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Résumé
Cet article présente la façon dont l’habitat conique en peau a été utilisé par une généra-
tion de chasseurs et d’éleveurs de rennes au nord du district autonome des Evenks et au 
sud du district autonome de Taïmyr durant la dernière partie de la période soviétique 
(années 1960-1991). Ici, je souhaite développer l’argument selon lequel il est difficile, 
si ce n’est impossible, de comprendre l’architecture de l’habitat conique en peau sans 
connaître la façon dont les chasseurs et les éleveurs de cette région se déplaçaient dans 
l’espace et ont littéralement fait de cet environnement leur habitat privilégié. Ce chapitre 
présente l’aspect modulaire de l’habitat conique en peau dans cette région, et établit un 
lien entre cet aspect important du transport et la technologie de parenté.

Abstract
This chapter documents the way in which the conical skin lodge was used by a gener-
ation of hunters and reindeer herders in the northern part of the Evenki Autonomous 
District and the southern part of the Taimyr Autonomous District in the later part of the 
Soviet period (roughly 1960-1991). Here, I wish to present an argument that it is diffi-
cult if not impossible to understand the architecture of the conical skin lodge without 
understanding how hunters and herders in this region moved across the land and liter-
ally made homes for themselves in this landscape. The chapter documents the modular 
quality of the conical skin lodge in this region, and links this to important aspects of 
transportation and kinship technology.

* 
*  *

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to document the way in which the conical skin 
lodge (d’iu –Evenki. ; chum – Russian ; uraha d’ie – Northern Yakut and Dolgan) was 
used by a generation of hunters and reindeer herders in the northern part of the 
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Evenki Autonomous District and the southern part of the Taimyr Autonomous 
District in the later part of the Soviet period (roughly 1960-1991). Here, I wish to 
present an argument that it is difficult if not impossible to understand the archi-
tecture of the conical skin lodge without understanding how hunters and herders 
in this region moved across the land and literally made homes for themselves in 
this landscape. The chapter documents the modular quality of the conical skin 
lodge in this region, and links this to important aspects of transportation and 
kinship technology. The conclusion of this study is that vernacular architecture 
is an extremely flexible and contingent element of social life that is linked most 
strongly to biography and less obviously to a structural law linked to subsistence.

The chapter offers two structural rules that might help those interested in 
ancient forms of mobile architecture. The first is that the conical form itself is 
an extremely strong and evocative device which still serves northern people well 
functionally, ideologically, and comfortably. The robustness of the form seems 
to explain its uncanny predominance both across vast spaces of the circumpolar 
North and across vast swaths of time. Indeed I can think of no better example 
of a structural signature of the longue durée even if the reasons for its persistence 
may seem at times more circumstantial or even mystical than instrumental. The 
second is that this ethnography proves that it is wrong to think of these Central 
Siberian conical lodges as structures-in-themselves but that rather they are made 
up of modular components, each of which is named and has manifold links not 
only to function but to social structure. At its most basic functional level, the 
modular quality of the lodge allows it to expand and contract in relation to the 
demography of the household. At its most symbolic, the modular quality stands 
a monument to social relations successfully negotiated between kinsmen and 
between migratory wild animals. Here I wish to establish that a conical dwelling 
in this region can never really be thought of as « a tent » except as some sort 
of heuristic shorthand. It is an assemblage which is always entangled with other 
aspects of social life, each of which, in turn, might have long-term time signa-
tures among northern communities, and thus also contribute indirectly to the 
durability of this form.

The field research which lies behind this article was itself an activity with 
a long time signature1. Although conical skin lodges have always formed a 
background to my travels in the region since 1987, they only became fascina-
ting at the point of time that they began to fall out of daily use in most places 

1. The theoretical work for this article was sponsored by a series of seminars funded jointly by 
the European Science Foundation EUROCORES BOREAS project (ERAS-CT-2003-980409) 
and the Norwegian Science Foundation standard research grant (« Homes, Hearths and 
Households »). The archival work was sponsored by the Arts and Humanities Research Council 
(UK) project on « Archival and Living Transcripts » (AHRC AN9129/APN16283). The field-
work was done between 1993 and 2002 with funding from the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada (Caribou Ethologies in the Circumpolar North SSHRCC 410 
971679) and seed-funding from the Circumpolar Liaison Directorate of the Department of 
Indian Affairs and Northern Development, Canada. I would like to thank Virginie Vaté, Sylvie 
Beyries and Monique Clatot for their invitation to join the Antibes group and their gentle but 
persistent encouragement to submit this article for publication.
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in Central Siberia – roughly 1998. I am thankful to my colleague and long-
time friend Tom Andrews of the Prince of Wales of Northern Heritage Centre 
who, when asking me for written references to the use of conical skin lodges 
in Siberia, surprised me by remarking that the published literature in English 
gave very little detail on how lodges of this type were constructed, maintained 
and used. I realised then, and with some embarrassment, that not only did the 
existing literature in Russian not describe these structures in detail, but that 
my own fieldnotes were barren on this topic despite having assembled and lived 
in diul myself for several months. Then, I surprised him by suggesting that we 
simply travel to Evenkiia together to look at some lodges and to speak to the 
people who built them. His quest and our common project arose from another 
long term project started by Dogrib Community Services Board and the Dogrib 
Treaty 11 Council, in Northern Canada, who wanted to teach their youth the 
skills of how to make conical skin lodge on the basis of one prototype that was 
discovered in the holdings of the University of Iowa Museum of Natural History 
(PWNHC, 2007)2. After many seasons of research, the Dogrib community and 
the Museum had pain-stakingly created a blueprint of this old and distinguished 
lodge but had some specific questions about how best to sew together each tile 
of this complex structure. In order to help solve these small questions, and with 
funding from the Government of Canada, a group of three Dogrib commu-
nity representatives flew to Tura, Nidym and Surinda, Evenkiia to speak about 
conical skin lodges in spring 2000. The possibility of organising such a meeting 
was itself underwritten by the enthusiasm of the Government of Canada to parti-
cipate in the market liberalisation of post-Soviet society in the North, then just 
setting off on what was an extremely difficult process of decollectivisation. The 
meeting was also one small chapter in what has become a global movement for 
the protection of indigenous rights. Our project was perhaps unique for being 
one of the first meetings after the end of the Soviet period between northern 
indigenous craftsmen and teachers (and not between professional politicians). 
All of these elements contributed to the enthusiasm and the linked sense of hope 
and nostalgia which generated the interviews for this chapter.

