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Alaskan Russian (AR) 

Â Variety of Russian that developed in Alaska at the 
time of Russian America  

Â Different from any variety of Continental Russian 
(CR) 

Â Goal of talk: reconstruct features and history  of 19 th  
century AR on the basis of modern evidence  

Â Why interesting?  
ðThe sociocultural  and linguistic world of Russian based 

contact varieties left little trace compared to English, 
Portuguese, etc. ( APiCS) 

Â Main source of evidence: Ninilchik  Russian (NR) 
Â NR = variant of AR that has been preserved in the 

speech of descendants of the Ninilchik  village (Kenai 
peninsula) 
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Locations 



Ninilchik in the 1950s, Nick Cooper  



Studies of NR  

ÂConor Daly, 1980s 

ÂOur field work (1997, 2012, 2014)  

ÂWayne Leman 

ÂEvgeny Golovko 
ðalso Kodyak 



Working on the beach  

Selma Oskolkoff Leman, 86 yrs  

Joe Leman, 95 yrs  
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Ninilchik Russian is a moribund language  
 

ÂNo speakers under 70  
ÂBarely functioning as a means of 

communication 
ÂLimited competence in younger speakers  
ÂCode switching and code mixing  
ÂStrong individual  variation  
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Social history context:  

important dates  
  

Â 1740s ð first visits of Russians to Alaska  
Â 1799 ð establishment of Russian American Company, a 

mixed governmental -entrepreneural formation  
Â 1847 ð Ninilchik settlement for RAC retirees is 

established  

Â 1867 ð Alaska sold to the US  
Â ca.  1917 ð Russian school in Ninilchik is closed down  
Â 1920s - start of the American school  
Â 1950 ð Sterling Highway going through Ninilchik is 

built  
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Beginning of Russian contact  

Mid-18th cent. 

Ninilchik 
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Ethnic groups in Russian America  
 

ÂRussians ð never exceeded 1000  

ÂNative Americans ð Aleuts, Alutiiq  and 
other Eskimos, Tlingits , Athabaskans ... 

ÂòCreolesó ð bilinguals of mixed origin 
(official beginning from 1821)  
ðNinilchik : creoles of Russian and Kodiak 

Alutiiq  descent  

ÂRussian as a prestigious language 
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Stages of Alaskan and Ninilchik 
Russian 

Beginning 
from  

Mid -18th  
cent.  

 

Late 18 th  
cent.  

1840s 1920s WWII  

 Stage / 
variety  

Common 
AR 

 

Alutiiq -
influenced 
variety of  
AR 

Established 
NR 

Endangered 
NR 

Obsolescent 
NR 

Processes Aleut -
Russian 
bilingualism 

Alutiiq -
Russian 
bilingualism 

Russian 
mono-
lingualism 

Russian-
English 
bilingualism 

 

Dominance 
of English, 
gradual 
decay of NR  
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òArchaeological approachó 

ÂIn order to claim that phenomenon P 
existed at time T we need positive 
evidence of that  

ÂOften P could have existed before T, 
but if there is no positive evidence, P 
should not be attributed to a time 
earlier than T  
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òArchaeologicaló approach ð is it at all 
possible? 

ÂòBoth language contact and language 
obsolescence may promote structural changes, 
but specific criteria have not yet been 
established to distinguish between changes 
that can be seen as signs of obsolescence in 
process and changes that might occur under 
language contact or multilingual settings.ó 

  
(Claudine Chamoreau and Isabelle L®glise. 2012.  

