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Introduction 
The coast of the Bering Sea - the juncture of the Eurasian continent and 
North America - has long attracted the attention of researchers from 
various academic disciplines, and first and foremost amongst these studies 
are those dealing with ancient ethnic connections between the indigenous 
peoples of this vast region. 

Ethnographers have noted the closeness of different cultural 
elements, household activities and mindsets amongst indigenous people of 
the north of Asia and America. Many studies have been devoted to 
exploring similar elements in the culture of the indigenous people of Siberia 
and North America.1 

In modern ethnography, scientific research seeking evidence that 
proves the connections between the indigenous populations across this 
region continues to be one of the most relevant academic issues. 

Considerable contributions to the study of this issue have been made 
by archaeologists, anthropologists and linguists. In the 1990s a number of 
scientific teams in Russia and the USA (including a group of scientists led 
by Novosibirsk geneticist R. I. Sukernik,2 I. A. Zakharov3 and a group of 
American researchers S. W. Ballinger, Тh. G. Schurr and A. Torroni4) 
worked on studies of the ethnogenetic kinship of indigenous people from 
Siberia and America. 

The conclusions of  large-scale studies based on the comparison of  
the DNA of  different ethnoses of  the indigenous people have generally 
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confirmed the theory that the American continent was populated via the 
Bering Strait. 

The most stable element of material culture is found in traditional 
construction. It is here that the significant role of a human in his desire to 
adapt to the surrounding natural environment is manifested.5 Methods of 
building residential, utility and ceremonial buildings are transferred from 
generation to generation, often preserving traditional elements throughout 
the course of many generations. Despite this, the indigenous architecture 
that is most often manifested in constructing residential buildings is 
noticeably affected by changes in economic activity, social transformations 
or the appearance of new construction technologies from outside. All this 
has a significant impact upon architectural traditions and inevitably affects 
the construction and dimensional-spatial composition of buildings. 

Archaeologists have led many field studies based on the supposition 
that Siberian paleontological monuments have analogues in North 
America.6 It is interesting that the earliest discovered Palaeolithic sites with 
semi-underground dwellings of Siberian, Far Eastern and Aleutian native 
residents date back to the 10th-12th millennia BC, relating in time to the last 
human migration to the New World in that era. 

Specifically due to this, an analysis of the architectural traditions of 
the indigenous populations of the Bering Sea Coast which indicated a 
shared identity on these different continents would serve as additional proof 
for the theory of the ethnogenetic kinship between the people populating 
these regions. 

As of today, there has been no general comparative analysis of the 
architecture of the indigenous people of this region; such a study, together 
with the results of existing ethnogenetic, linguistic and ethnographical 
studies, could serve as additional evidence for the ethnocultural interaction 
between the people of the Bering Sea. 

The aim of this article is to find the main trends and connections 
between architectural traditions of indigenous populations living within the 
geographical borders of the present study, separated by the Bering Strait. 

 

Literature review 
The most important work exploring the architecture of the indigenous 
population of America was by P. Nabokov and R. Easton; however the 
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issues of the region being studied were touched upon only superficially in 
their work due to the wide geographical scope of their study, and Siberian 
architectural traditions are not mentioned at all.7 

The seminal study of residential buildings of the indigenous residents 
of Siberia, which united many anthropological and culturological studies, is 
the work of Z. P. Sokolova.8 

At the beginning of the 20th century, W. I. Jochelson9 attempted to 
follow the succession of Far Eastern and American construction traditions 
amongst native populations. In a development on this theme, at the end of 
the 1980s N. N. Gutsol completed an ethnographical study of the culture of 
American and Asian Inuits.10 However, both of these studies were 
ethnographical in character and did not consider the construction traditions 
of the indigenous populations from an architectural point of view. Despite 
this, they serve as a basis for studying the architecture of the Siberian and 
North American indigenous nations of the Pacific Coast in the present 
study. 
 
Classification of residential buildings of the indigenous residents of 
the Pacific Ocean Coast of Asia and America 
The problem of typology with regards to Siberian and American traditional 
dwellings has a long history. Thanks to a lack of coherence between studies 
on this topic by Russian and American scientists, the classifications offered 
up until now mostly take into account the peculiarities of only one region 
and touch only insignificantly upon the opposite bank of the Bering Sea, or 
else do not take it into account at all. 

Based on his own research and summarizing the suggested versions 
of classification, the author proposes introducing a matrix-type classification 
of residential constructions. In the first parameter, residential constructions 
are separated into underground (half-pit and pit houses) with the floor 
below ground level, ground level constructions with the floor at the same 
level as the ground, and superterranean or over-ground houses with the 
floor above ground level. The second parameter classifies houses according 
to the type of roof: tent-roofed, dome or half-dome, and duo-pitched roofs 
(see table 1). 

