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RIMMA KURUCH AND KILDIN SAAMI LANGUAGE PLANNING*

Abstract. Rimma Dmitrievna Kuruch (1938 —2019) was the pioneer of language plan-
ning for Kildin Saami. Together with several native Saami co-workers, she worked
out and described the rules defining the current orthographic standard, established
teaching in primary schools and published the most comprehensive, up-to-date
dictionary of Standard Written Kildin Saami.

A year ago, on July 8, 2019, the pioneer of Kildin Saami language planning and
revitalization, Rimma Dmitrievna Kuruch (Pumma Omurpuesna Kypyul!), passed
away in Murmansk.

Rimma Kuruch was born in Balovo in the Vacha District of Nizhny Novgorod
Oblast on May 6, 1936. Nothing is known to me about her childhood and school-
days. She studied Russian language and literature and English at the Alecu Russo
State Pedagogical Institute of Balti (today Alecu Russo State University of Balti) in
the former Moldavian SSR. In 1961, she graduated as a teacher and started work-
ing in village schools in Moldova, before taking up her pedagogical studies again.
She defended her Candidate’s Dissertation at the Institute for National Schools of
the Academy of Pedagogical Sciences of the USSR (today Russian Academy of Peda-
gogical Sciences) in 1967 and started working as a researcher at Chernivtsi State
University (today Yuriy Fedkovych Chernivtsi National University) in Ukraine in
1968. She became a docent at the same university in 1971, but moved to Murmansk
in 1975. There, she started working as Head of the Department for Russian Language
and Literature at Murmansk State Pedagogical University (today Murmansk Arctic
State University). Later, she worked at Murmansk Higher Marine Engineer school
(today Murmansk State Technical University).

Regrettably, several details about Kuruch’s early career in Russian pedagogical
sciences as well as the exact chronology of her affiliations in Murmansk are unknown
to me. How she became interested in Saami studies is also unclear. According to histo-
rian Maksim Kuchinski (p.c., January 2020), Kuruch may have been officially delegated
to work in Murmansk due to her specialization in Russian language teaching in non-
Russian national schools and her practical experience while working in non-Russian
speaking environments in Moldova and Western Ukraine. But I cannot rule out that
she moved to Murmansk for some other, completely personal reasons. However, it is
possible that it was the famous ethnologist and linguist Zakhari Chernyakov (1900—

* A Russian version of the obituary was published in Poxnort sseix 2020 (1), 291—
229.

! See https:// www.wikidata.org/wiki/Q12718004 with open bibliographic data, includ-
ing links to Wikipedia and Wikimedia Commons.
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1997) who introduced Kuruch to the field of Saami studies in 1976 (see Kyunuckmit
2012 : 84). As a statistician and language planner for ethnic minorities, Chernyakov
surveyed various non-Russian speaking people across the Soviet Union. In connection
to this research he visited the Kola Peninsula for instance in 1975.2

1975 was also the year when Kuruch permanently settled in Murmansk. Only
shortly thereafter, a working group (or 'author group’, as it was called in Russian)
for the development of Saami bilingual education was founded in the Murmansk
Section for Minority Education. She was the head of this group, which included
the Murmansk Oblast official for education Boris Glukhov (1923—2019) as well as
two representatives of Saami intelligentsia, Aleksandra Antonova (1932 —2014) and
Oktyabrina Voronova (1934—1990), as collaborators (cf. Eek 1984). Antonova and
Voronova had graduated from A. I. Herzen Leningrad State Pedagogical Institute
(today Herzen State Pedagogical University of Russia) and gathered experience as
teachers of Russian language and literature in the local context. In 1976, the work-
ing group officially introduced native language teaching at the so-called National
Boarding School in Lovozero, where most local Saami families sent their children
to and where Antonova was working as Headmistress. Kuruch herself describes
how her pioneering research on Saami began:

