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At a meeting on the shores of Lake Baikal, 120 scholars from 11 different countries met to compare intellectual 
traditions in the study of Eurasia. The conference, hosted by Artur Kharinskii at the newly established Laboratory 
of Ancient Technology at the Irkutsk State Technical University, was dominated by papers exploring new 
developments in historical, ethnographic and archaeological methods as applied to the study of indigenous peoples 
of Siberia. Perhaps for the first time in the Russian Federation, this meeting featured an emphasis on collaborative 
ethnography and the controversial subjects of repatriation and protection of cultural heritage. The variety and 
depth of the papers compares favourably with the Seventh Conference on Hunting and Gathering Societies held in 
Moscow in 1997. The conference also included an applied element, with three days spent among the famous 
ongoing Neolithic excavations near Olkhon island some 400 km north of the city, and a rich ‘cultural’ programme 
involving Western Buriat cultural ensembles and visits to local museums. 

The conference was organized around a series of keynote presentations in the morning sessions, followed by a 
set of parallel panel sessions in the afternoon. Keynote speeches were translated and distributed before the 
presentations, and discussion was translated simultaneously. A book of abstracts in Russian and English was 
published and distributed at the start of the conference. 

The themes of landscape archaeology and ethnoarchaeology occupied two days. John Barrett presented an 
interesting but controversial analysis of the assumptions built into mortuary archaeology in the British Isles, 
arguing for a new approach that would link mortuary monuments to the landscapes and environments in which 
they are found instead of focusing on the status of the interred individual. This approach sparked discussion among 
both Irktusk-based archaeologists and a large team of Canadian archaeologists from the Baikal Archaeology 
Project (www.baikal.arts.ualberta.ca) who have been excavating Neolithic graves in the region for over 10 years, 
and had been developing a method of building biographies of individuals based on the analysis of 
microenvironmental data in the bones and the interpretation of grave goods. Christian Keller presented a richly 
illustrated address on migrations over the North Atlantic in the Middle Ages, arguing that environmental, genetic 
and archaeological clues can lead to different and complementary ‘stories’ which challenge the idea that 
prehistorians should aim to achieve a single unambiguous account of events. He suggested that only 
‘hybridization’ between Norse, Celtic and Inuit traditions in the North Atlantic could explain the appearance and 
disappearance of certain sites. 

      Two keynote presentations raised the theme of ethnoarchaeology. Gerald Oetellar presented a broad 
comparison of adaptation and vernacular architecture between Plains and Eastern Siberian peoples, arguing that 
the material remains of local architecture reflect the cosmology of peoples. Jarvenpa presented his circumpolar 
comparative research project, concluding with a plea for more complex models of gender and subsistence action. 
These presentations led to an intense discussion of the value of ethnographic analogy in archaeology, with some 
arguing for consensus on certain ‘objective’ markers of human action that leave a ‘deep signature’ and dismissing 
much recent ethnoarchaeological research as rich but temporarily thin ‘modern material culture studies’. Others 
argued that the complexity gained from contemporary ethnoarchaeology points archaeologists towards new 
interpretations of the material record. One commonly expressed view was that sites might better be seen as 
signatures of human agency in general rather than that of imaginary gendered individuals. 

A series of workshops on ethnohistory was spread out over three days of the conference, focusing on 
comparison of the Russian and Euroamerican traditions of ethnohistory, the interpretation of historical 
demographic records on indigenous peoples, and the relatively new issue for Russia of ‘repatriation’ of objects to 
indigenous communities. Many participants in these sections were involved in a three-year Russian-British project 
entitled ‘Living Archives and Archival Transcripts’, funded by the AHRC, and an ESF-co-ordinated project on 
‘Home, Hearth and Household’ based at the University of Tromsø (www.sami.uit.no/boreas). The tone for each 
workshop was set by a keynote presentation, given by Julie Cruikshank, David Koester and Ivar Bjørklund 
respectively, who challenged the idea that there could be a single unifying history to a particular ethnic group. 
Cruikshank, illustrating her talk with recent fieldwork in the Elias mountain ranges of the southern Yukon 
Territory, argued for an ethnography that could explain how both landscapes and people are active participants in 
creating history. Koester presented an examination of how an account of Koriak history can be read through the 
personal archive of one prominent member of the intelligentsia, arguing that the detailed study of archives can help 
us to identify key certain moments in life histories which create history. Bjørklund offered an overview of 
ethnopolitics in Northern Norway, emphasizing the fragile and contingent nature of Sámi identity as it orients itself 



towards systems of power created by the post-war Norwegian state and the international indigenous rights 
movement. 

      These talks sparked a rich discussion on the role of local or individual agency in the creation of identities, 
with most Russian participants arguing that individual action, although evocative, can never overcome deeper 
objective commonalities held by ‘ethnoses’ and which can be represented by the Russian scientific tradition of 
writing ethnogenesis. Most European and North American participants tended to argue that any account of 
ethnohistory could not logically occur without the participation of individual actors and that analysis should start at 
that level. Although no agreement on methods was reached, we at least established this divergence in 
interpretations. These themes spilled over into the panel sessions, where Peter Jordan argued that historical and 
archaeological records represent certain life processes – such as subsistence – better than they do identity. David 
Anderson compared the Russian-language tradition of ‘ethnic history’ with the English-language one of 
‘ethnohistory’, arguing that their converse approaches to the analysis of how indigenous identities are linked to 
time and to space could actually complement each other in ethnographic work. 

      Natalia Mongo and Tom Andrews underscored the importance of contemporary material culture studies in 
building culture in the present. Mongo made a richly illustrated presentation of Evenki artefacts and dwellings held 
in her open-air museum, explaining how these objects provided inspiration to a national minority surrounded by 
Buriats and Russians. Andrews presented an overview of two decades of collaborative research between the Prince 
of Wales Northern Heritage Center and a variety of Canadian First Nations communities, illustrating how 
knowledge and debate over culture could be situated both within the walls of the museum and ‘out there’ on the 
land – a position which suggested a rich theory of mnemonics in the curation of objects. Craig Campbell, Nikolai 
Martynovich and Elena Manushkina spoke of their experience in using the digitization of rare and endangered 
photographic collections with the British Library’s programme on Endangered Archives to introduce new proxy 
material to help communities understand their past. Asia Guseeva spoke of her experience curating the records of 
emergency archaeological projects – a burgeoning industry in post-Soviet Russia connected with the accelerating 
development of pipelines and urban construction projects. Her report on the ‘transformation of archaeological sites 
into paper reports’ highlighted a problem with public access to this quickly expanding documentary record, as well 
as the privatization of archaeological expertise into private or semi-private scholarly domains. Discussion in this 
panel ranged from attempting to explain and translate the English-language notion of ‘repatriation’ (with many 
favouring the Russian word vosstanovlenie) to trying to specify the institutional context within which knowledge 
should be held, with many present differing on the role of local communities in curating cultural knowledge. 

The conference received grants from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, the Arts 
and Humanities Research Council (UK), the Norwegian Research Council and the European Science Foundation 
EUROCORES programme. The final programme and list of participants can be found at 
www.baikal.arts.ualberta.ca/conference.  
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