, hoping to be driven mad
and thus relieved of the weight of consciousness. When this finally happens, however, the
spirit does not grant her this gift, and she is forced to feign a madness she cannot truly
inhabit. It is she who is the first to oppose Mayma, cursing his sledges (including the
sacred one bearing the idols) and his khorey, the pole used to direct the reindeer (see the
scene in Nerkagi 1996: 143): when women transgress the prescriptions intended to keep
male and female domains separate, misfortune falls upon men (Liarskaya 2005: 324;
Golovnev and Osherenko 2018: 33).

While in the case of the women in Ilir the source of their tragic trajectories appears to lie
in Mayma'’s violence, which shatters the harmony among the camp’s inhabitants - human
and non-human alike - the imbalance at the centre of White Moss is of a different nature.
As anticipated, the plot revolves around an absence: line, who left years earlier for the
boarding school, has never returned. At the camp she left behind her father - widowed at
the time of the narrative and forced to settle in his friend Petko’s chum, thereby triggering
marital tensions - and young Aleshka, who has always been in love with her. The latter’s

# «— 3aBTpa yTpoMm Oy[yT CHUMaTh TBOM uyM. Bo3bMu TEMIbINA YroNEK M3 KOCTPA U CIIPSUb ero, 4To0bI

HUKTO He 3ameTH/1. OrOHb cefiuac B HallleM pPa3roBOpe TPEeTHH, ThI 3a0yzells MOU C10Ba — ChIH KOCTPa
OyZeT NOMHHUTh, — BapH3 HAK/IOHW/IACH HaJ, TTOYTH YMEpIIUM KOCTPOM, B3sila 00eMMH pyKaMH T/IerOLIri
yTonéK, TIoffHecIa ero K rybamM ¥ uTo-To 3ailenTasa.

Yronék ummesn, Koka Ha MasbliaXx 3aMeTHO 4YepHesna, a Vniup, 3aBOpPOXKeHHBIM BbIpaKeHHWEM JHLja
JKEeHIIVHBI, He CMeJl laKe MOIeBe/TUTbCS.

Hakoner crapyxa 6pocuna yrosék B KOCTép ¥, yOpaB C yxa Ipsiib BOJIOC, HAK/IOHU/IACh eIlé HIDKE,
CJIOBHO TOJC/TYLINBAs Pa3roBOP C/Ia0bIX SI3BIUKOB TIJIAMEHH.

Ona cnymana poaro. Cefas npsiib eé BCIIBIXHY/IA, U3[aB HeNpUATHBIN 3anax. [ToTymus eé, cTapyxa
JOBOJIbHO XMBIKHY/IA:

— Teneps s yliay 1 )KuTb, HaBepHO, Oyny Hefonro. A Tel He 3a0yAb B3ATh 3aBTpa yrosiék. U 3Hail: myTs y
Tebs Briepeau TpyAHbINA. Ho THI TpoHA€Ib ero. A ceifuac criv v He X0y OosbIle K yMepIuM, He Mellaii
uM. Crapaiics He TIJIaKaTh, @ TO Y MaMbl TBOeH OyzeT 60/eThb roiosa.

Bapu> BcTasna, NOKJI0HUIACh KOCTPY, O71arozapsi ero 3a TeIio, ¥ TUXO BBILLIA».
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drama, compelled to marry another woman, constitutes one of the novel’s central
narrative lines, counterbalanced by his mother’s tribulations in safeguarding the lineage of
the chum (as discussed above). line’s figure functions as a variation on the character of
Aniko, to whom we will return shortly. What calls for attention here, however, is the
distortion produced by the arrival of an unwanted woman at the hearth. Aleshka resists
the marriage - which has effectively been imposed on him by the elders in the name of
Nenets tradition - and refuses to consummate it. The young wife, whose figure emerges
only through the gaze of others, suffers this rejection in silence until one morning she can
no longer hold back her tears. «Don’t cry. Your tears will fall onto the face of the Fire. He
must not know of ... our misfortune» her mother-in-law tells her. And Nerkagi adds: «That
their misfortune was shared, the woman did not doubt» (Nerkagi 1996: 104)%*.

This collective drama, generated by lIne’s absence, unfolds largely - characteristically of
Nenets culture (Khristoforova 2008; Vallikivi 2024) - in silence. This emerges clearly in the
following scene, in which the father and the young man are unable to articulate what they
carry in their hearts:

«...It is not my daughter who lights the fire in his chum. It is not she who
warms his blood and will bear him a son. It was not she who saw the sled off in
the morning, and it will not be she who weeps over him one last time. And
that means he has no reason to pity me. And | have no right to ask for pity» -
the old man thought, staring into the flickering embers of the small fire,
watching with sorrow as one glowing eye after another went out.