Home and Household in the Putoran Plateau Region

In this chapter, I have deliberately chosen to focus on a region of similar 
cultural practice, rather than upon a single ethno-linguistic group. The Putoran 
Plateau region is a significant geographical landmark in north Central Siberia 
marked by large flat-topped mountains and intersected by numerous high-energy 
rivers and deep lakes. The plateau straddles the border between the Evenki and 

2. We hope that this paper is the first step in a joint comparative publication on mobile 
dwellings in the circumpolar North. The paper could not have been done without the help 
of Galina Ivanovna Khutokogir, Vasilii Nikolaevich Kicheev both of Tura, as well as the assis-
tance of the researchers at the Evenki District Regional Museum. I am especially thankful to 
Rosa Mantla, Mary Richardson and Henry Zoe of Rae-Edzo for their curiosity and questions 
concerning Evenki and Yakut conical skin lodges.
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Taimyr districts and is a common feature in the lives of people who today call 
themselves Evenkis, Yessei Yakuts, Dolgans, and to a lesser extent, Nganasans and 
Enetses (fig. 1). In practical terms, the transport technology, vernacular architec-
ture, and livelihood are structurally similar among northern Evenkis (Anderson, 
2000 ; Dobrova-Iadrintseva, 1925 ; Tugolukov, 1970 ; 1985 ; Vasilevich, 1991 ; 
1968 ; Vasilevich-Levin, 1951), Northern Yakuts (Gurvich, 1977 ; Vasili’ev, 1908) 
and Dolgans (Dolgikh, 1963 ; Popov, 1937 ; 1952) – a fact that arose from many 
centuries of interaction with the Russian Imperial state and the trading routes 
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that criss-crossed the plateau. Language and kinship technology differs between 
these groups, but not to the extent that these neighbouring groups could not 
understand each other or refuse to communicate or intermarry with each other. 
It is possible to make an argument that cultural practice and subsistence between 
these groups began to diverge at the end of the Soviet period due to a policy of 
national endogamy that was popular at the time (Anderson, 2000). The region 
represented an intricately knitted network of hunting camps and long-term 
communities throughout the plateau until the late 1960s. After this date, Soviet 
government planners concentrated hunters and herders in a dozen built commu-
nities now located in a ring around the plateau. The communities where field-
work was conducted for this chapter were Khantaiskoe Ozero, Potapovo, Ust’-
Avam, and Khatanga in Taimyr, and Yessei, Ekonda, Nidym and Tura in Evenkiia. 
However due to the intensive nature of Soviet-era resettlements the stories to be 
heard in each community implicated the entire region.

In 2000, most hunters and herders forty years or over understood their lives 
in the « tundra » to be best illustrated by practices which were universal up until 
1970 and which persisted less intensively up to the end of the century. Tundra 
life in this region consisted of a mixed-economy of fur-trapping, hunting wild-
ungulates (migratory wild reindeer and moose), managing domestic reindeer 
kept for transport, and fresh-water fishing. Tundra-life was never described as 
autochthonous but was always linked to some state project be it the management 
of subsistence in order to produce impressive statistics for collectivized state 
farms or the organisation of complex long-distance trading caravans (argish-R) 
which would shift produce or goods from one state outpost to another (fig. 2). 
The more autonomous stories were those which were anchored in the genera-
tion of the grandparents of informants, which often involved wealthy large-scale 
reindeer herders (bail-Ev ; N.Yak ; kuptsy-R) who organised their own trading 
networks often through various contracts of labour-for-debt (posobka-R) or the 
management of bride-price estates through intermarriage. Often these wealthy 
operators held titles in the Imperial Russian state (kniaz’-R) and would gather 
tax-tribute from their neighbours and kin on behalf of the state. Whether or not 
we spoke about the present, or about a near-mythic past at the turn of the last 
century, everybody spoke in this region with pride about long-distance travel 
with reindeer, hunting wild reindeer, and their extensive kinship links. These 
three activities are those, which I will argue, best breathe life into the vernacular 
architecture of the region.