“Korma B 1975 roay s mpmexana B Mypwmanck [---] Kax ¢puonor, s Buaena, uro
JeTu, o0ydJaromuyecs Ha PyCCKOM, COXPaHSIOT B CBOEM MeHTalNTeTe CTPYKTYPY
POIHOTO A3BIKa, TO €CTh AYyMalOT-TO OHU ITo-caaMcKu. Torma m cobpanach Tpyrmna
HHTY3MACTOB M3 CAaaMCKON MHTeJUIMIeHIIY, KOTOpas Hadala paboTaTh Hajl caaM-
ckuM andasnuToM, OyksapeM u ciosapeM. [-——] Korga Mbr HaumnHamm, BOIpoc BO3-
POK/IeHMsI ¥ COXPaHeHN sl SA3bIKOB KOPeHHBIX MaJbIX HapO/OB He MMeJl TOCyJapCT-
BEHHOTO 3BYYaHII, HO PealbHyIO MOAAep>KKy Mbl Haxogunn.” (Henucenxo 2003)

A relatively detailed description about how Saami education in Russia was
established in the 1970s can be found in an article in the Finnish newspaper "Lapin
kansa” from 1977 (Kurutsh 1977; reported also in Norwegian in Utvik 1985). It
describes insights about bilingualism and bilingual education, which were rather
novel, even in the Nordic Saami context. I therefore find it remarkable that some
of the recent studies on Saami bilingualism and language revitalization in Russia
fail to take adequate notice of Kuruch'’s role, and transpose the start of this work
to a later time or attribute it to other main actors. A paper published in 2011, for
instance, states that Kildin Saami revitalization started “in recent years”.*

Even if Antonova organized Saami study circles back in the early 1970s, and it
was Chernyakov who introduced Kuruch and Antonova to each other, it was not
before Kuruch’s scientifically well grounded initiative that systematic institutional-
ized language planning for Kildin Saami start. The results of this initiative were
substantial. Through creating a new alphabet for Kildin Saami, standardizing its use
in accordance with the language’s morphophonological rules and adapting the vocab-
ulary to the needs of modern society, the most important requirements for effective
corpus planning were fulfilled. Furthermore, acquisition plan-
ning — aiming at the creation of teaching materials, educational methods and guide-
lines — was carried out in collaboration with governmental organizations. As opposed

2 According to http://lexicon.dobrohot.org/index.php/YEPHSIKOB_3axapuit_Edu-
MOBMY.

3 'When I arrived in Murmansk in 1975 [---] [ saw how [Saami] children learn-
ing Russian were keeping, in their own mind, the native language structure [-—-]
So I collected a group of enthusiastic Saami intellectuals, who started working on
the creation of a Saami alphabet, a primer and a dictionary. [-——] When we started,
questions about the revitalization and preservation of indigenous people did not
find state backup, but we managed to find some practical support.’

4 "De senaste aren har en kildinsamisk revitaliseringsprocess startet i Lovozero.”
(Scheller 2015 [2011] : 476).
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to the intense but short-lived work with Saami language planning in the 1930s, which
did not leave the Saami in the Soviet Union with sustainable results, the work by Kuruch
and her collaborators continues to have an effect even today. Several recent language
activists, teachers and writers of Kildin Saami (e.g. Ekaterina Mechkina (b. 1934), Nina
Afanasyeva (b. 1939), Ekaterina Korkina (b. 1943), Elvira Galkina (b. 1965), in addition
to the above mentioned Aleksandra Antonova) were affiliated with the working group
or were otherwise involved in its work, gathering knowledge and experience. The rela-
tively numerous literary texts and other materials distributed in print or online during
the recent decade use the orthographic standard (or variants thereof) developed and
anchored since 1975. All applied scientific initiatives currently working in collaboration
with Kola Saami activists in the field of language planning use Kuruch'’s practical and
theoretical achievements as groundwork.