The fire that had only just warmed him was dying. In the same way human
feelings fade, turning to dust - even the best of them, the most sincere and
pure. No one can be judged or reproached for this.

Autumn comes, leaves turn yellow, flowers and grasses wither, and people do
not reproach nature for it.

«...Will I be able to explain that | have never stopped waiting for his daughter,
even though there is a girl living in my chum - a girl who has not become a
woman? | did not take her, and | will not take her. Will he believe me? Will he
not laugh if | say this?» - Aleshka thought, also staring ahead of him. The
words burned inside him. [...] Time passed. There is a silence that is especially
heavy (Nerkagi 1996: 93).”

* «“He naub. Cnéspl ypoHuilb Ha uno Orasa. OH He [JO/DKeH 3HaTh O... Hauel Gege”. Uto Gega ux
ob1iast, KeHIIMHA He COMHeBasachy.

¥ «...He Mos [04b pa3KuraeT OroHb B ero uyyme. He OHa BeCe/luT eMy KPOBb U IPUHECET chiHa. He oHa
TIPOBOXKasia YTPOM YIIPSDKKY, M He el TJlakaTh HaJ HUM B MOCAeJHUM pa3. A 3HAuuT, U He eMy >KaJleTb
MeHsl. A MHe He TIPOCHUTb >KaJ0CTU», — JyMaJl CTapuK, IVisi[sl B MepLiatolljie yrojibsi KOCTepKa, C TOCKOU
Habsmozast, Kak TacHeT I7Ia30K 3a IVIa3KOM. YMHpaeT OrOHb, KOTOPBIA TOJBKO UTO Tpes ero. Tak ke
MEepKHYT JIFO[CKHe UyBCTBa, CTAHOBSCH TBLIBIO, [laXke camble JIyulllie, ICKpeHHWe U 4ncThle. Hukoro He
OCY[MILb Y He MONPeKHEMb 3a 5T0. [IpUX0AUT OCeHb, KeTetoT JUCThs, COXHYT L{BEThI U TPaBbl, U JIFOLU
He POIIIYT 3a 3TO Ha PUPOAY.
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The novel, however, concludes with a form of reconciliation of the two men. Both appear
to relinquish their pain to the camp community and to find, within its social and relational
logic, a space in which to go on living.

In White Moss, the fracture does not take the form of open violence, but of absence. line’s
departure - shared, silently, by the men who remain - leaves the hearth without the
woman who once anchored it, revealing how profoundly the Nenets order depends not
only on fire itself, but on the female presence that keeps it alive. It is from this absence,
from women who are no longer by the fire, that Nerkagi’s third configuration emerges:
women who have left.

BEYOND THE FIRE: WOMEN WHO HAVE LEFT

The protagonist of Nerkagi’s debut novel, Aniko, embodies a third type of female figure in
her work: women who have left the tundra. Aniko is unmistakably a largely
autobiographical character, a narrative projection of the inner fracture that Nerkagi herself
experienced. This fracture emerges from being torn between the tundra and what she
refers to as the ‘big world’ - not yet a clearly defined space, but rather an impulse of
attraction toward an elsewhere perceived as lying beyond the limits of her native
environment:

From childhood | was drawn toward the big world; | longed to go beyond the
limits within which my fellow countrymen most often remain. Like Aniko, the
heroine of my first povest’, after finishing my studies at the boarding school in
the settlement of Beloyarsk, | left for the big city and enrolled at the Tyumen
Industrial Institute.

It took years to come to a rather simple realisation: that there is nothing
greater, more spacious, or dearer than one’s native land, my beloved
(Baydaratskaya) tundra.

If Aniko, the heroine of the povest’, wavered between the city and the tundra,
then | made my choice.

On the peaks of the Polar Urals grows ancient white lichen. No one touches it
except the wind and the sun. For me, this beautiful moss is a fusion of
freedom, pride, unattainable beauty, and independence.?

«...CMOry /1 00OBSICHUTB, UTO He TMepecTas KAaTh ero ZouepH, XOTs B MOEM UyMe >KUBET JEBYIIKa, He
CTaBIIIast JKeHIMHOU. S He B3sm eé U He Bo3bMy. [loBeput u? He 3acmeércst v OH, eCyii CKaxy 00
3TOM?» — pasMbIILIT AJEIIKa, ToXe sas nepes coboit. Cnoea »xru ero. [...] TTpomiio Bpemst. EcTb
0C000 TsHKEI0e MOTUaHHE.

