
COLLECTION OF BERING SEA ESKIMO INUIT MALE AND FEMALE LABRETS ‘TUUTAT’
A COLLECTION OF BERING SEA ESKIMO INUIT MALE AND FEMALE LABRETS ‘TUUTAT’ 

CARVED FROM WALRUS IVORY, STONE AND JET, ONE WITH A BLUE GLASS TRADE BEAD
18TH AND 19TH CENTURY

SIZES: 2.5CM HIGH (MAX) 1CM HIGH (MIN) 4CM WIDE (MAX) 
1 INS HIGH (MAX) ¼ INS HIGH (MIN) 1½ INS WIDE (MAX)

 
LITERATURE

LABRETS SUCH AS THESE HAVE BEEN USED IN THE BERING STRAIT FOR OVER 1000 YEARS. MEN USUALLY WORE
LABRETS BENEATH THE CORNERS OF THEIR MOUTHS WHILST WOMEN WORE A SINGLE LABRET BENEATH THEIR LOWER
LIP. THE SHAPES OF MEN’S LABRETS VARY WITH THE AGE OF THE WEARER AND WITH REGIONAL STYLES, MOST USUALLY

A VARIATION ON ROUND, SQUARE OR OVAL SHAPES. BOYS WORE SMALL ONES AND LABRETS DECORATED WITH
VALUABLE BLUE GLASS TRADE BEADS WERE WORN BY POINT HOPE AND POINT BARROW MEN. GENERALLY LABRETS

WERE SHAPED WITH A FLANGE THAT RESTED ON THE INSIDE OF THE LIP AND WAS HELD IN PLACE BY PRESSURE FROM
THE TEETH. THE CUTS WERE MADE DURING PUBERTY, BUT THERE WAS NO FORMAL CEREMONY, OR RITE OF PASSAGE

INVOLVED.
WHEN TRAVELLING LONG DISTANCES IN COLD WEATHER, MEN WOULD REMOVE LARGE LABRETS FROM THEIR CHEEKS

TO AVOID SUFFERING FROSTBITE CONDUCTED THROUGH THE PLUG. THEY WOULD REINSERT THE LABRETS TO APPEAR
AS WELL-DRESSED GUESTS WHEN THEY ENTERED THE ‘GASGIG’. IT IS SAID THAT MEN WEARING LABRETS RESEMBLE

WALRUS WITH THEIR TUSKS PROJECTING FROM THE CORNERS OF THEIR MOUTHS. CERTAINLY, LABRETS WERE
SYMBOLS OF MATURITY AND SOCIAL STATUS, WITH THE LARGEST ONES RESERVED FOR THOSE OF HIGH RANK AND

DISTINCTION.

 


