THE CHANGING 			 FACE OF THE ARCTIC
EVERY YEAR SINCE
1971, PHOTOGRAPHER
BRYAN ALEXANDER
HAS TRAVELLED TO THE
ARCTIC TO PHOTOGRAPH
LIFE IN THE INDIGENOUS
COMMUNITIES AROUND
THE CIRCUMPOLAR
NORTH. OVER THE
COURSE OF THOSE
50 YEARS, HE HAS
RETURNED HABITUALLY
TO FAVOURITE AREAS,
AND RECENTLY BEGAN
TO RE-PHOTOGRAPH
PEOPLE HE’D FIRST
CAPTURED ON FILM
DURING EARLIER TRIPS.
HIS PICTURES REVEAL
A CULTURE IN A STATE
OF LIMBO BETWEEN A
CENTURIES-OLD WAY OF
LIFE, AND MORE MODERN
SENSIBILITIES.

PHOTOGRAPHY BY
BRYAN ALEXANDER /
NATUREPL.COM
ANASTASIA & ELVIRA PUYKO
were first photographed by
Alexander in February 1996, at
a Nenets reindeer skin tent in
the forest near Nadym, Siberia.
Anastasia is seen comforting her
daughter as she began to cry in
her cradle, suspended from a tent
pole. The second photograph was
taken in Yar-Sale in 2017, at the
hospital where Anastasia works
as a nurse. Elvira was studying to
work in a bank.

IN THE ARCTIC, IT’S NOT ONLY THE CLIMATE THAT’S CHANGING.
IT’S THE PEOPLE, TOO.

The Arctic, like everywhere else in
our world, has changed considerably
over the past 50 years. We hear about
melting ice and starving polar bears, but
much less about what is happening to
the people who live there and call the
Arctic their home.
The effects of climate change have
direct consequences for coastal hunting
communities such as the Iñupiat and
Yupik people of Alaska, the Inuit in
Canada and Greenland, and Chukchi in
Eastern Siberia. For these people, the
formation of seasonal sea ice provides a
highway to hunting and fishing grounds,
as well as a means of travel, helping
to connect families and friends and
allowing the flow of goods between
villages.
But sea ice in the Arctic has decreased
dramatically since the late 1970s,
forming later and melting faster. In 2020,
for the first time since records began,
the main birthplace of Arctic sea ice the Laptev sea in Siberia - had yet to
start freezing by late October.
As Arctic communities are forced to
adapt to the rapid pace of climate
change, their way of life is increasingly
threatened.
One such threat is the steady decline
of traditional culture. “It’s particularly
noticeable in hunting communities,”
Alexander says. “Hunting is still
important to many northern peoples
– both as a source of food, and for
cultural, social and educational reasons.
But it has, to a greater extent, become
more of a part time occupation.”
At a time when animal migration
patterns are changing, sea ice is
becoming unpredictable, and the
hunting of endangered species such
as polar bear and narwhal are subject
to quotas (as well as the protestations
of conservation groups), it has become
difficult to make a living from hunting
alone. The result is that, increasingly,
northern peoples are transitioning into
contemporary jobs. Some take salaried
work to boost their families’ incomes,
while others are motivated to earn
money for electricity and other modern
comforts. The move towards modernity
poses the risk that ancestral knowledge
about how to hunt and survive in some
of the harshest conditions on the planet,
will disappear with the elders.

The change, Alexander notes, is more
obvious in the younger generation: “It
is those that I first photographed as
children who have made the biggest
move to modernity. When I first met
them, they were mostly dressed in
traditional fur clothing, living in small
settlements or in camps out on the
tundra. Now they wear fashionable
clothes and work as lawyers, nurses and
TV presenters in regional towns and
villages.”
Nevertheless, many native people feel
a very strong bond with their land and
community, which makes them reluctant
to move away to seek work. For some,
it’s business as usual. In Northwest
Siberia, where inland indigenous peoples
like the Nenets, Khanty & Komy herd
reindeer, the effects of climate change
don’t appear to be as dramatic. Sasha
Serotetto [pictured opposite], a Nenets
reindeer herder who works as director
of the Yarsalinsky state reindeer farm
in the Yamal Peninsula, told Alexander:
“the climate has always changed. We just
adapt.”
Indeed, some Arctic peoples say that
global warming has actually brought
them better fortunes. In the extreme
north of Siberia’s Yamal Peninsula, Jakov
Vanuito—a Nenets reindeer herder from
the Tambey area—says he is seeing more
plants and other vegetation growing on
the tundra every summer. That means
more food for his reindeer, and he hopes
that he will be able to increase the size
of his herd and provide his family with a
better life.
Similarly, when Alexander visited the
Yupik Eskimo village in Chukotka in the
far north east of Russia, he was told
that because the sea was freezing later
in the autumn, the whales were staying
longer at the end of the summer. That,
the hunters say, affords them extra time
to catch a whale, which would provide
enough meat to see their entire village
through the winter.
What lies in store for future generations
of Arctic peoples remains to be seen.
While all cultures change over time,
one can only hope that the resilience
of the Arctic peoples, which has seen
them through difficult times over many
centuries, will prevail – even if the ice
does not.