                                                 
7 Nabokov, Easton 1989, p. 111. 
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10 Gutsol 1989. 
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This suggested classification fully reflects the diversity of traditional 
dwellings around the Pacific Coast of Asia and America and incorporates 
the most widely used types of construction on this territory. 
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Table 1. Classification of residential structures of indigenous people of the North Pacific 

Ocean coast 
 

The dimensional-spatial and constructive characteristics of 
residential constructions of indigenous populations of the Bering Sea 
area 
Underground dwellings can be seen around the whole coastal perimeter of the 
region being studied; these dwellings more often than not belong to non-
migratory tribes that engage in fishing, hunting and gathering. This type of 
structure is the most widely used because it corresponds best to the thermo-
technical requirements for dwellings in the conditions of the far North, is 
technically simple to build, and requires less in the way of construction 
materials, which is important in conditions where such things are in short 
supply. 

Tent-roofed half-pit houses were common among Kamtchatka Itelmens, 
Outer Manchuria Ulchis, Sakhalin Nivkhis, North Kamtchatka Koryaks, 
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Asian and American Aleutians, Inuits and Alaskan Indians (Atna, Tanana, 
Koyukon, Kuchin, Hen, Harer, Chiklotin, etc.). As we can see, tent-roofed 
half-pit houses were common on both coasts of the Bering Sea and the 
Pacific Ocean. Such half-pit houses had the following distinctive 
compositional and constructive features: the depth of setting the foundation 
pit was approximately 1 m (± 30 cm); the floor plan was a circle or a square 
with an area of 20 to 40 m2, with sides of equal proportions. The walls were 
made of narrow or split logs which protected the foundation pit from 
caving in. A system of rafters leaned on four central columns, shielding an 
opening for smoke. 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Koryak dwelling with a trumplate to protect from wind and snow 
(source: http://www.museum.ru/alb/image.asp?6063) 

 
The entrance to the dwelling was through the smoke hole, by means 

of a slanting log with notches hewn out for stairs. There were no windows 
in the dwelling; daylight came in through the smoke/entrance hole. In order 
to air the space inside and create a draught across the fire bed, a long, low 
tunnel was built on the side of the dwelling. The tunnel was covered on top 
with soil and sometimes served as an entrance for women and children. 

Quite often, especially among Kamtchatka Koryaks, such dwellings 
had a special device called a “rastrub” (trumplate) in the form of an upside-
down cone, which protected the smoke hole from wind and snow (see fig. 
1). American Inuits sometimes used a cross-type floor plan. 



A. V. Molodin 

 236

Similar to the previous type of dwellings duo-pitched roofed half-pit houses 
became common among Asian Nivkhs, Koryaks, Itelmens, Asian and 
American Aleutians, Inuits, Alaskan Indians and amongst tribes found 
further down the entire north-western coast of North America. 

These rectangular plan, semi-underground structures were shallower 
in depth (from 0.3 to 1 m). The cladding structures of the wall prevented 
the edges of the pit from caving in and were made of hewn half-beams 
placed horizontally. It is necessary to note that due the development of 
construction practices and technology amongst the native population, soil 
binding was replaced by a complex system of grooved connections between 
the half-beams that formed the wall and frame of the building. What at first 
glance look like simple constructions were in fact not so primitive. The 
rafters of the duo-pitched roof rested on two parallel rows of overhead 
beams (“knes”). Gables were made of thin, horizontally placed logs or half-
beams, covered with soil to reduce heat loss. Just as in tent-roofed half-pit 
houses, the fire bed was located in the centre, under an opening for smoke. 
The structure included an underground corridor for ventilation that 
sometimes also served as an entrance. 

The last type of underground structure is dome-roofed half-pit houses. This 
type of structure became common among the sea animal hunters of North-
Eastern Asia and Western America: namely, coastal Chukchi and Asian and 
American Inuits. The type of dome was determined by the material used for 
the dome’s rafters - whale ribs. The materials mainly used for the structure 
of a dwelling of this type were the fins and bones of large sea animals. 
Sometimes unmortared stones were also used in construction. 

 
Fig. 2. Cross-section showing how a dome-roofed half-pit house was set up 

(source: Bolshaya Sovetskaya Encyclopedia, http://bse.sci-lib.com/particle009456.html) 
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The distinguishing features of the dimensional-spatial composition of 
such dwellings include a round or oval floor plan for a pit of small area (18-
20 m2) but significant depth, reaching up to human height (up to 1.7 m). 
The walls were constructed of stones or whale bones (often skulls and 
jaws). The domed roof was made of whale ribs resting around the perimeter 
of the dwelling on the constructions that shored up the walls of the pit. 
Such dwellings often did not have a fire bed; instead a grease lamp (zhirnik) 
that did not emit soot or smoke was used. There was no opening for smoke: 
air passed through special ventilation holes that could be opened and 
closed. A corridor through which people could enter the space was 
characteristic of this region, and wooden benches along the perimeter were 
also used (see fig. 2). 