Until the mid-1990s the Kildin Saami language planners working with Kuruch
published a whole set of text books and didactic guidelines (for grades 1 through 3),
literary texts and other materials. Among the latter is the comprehensive Kildin Saami-
Russian dictionary (AnTonosa, Adanacwesa, I'nyxos, Kypyu, fIkosnes, Meuknna 1985),
of which Kuruch was the editor and one of the co-authors. It is this dictionary for
which Kuruch is best known in the field of Saami linguistics. It was among the first
comprehensive bilingual dictionaries for one of the contemporary written Saami stan-
dard languages (see also the reviews by Klaus (1987) and Bartens (1988)). None of
the later Kildin Saami dictionaries by Kert (Kept 1986), Sammallahti and Hvoros-
tuhina (1991) and Antonova (AnTonosa 2014) reach the lexicographic and grammat-
ical consistency and descriptive significance of Kuruch’s 1985 dictionary. In addition
to the fields of education and lexicography, Kuruch also published works on Kildin
Saami phonetics and morphology, wrote a sketch grammar and co-authored an exten-
sive description of the principles underlying the Kildin Saami orthography and punc-
tuation (Kypyu, Adanacsesa, Bunorpagosa 1995).

Unfortunately, the working group led by Kuruch was disbanded in 1990. Vari-
ous sources and contemporary witnesses mention the lack of administrative and
financial support in the aftermath of the Soviet Union'’s collapse as the main reasons
for terminating the group. According to Rantala (1994 : 202), Kuruch herself left
the group for private business.

During the same period, the first Kola Saami political movements evolved.
Kuruch’s participation in these movements is not surprising given her enthusiasm
as a scholar and Saami language worker and the intertwined connections between
Kola Saami ethnic revival and language activism. In 1990, for instance, Kuruch was
among the three official Saami delegates to the 2nd International Indigenous Women'’s
Conference in Karasjok. Furthermore, she had an influential role during the estab-
lishment of the Kola Saami Association (described in more detail by @verland and
Berg-Nordlie (2012 : 94—95)), the first political organization of the Saami in Russia,
which is a member organization of the Saami Council today. When the association
was founded in 1989, Kuruch was even elected vice-president. Shortly thereafter, she
was also involved in various Saami civil society activities (described in more detail
by Overland and Berg-Nordlie (2012 : 96—97)), which were viewed controversially
by parts of Kola Saami society. Simultaneously, a conflict about the course of language
planning polarized the Kola Saami, with Kuruch and her former co-worker Alek-
sandra Antonova as the most prominent antagonists. These conflicts were perhaps
the main motivation for the Russian academic Kuruch to abandon Saami studies and
start working in Russian political parties and civil organizations instead.

I became acquainted with Rimma Kuruch during my first fieldtrip to the Kola
Peninsula in winter 2004. Nina Afanasyeva introduced us. I remember how the
three of us drank tea in Kuruch’s office in the cellar premises of the Party of Pension-
ers (Kuruch led the party’s local committee in Murmansk) in Terskiy Pereulok street
and discussed some questions I had about Kildin Saami morphology and syntax.
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Later, I met Kuruch occasionally or listened to speeches she gave during official
Saami events or gatherings in Murmansk.

Despite her professional duties outside the Saami field, the former researcher
continued to be active in Saami language work. She was already in contact with
language technologists from Finland, Norway and the UK during the late 1990s,
in order to lay the ground for future digital work with language planning. As a
result, the Cyrillic Saami characters were added to the Unicode standard and new
fonts were created specifically for printing Kildin Saami at the Saami publishing
house Davvi Girji (Everson 1999; Kyunuckuir 2012 : 92). Her driving force, accord-
ing to her own statements to me and confirmed by Nina Afanasyeva and other of
her former colleagues, was the urgent need for a comprehensive Russian-Kildin Saami
dictionary. The lack of this resource, which was originally planned to be produced
as the second dictionary by the working group, continues to have obvious conse-
quences for teaching and using Kildin Saami today. This can be seen, for instance,
in currently published literary texts and teaching materials produced by a new
generation of authors and proof-readers who lack confidence in consistent spelling
(cf., e.g., Anbmanax caamckoit jgurepatypsl 2019).

Kuruch’s latest concrete project initiative for establishing a new working infras-
tructure and finding material support for creating this dictionary was the found-
ing of the Saami language laboratory at the Arctic Center for the Scientific Study
and Expertise (an independent non-profit organization, which also published the
dictionary by Antonova (AnTtonosa 2014)) in Murmansk in 2015. Unfortunately,
this project had no significant research outcome.

