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Abstract:  Cultural resource monitoring from 1991 to 1994 revealed 114 graves within the Gambell beach ridge plain; only one grave

contained a sizable inventory of associated objects, classifiable within the Punuk phase. A single 14C age on the driftwood grave

cover placed the interment between AD 775 and 1020. The associated grave goods are anomalously elaborate for the Sivuqaq region

and somewhat resemble the high status graves reported from Cape Dezhneva, Chukotka.
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PROJECT HISTORY

Between 16 July and 15 August 1991, David P.
Staley—then of the University of Alaska Anchorage’s
Arctic Environmental Information and Data Center
(AEIDC, re-named as Environmental and Natural
Resources Institute (ENRI))—conducted archaeological
monitoring and data recovery associated with water and
sewer improvements undertaken by the City of Gambell,
Alaska.   In 1991, twelve burials were disturbed by
construction activities; six were directly observed and
documented during monitoring (Staley 1991).  In 1993
and 1994, Staley (1993a, 1994a) documented 102
additional burials during the course of monitoring.

THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT

On 23 July 1991 blading operations uncovered a large
fragment of whalebone in the vicinity of a proposed sewer
line between a manhole and House B46 in Gambell,
Alaska (Figure 1). A lull in ground-disturbing activities on
the next day allowed an opportunity for careful excavation
of the area.  Grave #7 (for the year 1991; hence, Grave
91-7) was found southwest of the whalebone fragment
at a depth of 60 cm.

Excavation revealed a bone paste and crumb outline
of an individual, a portion of the skull, two complete
molars, fragments of left and right femurs, fragments of
the right ulna and radius and two bones from the right
hand. The body was extended, face-up, oriented north,

with arms to the sides (Figure 2). Extreme wear on the
molars (worn flat nearly to the gum line) indicates that
the individual was probably an older adult. This person
was between 165 and 180 cm tall. Although sex could
not be determined from the skeletal remains, the
associated artifacts suggest a male. The individual was
interred with a variety of grave goods placed around the
body (Figures 2, 3); including 89 items of finished stone
and ivory artifacts and unfinished materials. Artifacts are
listed and briefly described in Table 1.  The vast majority
of this assemblage consists of chipped stone debitage and
raw slate with much of the remainder including weapon
blanks, broken weaponry, and utilitarian tools.  The most
significant artifacts include five fragmentary harpoon
heads, classifiable as III-a-x and V-a x types (Figure 3),
with decorative motifs associated with the Punuk phase
(cf. Collins 1937).  Many of the grave goods were found
in the vicinity of the individual’s right hand (Figure 2).
Although no artifacts were noted near the left hand, it
appears that an ash pile was placed there.

A thin and slightly concave layer of decayed wood
was found just above the skeletal remains. This layer
covered a rectangular area 2.5 by 0.75 m and represents
the remains of two driftwood logs used as the grave cover.
Like the body, these logs were also oriented North/South.
The remainder of the whalebone initially observed on the
surface paralleled the decayed logs on the east. The proxi-
mal end of this whale rib rested at approximately 60 cm
below the ground surface and tilted upward to the north.
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This bone was probably a grave marker. A radiocarbon
sample from the wood grave cover yielded a 14C age of
1140±60 BP (Beta-46510), calibrated, within      , to the
calendar intercept ranges of AD 727-738 and AD 774-
1018 (using the Oxcal probability option for the Univer-
sity of Washington data).

COMPARISONS AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE

PUNUK WHALE BONE GRAVE

The significance of this find was unappreciated
at the time of its discovery, prior to the publication, dis-
semination and, more importantly, translation, of the re-
sults of the Swiss research of the late 1960’s-1970’s (Bandi
1984, 1995; Bandi and Blumer n.d.; Bandi and Blumer
2002; Bandi and Bürgi 1972; Blumer 2002).  From the
perspective of 2004, however, the find is remarkable be-
cause so few of the graves in the Mayughaaq cemeter-
ies, southeast of Gambell, contained any burial goods or
artifacts that could be defined to a particular style or ar-
chaeological culture.  Of the >360 burials within 25 km of
the Gambell  or Sivuqaq (named for the prominent bed-
rock bluff) vicinity (Kitngipalak to Dovlayaq), few graves