In contrast to other Eurasian reindeer-herding societies, Putoran tundra-
dwelling society is best illustrated by the epic caravans, which were organised to 
link communities together or to move valuable goods from one destination to 
another. In the Imperial period, the reindeer caravan (argish) would be organ-
ised to move furs to annual markets (iarmarki-R) on the Yenisei or Viliui rivers, 
events which would often coincide with regional meetings (suglanil-Ev). In the 
early Soviet period, and especially during the Great Patriotic War, caravans 
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were assembled to move salted fish in the first stage of even greater continental 
exchange routes which moved provisions to the Front. Caravans moved along 
several well-known routes (khoktil-Ev, aian-N Yak) which linked together lakes 
and lichen-pastures which were convenient for servicing the reindeer-herds and 
which offered other resources such as good timber, food, and running water 
which made travel comfortable for people. Although these routes were held in 
memory, some, like Kureika-Yessei route, were so-well used in Imperial times that 
one-hundred years later the trails can still be read on the landscape. Caravans 
moved most freely in the winter months and would be characterised by a series 
of wooden sledges each pulled by three to four harness reindeer. There could 
be up to forty sledges in a caravan and the distances travelled could be up to 
800 km over the period of a month. Long-distance summer travel was also organ-
ised without sleds by loading provisions onto cargo reindeer and carrying people 
with saddles. These summer caravans were more commonly used by government 
officials or prospectors and were less preferred for hauling bulky freight such as 
salted fish. Like the sledge, the conical lodge was part of the framework of these 
journeys. Light and easy to assemble, it would be folded onto sledges or onto 
cargo saddles and would be spread over locally available tent poles (if not over 
pre-existing tent-frames on existing routes)3. The modular quality of the lodge 
pieces made it easy to adapt the size of the dwelling to the numbers of kinsmen 
involved in the caravan.

3. In Yessei hunters still bring their tent poles with them with harness reindeer when they 
travel.

Fig. 2. A modern argish along the Kuliumbe river, Taimyr 1993 (photo D. G. Anderson).
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Long-distance caravans inscribe themselves well into memory as dramatic, 
compact, and goal-oriented events. However it is unlikely that Putoran tundra-
dwellers spent all of their time engaged in long-distance travel. The beauty of the 
region is the complex way that migratory resources, such as moose, reindeer or 
waterfowl, cross over the more common long-distance trails. The micro-ecology 
of the region implies that in every quadrant there would always be a rich meadow 
or protected valley where local populations of animals might rest or return at 
specific times of the year. Experienced tundra-dwellers even speak about specific 
valleys or alpine lakes as « their » places or « their homes » where through years 
of repeated use they have built up a system of habitual practice and unders-
tanding with local animals such that both hunter and prey could expect to 
encounter one another at a specific place during specific seasons. A functional 
theorist of ungulate hunting might be interested in the fact that a lone-hunter 
could travel lightly and quickly with one panel of caribou-skin lodge up onto the 
alpine meadows of the plateau to hunt wild reindeer. The modular structure of 
the lodge adds « flexibility » to the repertoire of skill needed to acquire meat. 
However, it is easy to forget that lodges themselves were constructed of skins, and 
that all informants repeated that skins were not that easy to come by. Regular 
hunting during specific seasons (spring and autumn) would be a necessary 
condition of tundra life not only to feed oneself but also to obtain material with 
which to repair, replenish, or prepare new panels to give away to children being 
exchanged in marriage. A skin lodge not only assists subsistence but represents a 
successful engagement with human and animal societies.

The conical tent, of course, also shelters human households. However defi-
ning the household is a complex matter. Putoran tundra society in the 19th and 
20th centuries, and perhaps for many centuries earlier, can be characterised by a 
segmental pattern that nests itself within a network of extensive kinship. Within 
one lodge one would often find what one might define as a nuclear family – a 
conjugal pair and their children. However depending on circumstance the living 
area of tent might expand to encompass married children and their spouses or 
guests, each of which would be assigned to specific sitting or sleeping places 
within the tent. At other times of the year, the single lodge might shrink into 
several smaller lodges as perhaps the older couple would camp in one spot with a 
reindeer herd while sons might take other fragments of the herd, and a panel of 
the larger tent, to go off hunting. Groups of inter-related households might travel 
together and depending on weather or access to resources decide to set a single 
lodge or multiple lodges. Long-distance travel augments the segmental nature 
of both the architecture and the family. Inter-regional travel facilitated cemen-
ting kinship ties over a number of watersheds. As many elderly women would 
recall, fondly, specific panels of a lodge might have formed part of a marriage 
estate given at the time of their betrothal. Much like estates in animals, a vibrant 
pastoral households could never be properly characterised simply by the number 
lodges (or their panels) since at any one time panels might be being assembled to 
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prepare younger women for marriage or younger sons on specific hunting forays. 
The architecture of the tent would thus reflect both seasonal and life-course 
segmentation and movement within the kinship unit itself.