SASHA SEROTETTO, a
Nenets reindeer herder,
photographed in 1993 as he
checks his fishing net, and
again in 2017 at his desk as
the director of the Yarsalinsky
State Farm, Northwest Siberia.

[LEFT] As the sea ice melts in
early summer, an Inuit family
uses an ice floe as a raft. The
image was taken in 1971,
during Alexander’s first trip to
the Arctic. Since 1979, Arctic
sea ice has declined by an
average of 27,000 square miles
a year. Scientists have warned
that, by 2035, summer sea ice
in the high North could be a
thing of the past.
[BELOW] JAKOV VANUITO,
a Nenets reindeer herder,
believes that the warming
climate promotes the growth
of tundra plants, which keep
his reindeer well fed.
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YAMAL-SIBERIA

ALBINA ROCHEVA, a
Nenets teenage girl,
photographed with a
reindeer calf at her family’s
summer camp on the
tundra in 2000.
[Far right] After finishing
school, Albina went to
university in Tyumen
and studied government
management. In 2017,
when she was 30 years old,
Albina was photographed
at the television studio in
Nadym, where she presents
her own 30-minute
television program focusing
on topics about native
people in the Yamal.

GALYA SEROTETTO,
a Nenets woman, first
photographed during a
spring reindeer migration
in 1993. The photographer
returned 26 years later
to capture the second
portrait of Gayla, still living
in the same reindeer skin
tent with her husband
Sergei. Her son Leova
and his wife lived close
by in another tent, where
they were raising Gayla’s
grandchildren.

CHANGING FACE OF THE ARCTIC

VALLA SEROTETTO, a 14-year-old Nenets girl photographed in August 1993. At the time, she was living with her
family at their summer pastures in the north of the Yamal Peninsula. She seemed rather a quiet girl who spent
much of the time helping her mother, Galya, with household chores around their camp.

YAMAL-SIBERIA

Valla pictured in 2017 at her home in Yar-Sale, where she lives with her husband Eduard and their 5 children.
When the photo was taken, she was spending half of her time on the tundra, living in a reindeer skin tent, but
now she lives permanently in her modern apartment, with a kitchen equipped with dishwasher.
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[ABOVE] ALEXEI SEROTETTO,
a young Nenets boy,
photographed holding a fish
at a reindeer herders’ summer
camp in 1993.
[RIGHT] Alexei photographed
in 2017 in Yar-Sale, Northwest
Siberia, Russia. He has two
university degrees, one in
ecology and the other in
teaching. He spent several
years working as a teacher
in Yar-Sale and is now the
director of the Kharp reindeer
herders’ cooperative, where
he is responsible for the
livelihood of 246 families and
their 75,000 reindeer.

YAMAL-SIBERIA
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EQILANA SIMIGAQ, a young Inuit woman, pictured in July 1980, on the small island of Qeqertat in northwest
Greenland. Dressed in the traditional clothing of the Thule region, she carries her young son, Peter, one of two
young children she was raising at the time.

NORTHWEST GREENLAND

Eqilana photographed at the Lutheran Church in Qaanaaq, in September 2019. She studied as a catechist in south
Greenland, and was later encouraged to go for further religious training. She became a priest in 2011 and worked
in several different communities before returning to Qaanaaq, her birthplace.
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NORTHWEST GREENLAND

[LEFT] SAUFAK KIVIOK, an
Inuit woman, hangs up a
sealskin to dry at a hunting
camp at Narsarssuk
in 1980. Saufak had a
reputation for being a
good hunter, better than
her husband, particularly
when hunting seals at their
breathing holes.
[Right] Saufak in 2019,
aged 77. In her small
wooden home in Qaanaaq,
Northwest Greenland,
Saufak lives on a pension
and the meat and fish that
her son (a hunter) provides
for her. She still sews
traditional skin clothes and
knits.

