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Materials on Forest Enets, an indigenous
language of Northern Siberia

This thesis presents a grammatical description of Forest Enets, an indi-
genous language of Northern Siberia spoken on the Lower Yenisei within
the boundaries of the Taimyr (Dolgan-Nenets) Municipality District, a
subdivision of Krasnojarskij kraj. The language is functionally extinct.
Around 10 fluent speakers are left; the overall number of potential speakers
is less than 40 individuals. All speakers are found in the generation of 50
years and older. The number of ethnic Forest Enets is currently unknown.
Recent local statistics, which also include Tundra Enets indicate that there
are around 160 individuals.

Concerning its genetic classification, Forest Enets belongs to the
Northern Samoyedic branch of Samoyedic. Samoyedic is the second major
branch of the Uralic language family; the other branch consists of the
generally more well known Finno-Ugric languages.

This PhD thesis presents a description of the most central aspects of
Forest Enets grammar. The data derives from documentation fieldwork
carried out as part of a DOBES project funded by the Volkswagen Foun-
dation (Documentation of Enets and Forest Nenets, DOBES Tartu-Géttin-
gen, funding period 2005-2009). A total of 9 months of fieldwork and
consultant work, both on the Taimyr Peninsula as well as in Tartu, underlie
this description. Archiving of data at the DOBES archive at the MPI
Nijmegen has begun, and most of the sound files are already accessible
there.

Although Forest Enets is by no means an undocumented language, the
language was clearly underdocumented until recently. Whereas the first
sound written records derive from M. A. Castrén’s expeditions to Siberia in
the 1840s and the first materials on Forest Enets were published in the
1850s, major fieldwork on Forest Enets did not start until the second half of
the 20" century. Despite frequent fieldwork by researchers from Leningrad,
Moscow and Tomsk, almost no primary data on Forest Enets had been
published until the 21* century. In first decade of the 20™ century, Irina



Sorokina, the only specialist on both Enets languages in the Russian Fede-
ration, finally made most of her materials available. Her latest work, a
grammar of Forest Enets, appeared in late 2010 and is now being followed
up by another grammar of Forest Enets, less than one year later. This
makes Forest Enets, almost overnight, one of the best described Samoyedic
languages, at least from the perspective of grammaticography. Still, these
grammatical descriptions differ fundamentally from each other; the main
similarity is the simple fact that both grammars are based on the field data
gathered by their respective authors. Consequently, Irina Sorokina’s gram-
mar describes the language of the parental and grandparental generation
which she documented during her four fieldtrips (1969, 1974, 1977, 1985).
The current thesis is based on the language of the generation of the last
speakers of Forest Enets. Another difference can be found in both the
organization and the representation of data. Irina Sorokina’s grammar
follows the traditional morphosyntactic approach, thereby excluding a sepa-
rate discussion of syntax. Examples are not glossed nor is it possible to
identify speakers or the origin of the data (e.g. whether a particular
example derives from elicitation or transcribed speech). One would prefer
to have at least some information on the latter because Irina Sorokina has
worked with bilingual Forest Enets-Tundra Nenets speakers, and unusual
forms could be better explained if the speakers were identified. In contrast,
the present description marks examples for origin (whether elicitation or
transcribed speech) and for consultant; furthermore, every consultant can be
identified and all examples are glossed, at least wherever clearly seg-
mentable morpheme boundaries occur. In this respect, the present thesis is
not primarily targeted at specialists of Samoyedic and Siberian languages,
but should also be readable by linguists who are interested in language in
general.

This grammatical description is based on the general spirit of language
documentation and tries to approach Forest Enets from a broad functional
perspective. Although several properties of Forest Enets grammar are
potentially challenging for several theories in morphology and syntax (e.g.
the structure of pronouns, the infix-like behavior of several morphemes



such as the limitative, the position of tense markers within verb morpho-
logy, tensed nominal categories in predicative position, or the benefactive
declension, just to name a few), the grammatical description is not over-
laden with theory. As this thesis will most probably be the only major
reference work on this language in English for a longer period of time, the
grammarian is also responsible for guaranteeing readability in 20-40 years
from now.

The thesis is divided into three parts. Part one coincides with chapter 0
in which history, ethnology, the sociolinguistic status quo and the history of
research are presented. Part two contains a grammatical description of con-
temporary Forest Enets. Chapter 1 presents a condensed typological profile.
Chapters 2 and 3 are dedicated to phonology, morphonology and morpho-
logy. Chapter 4 discusses the major parts of speech. Chapter 5 describes the
morphosyntax of nouns and other nominal categories; the syntax of the
noun phrase is discussed in Chapter 6. The longest chapter in this thesis is
Chapter 7, which focuses on verb morphology and morphosyntax. Chapter
7 ends with a discussion of predicate negation and a short note on valency
increasing and decreasing operations. Chapter 8 discusses the morphology
and morphosyntax of non-finite verb forms such as participles, converbs
and nominalizations. A syntax-oriented description begins with Chapter 9;
this focuses first on the clause inventory, then moves on to grammatical
relations, word order and information structure. Chapter 10 is dedicated to
the description of the passive in Forest Enets. Chapter 11 focuses on one of
the most intriguing categories of Forest Enets: the so-called benfactive
declension and its syntax. In Chapter 12, complex clauses are discussed.
The third part of the monograph contains three fully glossed texts as told
by my main consultants. Furthermore, it contains four appendices which re-
construct the most important stages to literacy and written samples of Fo-
rest Enets (Appendix I, II). Appendix III gives a short biographic overview
of the main consultants; finally, Appendix IV contains a list of Russian
lexemes which are used in Anglicized forms referring to traditional Forest
Enets culture.