The Structural Components of the Conical Skin Lodge

The conical skin lodge is a well-known marker of hunters and herders in 
Central Siberia, if not in the circumpolar North. Many published ethnographies 
have noted the existence of the conical dwellings as the primary or at least the 
most traditional type of dwelling in Evenki, Dolgan and Reindeer Yakut socie-
ties (Anisimov, 1952 ; Gurvich, 1977 ; Shirokogoroff, 1929 ; Levin, Potapov, 1961 ; 
Popov, 1952). Within the ethnography of Evenki material culture, it is now stan-
dard to subdivide and label the conical dwelling into its component parts. The 
conical coverings, whether of moosehide, birch bark reindeer skin or canvas, are 
divided into two lower panels and two upper panels. A cover is sometimes added 
at the very apex of the structure to control the size of the opening, which regu-
lates the ventilation. The panels lie upon a set of poles, the length and quan-
tity of which will vary depending on the size of the structure that is required. 
Typically, only the initial tripod of three poles is named. Additional poles (often 
up to 24) are woven between the fingers of the tripod to provide support to 
the five panels. The security of the coverings is maintained by peg loops at the 
bottom boundary of the bottom panels and by a system of loops and ropes that 
are used to first stretch and then secure the upper panels. A table of terms is 
provided in figure 3. A schematic description of the component parts is provided 
in figure 4 and a historical photograph in figure 5.

To us, what seemed to be missing in the published literature was a descrip-
tion of how the panels were put together and used. To this end, as a group, we 

Evenki Yakut; Dolgan Description

1 diu uraha d’ie Conical lodge

2 eldun elduun; ang One lower panel

3 unekeen unekeen One upper panel

4 khoona ulis Opening at the top

5 uguldyyvuun neeptiin Cover that closes the opening

6 kheerang uraha One pole forming the conical frame

7 tutuvuun dulga One of the primary three poles

8 kherkevun be The rope that secures the top panels

9 urke aan Doorway

10 togo; dego achaak Fireplace

11 tuuksen Fir branches used as flooring

Fig. 3. A list of local terms describing the structural components of a conical lodge.
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ikeeptun - 
beam for cooking pots

ikeeptukseen - 
pole supporting 
cooking beam

kheerang -
 pole

urke - doorway

toho - hearth

tyypkeen - peg

tyksa - birchbark panel

elduun - lower skin panel

unekeen - 
upper skin panel

oldon - hearth?

khoona - opening

Fig. 4. The component parts of a conical tent as illustrated in elementary school textbooks (Pikunova, 
1999, p. 70 ; Barbolina, 1995, p. 59).

Fig. 5. An illustration of a summer 
tent from the Avanki [Evenki] family 
in 1932. The photograph shows a 
clear illustration of the upper and 
lower panels, the door, and the top 
panel (KKKM 028-005, photogra-
pher Kalasnikov).
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worked directly with seven sets of panels – five in the Evenki District Regional 
Museum4 and two which were still in use. One reindeer panel system was owned 
by Kristina Nikolaevna Chardu and was used mainly for display at festivals in 
Tura and in Moscow. Another reindeer and canvas system was used by a set of 
reindeer herders working out of Surinda (fig. 6). I added to the study my notes 
on two other panel systems owned by Liubov Feodorovna Utukogir and Uliana 
Dmitivevna Chempogir of Khantaiskoe Ozero (Taimyr) and one set collectively 
by a community of elderly women at Lake Yessei (fig. 7). Our goal was to summa-
rise the engineering of the tents by making rough patterns of their components, 
much as the Dogrib community members had done with the tent held in the 
American museum.

A great deal of ethnoarchaeological energy has gone into identifying regula-
rities in the use of space within the conical lodge. I have never done a disciplined 
proxemic study of how Evenkis or Yessei Yakuts use the space within a conical 
lodge. According to ethnographic and hear-say models the space within a conical 

4. Exhibit 2080, formerly belonging to Aleksei Egorovich Botulu from Yessei, is made of moose 
leather and is one lower panel. Exhibit 1662 from Marina Dmitrovna Udygir from Ekonda is 
one single lower moose leather panel. Exhibit 2036 from Taisa Stepanovna Beti, from Yessei, is 
a single lower panel system combining moose and reindeer leather and is the exhibit that has 
been on display in the museum for at least ten years. Exhibits 2307 and 2308 are each halves 
of the bottom panel system. They were gifted by Aleksandra Nikolaevna Khirogir and are rein-
deer leather.

Fig. 6. A frame for a conical lodge being erected to provide 
shelter in winter conditions, Surinda 1992 (photo D. G. 
Anderson).

Fig. 7. A complete reindeer skin conical 
lodge, protected with a canvas cover, erected 
for a celebratory occasion, Yessei 2002 
(photo D. G. Anderson).