contained any significant amount of grave goods, although
about half had at least one artifact. Multiple burials at
Kitngipalak were more frequently provided with offer-
ings (Bandi and Blumer 2002:35). The Swiss investiga-
tions encountered whalebone or driftwood structures in
half of the burials (n=49) (as calculated from Bandi 1984).
Graves were frequently accompanied by either unburnt
(n=19) (Bandi 1984:63) or burnt offerings of animals: e.g.,
the ash concentrations observed in or adjacent another
18 graves (G XV, G 3, 4, 10, 13, 15, 16, 19, 21, 22, 26, 30/
1, 38/1, 39, 40, 42/4, 42/18 and 42/16). Staley (1994b)
calculated that 13% of the AEIDC/Mariah sample of
graves (n=114) contained one or more grave goods, 6%
were associated with just a container (“casket”) or a
marker, and only 5% had both grave goods and a con-
tainer.

Because so few of the Sivuqaq region graves con-
tained any artifacts or offerings, ethnic and temporal in-
ferences remain tentative (Bandi 1984; Bandi and Blumer
2002:38; Staley 1991, 1993a, 1994a).  The definition for
graves as Punuk (Early to Punuk-Thule) is often based
only on spatial associations i.e. proximity to the Mayughaaq

Figure 1.  Map of Gambell indicating area of Grave 91-7 (inset of St. Lawrence Island).
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site.  Punuk burials were more frequent than any other
time period represented by burials with diagnostic arti-
facts, a fairly weak conclusion in view of the low number
(n=16, out of 363 total, or 4.4%) of graves with diagnos-
tic artifacts. Poor preservation accounts for some of the
differences—many burials preserved only as “bone paste”
and no other organic fragments (Staley 1991, 1993a,
1994a).

One purported, but undated, Punuk burial contained
so many weapons points that Bandi and Blumer (2002:33)
consider the internee a casualty of war.  In addition to
Grave 91-7, at least two other Gambell graves contained
a bounty of decorated Old Bering Sea (OBS) III objects
and iron (Bandi and Blumer n.d.; Collins 1937:64-65).
However, one grave was discovered by non-archaeolo-
gists and its documentation is limited.

Can archaeologists conclude that
wealth and status were differentiated
at Sivuqaq? Clearly, a few individuals
were more honored than others, if not
on the scale in Chukotka.  If burial of-
ferings translate into the residue of sac-
rifices or communal feasting, then
Sivuqaq peoples may have had abun-
dant surplus goods. Instead of burying
high status artifacts, Sivuqaq residents
may have believed that status was
measured in sacrificed food—possibly
according feasting a higher honor than
among other Bering Strait peoples.
Burial practices apparently differed
considerably across Anadyr Strait—or
the nature of society differed even more
dramatically, in view of the re-used
whalebone and driftwood precincts
(family crypts) and very richly ap-
pointed burials at Ekven and Uelen
(Bronshtein 1993; Bronshtein and
Dneprovsky 2002; Bronshtein and
Plumet 1995; Leskov and Müller Beck
1993; Levin 1964; Mason 1998).   Ana-
lyzing the published Ekven data, Ma-
son (1998:257ff, Table 3) concluded
that three OBS graves, ca. 1%, con-
tained a disproportionate amount,
roughly 66%, of the total harpoon heads
(n=39). Winged objects were also
comparatively rare—occurring in only
10 graves out of >300.   Thus, the sta-
tus differentials at Ekven were as pro-
nounced as on Sivuqaq.

Mayughaaq cemetery precincts
have produced 18 graves dated within AD 700 and 1200
(Bandi 1984; Staley 1991, 1993a, 1994a, this paper, Table
II). Six interments predominantly older than AD 1020,
based on two sigma values, while eight are predominantly
younger than AD 970, some as young as AD 1300.  Four
graves equally likely dated between AD 850 and AD
1200.  Nearly all of the dated cemetery graves contained
one or more whalebone (16 of 18, 88%) and half (50%)
had used wood for supports or a grave box.  Only four
cemetery graves (22%) had artifacts with diagnostic de-
signs, three with Punuk or Thule attributes, one with Old
Bering Sea motifs. Otherwise grave goods were com-
paratively rare; six had none and five only had a single
object or two.

