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Title/Description: Carved ivory human figure

Accession Number: 469

Historic Period: Punuk culture (800-1200 AD) or Thule (1200-1800 AD)

This faceless and limbless figure, with a thinly outlined torso and something which might look like a
hood, is either made from walrus or mammoth ivory. There is not any provenance on this figure but
the Smithsonian Institution holds a somewhat similar figure and describes it as a game piece or a
doll. [1] Sort-like wooden or ivory figurines have been found across Sivuqaq (St. Lawrence Island).
[2] With some reservation, we can further assume that the figure was made on Sivuqaq by a carver
from the Punuk (800=1200 AD) or Thule (1200-1800 AD) cultures.

These figures, called qawawaaq (carved ivory human figures) in the St Lawrence Yupik language,
would have been carved by men for their daughters or female relatives. The girls would have had
several of these figures to play unknown games in the sod houses. [3] Particularly during the long
and cold winter nights, or during stormy weather, we could imagine fathers carving these figurines
from the walruses they had hunted just like their predecessors might have done. [4] The girls would
have been full of anticipation for them to finish. According to St. Lawrence Yupik elder Vera
Kaneshiro, the widening base make these small figures easy to stand up compared to the larger
wooden or ivory play dolls (taghnughhaghwaaq, in the St. Lawrence Yupik language) or the walrus



ivory or wooden alingtiiritaq (amulet or household guardian). The latter would have been placed
inside the house to ward of bad luck and malevolent spirits. Archaeologist Otto Geist, however,
mentions that qawawaaq like this figurine, were used as household guardians rather than as toys.
[5] Another alternative is that the qawawaaq were being used during storytelling. [6]

Although the ancestral carvers from Sivuqaq were considered as crude and lacking artistic skills by
some [7], this figurine like others from Sivuqaq as elsewhere conveys its own story that is still not
fully understood. The small scratches on the lower part and at the base of the figurine and the light
shaping of the torso and faceless head are providing some clues to the care with which the figurine
has been made. Perhaps this figurine held similar spiritual significance for Punuk or Thule ancestors
as those by more contemporary Central Yupiit. Central Yupiit figurines and dolls were prohibited to
go outside the house during winter until the appearance of the first geese marking the arrival of
spring. [8] Whilst the exact purpose of these figurines remain unclear, we can assume that this
figurine was equally held with great respect.

Peter Loovers, February 2022
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