Mobile Architecture And SociAl life

 53

lodge is divided into activity areas which are often linked by gender and status 
(fig. 8). The best space in the lodge – the malu – that against the far wall oppo-
site the door, is often reserved for guests or high-status individuals. This space is 
the most stable in the sense that it is free from draughts and would be a location 
where one would be least disturbed by other co-residents who might be moving 
about cooking, working, or feeding the fire. The places on either side of the door 
would often offer better light and better access to the outdoors. Here one would 
find women involved in food preparation or young men might sit before being 
dispatched on some task (fig. 9). In the months that I spent living in Evenki and 
Yessei Yakut lodges, I did observe cooking, the preparing of skins, or the repai-
ring of objects tended to be nearer the door but I did not necessarily note that 
they were exclusively reserved to representatives of one gender or age-cohort. 
With apologies to archaeologists reading this chapter, I would be reluctant to 
assign to them any kind of long-term, unchanging signature across time and 
across households. Some households seemed to fit the well-documented pattern 

ENTRANCE

malu

FIRE

1

23

45

b'e b'e

čono čono

Fig. 8. A classic schematic diagram of the interior 
of a Tungus conical skin lodge (Shirokogoroff, 
1929, p. 255).

Fig. 9. An illustration of the 
inside of an Evenki conical tent. 
The young man is drinking tea in 
the malu and the woman is sitting 
in the chongal. The icon is in the 
malu (IOKM 010-014).
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very well. Others did not5. What did seem to be a strong marker of tundra-life 
was that if a group of people had been living together for many seasons, they 
had worked out ways to go about their daily business without bumping into one 
another or crossing-over one another. I often thought that I was put in the malu 
– the so-called place of honour opposite the door – to keep me out of the way. I 
would guess that a disciplined study of activity areas across time and space would 
show a tendency for certain types of mechanical activities, such as cooking or 
repairing, to take place nearer the doors and for the space opposite the door to 
be rather empty of activity.

However, certain aspects of the design of the panels did seem to represent 
a general architectural signature which in my travels across the region and in 
my reading of the literature does seem to bear a long-term signature. Although 
it is traditional in the ethnographic literature to break the conical skin lodge 
into four panels, a system of poles, and a set of spatial relationships relative to 
the hearth and the door, for craftsmen interested in re-building a lodge, the 
important data concerned the quality, size and pattern of the hides that went 
into assembling the panels. For my Dogrib colleagues, this information seemed 
to be of truly cross-cultural relevance.

In the Putoran region, most people spoke of conical lodges being covered 
with smoked moosehide or smoked [wild or domestic] reindeer hide. Both types 
of covering are properly called niuk [niukil plural] in Evenki, while in Russian 
some people would use the term rovduga to speak of leather made from moose-
hide and zamshcha to speak of leather made from reindeer skins. The reindeer 
hide coverings in stories were by far the more common type, while the moosehide 
coverings represented the entire collection of coverings in the Evenki District 
Regional Museum save one – and all of those were lower panels. Birchbark panels 
(tyksal-Ev) were recalled by two Evenki women who grew up in Katanga district, 
Irkutsk oblast’ but were not commonly spoken of by people from Putoran region 
itself. The material from which one made the panels had great implications for 
how the lodge was used. Everybody spoke of moosehide coverings being best and 
to indicate a « wealthy » lifestyle. More practically, everybody mentioned that 
using a system of moosehide panels implied that one had a large number of rein-
deer since the coverings were heavier and bulkier implying that they had to be 
transported on sleds. It was unclear to me if moosehide looked affluent aesthe-
tically in and of itself or if it implied affluence. Reindeer leather, was preferred 
for travelling light with cargo transport reindeer. It was said that the birchbark 
panels were both light and were long-lasting, but that one had to have a lot of 
time (and access to a lot of trees) to treat them properly so that they were flexible 
and could be rolled up. None of the craftswomen had direct experience with 
them.

5. For less agnostic reports on the distribution of space in Evenki and Reindeer Yakut tents see 
Odgaard, 2001 ; Grøn, Kuznetsov, 2003 ; NAR, 2006. For a relational model of the use of space 
see Lavrillier 2005-2006.
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In practice, panels could also be mixed. It was said that it was often best to 
have birchbank panels for the lower row of a lodge since they were resistant to 
damp and sparks from the hearth. Failing that, one could try to put the moose-
hide panels in the bottom row, for the same reason. Reindeer skin upper panels 
would be easier to lift. Two of the moosehide panels preserved in the museum 
mixed together leather from reindeer and moose and many had patches from 
one or the other material. This seemed controversial. Some of the craftswomen 
looked upon mixed leather with disdain (one commenting that perhaps the 
person originally owning the panel was so poor in reindeer that they would sew 
with whatever they could find). Others spoke of the differential drying properties 
of moose and reindeer which made it desirable to place large moosehide pieces 
at the rear of the panel but to alternate reindeer in the wedge-shaped patches 
between the skins.

There exists another type of niuk which consists of reindeer skin with the fur 
left-on (but shorn). This type of niuk, is not represented in the collections of the 
museum in Tura, but best represents my own memories of the coverings actually 
used in this period. It can still be found in people’s warehouses today. This insu-
lated niuk would be used on conical tents midwinter in order to preserve warmth. 
When canvas became more readily available in the 1970s through state farms, it 
often would be covered by canvas niuk to protect the covering from sparks, or 
rain, and to add warmth to the structure.

