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This eloquent walrus ivory maskette, or snow goggles, would have been worn an Ipiutak person
somewhere between 200 and 900 AD). [1] Ongoing research provide more insights in the mysterious
appearance of the Ipiutak peoples in the Seward Peninsula, Alaska. Most recent research has put the
earliest Ipiutak dates somewhere between 110 BC – AD 103 and AD 1285-1421. [2] Yet,
archaeologist Owen K. Mason who has written extensively on the Ipiutak, claims that the Iputiak
culture originated around 200-400 AD and flourished 600-900 AD with a sudden decline 900 AD. [3]
Both agree nonetheless that the Ipiutak’s ultimate florescence was at 700 AD, and the Ipiutak
culture overlapped with other Bering Sea cultures. [4]

The Ipiutak became synonymous with the emergence of a whaling culture in Alaska and gained
international attention after the astonishing excavations by Danish archaeologist Helge Larsen and
American anthropologist Froelich Rainey. [5] In the dawn of United States’ participation in World
War II, in the consecutive summers between 1939 and 1941, the two collaborated in an international
and multi-disciplinary project led by the American Museum of National History. The archaeologists
received the support from the village council to pay local Inupiat for each grave they found. [6] The
exquisite ivory carvings and other materials captured the imagination of a nation about to go to war.
Time magazine, in 1941, wrote in their Science section that the “mysterious” Ipiutak culture lived in
numerous houses which could be best described as an “Arctic Metropolis”. [7] With six hundred
houses mapped it certainly was a large community. [8]

Snow goggles, or maskettes, were not widely used but Larsen and Rainey found some examples in
graves which might give some clue of the spiritual significance of these objects. Larsen and Rainey
further argue that the goggles might have been introduced by other peoples [9] such as the Old
Bering Sea – Okvik from Chukotka. [10] Curator at the American Museum of National History,
William W. Fitzhugh writes with reservation about these snow goggles that “they may been used as
hunting goggles together with bent-wood visors. Use of hunting masks would have given the hunter
spiritual vision to see prey or to conceal the hunter’s identity from animal spirits”. He goes on to say,
however, that there is not any evidence which would suggest that snow goggles held spiritual
significance. Rather it is more likely that they were used by hunters for practical purposes. [11]

Something which we do now know is that the Ipiutak were not an emerging whaling culture, but
instead relied on hunting walrus, seal and caribou with some whaling. [12] This snow goggles, then,
might have been used by a hunter when hunting seal and walrus.

Peter Loovers, February 2022
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