A multi -model approach to contact - induced language change.  p.13) 

 



 
Common AR 

 ÁAleut -Russian dictionary by Yakov  
Netsvetov  (1835-1843) 
ðNeutralization of palatalization  
Ádõir§  ôhole, burrowõ 
ðPribilof islands krasõiwõiy ôbeautifulõ 
ðNR rõ²ba ôfishõ, adõ²shka  ôshort breathõ  

ðLocally developed lexical items  
Átup·lõina ôcottonwood treeõ 
ðNR lõisõ²na  ôtreeõ (Ushakov 1938, vol. 2: 48: ôtree 
trunkõ) 

Ákr§snaya rõ²ba ôred salmonõ, CR nerka 
Áprõibyw§yit  ôhigh tideõ 
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 Alutiiq -influenced variety of AR  

Â Phonetic change 
ð/w/  - wad§  ôwaterõ cf. Counceller and Leer 2012: 17  
Ácf. Willage  News 

Â Phonetic variation  
ð/r/: [r ~ ȿ] ð same variation as in Alutiiq  loanwords from 

Russian    cf. Counceller and Leer 2012: 22  

Â Lexicon 
ðmam§yi  ôclamsõ (Alutiiq  mamaayaq) 
ðuk¼d'ik ôbumble beeõ (Alutiiq  uqutiituq ) 
ðn'¼n'ik ôporcupineõ (Alutiiq  nuuniq) 
ðk§lõuk ôchamber potõ (Alutiiq  qaaluq) 

Â Case restructuring  
ðhl'®ba  ôbreadõ ð cf.  hlema (Upper Kuskokwim Athabaskan ) 
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Upper Kuskokwim and Koyukon 
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Alutiiq -influenced variety of AR  

ÂRestructuring of gender system  
ðLoss of neuter  

ðExpansion of masculine to original 
feminine  
Ámarsk·y ch§yka ôray fishõ (local) 
ðcf. kr§snaya brõ¼shka  ôrobinõ (Siberian) 

ÁKoyukon belgee sol  ôa sort of saltõ <  
AR *melkõiy solõ  ôfine saltõ  
(cf. CR melkaya solõ ) 
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Ninilchik Russian  

ÂDoubling of possessive markers  
ðsah§tõina  nos  ômoose noseõ  
 sah§t + in + a 
 moose + possessive + Gen 
ðNB: generalized form for any number and gender  

Â  Preposition doubling  
ðsa s w§m'i  ôwith you (pl)õ 

ÂLeveling of morphophonemic alternations  
ðwõ²zhit   ôs/he seesõ  cf. CR 3Sg v²dõit , 1Sg v²zhu  

ÂLexicon 
ðkazn§  ôlynxõ (Denaôina kazhna) 
ðNõinõ²lõchika mõis  ôNinilchik  pointõ 
ðn¼shkõi  ôwomanõs breastsõ 
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Late Ninilchik innovations  
(sporadic English influence)  

ÂLexicon  
ðEnglish-based innovations 
Ágazalõ²n ômotor boatõ 

Árabab¼tsi   

Áb®ybõichka ôbaby, little kidõ 

ðRussian-based innovations 
Áhal·dnõik  ôrefrigeratorõ 

Ásab§ka  ôdog salmonõ, CR keta  

Ák·shichiy pr§znik ôHalloweenõ 

ôrubber bootsõ 
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Language obsolescence: 
Massive English influence  

ÂCalques 
ðzhir  ôfat, oilõ, including ômineral oil, petrolõ; CR neft õ 

ðConor Dalyõs paper  
Iw·nay matõ wesõ noch {television} kara¼lil   
- ôHis mother was watching TV all nightõ 
Áglõidõetõ  ôlookõ 

Ákara¼litõ  ôguardõ 

ÂLoan words 
ðutamabõ²l ~  {automobile}  

ÂDiscourse markers  
ð{you know } 

 

watch 
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Modern stage: High degree of 

individual variation  
 

ÂLanguage attrition in originally fluent 
speakers 
ðw tway·m st§ram~ .. st§ray dom b¼lõi  é w 

tway·m st§ray .. d~ dom   ..  st§ray  dam¼ ...dom 
 

ÁMultiple attempts to produce the phrase w twayom 
star am damu (Locative case) ôin your old houseõ 
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AR and other Russian-based 
contact varieties  

 

ÂRussian Chinese Pidgin (see 
Perexvalõskaja 2008, APiCS) 

ÂMixed language - Copper Island Aleut 
(see e.g. Golovko 1997) 

 

ÂNative   CIA       RCP AR  CR 