By the end of the Soviet period, hunters and herders began to rely more and 
more on canvas panels since the material was easier to care for. Reindeer or 
moose leather coverings could be easily damaged if they became wet and were 
not dried and then manually softened properly. Canvas panels were heavier. 
However in the high Soviet period a hunter would be more likely to move with 
a snowmobile or a helicopter. The Soviet state provided these materials free of 
cost, but arguably with a high price to be paid in one’s independence. Standard 
practice for hunters and herders using conical structures in Evenkiia at this time 
would be to keep an insulated niuk and corresponding canvas niuk for winter use 
and in the summer to shift to the canvas niuk. I assume that as pure leather niukil 
went out of fashion it became easier for women to surrender them to the regional 
museum. It is odd that of the five exhibits of lodge panels in the museum they all 
represent lower panel systems, implying perhaps that the upper panels might still 
be in use on winter tents or as stand-alone small tents.

Obviously, any one of the lodge panels could not be constructed from a single 
skin, and that to make a lodge one would have to have many skins. On average, 
each lower panel of a moosehide lodge was made of six whole skins and the 
remnants of at least one skin. A single lower panel of a reindeer skin lodge would 
have at least 10 whole skins and perhaps two more skins in remnants. A complete 
(large) moosehide lodge would represent 24 moose. A complete reindeer skin 
lodge would represent 44 reindeer. For the period in question these were impres-
sive numbers.
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To give one illustrative example, we present some statistics from the 1926-
1927 Polar Census Expedition which did a universal household survey of the 
rural population of the North6. The 65 Tungus households in the Ekondakon-
Chirinda region reported harvesting five moose on average in the autumn and 
winter of 1926-1927. Wild migratory reindeer in northern Evenkiia are almost a 
plague at the start of this century, but in 1926-1927 the average family was lucky 
to hunt eleven. Similarly, the average size of a privately-held reindeer herd in the 
Ekonda region in the pre-Soviet period was 17 head (if we exclude three families 
with over 100 head, the average of the remaining 62 households was 8 head of 
reindeer).

Similarly, not all skins would be useful. Reindeer skins would be best in the 
autumn and winter when they were free from the holes caused by warble flies. 
One must not forget that skins were also needed to sew clothing, parts of which 
(like soles on footwear) might have to be replaced every season. Everybody 
repeated (that in contrast to the year 2000) that skins of any type were rare, and 
that skins were valuable. With mathematics like this it is clear that a functioning 
tent would represent either several years of investment or considerable mutual 
aid from kin. Although any single lodge may look to be the shelter of a single 
nuclear family, each of their component panels represented a significant collec-
tive effort.

The manner in which skins were assembled to create panels was also a fine 
art, and one which was frustrating for the craftswomen to describe in words. It 
is striking that of the large number of published sources cited above on conical 
lodges, none actually present a pattern for the base units of a lodge – the skins. 
When one reflects on it, a seamstress faces a significant challenge in sewing skins 
for a conical lodge. The raw materials are taken from vaguely cylindrical animal 
bodies. The finished product has to be wider at the base than at the top in order 
to build the conical form. Nobody used a physical pattern. All experts consulted 
said that the seamstress (who was always said to be very skilled) just used her eye.

When using a reindeer skin for a lodge panel, the animal would be skinned 
in a special manner. The primary incision would go along the backbone of the 
animal. In the case of a reindeer, the skins from the two front legs would be 
removed with the use of small circular incisions and the skin corresponding to 
the belly would be saved. The circular incisions would then be sewn up creating 

6. The data comes from digitized household records which are available online at www.
baikal.arts.ualberta.ca/polarcensus. The region chosen for this example is a circle of Tungus 
households at Ekondakon and Chirinda which were coded by the census takers as communi-
ties 23-250 and 23-251. Out of a total population of 355 individuals, 280 were over 8 years old. 
Of these, one could expect that 144 males (men and boys) were active in hunting. This would 
be an « average » of 2 hunters per nuclear family (but most likely people hunted in family 
groups). The families in this area maintained 67 conical tents with rovduga coverings. Although 
this chapter does not mention other types of dwellings, people also used two log cabins in the 
region at the time and a large number (71) of stationary pyramidal wooden lodges (golomo -
Ev).
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a distinctive pattern of a trapezoid with two small lines7. The skins correspon-
ding to the rear legs and the tail would be trimmed to make a clean trapezoidal 
shape. In the case of a large bull reindeer, there might be a need to cut away 
the tough skin corresponding to the beard of the reindeer (at the neck) which 
produces a semi-circular incision at the narrowest part of the trapezoid (fig. 10). 
When working with moose, the primary incision could be made along the belly. 
The body of this animal would be so large as to make it possible to create a large 
trapezoid without the fur from the upper thighs. On mooseskin trapezoids, there 
would be no slits for the legs. However the skin on the back ridge would be tough 
and difficult to use. Thus a mooseskin would always have a central rectangular 
patch (fig. 11).

The trapezoids created by skinning and trimming either reindeer or moose 
did not of themselves lend a natural form that could be used to create a conical 
form. It would seem that the lower wider parts of the trapezoids would have to 
be trimmed slightly so that they could fit together in a gradually tapering form. 
Wedges of remnant material would have to be inserted at the narrower neck 
area to make the tapering angle consistent. The wedges used for reindeer were 
longer than those used for moose. An interesting detail of the wedges is that 
they were most often inverted trapezoids. The inverted wedge helps to control 
the angle and circumference of the finished project. Skins from larger animals 
were placed at the centre of the panel. Skins from smaller animals would then be 
placed towards the edge of the panel. It is interesting that whether the compo-
nent trapezoids came from moose or reindeer, the resulting panels were more or 
less the same size.