In 2010, the Russian Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North (RAIPON)
awarded Rimma Kuruch the medal "3a seprnocts Cesepy” (For Loyalty to the North),
recognizing her important work for the Saami people. Her achievements in the
creation of Kildin Saami literacy and the establishment of native language educa-
tion deserve appreciation and respect, even if some of her scientific decisions are
sometimes questioned by a new generation of researchers in Saami studies.

Kuruch’s works on Kildin Saami (in chronological order)

1977

R. Kurutsh, Saamen kieli Neuvostoliitossa. — Lapin Kansa 25.08.1977, 4.

1981

P. OI. Kypyu, O kKaTreropum ymcia CyIIeCTBUTEIbHBIX B KIMIBIMHCKOM [Ma-
JIeKTe caaMcKoro s3bika. — COY 1981 XVII, 266 —272.

1983

A. Eek, R. D. Kuru¢, Accoustic Measurements of Some Quantity Patterns
in Kildin Lapp. — C®VY 1983 XIX, 16—23.

1985

R. D. Kuru¢, Classes of Verbs in Lapp Language. — Congressus Sextus In-
ternationalis Fenno-Ugristarum. Vol. III. Abstracts, Syktyvkar 1985, 53.

A. A. Aatonosa, H. EE Apanmacrena, b. A. Tnyxos, P. I Ky-
pyu, JL. I Axosnes E VL. Meuxkwumna CaaMCKO-pyCCKUII CIO-
Bapb, Mocksa 1985.

P. . Ky py 4, Kparkuii rpaMmmMaTidecKuii O4epK caaMcKoro s3pika. — A. A. A H-
ToHosa, H. E. . Adpanmacsena, b. A . Tanyxos P. I. Kypyu,
J. I Adxosnes E I Meuxuna CaaMcCKO-pyccKmUil ClOBaphb,
Mocksa 1985, 529 —567.

1988

H. E. Apanmacrvena, P. I. Kypyu, P. . IxoBuesa, CaaMCKuil A3BIK.
PazpaboTky o caaMCKOMY S3BIKY /JIs Ha9albHOMN ITKOIEI, MypMmanck 1988.

1990

P. O Kypyu, Huiakruuyeckmuil pasfgaToOuHBIl MaTepmal Ais ydamuxcs 1-ro
kinacca, Mypmanck 1990.
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P. 1.
P. I
P. I

P. ]I
P. I
P. I
P. I
P. II.
1991

P. II.

Ky pyu, Knacce rnaronos B caaMckoM s3bike. — Martepuansl VI mexx-
JyHapOJHOTO KOHTIpecca puHHO-yrposenos. Tom 2, Mocksa 1990, 113—115.
Ky pyu, Ilporpamma 1mo caaMckoMy s3BIKY O 1 —2 KjlaccoB caamMCKOI
HallMOHaJIbHON IIKOoJbI, Mypmanck 1990.

. Kypyu H. EE Apanacsresna, C. C. Jleaukosa, E. I. Meu-

kumHa, A. I. XBopoctyxuna, P. . fIkosnesa, CesepHoe
cusinme. CaaMCKUI A3BIK B KapTUHKaX. Y4YeOHMK IO PasBUTHUIO peun B 1-
OM KJlacce caaMCKOI mKoubl, Mypmanck 1990.

Kypyua H. E. Apanmacsesna, P. . IkoBnesa, Meroanue-
CKOe PYKOBOJACTBO IO OOYYeHMIO CaaMCKOMY A3LIKY B HadalbHON IIKOJe.
ITpumepHBIe TTOypOYHEIe PaspabOTKM K YUeOHUKY caaMCKOMY sA3BIKa IS
1-ro knacca (gacts I). Mypmanck.

Kypyua H. E. Apanmacsena, P. V. IkoBuesa, Merognuue-
CKOe PYKOBOJCTBO ITO OOYYEeHMIO CaaMCKOMY A3BIKY B HadalbHOM IIKOJeE.
ITpumepHbIe TTOypOUYHBIe pa3dpabOTKM K yIeOHMKY caaMCKOMY SA3BIKa I
1-ro xnacca (uacts 1I), Mypmanck 1990.