26 Quote in Rogachev, op. cit., Nerkagi 1996: 410: «C meTcTBa MeHs TSHYIN OOJBIION MHp, I CTPEMHUIIACH 32
Mpeessl TOTO, YeM Yallle Bcero o0xoaarcs Mou 3eMisikid. Kak m AHMKO M3 MOel MepBoil OBECTH, 3aKOHYHB
yueOy B IIKOJIE-WHTEPHATe B MOCENKe benospck, st yexana B OONBLION ropof, crana yduThcs B TIOMEHCKOM
WHIyCTpUaTbHOM HHCTHUTYTE. [loTpeboBamucek rogsl, 4TOObI OCO3HATH JOBOJBHO MPOCTYIO MBICHIb, YTO HET
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Nerkagi belongs to the generation that grew up during the most intensive phase of Soviet
educational policy in the North. As documented by Liarskaya, this period - to which she
refers as that of the ‘classical boarding schools’ (from the late 1950s to the mid-1980s),
and especially its early stage up to the mid-1970s - was marked by a particularly
aggressive drive toward Russification (Liarskaya 2013). Indigenous children were sent to
boarding schools as part of a centralized state policy, often against the will of their
parents; the use of native languages was strictly prohibited not only in the classroom but
also in everyday interactions among the children themselves. While this system
contributed to the emergence of an intelligentsiya among the northern minorities - who
would later play a crucial role in national revival and cultural and political activism from
the 1980s onward, and to which Nerkagi herself belongs - it was also a profoundly
traumatic experience. The violence of this educational regime did not simply produce
mobility or social advancement; it generated a deep internal fracture, marked by the
suppression of memory, language, and embodied forms of knowledge.

This fracture lies at the core of Aniko, which can be read as its narrative chronicle. The
novel follows the young woman’s return to her native camp after years of absence and
stages the cognitive dissonance that defines her condition. Aniko has almost entirely
repressed her childhood, along with her native language, and her arrival at her father’s
camp does not take the form of a homecoming. Rather, it unfolds as a journey into a
painful and repressed past - one that resists reconciliation and exposes the lasting effects
of displacement produced by colonial education.

Aniko represents the modern, educated, and successful young woman, the quintessence
of the cultural revolution that Soviet education was meant to bring about. Her return
‘home’, however, fractures this monolithic self-image and, by confronting her with her
father’s pain as well as with her own, compels her to question the priorities she had
hitherto taken for granted. During her visit to her mother’s grave - one of the most
dramatic moments in the novel - Aniko is seized by a profound sense of guilt and says:
«Forgive me. | was to blame for our separation - | left you in order to study, to become
better. But did | truly become better?» (Nerkagi 1996: 355).%

The encounter with Aleshka, a childhood peer who, like Aniko, had attended the boarding
school but was later forced to return to the tundra after his father’s sudden death, further
intensifies her doubts. It is through him that the novel most explicitly articulates the hybrid
condition to which the younger generations of Nenets are relegated. Reflecting on the

HUdero Oosbllle, MPOCTOpHEE W MUJIee, YeM poaHas 3emis, goporas mos (baimaparkas) tyHmpa... Ecnm
AHMKO, TEpOMHS MOBECTH, METaJach MEXIY IOpOIOM M TYHAPOH, To s BbIOOp crenana.. Ha Bepmmnax
[onsproro Ypama pacteT BeKoBoi Oenblil srenms. KpoMe BeTpa u COJNHIIA, HUKTO HE Tporaer ero. J{ms meHs
3TOT KPACHUBBIH MOX — CIUTaB CBOOOIBI, TOPIOCTH, HEOCTYITHOW KPAacCOTHI U HE3aBUCHMOCTH.

“«— TIpoctu MeHs. S GblTa BUHOBATa B HAlllel pas/yke, yiuia OT TeGs, 4TOObl YUMTLCS ¥ ObITh JIyyllle.
TosbKO Jyulie /iu 5 cTana?».
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experience of the internat, Aleshka observes: «The boarding school is a good thing. But
think about it - how many young people actually returned to the tundra after boarding
school? And those who did return, what did they bring back with them? They never
properly learned to read and write, and they forgot the crafts of their fathers. So, we end
up as neither people of the tundra nor people of the city - some kind of mixture...»
(Nerkagi 1996: 361).%® Education, he concedes, may in principle be valuable; yet in practice
it produces subjects who belong fully to neither world - neither to the tundra nor to the
city - while simultaneously eroding traditional forms of knowledge and labour. Aleshka
goes on to demand recognition, on the part of the authorities, of the value of Nenets
professions and ways of life, which the school system persistently marginalizes.

