
A RARE BERING SEA INUIT WALRUS IVORY LABRET CARVED WITH A 'WALRUS MAN'
A RARE BERING SEA INUIT WALRUS IVORY LABRET CARVED WITH A ‘WALRUS MAN’
AND TWO SMALL MINIATURE INUIT CARVED WALRUS IVORY SHAMANS FIGURINES 

18TH CENTURY OR EARLIER
SIZE: BOTH 4 CM HIGH – 1½ INS HIGH AND 5 CM LONG – 2 INS LONG

 
LITERATURE

THE ANIMAL MOST IMPORTANT TO HUMAN SURVIVAL IN WESTERN ALASKA WAS THE WALRUS. ITS BODY YIELDED FOOD
AND MATERIALS FOR CLOTHING AND SHELTER AND ITS TUSKS AND BONES WERE FASHIONED INTO TOOLS, EQUIPMENT

AND AMULETS. THE HUNTER RESPECTED THE ANIMALS FORMIDABLE STRENGTH AND AGGRESSION AND HIS
DEPENDENCE ON THE WALRUS WAS VISUALLY ARTICULATED IN HIS DRESS AND ADORNMENT. WEARING LABRETS ON

BOTH SIDES OF THE LOWER LIP CONVEYED AN IMAGE OF EMERGENT TUSKS, AND TOGETHER WITH THE TUSK LIKE WHITE
FUR GORES TRADITIONALLY SEWN ON THE PARKA COMMUNICATED THE WALRUS-MAN DUALITY. 

THROUGHOUT LIFE THE SLITS WERE STRETCHED BY INCREASING THE SIZE OF THE LABRET WHICH DISPLAYED
INFORMATION CONCERNING SEX, STATUS AND ORIGIN. THIS LABRET MOST PROBABLY ACTED AS A SPECIAL HUNTING
CHARM OR AMULET WHICH THE HUNTER WOULD HAVE WORN FOR STRENGTH AND PROTECTION. IN THE ESKIMO, ALL

ENCOMPASSING, SPIRITUAL WORLD EVERY OBJECT WAS IMBUED WITH 'INUA' OR SPIRIT AND AMULETS WERE
ELABORATELY DEVELOPED IN RELATIONSHIP TO THE HUNT.

THE SHAMAN WAS A KEY FIGURE IN WESTERN ESKIMO SOCIETY ABLE TO CONTROL SUPERNATURAL BEINGS AND
FORCES. HE WAS ASSISTED IN HIS DUTIES BY HELPING SPIRITS IN THE FORM OF FIGURAL AMULETS THAT REPRESENTED
GUARDIAN SPIRITS ACQUIRED DURING A VIGIL OR VISION QUEST. THESE FIGURINES WERE MADE FROM WALRUS IVORY

AND BONE OR WOOD OR SOMETIMES STONE.

 


