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Title/Description: Drum Handle
Measurements: h. 140 mm
Accession Number: 1106

Historic Period: Early centuries AD

Credit Line: Purchased with support from the Robert and Lisa Sainsbury Charitable Trust, 1994

This remarkable highly decorative walrus ivory drum handle, with an intricate design of lines,
“teethed” lines and compassed circles, might be early Punuk somewhere between 800 and 1000 AD.
Indicative is the sporadic use of the Y-figure which starts appearing in the Punuk culture. [1] This
drum handle’s is said to have been found at the Old Village near Kialegak - Kiyalighaq or Kialighaq
[2] - on the south-eastern point of Sivuqgaq (St Lawrence Island) relatively near to the Punuk Islands.
The Old Village has been an important archaeological site of Old Bering Sea and Punuk artefacts.

There is a long history of drumming in the Arctic. Drums, for example, were being used by the Old
Bering Sea (500-1200 AD) and Birnirk (800-1300 AD) cultures but apparently absent in the Ipiutak
(200-800 AD). [3] But drums gained prominence in the Punuk culture and was well established in the
Thule culture. [4]

Drums, in archaeological and ethnographic records, have been intimately connected with
shamanism. [5] As the drums, and in many cases also drum handles, were made of wood, the
survival of drums is relatively scarce. If we build on extensive ethnographic records about
contemporary Bering Strait, we could assume that this drum handle was owned by an anpatquq
(spiritual leaders). Like the drum themselves, any detailed discussions about Punuk anpatqugq
(spiritual leaders) and drumming is sporadic. On more recent Inupiat belongings, like the one on an
arrow straightener, there are engravings of apatquq transforming into a non-human being. [6] With
colonialization, in the shape of Christianity, drumming became associated with the devil.

An almost identical object to this example is housed in the National Museum of Scotland: [NMS]
A.1993/127 [7]
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