Kypyu H. E. Apanmacrena, P. . AkoBnesa, Merognue-
CKOe PYKOBOJACTBO ITO OOYYeHMIO CaaMCKOMY A3BIKY B HadalbHOM IIIKOJe.
ITpuMmepHbIe TTOypouHbIe pa3zpaboTKM K y4eOHUKY caaMCKOMY SA3BIKa s
1-ro xnacca (gacts III). Mypmanck 1990.

Kypyu H. E. Apanmacprena, P. . Ikosnesa, E. . Meu-
K1 Ha, MeToaumyeckoe pyKOBOACTBO IO OOYYEHHMIO CaaMCKOMY S3BIKY B
HayvalbHOMI IIKoJe (Jus 2-ro kinacca), Mypmanck 1990.

Kypyua H. E. Apanmacsrena, E. I. Meuxuna, A I. XBoO-
poctyxmuua, P. M. SIxoBuesa, Caamckmii a3bK. s 2-Tro kiac-
ca caaMcKoi1 mKoIel, Mypmanck 1990.

Ky pyu, Marepuan K yueOHUKY caaMCKOTO sI3BIKa AJIs BTOPOIO Kiacca
caaMcKoit 1IKoubl, MypMmanck 1991.

O. Ky pyu Meronnueckue peKOMeHIALMU K 3aHATUAM II0 CAAMCKOMY SI3BI-

P.
P.

P. .
P. I
P. I
1995

P. ]I
1998

P. II.
1999

P. II.
2009

P. I
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KY B 3-eM KJlacce C IPOrpaMMOI U TeMaTUYeCKM ILIaHuposaHueMm, Myp-
MmaHck 1991.

H. Ky py 4, Caamckuitr andpasnut. Paspesnas asbyka. [npakTiaecknii pa3gaTod-

HBIII MaTepual K yJeOHMKY CaaMCKOTO sA3bIKa JJIs1 2-T0 Kiacca, Mypmanck 1991.
Kypyu M. B. Bunorpapgosa, P. . Ikxosunesa, Caamcko-
PYCCKMII U PYyCCKO-CAaaMCKMII CIOBAapb AJs Ha4dalbHOM CAaaMCKON IIKOJBI,
Mypmanck 1991.

Kypyu E. . Meukuna, P. . Ixosnesa, H. E. Ada-
HacbeBa, CaaMckuil sI3bIK. Y4eOHUK HJsI 3-rO Kjacca CaaMCKON IIKO-
ap1, Mypmanck 1991.

Kypyu E. . Meuxuna, P. V. SIxosnesa, M. B. Buno-
rpamgoBa, H. E. Adanmacpesa, Omnemek. Kuura gnsa gomonnu-
TeJLHOTO YTeHM: B 3-eM Kilacce caaMCKOM IIKoubl, Mypmanck 1991.
Kypyu P. . SIkosnesa, M. B. Bunorpapmosa, Merogu-
yeckoe PyKOBOJCTBO IO 00y4eHMIO caaMcKoMy A3BIKY B III-em kmacce, Myp-
MaHck 1991.

Kypyua H. E. Adanmacnrena, II. B. Bunorpapgosa, Ilpa-
Buia opdorpadpum 1 IMyHKTyallM caaMcCKOro s3bika, Mypmanck 1995.

Kypyua H. E. Apanmacrena, E. V. Meuxuna, A TI. XBo-
poctyxmuua, P. M. SIxoBuesa, Caamckmii a3bK. s 2-ro kiac-
ca caaMmckoit mKousl. Tom 1 (mepepaborannoe), Mypmanck 1998.

Kypyu H. E. Apanacresa, E. . Meukuna, A. I. XBo-
pocryxmuna, P. M. SIxosunesa, Caamckuit a3bik. s 2-ro kiac-
ca caaMcKoit mKoasl. ToMm 2 (mepepabortannoe), Mypmanck 1999.

. Kypyu H. EE Apanacsresna, C. C. Jleanukosa, E. . Meu-

kumHa, A. I. XBopoctyxuna, P. . SIkosnesa, CesepHoe
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cusinme. CaaMCKUI SI3BIK B KapTUHKaX. Y4YeOHMK 110 PasBUTHUIO pedn B 1-
OM KJlacce caaMCKOJ IIIKOJHI (mepepaborannHoe), Mypmanck 2009.
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