Aniko is left deeply unsettled. Speaking with her old friend, she gradually realizes that she
cannot bring her father to the city, as she had naively imagined at the beginning of the
novel; at the same time, she is unable to imagine herself returning to the tundra. In a
moment of emotional outburst, she exclaims: «So, for his sake [father’s], must | repeat my
mother’s fate?». Aleshka'’s response is sharp and deliberately provocative: «So you want to
live in a comfortable apartment, while other Nenets women are supposed to sit by the
hearth? You're educated - then go and make their lives better. [...] When you have felt the
full weight of a woman'’s life on your own skin, then you will know what needs to be done»
[Nerkagi 1996: 362].%

The scene closes not with resolution, but with Aniko’s inner turmoil. Somewhere deep
within herself, she begins to sense that Aleshka may be right, yet the implications of this
recognition are overwhelming:

Somewhere deep down, Aniko began to realise that the young man was right.
But how... how could she give everything up: the institute, the theatre, the
cinema, dancing, debates with friends about art, about an interesting and
vibrant future? How could she forget the noisy, feverish streets of the city, the
beloved places where she had so often thought and dreamed so well, and
voluntarily surrender herself to the frozen silence, lose herself in the white
expanse of snow, put on a yagushka, live by the light of a kerosene lamp and...
grow old?! (Nerkagi 1996: 362).*°

% «MHTepHar — 310 X0poio. Ho BCMOMHM, MHOTO JIA MOJIOABIX BEPHY/IOCH MOC/Ie UHTepHATa B TyHAPY. A
Te, KTO BEPHY/ICS, UTO OHU MNpUHeCaU? W rpaMoTre TOMKOM He HayuW/IUCh, U PeMec/O CBOHUX OTLIOB
103a0buTH. BOT U MOJTyyaroTcst U3 HAC He TYH/[POBBIE KUTE/H, He TOPOJCKUe, CMeCh KaKasi-To...».

“«Uto0 e, pagy Hero [oTia] s JO/DKHA MOBTOPUTH CyAbOy Marepu?»; «3HAuWT, Thl XOUelllb KUTh B
GaroyCTpoeHHOUM KBapTHpe, a Apyrue HeHelKWe KeHIIWHBI MyCThb CUAAT ¥ odara? Thl )Ke TpaMOTHasl,
BOT U C/leJlai UX >KU3HB Jjyullle. [...] BoT korga Tl Ha COGCTBEHHOM LIKype MOYYBCTBYeLIb BCIO TSHKECTh
JKU3HU >KeHIL[UHEI, Tora OyJels 3HaThb, UTO [Ie/IaTh».

% «me-10 B mybuHe Ay AHMKO Hauajga CO3HaBaTh, YTO MapeHb IpaB, HO Kak... Kak GPOCHUTL BCE:
WHCTUTYT, TeaTp, KMHO, TaHLIbI, CIIOPHI C TOBapHUIllaMu 00 UCKyCCTBe, 00 UHTepeCHOM U sSIpKOM Oyzy1em?
Kak 3a0bITh IIyMHBIE, TOPSIUME Y/IULBI TOPOAA, JOOUMBIE MeCTa, IJje He pa3 Tak XOPOIIo JyMajoch U
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In fact, the novel gestures toward the possibility of a third path, situated between the
abandonment of one’s land and a full return to traditional life. This alternative is
embodied by Ira Laptander, Aniko’s former schoolmate - far from a particularly brilliant
student, unlike the protagonist - whom Aniko encounters shortly before leaving once
again for the ‘mainland’. After completing her medical studies in the city, Ira declines the
position she has been assigned in a large urban center and instead asks to be sent to the
tundra, where she works as a veterinary assistant, caring for the herds. As the novel
repeatedly suggests, the younger generations are called upon to use the education they
have received to improve the lives of their people.

Ira, who had never been the chair of the youth council and, after joining the
Komsomol, had not sat - like Aniko - at the desk of the Komsomol secretary,
had suddenly become a support for her people? Had begun to heal them and
care for them?

And she? What had she done - she, Aniko Nogo, once respected and admired
by everyone? Built some rotten shed called personal well-being? As if Aniko
wanted to live only for herself. Could that really be true? Very well, she would
return here - but there was not even a proper place to wash. And the
institute? Three years of study were no joke. No. Something was wrong. She
had stirred up this turmoil in her soul for nothing. One must live, and that is all
- and how, let each person decide for themselves.

