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Over 7,500 years ago sea-levels had been rising with the deglaciation of the High Canadian Arctic,
but it took another thousand years for the sea-levels to be relatively more stable. [1] Amongst the
earlier animals that ventured northwards were ringed seals who followed pack ice. [2]

This beautifully dynamic walrus-ivory carving of a swimming seal with skeletal markings on a plump
body was found on Seward Peninsula at a well-known Ipiutak site. [3] As the Director of the
Smithsonian’s Arctic Studies Centre in Anchorage, Aron Crowell, points out, the skeletal markings
are typical of the Ipiutak (200-800 AD) but this particular carving lacks the more diagnostic design
and therefore it might be Punuk (800-1200 AD) or even Thule (1200-1800 AD). [4] The skeletal motif,
used on various objects, has been widespread across the Arctic with the iconic Dorset walrus ivory
carvings of skeletal polar bears perhaps the best known. [5] Ipiutak, Punuk and Thule, likewise,
incorporated engraved lines to illustrate a skeleton or lifelines. [6] The skeletal motif sometimes
merges together with lifelines or spirit lines. [7] These motifs both illustrate the anatomical
awareness as well as emphasise a spiritual presence of Arctic ancestors. [8] Ribs, spine, and joints,
too, were places were spirits resided and the skeletal patterns might allude to this. [9]

The seal with the striking accuracy of the anatomical proportions of the eloquent head with eyes,
nose, mouth, the ribs, and the back feet is extraordinary. We remain questioning whether this was a
hunting amulet or owned by an aŋatquq (spiritual leader) to facilitate diving into the watery
underworld. Esteemed St. Lawrence Island Yupik elder Estelle Oozevaseuk shares a related story
about Agnana who visited the seals:

“She found out about the people – the first people that she had seen were small with little arms and



legs and very big eyes. They welcomed her, and they fed her what they had eaten, tom cods and
other small fishes. They were seals”. [10]

Peter Loovers, February 2022
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