Materjale metsaeenetsi keele kohta

Kéesolev grammatiline iilevaade kirjeldab viimaste metsaeenetsite keelt.
Metsaeenetsi keel kuulub samojeedi keelte hulka, tipsemalt pohjasamojeedi
allriihma. Samojeedi haru on iiks kahest uurali keelkonna peaharust. Teine
haru ehk soome-ugri haru on laiemalt tuntud. Kuigi Eestis rohutatakse, et
samojeedi keeled on eesti keele sugulaskeeled, on reaalsus see, et
samojeedi keelte radkijate jaoks on teiste Venemaa vihemuskeelte, eriti aga
Siberi ja Vene Kaug-Ida keelte rddkijad hingelt ldhedasemad kui eesti
tavadiskursusest tuntud ugri-mugri sugulased. Ka kidesolev t00 ei kavat-
senud metsaeenetsi keelt kuidagi mingisse imaginaarsesse soome-
ugri/uurali raamistikku pressida, vaid késitleb viimaste metsaeenetsite keelt
metsaeenetsi keelena.

Kédesoleva grammatika jaoks kasutatud ainestik périneb autori vilitoo-
delt, mis viidi 14bi Taimori poolsaarel ajavahemikus 2006-2008 9 kuu jook-
sul. Teatud osa moodustab ka ainestik, mis saadi Zoja Bolina kiilaskdigu
ajal Tartus 2008. a. detsembri keskel. Kogutud materjale, millele antud t66
pohineb, hakatakse léhitulevikus DOBESI arhiivi (www.mpi.nl/dobes) iiles
laadima ning need on seal vaadatavad ja kasutatavad.

Kuigi esimesed katsed kirjeldada metsaeenetsi keelt parinevad juba 19.
sajandist M. A. Castrénilt, jdid eeenetsid (nii metsaecenetsid kui ka tundra-
eenetsid) pikalt oma suurema naabri, tundraneenetsi keele varju. Mitmed
uurijad, nii keeleteadlased kui ka etnoloogid, jatkasid 20. sajandi jooksul
tood nii metsa- kui ka tundraeenetsite seas, kuid siiski jdid molemad eenetsi
keeled kuni 20. sajandi 10puni sisuliselt tundmatuks.

Sotsiaalsete, poliitiliste ja majanduslike muutuste tottu sattusid metsa-
eenetsid 20. sajandi jooksul véljasuremise ddrele. Materjalid antud gram-
matilise lilevaate jaoks parinevad nendelt metsaeenetsitelt, kes on tidna-
paeval selle keele viimased riadkijad. Minu andmete pohjal on antud hetkel
elus veel veidi alla 40 keeleraékija ja -méletaja. Noorimad soravad ragkijad
on lile 50 aasta vanad, vanimad régkijad on alla 70.

Minu vilitoode ajal kui ka jargneval analiiiisiperioodil hakkas kand. fil.
Irina Sorokina, kes on teinud vilitoid molemate eenetsite seas (1969, 1974,



1977, 1985), 10puks oma materjale avaldama. Peamised t66d on teksti-
kogumik (Sorokina & Bolina 2004), tdiendatud sonaraamat (Sorokina &
Bolina 2009) ning hiljuti ja kédesoleva to0 seisukohast liiga hilja ilmunud
metsaeenetsi grammatika (Sorokina 2010). Kuigi enamik avaldatud mater-
jalidest on Irina Sorokina kogutud, sisaldavad need iilesloetletud materjalid
ka Irina Sorokina kaastoolise Dar’ja Bolina kogutud materjale. Siinkohal
saagu mainitud, et kdesolev monograafia pohineb 99% ulatuses autori poolt
kogutud andmetele.

