
Harpoon socket part for hunting harpoon



On display
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Technique: Carving, Drilling, engraving
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This unique Okvik/early Old Bering Sea harpoon socket, from 500-750 AD, would have been part of
the complex Old Bering Sea harpoon. [1] Two holes almost in the centre stand out as if forming a
pair of eyes beholding the beholder. The foreshaft would have fitted in the hole in the top and the
shaft would have been attached to the bottom and with rope that would have fitted into the two
“eyes” as the guided carving for a line suggests.

The harpoon socket has distinctive Okvik-early OBS features with the freestyle engravings, the
circle-dot motif with three “lashes” dispersing outwards, and spurred lines. [2] These earlier OBS
harpoon sockets do not have the same geometrical symmetry as the later versions, but are equally
impressive. The hole at the upper part of the harpoon socket would have been plugged with fossil
ivory, wood, or baleen. [3] Around the hole are two double lined circles with rougher insertions at
each of the wind directions.

These double holes are particularly unusual for harpoon sockets with the one hole being common.
With some imagination, the line holes look like eyes with the circle-dot motif to illustrate a nose and
the oval shaped figure could be a mouth. But this is just second-guessing, there little is still known
about these designs and the spiritual meaning if at all. We can assume, however, that harpoon
sockets and other parts of the harpoon were almost certainly imbued with spiritual significance and
presence.

There remains many other mystery clouded over the Okvik/early Old Bering Sea. [4] Okvik is now
widely regarded as part of the early Old Bering Sea. For one, the dating of ancestral Arctic materials
is difficult and surrounded with controversy. Especially the sites on Sivuqaq (St. Lawrence Island)
have been undated or poorly dated. [5] A further difficulty arises with the uncontrolled digging and
accelerated site destruction that took place on the American side of the Bering Strait, including on
Sivuqaq and the Punuk Islands. [6] Excavations in Chukotka, including the Okvik (in Yuit it means



“the place where walrus haul out”) [7] site, however, have provided a more systematic digging and
documentation, and have offered new insights into the Old Bering Sea life. [8]

Graves show that the Old Bering Sea society was hierarchical with aŋatquq (spiritual expers) and
sea-mammal hunting experts (“whaling captains”) taking a leading role. [9] The excavations also
reflect differences amongst Old Bering Sea villages in terms of prosperity due to the presence or
absence of large walrus haul-out (and therefore the valued walrus ivory tusks), driftwood for
construction, or rocks for hunting or cutting tools. [10] These inequalities “led to both cooperation
and competition, trade and warfare”. [11]

We can contemplate whether the required walrus ivory was from a successful personal hunt or had
been traded with another commodity such as wood or rocks. We can speculate who owned this
beautifully carved walrus ivory harpoon socket? Whatever might be the case, the intricacy of the
design suggests a prominent sea-mammal hunter or/and aŋatquq who would have used this harpoon
socket as intricate part of the OBS harpoon to hunt walrus and/or whale.

Peter Loovers, February 2022
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