Figure 2.  Plan view of Grave 91-7, offerings numbered (cf. Table II).
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Table I.  Associated artifacts from Gambell Grave 91-7; numbered to locations in Figure  2.
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The ethnic complexities or, alternatively, the rapidity
of change in the Sivuqaq region are evident in three pos-
sibly contemporaneous graves (Table II).  Its contempo-
rary (AD 715-750, 765-1025), G 42/16 had Thule motifs:
a Y-shaped line that frames and issues from the line hole
(Bandi 1984:50, Pl. 28:3,4), in contrast to the Punuk mo-
tifs within Gr 91-7. Possibly within years or decades, or
even centuries later (AD 970-1340), OBS objects were
deposited in the twin grave G 24 (Bandi 1984:43, Pl.68).
Several questions remain: Where the three internees con-
temporaries or descendents, were the artifacts curated

heirlooms, or is OBS anomalously young at the Mayughaaq
cemetery?

Two other contemporaneous graves also contained
a fair amount of offerings, although not as extensive as
Grave 91-7.  Its contemporary, the adult male in G 42/16,
had two harpoon heads and a single cobble scraper (Bandi
1984:50; Pl. 28).  A young  woman in G38/1 (dating as
early as AD 876 to 1189) warranted five Punuk harpoon
heads and an engraving tool (Bandi 1984:46, Pl. 22).  The
placement of harpoon heads within a female burial may

Figure 3a. Associated diagnostic artifacts from Grave 91-7. Punuk Harpoon Heads, Collins’ Type III-a-x (“Sicco”), location

#13 in Figure 2.
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reflect participation in hunting, a circumstance worthy of
future research. Based on the extant data, few people at
Mayughaaq during the late 1st millennium A.D. warranted
any grave goods—roughly one in five, a finding that may
indicate a basic difference in status between its prehis-
toric residents. Quite significantly, though, whalebones
were a frequent accompaniment or marker.   The OBS
grave, stratigraphically earlier than early Punuk House 3
(Collins 1937:64) that dated between A.D. 645-945
(Blumer 2002:73), was more elaborate with a panoply of
artifacts, including two needle cases, harpoon heads,
socket pieces and possibly a winged object—as well as
matted skins over the body (Collins 1937:64-65).

Figure 3b. Associated diagnostic artifacts from Grave 91-7, as located in Figure 2.  Upper row: Slate blade (#7); Slate

blade fragment; Worked triangular flake; Biface fragment (#3).  Middle row: Pallete (#10); Pumice abrader (#9); Beveled

blade, possible pendant (#4);   Slate flake.  Bottom row: unidentified ivory piece (#15)

Although Gambell Grave 91-7 was well provided
with grave goods compared to others at Sivuqaq, the grave
goods remain modest compared to those in some OBS
graves and to a few of those in Siberia.  Ironically, the
modern economic balance is reversed: Modern Gambell
residents are much better provisioned (“wealthy”) than
their Siberian cousins. The Siberians have roughly equal
and modest tools with one or two families having slightly
more or better tools, etc.—although consumer goods are
doubtless entering Provideniya in higher amounts since
1991.  At the other end of the world system, most of the
Americans at Gambell have four-wheelers, high-powered
guns, electronic appliances, televisions, and the occasional
computer.
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Table II.   Graves in the Mayughaaq area dated between AD 700 and 1200.

[Sources: G series: Bandi 1984; Gr 91, 93, 94 series: Staley 1991, 1993a, 1994a).  14C ages are on wood, unless

otherwise specified by italics, which indicate that whale bone samples were used.  Calibrated ages from Blumer 2002 and

Staley 1991, 1994a). Whale bone ages were corrected following the 720 yr marine carbon value established by Dumond

and Griffin (2002).].
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CONCLUSIONS

The results of the 1991 monitoring operation indi-
cate the potential for a single discovery to amplify and
test archaeological preconceptions. One expectation
would be that the social stratification and hierarchy arose
during the development of organized whaling during
Punuk, as Collins (1937) might have argued—if he had
recovered a significant number of burials.  The contribu-
tion and intensity of whaling during OBS and Punuk on
St. Lawrence Island cannot yet be determined in the ab-
sence of data any more sophisticated than the qualitative
statements on the archaeofauna by Collins (1937:247ff).
However, very successful and large-scale whaling had
developed by the latest centuries BC on the Chukchi
Peninsula (Dinesman et al. 1999; Mason 1998).