QARKUTSIAQ
KRISTIANSEN, an Inuit
hunter, first photographed
seal hunting in his boat
during the autumn of 1987.
Today, Qarkutsiaq and his
wife Tabithe lead a more
sedentary existence. In the
later photograph, taken in
2019, he is restocking the
shelves in the Pilersuisoq
shop where he works
in Qaanaaq, northwest
Greenland.
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[ABOVE] LEOVA SEROTETTO,
a Nenets reindeer herder,
peers through the window of
a reindeer skin tent in Yamal
in 1993. Eighteen years old
at the time, Leova was about
to leave to do his military
service in the Russian Army.
[RIGHT] After Leova left the
military service, he studied
to become a vet, before
returning to a life as reindeer
herder. Pictured in 2017
at his family’s winter camp
near Nadym, he is holding a
wolverine he has just shot.
Leova lives in a tent with
his wife Raisa and their 4
children.

YAMAL-SIBERIA
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NORTHWEST GREENLAND

ARNANGUAQ
QUJAUKITSOK, a young
Inuit girl, wearing a
traditional fox fur hood in
1998.
[Far right] Arnanguaq
photographed in 2019
wearing a store bought
parka in Qaanaaq.
Northwest Greenland. She
lives with her parents and
has two children. She is
currently continuing her
further education.

QAJORANGUAQ ALATAK,
an Inuit, photographed in
1980 on a dog sled while
out hunting with his father;
then again in 2019, hunting
in his boat. Northwest
Greenland.
Qajoranguaq left his home
village of Moriussaq in
1994 and then moved
to Nuuk, Greenland’s
capital, where he worked
in a factory for 10 years,
eventually becoming
a foreman. His parents
moved to Qaanaaq in
2008/9. As they were
getting old, he decided to
join them in 2015 where he
began making a living as a
hunter. He also fishes for
halibut in the winter.

CHANGING FACE OF THE ARCTIC

MAGSSANGUAK IMINA, an Inuit boy doing a traditional string puzzle called the tent in 1971.

NORTHWEST GREENLAND

After school, Magssanguak went to work for the power plant in Qaanaaq. He recently received a medal to mark
40 years of service for the company. He has also worked as a volunteer fireman for the community. In this photograph, taken in 2019, he is doing the same string puzzle 48 years later.
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[ABOVE] SERGEY SEROTETTO,
a Nenets reindeer herder,
in 1993, when he was the
brigadier (leader) of the 8th
Brigade, a group of herders
who worked for the Yarsalinsky
state farm in the Yamal.
[RIGHT]Sergey in 2019,
photographed at his winter
pastures on the tundra
near Nadym. Sergey and
his brother, Sasha, stopped
working for the state farm in
2009 and became independent
herders, managing his
extended family’s private herd
of reindeer. The size of the
Serotetto family’s reindeer
herd has gradually increased
over the years to 1,500
animals.

YAMAL-SIBERIA
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[ABOVE] SVETA PYAK,
a Khanty woman,
photographed out on the
tundra with three of her
draught reindeer in 2000.
Sveta was born in 1967. Her
family lived in the forest
near the village of Numto
in Siberia. She avoided
going to boarding school
for the first two years by
hiding when the helicopter
came to collect the school
children. Her parents were
apparently pleased. After
school she had planned
to train as a nurse, but her
father told her that, being
the eldest daughter, she
should stay in the forest
and help her parents.
[RIGHT] Sveta in 2020,
at camp on her husband
Vassilly’s ancestral land
on the bank of the Kazym
river. They largely get by
fishing and managing their
herd of 150 reindeer (the
one in the photograph is
named ‘Ava’).

