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AN ALASKAN YUP’IK ESKIMO CARVED WALRUS IVORY AMULETIC FIGURE OF A YOUNG CARIBOU A BLUE GLASS TRADE

BEAD FASTENED TO ITS MOUTH 
19TH CENTURY

SIZE: 3CM HIGH, 9.5CM LONG, 2.5CM WIDE - 1¼ INS HIGH, 3¾ INS LONG, 1 INS WIDE / 9.5CM HIGH (ON BASE) - 3¾ INS HIGH
(ON BASE)

 
LITERATURE

THE MOST IMPORTANT LAND ANIMAL TO THE ESKIMO WAS THE BARREN GROUND CARIBOU, A FORM OF WILD NORTH
AMERICAN REINDEER. LARGE HERDS OF CARIBOU ONCE ROAMED THROUGHOUT THE UPLAND REGIONS OF THE YUKON,
BUT BY THE END OF THE 19TH CENTURY ONLY ONE HERD WAS LEFT ON NUNIVAK ISLAND. IN SOME AREAS, SUCH AS THE
INTERIOR OF NORTH WEST ALASKA AND THE BARREN LANDS WEST OF HUDSON BAY, CARIBOU WERE THE FOUNDATION

OF THE ENTIRE ECONOMY.
CARIBOU ARE ALWAYS ON THE MOVE AND THERE IS A BROAD REGULARITY IN THEIR MIGRATIONS. THEY SPEND THE
SUMMER ON THE TUNDRA AND THE WINTER INSIDE THE TREE LINE, AND OVER THOUSANDS OF YEARS THE YUPIK

LEARNT TO AMBUSH THESE QUICK MOVING ANIMALS AS THEY PASSED A CERTAIN POINT. OF COURSE THE HUNTERS
COULD NEVER BE SURE OF WHICH ROUTE THE CARIBOU WOULD TAKE, BUT BY CHECKING THE WEATHER AND GROUND

CONDITIONS THEY COULD MAKE AN EDUCATED GUESS AND POSITION THEMSELVES ACCORDINGLY. THEY ALSO
CONSULTED THE SHAMAN AND WITH HIS HELP THE APPROPRIATE SPIRITS WOULD GUIDE THE CARIBOU’S MOVEMENTS IN

THE MOST DESIRABLE DIRECTION.
AMULETS SUCH AS THIS ARE BELIEVED TO PORTRAY THE YOUNG UNBORN ANIMALS IN THE WOMB, HAVING IMMATURE

FEATURES, SHOWN IN A CROUCHING POSITION WITH THIN LEGS AND DETAILED HOOVES. FOETAL CARIBOU ARE TAKEN
DURING THE SPRING HUNT BEFORE THEIR MOTHERS GIVE BIRTH AND THEIR SOFT HIDE IS PRIZED FOR CLOTHING. THE
FUNCTION OF THE AMULET, PERHAPS USED BY A SHAMAN, IS TO INSURE THE CONTINUED ABUNDANCE OF THE SPECIES

RATHER THAN TO PROMOTE A SUCCESSFUL HUNT.

 