Fur curtains (fairly low divisions made of animal hides located inside 
the space) that were common in dome-roofed half-pit houses most likely 
originated from the traditions of earlier ground-level structures, where there 
were often whole systems of curtains forming tiny rooms to keep the 
temperature comfortable in extremely cold conditions. 

Data from multiple archaeological surveys tells us that the ground-level 
dwellings that became widely used on the territory of continental Siberia and 
the North American continent are more ancient that the underground 
dwellings, and are connected, primarily, with the nomadic lifestyle of 
individual nations. 

The main constructive features of ground-level dwellings differ 
according to the type of framework and the shielding constructions - the 
“covers” - which were typically made of animal hides (for the winter 
version) or of tree bark, grass mats or fish skin (in the summer). 

Dome-roofed ground-level dwellings built of whale ribs were popular among 
the tribes of the Amur delta who were fishermen, groups of Northern 
Atapasks (Koyukons, Tananas, Kuchins, Havs, Harers, etc), as well as Inuits 
of the Alaskan region and separate groups of tribes along the Mackenzie 
River. Also to be found within the author’s classification of dome-roofed 
ground-level dwellings are yarangas: deer hide-covered dwellings common 
among Koryaks, Evenks, Yugars and deer-hunting Chukchi, or those 
common among coastal Chukchi and Asian Inuits which were covered in 
hides of sea mammals. The frame of a yaranga is made of two levels of light 
wooden flexible poles that act as rafters of the roof and as slanted rafters 
inside the walls and of the dome above them. The central opening of a 
yaranga is oriented to the North in order to improve its aerodynamic 
characteristics in conditions of strong tundra winds. 
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Less common in the North Pacific Ocean region were the tent-roofed 
ground-level dwellings known as uras and chums, built by Orochis, Udygeis, 
Ulchis, Nanais, Nivkhs, Oroks and Evenks. Uras and chums, in the same 
way as yarangas, were frame-based, but unlike yarangas the frame was a tent 
formed of long poles placed around its perimeter. The construction of a 
chum is based upon two or three supporting poles that are tied together at 
the top with a loop, with up to 50 poles of smaller diameter reclining against 
them. These smaller poles are placed in a circle and form a frame for the 
covering. The length of the poles is from 5 to 7 m, and they have pointed 
ends which are stuck in the ground. Chums were walled with coverings 
made of moose and deer hides in winter, and with bark and branches of 
trees, grass mats and fish skin in the summer (see fig. 3). 

 

 
Fig. 3. Chum (source: www.yakutskhistory.net/наука-в-якутии/иохельсон) 
 
Evidence from ethnographical and archaeological studies makes it 

possible to determine the area across which the use of duo-pitched roofed 
ground level structures was spread. These dwellings were more common 
among Sakhalin Oroks, Udygeits, Uchis, Inkhs, Itelmens and Atapas of 
Alaska and Canada. They were also more advanced buildings from the point 
of view of construction technique. For example, Ulichs walled their 
dwellings with hewn half-beams or round logs of small diameter, whilst 
Inkhs covered their dwellings in wicker. 
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The system of heating was conceptually different among Amur and 
American duo-pitched roof rectangular ground-level structures: Amur 
nations used grease lamps whilst north-west coast Indians used the more 
ancient fire bed.11 This was probably related to the geographical separation 
of the nations during periods when heating technology was advancing. 

The internal layout of such dwellings, however, was similar in all 
ground level structures. Traditions regarding layout of the inside space of 
ground-level dwellings go back to the oldest common stratum in the culture 
of indigenous people on both sides of the Bering Strait. Curtains were used 
everywhere to create separate, relatively low chambers made of animal skins 
attached with the help of poles to a horizontal beam. The dwellings were 
heated with stone grease lamps (“zhirniks”). Multiple families lived inside, 
separated by curtains. The floor of the structure was covered by layers of 
mats, the first made of small twigs, then dry wood or grass and, finally, 
animal hides. An open fire was made in the cold space of the structure (i.e. 
outside the curtains). In this way the internal organization of the dwelling, 
with its two-step system of heating, helped to create a comfortable 
temperature for living. 

Less commonly, over-ground or pile-supported structures were built in 
the 18th-20th centuries along the whole Northern territory of the Pacific 
Ocean coastline. Such structures were mainly used as utility structures or 
summer dwellings. In winter families used underground structures. One of 
the main reasons for the appearance of this type of structure was the inter-
seasonal floods characteristic of the Pacific Ocean coastal regions, which 
often flooded underground dwellings. Another reason was the excessive 
saturation of the soil during the seasonal rainy period. 

