
ALASKAN IUPIAK ESKIMO WHALEBONE SCRAPER ‘URUGAN’
A RARE NORTH ALASKAN IUPIAK ESKIMO WHALEBONE SCRAPER ‘URUGAN’ THE CLUB SHAPED TOOL CARVED WITH AN

EFFIGY OF A WHITE BELUGA WHALE
EARLY 19TH CENTURY

SIZE: 42CM LONG, 10.5CM WIDE (MAX) – 16½ INS LONG, 4 INS WIDE (MAX)

 
LITERATURE

THE WHITE WHALE WAS AN IMPORTANT QUARRY FOR THE PEOPLE OF THE BERING SEA. IT HAD A SPECIAL SIGNIFICANCE
AND WAS ACCORDED THE UTMOST RESPECT. WHEN A WHITE WHALE WAS CAUGHT A SONG WAS OFFERED TO ITS SPIRIT

AND IT WAS CUSTOMARY IN MANY REGIONS NEVER TO HUNT FOR THEM WITH IRON BLADED HARPOONS, NOR TO CUT
THEM WITH IRON KNIVES OR TO USE IRON SCRAPERS. THIS WHALEBONE TOOL WAS USED TO CLEAN THE SKIN OF FAT

AND THEN TO REMOVE CREASES, AND AFTER SOAKING TO SOFTEN IT, TO MAKE IT PLIABLE.
FROM MAY TO NOVEMBER THE WHITE WHALES FREQUENT THE SAND BARS AND SHORES OF NORTON SOUND AND THE

MOUTHS OF THE YUKON AND KUSKOKWIN RIVERS. THEY PURSUED THE ABUNDANT TOMCOD FISH IN THE TIDAL CREEKS
AND MARSHY ESTUARIES UNTIL THE ICE WOULD FREEZE THE STREAMS OVER. IN THE 19TH CENTURY THEY COULD BE
HEARD REGULARLY EVERY NIGHT HISSING AND BLOWING IN THE STREAMS AS THEY HUNTED FOR FISH. WHEN THEY

WERE ENCOUNTERED IN LARGE NUMBERS THEY WOULD BE SURROUNDED, DRIVEN INTO SHALLOW WATER AND KILLED.
THE BLUBBER OF THE WHITE WHALE IS CLEAR AND WHITE AND CONSIDERED SUPERIOR TO SEAL BY THE ESKIMO. THEIR

INTESTINES WERE MADE INTO WATERPROOF GARMENTS OR FLOATS AND THE SINEWS WERE HIGHLY PRIZED. THE
SCRAPED SKIN WAS MADE INTO STRONG LINES OR DURABLE BOOT SOLES. WHEN WELL COOKED THE HALF-INCH THICK

SOFT EPIDERMIS IS CONSIDERED CHOICE EATING WITH A PLEASANT FLAVOUR RECALLING THAT OF CHESTNUTS.

 