Nagu juba oeldud, 2010. a. 16pus avaldas Irina Sorokina 16plikult oma
suuremahulise metsaeenetsi grammatika, millele jargneb kohe kéesolev
monograafia. Sellega muutub vdhem kui iihe aastaga metsaeenetsi keel
tundmatust keelest ilmselgelt pikemaks ajaks kdige paremini kirjeldatud
samojeedi keeleks. Olemas on niilid kaks suuremahulist grammatilist kirjel-
dust; mdlemad pdhinevad tdielikult vilitoode kdigus autorite poolt kogutud
materjalidele, molemad grammatikad kirjeldavad kahe erineva metsaeenetsi
polvkonna keelt ning mdlemad kirjeldused peegeldavad erinevaid ldhene-
misviise keeleteaduses. Sellist olukorda pole siiani samojedoloogias kunagi
valitsenud. Samas erinevad molemad grammatikad tiksteisest markimis-
vadrselt. Irina Sorokina esitus jargib tavalist vene traditsiooni — kirjeldada
grammatikat morfosiintaktiliselt, seega puudub nt koherentne siintaktiline
iilevaade. Samuti pole niitelaused glosseeritud ega ole vdimalik kindlaks
teha, kas niitelause parineb grammatilisest kiisitlusest vOi narratiivist. Li-
saks pole voimalik konkreetsete ndidete puhul keelejuhi isikut tuvastada.
See on kahetsusvddrne, kuna moned Irina Sorokina kesksetest keelejuhti-
dest olid kakskeelsed (metsaeenetsi-tundraneenetsi), kes produtseerisid
vorme, mis ei sobinud eenetsi struktuuriga eriti kokku. Esitusviis kdesole-
vas monograafias pohineb teistel alustel. Esiteks, minu kesksed keelejuhid
kasvasid iiles iikskeelsetes metsacenetsi peredes, seega on interferents
tundraneenetsi keelega vilistatav. Koik niitelaused on glosseeritud ning
lilhendite jdrgi on tuvastatav, kas tegemist on niitelausega, mis parineb
kiisitlusest voi nditest suulisest ja lindistatud narratiivist. Seega peaks olema
tagatud, et antud monograafia vdimalik lugejaskond ei piirdu samojeedi
keelte uurijatega.



Kuigi metsaeenetsi keele grammatikas leidub mitmeid ndhtuseid, mis
voivad olla teatud morfoloogia- ja siintaksiteooria jaoks problemaatilised
(nt asesdnade struktuur, limitatiivi infiksilaadne kéitumine, tempus nii
verbimorfoloogias kui ka predikatiivses konjugatsioonis, benefaktiiv), kir-
jeldati grammatikat ohustatud keelte dokumentatsiooni vaatevinklist. Seega
pole grammatiline kirjeldus mitte iileliigselt teoretiseeritud, vaid esitleb
metsaeenetsi grammatikat voimalikult teoorianeutraalselt. Selle taga peitub
ka arusaam, et kidesolev ingliskeelne monograafia voib jddda pikemaks
ajaks ainsaks ulatuslikuks kirjelduseks, mis peab olema loetav nii 20 kui ka
40 aasta pérast.

Kédesoleva monograafia temaatika tottu pole siin voimalik sisu kohta
ammendavat iilevaadet pakkuda, kuna kokkuvdttest kasvaks kiiresti vilja
omaette eestikeelne metsaeenetsi keele lithigrammatika. Jargnevalt tutvus-
tatakse pogusalt t60 {ilesehitust. Monograafia on jaotatud kolmeks sisu-
liseks osaks. Esimeses osas kirjeldatakse metsaeenetsite ajaloo ja etno-
graafia pohijooni, millele lisanduvad viike iilevaade sotsiolingvistilisest
olukorrast ning uuringulooline iilevaade. Mahukas teises osas presenteeri-
takse metsaeenetsi grammatika pohijooni. Peatiikk 1 pakub viikese tiipo-
loogilise iilevaate metsaeenetsi grammatikast. Peatiikkides 2 ja 3 kirjel-
datakse metsaeenetsi fonoloogiat, morfofonoloogiat ja morfoloogiat. Sellele
jargneb peatiikk 4 sonaliikidest. Peatiikk 5 esitleb nominaalsete kategooriate
morfosiintaksit, nende kategooriate siintaksit kirjeldatakse peatiikis 6, kus
vaadeldakse tdiendavalt nimisonafraasi siintaksit. Seitsmes peatiikk verbi-
kompleksist on kdige ulatuslikum, kuid kahtlemata mitte veel 16plik, sest
verbimorfoloogia mitmekesisuse tottu on siin tulevikus veel palju lisat6od
ees. Kaheksas peatiikk késitleb infiniitseid kategooriad nagu partitsiibid,
konverbid ja nominalisatsioonid; sellega 16peb morfosiintaktiline osa. Pea-
tikkk 9 sisaldab iilevaadet lausetiiiipidest, grammatilistest relatsioonidest
ning vaatleb liihidalt informatsioonistruktuuri baasomadusi. Peatiikid 10, 11
ja 12 kisitlevad teatud siintaktilisi ndhtusi 1dhemalt, benefaktiiv (peatiikk
10), passiiv (peatiikk 11) ja komplekslaused (12), mis koik on suuremal
madral ferra incognita. Monograafia kolmandas osas on esitatud kolm téie-
likult glosseeritud teksti kesksetelt keelejuhtidelt. Tekstidele jargneb veel



neli lisa. Nendes rekonstrueeritakse tdhtsamad sammud, kuidas metsa-
eenetsi keelt hakati kirja panema ja kuidas metsaeenetsid ise oma ema-
keeles kirjutavad. Eelviimases lisas leidub natuke biograafilisi andmeid
keelejuhtide kohta ning viimases lisas on toodud esile teatud vene keele
sonavara, mida on kasutatud kédesolevas monograafias teatud kontseptide ja
esemete kirjeldustes.
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