7. One craftswoman from Yessei, Proskopiia Chardu, mentioned that one could make panels 
from skins which had been taken by opening the reindeer across the belly (the far more 
common method). In this case, two lines would also be present but would be farther apart.

0 1 m

Fig. 10. Schematic detail of two 
« trapezoids » made of reindeer hide from 
EOKM 2036 (centre left). Diagram shows 
a fragment of the « belt » at the top which 
extends across all seven pieces.

0 1 m

Fig. 11. Schematic detail 
of one « trapezoid » made 
of moose hide EOKM 2080 
showing the patch corres-
ponding to the back ridge.
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A significant feature of the panels in the Putoran region was a kind of « belt » 
sewn at the top of each bottom panel (fig. 12). This was described by craftswomen 
as an « extension » which was designed to lie under the set of upper panels. It 
could also be that this feature was used to standardise the height of the panel to 
allow the seamstress to balance trapezoids taken from moose and reindeer, or 
animals of different sizes. Whether or not the component trapezoids in the five 
lower panel systems stored in the Evenki Museum came from moose or reindeer, 
each trapezoid would be approximately 140-150 cm long and the « belt » would 
be 50-60 cm (or a little less than half of the length of the component trapezoids). 
If a component reindeer skin was shorter (around 120 cm), a small extension was 
sometimes added (see fig. 10). It was difficult to see any clear pattern to the belt 
at the top. It was often made of up three long strips sewn together, 20 cm wide 
and up to 150 cm long. The strips were often of various material – moose, rein-
deer, even cloth. It was impossible to say if they were made from remnants. The 
craftswomen did not find the « belt » to be very interesting. I gained the impres-
sion that this was a part of the design that was patched together haphazardly. It 
is entirely possible that condensation from the upper panels, as well as sparks 
from the fire, would destroy this upper section of the lower panel on weekly or 
at least seasonal basis. This was certainly the part of each panel that looked most 
patched. The « belt » might have been an adaptation designed to preserve the 
integrity of the main skins if they were used on a daily basis – much like how the 
soles of reindeer footwear are designed to be replaced. On the other hand, the 
belt might add some structural integrity to the panel.

The six bottom panels measured for this study also had a very rough standard 
length. The bottom half-circumference was approximately 8-9 metres and the 
top half-circumference was 5-6 meters8.

The seeming standard size to the width and length of the panels in the 
region may have been due to the structures of transport technology. One of 
our most evocative informants, Evgeniia Alekseevna Kureiskaia, emphasised 

8. By extrapolating the circumference of the lodge from the length of the semi-circular bottom 
panels in the museum, the maximum diameter of an average lodge would be approximately 
6 m on the ground and 4 m at head-height. The exact diameter of the living space, of course, 
could be adjusted by changing the width of the door and the degree of overlap on the panels.

0 1 m

Fig. 12. Schematic scaled illustration of the component parts of one lower 
panel made of reindeer hides illustrating the use of wedges, the belt, and 
remnant pieces (EOKM 2036) (B. Zarcos Jimenez).
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the importance of sewing panels which could be folded in such a manner as to 
balance on top of a reindeer (fig. 13). If travelling with a single panel of either 
moose or reindeer, which would be tied onto a cargo saddle of a domestic rein-
deer, one would have to fold the panel in such a way that its bulk would lie 
equally over the right and left side of the reindeer. When travelling with reindeer 
it is imperative not to place unequal weight on a cargo reindeer or one would 
hurt the reindeer’s legs or create huge painful blisters for the animal. The panel 
would be folded lengthwise in half and then half again (much like a canvas tent). 
Since the panel forms part of a cone, the resulting shape will have several angled 
pieces at both ends. These angled portions are folded inwards to make a package 
that is rectangular. The package is then rolled towards the centre from both ends 
and then tied. The resulting bundle can then be set over the reindeer saddle 
so that each equally weighted roll sits on either side of a reindeer’s back. This 

Fig. 13. An Evenki family stri-
king camp in 1939. A folded niuk 
is being tied to a cargo reindeer. 
(KKKM 135-002, photographer 
Baluev) (photo Baluev).

Fig. 14. Detailed photograph  
of the seams on EOKM 2080 
(photo D. G. Anderson).
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formula puts restrictions on the size of a panel. The length of a trapezoid and 
the « belt » could not be much over 2 m, since it would have to fold widthwise 
into a space of not more than 60 cm to fit on a transport reindeer. Similarly, 
after a certain point, the length of the panel would fold into an unwieldy bundle. 
These logistical limits also set a certain form for this « modular » aspect of the 
conical tent.