It sounded firm and reassuring - and yet a residue remained in her soul.
(Nerkagi 1996: 375-76).*

Ira’s figure therefore interrupts the apparent binary between leaving and returning: she
embodies a form of ‘return’ that does not undo education but redirects it toward the
tundra and toward collective care. For Aniko, however, this possibility does not translate
into a solution; it remains an unsettling mirror that exposes the gap between individual
success and responsibility toward one’s community. As the autobiographical passage cited
at the opening of this chapter makes clear, it is precisely this third path that Nerkagi
herself would ultimately choose - reorienting education not away from the tundra, but
back toward it.

MeuTanoCh, U NOOPOBOMBLHO OTAATh cebsi MEP3/IOH THIIMHE, 3aTepsiThCsl B OE0M TPOCTOpe CHETOB,
Ha/leThb SATYILKY, )KUTb IIPY KEPOCMHOBOM JIaMIIe U... COCTapUTHCS?!»

3! «Mpa, KoTOpast HUKOIJa He Oblla IpejceaTe/ieM COBETa JPY)KUHbL, a CTaB KOMCOMOJIKOM, He CeJla, KaK
AHMKO, 3a CTOJI CeKpeTapsi KOMCOMOJ/IbCKOM OpraHu3aliiy, BAPYT CTaja ornopoil ceoeMy Hapoay? Crana
JIEUNTD ero u 3ab0TUThCS O HEM?

A ona? YeM 3aHs/1aCh OHa, BCEMHU TOrja yBakaeMas U rnountaeMass AHuko Horo? ITocTpoennem Kakoro-
TO THWIOTO Capasi, UMsi KOTOPOMY — JIM4yHOe Oaromnosnyyre? Mo)XKHO MOAyMath, YTO AHHUKO XOTeJla KUTh
TonMbKO A cebs. Heyxemu sto mpaeza?.. Hy xoporo, BepHETCS OHA CHOfia, HO TYT JaKe TOJIKOM
TIOMBIThCA Herjie. A MHCTUTYT? Tpu roza yuéosl He 1ryTka. HeT. UTo-To He Tak. 3psi Meperosiox mogHsa
B ayuie. Hazo )KuTE, U BCE, a YK Kak, 3TO MyCTh peliaeT KaKbIi.
Kperiko 1 yTemmTebHO CKa3aHo, U BCE-TAKU B IyIIe OCTAJICA 0CaZloK».
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CONCLUSIONS

Taken together, the narratives discussed in this article suggest that Anna Nerkagi’s prose
does not simply mourn the potential disintegration of Nenets cultural order, nor does it
idealize a return to an untouched past. Rather, it articulates a space of negotiation in
which continuity is made possible through adaptation. Central to this process are women,
insofar as they most consistently sustain the ethical, affective, and ecological order of the
chum when that order comes under pressure.

This literary vision finds a striking parallel in ethnographic research on Yamal. As Liarskaya
has shown, the region has demonstrated a remarkable capacity to adapt to modern
pressures without collapsing its nomadic foundations (Liarskaya 2010). Crucially, this
resilience is linked to a gender shift that did not replace women’s roles in the chum but
rather reconfigured them within the existing nomadic order. Where Soviet policies
introduced the figure of the chumrabotnitsa - a salaried female worker detached from the
internal economy and symbolic order of the camp - effectively removing women from
their relational role at the hearth, the camp itself frequently ceased to function as a
coherent unit. By contrast, the third way evoked in Nerkagi’s prose - exemplified both by
fictional figures such as Ira Laptander and by Nerkagi’s own life choices - points toward a
different outcome: one in which women remain embedded in the domestic and affective
core of nomadic life, while also gaining new forms of education and agency. Only in this
way does the tundra continue to function as a lived environment, rather than being
reduced either to a relic of the past or to a purely productive space.

In this light, Nerkagi’s writing can be read as a sustained reflection on cultural resilience.
Her prose does not deny loss, fracture, or pain; instead, it shows how Nenets matricultural
systems, though destabilised, continue to function through women'’s labour and ethical
commitment. Her prose suggests that survival in the circumpolar North depends less on
resisting change than on carefully mediating it, preserving the relational structures -
above all those maintained by women - that allow Nenets society to endure. The hearth,
kept alive by women who neither fully abandon the tundra nor remain untouched by
modernity, becomes the site where cultural webs are not merely preserved, but actively
re-woven.
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