KHANTY MANSIYSK - SIBERIA
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OLEYSYA SEROTETTO,
pictured at 10 years
old at her family’s
summer pastures, east of
Kharasavey in the north of
the Yamal Peninsula. At the
time, Oleysya was just one
of the school age children
who had joined their
families out on the tundra
for the summer holidays.
Here, she is helping her
parents catch draught
reindeer before moving to
a new camp site.
[Far right] After leaving
school, Olyseya trained to
become a nurse. She now
works at the hospital in the
village of Yar-Sale, where
she was photographed in
2017.

CHRISTINA SEROTETTO,
a Nenets woman first
photographed in March
1993 in the Yamal,
northwest Siberia. The
photographer remembers
being followed around by
her – mainly, he thinks,
because she knew he
always carried sweets.
After finishing school at
her home village of YarSale, Christina went on to
study law at university. She
is pictured as an adult in
2017, in her office at the
department of the Yamal
Treasury where she works
as a lawyer.
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OTTO SIMIGAQ, an Inuit teenager photographed in 1977 during a tea break while out hunting walrus with his
father. Otto was adopted when he was 6 years old by Kaugunak Qissuk, who had the reputation of being one of
Siorapaluk’s best hunters. From a young age, Otto learned the necessary skills to travel by dogsled and hunt.

NORTHWEST GREENLAND

Otto at 58 years old, in September 2019. He now lives in Qaanaaq and still hunts and also fishes for halibut during the winter time. He doesn’t use a kayak for hunting any more as he has a damaged shoulder from throwing
harpoons and driving dogs. He is often accompanied by his son Kutak who helps with the heavy work.
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THOMAS QUJAUKITSOQ,
an Inuit boy, first
photographed in 1971 at a
hunting camp in Inglefield
Bay. Thomas remembers
having the photo taken,
and hiding his hands by
sitting on them because he
was embarrassed that they
were dirty.
[RIGHT] Thomas
photographed in 2019 with
‘Pluto’ one of his dog team
that he uses for hunting
in the winter months. He
hunts year-round and lives
in a small wooden house in
Qaanaaq with his wife and
son.

NORTHWEST GREENLAND
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KHANTY MANSIYSK - SIBERIA

[LEFT] VASSILLY PYAK, is
a Forest Nenets who has
lived in the Numto area of
Khanty Mansiysk, Siberia,
his entire life. When he
was first photographed in
2000, he was the leader of
a group of herders on a
reindeer drive.
[FAR RIGHT] Photographed
again in 2020, Vassilly now
has a camp by the Kazym
river. Twenty years ago, he
started his reindeer herd
with only 34 animals but
has gradually increased it
over the years to the 150
animals he has today. He
also has a part time job as
a park ranger. He and his
wife Sveta have two sons
and three grandchildren.

VIKKA PYAK is a Forest
Nenets woman. She was
born in 1985. She spent
her childhood with her
parents at a camp near
Numto. In 2000, she was a
reindeer herder, confidently
driving a caravan of
reindeer sleds. When she
was photographed again
in February 2020, Vikka
was 35 years old with
2 daughters and a son.
She has a job managing
accommodations for a local
gas company in Lantor,
some 250km from Numto.
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ITUKO, an Inuit hunter, born in Uummannaq, northwest Greenland, in 1947. The youngest of 7 children, he spent
most of his life in the small village of Moriussaq, just south of Granville Fiord. In this photograph from 1980, he is
out hunting walrus during the polar night.

NORTHWEST GREENLAND

Ituko was one of the best hunters of his generation. He died in a tragic accident in the Spring of 1990 when he,
his sled and dogs fell through thin sea ice. The photograph of his grave at Moriussaq was taken in 1997.
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Sovietskaya street is the main street in the Siberian village of Yar-Sale on the Yamal Peninsula. When Alexander
shot the top images in 1993, the old wooden houses were very shabby and there were few cars. It was much
more common to see reindeer sleds or horses pulling sleighs loaded with firewood.
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The same street photographed in 2017. As well as the newly-built modern buildings, a great number of cars and
other vehicles are present. Reindeer sleds are no longer allowed on the street.

BRYAN ALEXANDER
studied photography at
the London College of
Printing before visiting
northwest Greenland for
the first time in 1971.

That was the start of what
became a lifetime’s work
of documenting the Arctic
and its people. Getting to
their isolated camps and
communities has involved
journeys of thousands of

miles travelling by plane,
helicopter, snowmobile,
dog team, and reindeer
sled. Bryan’s photographs
and articles have been
published in more than
40 different countries.