The stitching of each panel was the matter that interested my colleagues from 
Northern Canada most. The threads would be taken from spinal muscles as in 
all sewing with skins (again one’s head spins thinking of the quantity of thread 
that would need processing). If reindeer skin were properly tanned to make it 
soft and pliable, the skins and wedges could be placed right beside each other 
and then brought tightly together to make a raised seam on the inside of the tent 
by sewing with tight circles internal to one surface (fig. 11). There was no need 
to overlap the material. There was an interesting detail with sewing with moose-
hide. The material was also brought together at its edges and stitched tightly 
with the same circular movement. However due to the thickness of the material, 
dampened and woven hair taken from the beards of moose would be woven into 
the seam. This would ensure that the seam was waterproof. Although my Dogrib 
colleagues were not sewing their tent from moosehide, they found this technique 
to be clever. They also found the quality of the seams to be very praiseworthy.

It was impossible to get a detailed glimpse into the practice of how each 
seamstress imagined the form of the conical tent when sewing « by eye ». We 
found it difficult not to be able to pose questions in such a way as to see how 
intuition flowed into action. The seamstresses also found our questions frustra-
ting. Their answers tended to be that « it always depends on what was happe-
ning ». In order to understand the pragmatic logic of assembling a panel, or 
assembling an entire lodge, it seemed necessary to interview an entire group of 
people about a specific lodge. It seemed that no one woman necessarily answered 
for the construction of a single lodge, if even a single panel (although many 
would be responsible for maintaining or patching a panel once obtained).

We had a nice illustration of this practice in Yessei in 2002 (fig. 6). Here, 
the community of older women have a heart-warming practice of gathering 
together panels from their storehouses to assemble a large lodge in the centre of 
the community to celebrate important events. During this meeting, the women 
began explaining the origin of each component panel in the structure. I was 
asking for details about how each panel was constructed, and each woman gave 
their interpretations. However as one woman said, since her panel was gifted to 
her in marriage she could not say exactly how each trapezoid was assembled. To 
discover the story of a single dwelling would require several months of living and 
talking in a single place. The lodge itself represented the history of the commu-
nity. Although this lodge was assembled for a celebration, and not for shelter, 
the model of a community of women sharing panels that were once again rare to 
create a large structure was a wonderful illustration of an old practice.
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Conclusion

In their recent typology of Eskimo architecture, Lee and Reinhard (2003, 
p. 160) identify commonalities in the design of winter and summer structures 
across the vast territory inhabited by Eskimoan speaking groups, but they note 
great disparities between seasonal types across different groups. What seems 
striking in our much less ambitious study is the high degree of homogeneity 
in the design of Central Siberian panel systems whether they be found in the 
Western, Eastern or Southern Putorans or inhabited by groups of people 
speaking different languages. It would seem that logistical restrictions connected 
to the use of domestic reindeer lead to certain outer limits on the size and 
composition of panels in the region. Further, the extensive kinship system of 
both Evenki and northern Yakut populations encouraged the use of a standard-
ised modular system of panels which could maximise community labour in the 
assembling of large lodges. The modular system also allowed extensive families 
to break-up large lodges to match changes in the weather, or the seasons, or the 
need to break the family into task groups.

I would also suspect that hunters and herders had an ordered system for the 
use of space within the lodge, but not necessarily a system that follows an iron-
clad distribution of people by gender and status. This would reflect the culture 
of long-distance trade that many argue has been a long-term characteristic 
in the region. The « kaer – culture » of long-distance caravans in the 19th and 
first half of the 20th century would create a demand for someone to perform 
 important daily tasks inside a hastily set-up lodge (such as working with wood or 
with food) when shifting goods on a long-distance journey. This person would 
not necessarily be male or female, or rich or poor. In the last 150 years there 
have been great shifts in gender and status roles in the region. Epidemics in the 
19th century severely affected population structure leading to a culture of adop-
tion to re-assemble household units. During the Second World War, women took 
charge of military procurement caravans while their men were conscripted to 
the Front (which meant that they and their children performed the necessary 
work around the tent). After the 1960s, the Soviet welfare state preferred a model 
where the tundra was a male space, and therefore that sewing and cooking within 
the tent was most often done by men. Despite these huge impacts on gender and 
status structure, the distribution of tasks remained more or less the same within 
the tent as without. As Jarvenpaa and Brumbach (2006) conclude in their recent 
study of gendered tasks across the circumpolar north, the necessity of tasks seem 
more stable than the gender of the person who perform them. At the very least 
this study calls for a contingent study of the role of vernacular architecture in 
everyday life.

The conical tent is of course only one dwelling structure in the lives of people 
living in the tundras of the Putoran plateau. In the early 21st century it has now 
been supplemented with mobile assembled dwellings (balok-Dolgan), various 
kinds of foldable canvas structures (palatka-Russian), and systems of stationary 
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log structures some of which are based on Russian models (izbushka ; zimove 
– both Russian) (and some, like the golomo -Evenki are not). Sokolova (1998) and 
Sirina (2006) have made great contributions in constructing typologies of these 
systems. Due to market liberalisation, hunters and herders today have far greater 
access to different types of canvas, plastics, wood, and tools with which to work 
wood which has led to a renaissance in the elaboration of vernacular structures. 
It is possible to make an argument that certain general structural continuities 
in the use of space can be observed within and around these new structures 
(Anderson, 2006). It is hoped that this article can contribute to a renaissance of 
research on these forms of cultural creativity.
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