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A RARE NORTH WESTERN ALASKAN IPIUTAK ESKIMO CARVED WOOD CEREMONIAL SHAMANS ‘FLYING’ FIGURINE

18TH CENTURY – EARLY 19TH CENTURY 
SIZE: 13CM HIGH – 5 INS HIGH

 
LITERATURE

THE ‘FLYING SHAMAN’ WAS THE SUBJECT OF MANY LEGENDS IN SIBERIAN AND ALASKAN MYTHOLOGY. THE SHAMAN WAS
BOUND TO A ROPE OR THONG IN VARIOUS WAYS AND WOULD FLY TO THE SPIRIT WORLD, USUALLY THE MOON. THERE

WAS A NOTED POINT HOPE SHAMAN CALLED ASETCHUK WHO WAS REPUTED TO BE ABLE TO FLY, AND IN 1880 IS SAID TO
HAVE FLOWN TO ST LAWRENCE ISLAND TO LOOK FOR HIS SON.

WOODED FIGURINES WOULD BE SUSPENDED FROM THE BACK SO THAT THEY HUNG IN A HORIZONTAL POSITION FROM
THE ROOF OF THE CEREMONIAL HOUSE. THEY FIGURED PROMINENTLY IN WHALING CEREMONIES AND OBSERVANCES

ALONG THE ENTIRE WESTERN COAST OF ALASKA. AT POINT HOPE, A FOUR-DAY RELIGIOUS CEREMONY CALLED THE
‘SITTING’ WAS HELD IN HONOUR OF THE SEASON’S KILLED WHALE’S SOULS JUST AFTER THE NEW ICE HAD FORMED IN
THE AUTUMN. KNUD RASMUSSEN WITNESSED ONE OF THESE CEREMONIES IN 1927: ‘A CARVED WOODEN BIRD HANGS
FROM THE ROOF, IT’S WINGS BEING MADE TO MOVE AND BEAT FOUR DRUMS PLACED AROUND IT. ON THE FLOOR IS A
SPINNING TOP STUCK ABOUT WITH FEATHERS, CLOSE BY IS A DOLL, OR RATHER THE UPPER HALF OF ONE, AND ON A

FRAME SOME DISTANCE FROM THE FLOOR IS A MODEL SKIN BOAT, COMPLETE WITH CREW AND REQUISITES FOR
WHALING. THE PROCEEDINGS OPEN WITH THE SINGING OF A HYMN; THEN A MAN SPRINGS FORWARD AND COMMENCES
TO DANCE; THIS, HOWEVER, IS MERELY THE SIGNAL FOR MECHANICAL MARVELS TO BEGIN. THE BIRD FLAPS ITS WINGS

AND BEATS ITS DRUMS WITH A STEADY RHYTHMIC BEAT. THE TOP IS SET SPINNING THROWING OUT THE FEATHERS IN ALL
DIRECTIONS AS IT GOES; THE CREW OF THE BOAT GET TO WORK WITH THEIR PADDLES; THE DOLL WITHOUT LEGS NODS
AND BOWS IN ALL DIRECTIONS; AND THE MOST WONDERFUL OF ALL, A LITTLE ERMINE STICKS OUT ITS HEAD FORM ITS

HOLE IN THE WALL, POPS BACK AGAIN AND THEN LOOKS OUT, AND FINALLY RUNS ACROSS TO THE OTHER SIDE TO



VANISH INTO ANOTHER HOLE, SNAPPING UP A RATTLE WITH A BLADDER ATTACHED AS IT GOES. ALL HOLD THEIR BREATH,
FOR SHOULD THE CREATURE FAIL TO ENTER THE HOLE WITH RATTLE AND BLADDER BEHIND IT, ONE OF THOSE

PRESENT MUST DIE WITHIN THE YEAR. BUT ALL GOES WELL, AND THE COMPANY GASP IN RELIEF.’ (ACROSS ARCTIC
AMERICA 1927)

 