Dome-roofed and tent-roofed over-ground structures were characteristic of 
Itelmens. Such structures were also built for utility purposes by American 
Inuits of the Bering Strait region.12 In terms of construction, over-ground 
structures were little different from ground-level ones, the only difference 
being that their floors were built on top of nine tall wooden piles made of 
thick logs with an approximate height of 4 m (or else stumps of an 
appropriate height were used). The piles, which were dug into the ground, 
were placed in rows of three, all equidistant from each other. The piles were 
connected with horizontal beams, to which the flooring, made of small 
round logs, was attached (see fig. 4). 

Duo-pitched over-ground structures were characteristic of dwellers around 
the Western coast of Sakhalin and the Amur estuary. 

                                                 
11 Hoagland 2004, p. 375. 
12 Zagoskin 1847, p. 56-58; Murdoch 1892, p. 72-97; Nelson 1899, p. 221-229. 
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Fig. 4. Koryak village with “summer” over ground-level and “winter” underground 
structures (figure by Stepan Petrovich Krasheninnikov) 

 
Here the buildings were shorter - the piles were usually 1.3-1.6 m in 

height - and furthermore, the platform overhung the perimeter 
symmetrically by 1.5-2 meters. The roofing frame of these summer 
buildings was based upon four columns that bore horizontal beams. These 
horizontal logs had a lineal groove into which thin planks or narrow-
diameter logs could be fitted. This type of walling was convenient because it 
was easy to take a section out in order to air the space. The covering of such 
structures was made out of birch bark on hewn or round boarding. The 
structure was oriented with its exit towards the southern side. 

The construction of the ground-level duo-pitched dwellings built by 
the Bela-Kula, Quakiutli (Vancouver island), Nutka and Tsimshan Indians 
was almost no different from the Far Eastern ones except for the horizontal 
position of half-beams in the wall structures.13 

 
Conclusions 
The traditional dwellings of the native populations of the coastal territory of 
the Pacific Ocean and the Bering Sea were diverse in their construction and 
their dimensional-spatial type. The base of the majority of structures was a 
frame covered with animal hides, tree bark, grass wicker or small twigs 
and/or covered with soil. These structures can be categorized into 
underground (pit or half-pit houses), ground-level and over-ground (pile-

                                                 
13 Sutherland 2003, p. 191-212. 
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supported) structures. The last of these - over-ground structures - were 
more often used as dwellings in the summer time or as utility structures. 
The dimensional-spatial composition of the covering could be closer to a 
dome, a tent or have a duo-pitched cross-section. 

All of the types of structures presented above were widely used both 
in the Asian and American territories, which convincingly proves the 
connection between the construction traditions of indigenous people in 
territories separated by the Bering Strait. This confirms the findings of 
archaeological, ethnographical and ethnogeological studies which suggest 
ethnic kinship between the native populations of the whole coastal territory 
of the North of Pacific Ocean and the Bering Sea. 

At the same time, the division of an ethnoculturally-connected 
population by the appearance of the Bering Strait 10-12,000 years ago 
meant that these communities subsequently improved their own 
architectural traditions independently, which explains the minor differences 
in heating systems, wall cladding and frame construction when building 
residential and utility structures. 

 
 

Ethnocultural Connections in the Architecture of the Indigenous People Living in 
the North of the Pacific Coast 

  
(Abstract) 

 
In this article, the author demonstrates the similarity in construction traditions of 
indigenous nations separated by the Bering Strait and confirms the hypothesis of a close 
ethnic connection between them. Making use of the analysis of the available printed and 
archival sources, archaeological data and observations of actual buildings, this study aims to 
find the main trends and connections between architectural traditions of those indigenous 
people living within the geographical borders of the study who are separated by the Bering 
Strait. A comprehensive analysis of various construction and dimensional-planning 
characteristics of buildings provides an opportunity to offer a simple and all-encompassing 
classification of the latter based on the position of buildings relative to ground level - 
underground structures, ground-level structures, and over-ground structures - and the 
dimensional-spatial composition of the roof, which may be closer to a dome, a tent or have 
a duo-pitched cross-section. All of these types of structures were widely used in both Asian 
and American territories, which convincingly proves the connection between construction 
traditions of indigenous people in territories separated by the Bering Strait. This confirms 
the findings of archaeological, ethnographical and ethnogeological studies which suggest 
there is ethnic kinship between the native populations of the whole coastal territory of the 
North of Pacific Ocean and the Bering Sea. At the same time, the division of an 
ethnoculturally connected population by the appearance of the Bering Strait 10-12,000 
years ago meant that the people subsequently improved their own architectural traditions 
independently, which explains the minor differences in heating systems, wall cladding and 
frame construction when building residential and utility structures. This article pays 
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considerable attention to describing the structure and methods of constructing such 
buildings. 
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