  The early 1990’s cemetery data indicated to Staley
(1994b) that Punuk was stratified but not as strongly as
during OBS with comparatively less wealth in the hands

of fewer individuals during the Punuk culture.  Two other
graves may support this supposition: A richly endowed
OBS grave (Bandi and Blumer (n.d.), as well as the mum-
mified and well-provided for OBS internee uncovered by
Collins (1937:64-65). However, the proportion of OBS
graves on St. Lawrence Island with significant grave
goods is still quite low in contrast to the situation on the
Chukchi Peninsula (Mason 1998). Excluding taphonomic
biases, several factors might explain this situation: (a)
Sivuqaq had fewer high status shamans, warrior or whal-
ing captains; (b) St. Lawrence mortuary practices fa-
vored status display by feasting rather than by depositing
prized possessions; (c) descendents removed and recycled
high status objects after deposition; (d) population increase
or other social changes decreased surplus available for
disposal in burials during Punuk as compared to OBS.
Poor and middle economic classes were roughly equal in
size during the OBS with wealth then being more broad
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based.  During Punuk, “the population of the lowest rank-
ing swells, the middle ranking contracts, and the highest
ranking remains constant” (Staley 1994b).

In addition, the second author’s belated discovery
of the 1991 report in the files of the Office of History and
Archaeology highlights the untapped potential of the gray
literature and its contributions to the greater labor of syn-
thesis. The successes of the original monitoring should
encourage the community to participate in archaeologi-
cal enquiry (cf. Staley 1993b).

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The Village Safe Water Program and the people of
Gambell, Alaska facilitated the original fieldwork.  Dale
Slaughter (Boreal Imagery, Anchorage) re-shaped the
original field photos into useful representations of the
artifacts.



A Punuk Whale Bone Grave from Sivuqaq, St. Lawrence Island:  Evidence of High Social Standing, AD 775-1020  135

REFERENCES

Bandi, Hans Georg and  Jost  Bürgi
1972 Gräber der Punuk-kultur bei Gambell auf der St. Lorenz Insel, Alaska. Sonderbruck aus dem Jahrbuch

des Bernischen Historischen Museums, 51/52: 41-116.

Bandi, Hans Georg
1984 St. Lorenz Insel-studien. Vol. 1. Berner beitärge zur archäologischen und ethnologischen erforschung des

Beringstrassengebeites. Band I. Allegemeine einführung und gräberfunde bei Gambell am Nordwestkap der
St. Lorenz Insel, Alaska. Academica Helvetica 5, Bern and Stuttgart. [Partial translation by Stefanie
Ludwig, manuscript in possession of the author].

1995 Siberian Eskimos as Whalers and Warriors: In Hunting the Largest Animals: Native Whaling in the
Western Arctic and Subarctic, edited by A.P. McCartney, pp. 165-184, Studies in Whaling No. 3, Occas.
Paper 36, Circumpolar Institute, University of Alberta, Edmonton.

Bandi, H.G. and R. Blumer
2002 Investigations by Swiss Archaeologists on St. Lawrence Islands. In Archaeology in the Bering Strait Region:

Research on Two Continents, edited by D.E. Dumond and R.L. Bland, pp. 25-60, University of Oregon
Anthropological Papers, No. 59.

n.d. Matérial funéraire exceptional du vieux Béringien découvert récemment près de Gambell.  Unpublished
manuscript in the possession of the authors.

Blumer, Reto
2002 Radiochronological Assessment of Neo-Eskimo Occupations on St. Lawrence Island. In Archaeology in the

Bering Strait Region: Research on Two Continents, edited by D.E. Dumond and R.L. Bland, pp. 61-106,
University of Oregon Anthropological Papers 59.

Bronshtein, Mikhail
1993 Ekven: Einzigartige Archäologische Fundastätte in Nordostasien.  In Arktische waljäer vor 3000 jahren:

unbekannte Sibirische kunst. Edited by A. M. Leskov and H.  Müllerbeck, pp. 73-83, V. Hase and
Koehler Verlag, Mainz-München. [Translation by Richard Bland].

Bronshtein, Mikhail and Patrick Plumet
1995 Ékven: L’art préhistorique Béringien et l’approache Russe de L’origine de la Tradition Culturelle

Esquimaude. Études/Inuit/Studies 19(2):5-59.

Bronshtein, Mikhail, and  Kiril Dneprovsky
2002 The Northeastern Chukchi Peninsula During the Birnirk and Early Punuk Periods. In Archaeology in the

Bering Strait Region: Research on Two Continents, edited by D.E. Dumond and R.L. Bland, pp. 153-165,
University of Oregon Anthropological Papers 59.

Collins, Henry  B., Jr
1937 Archaeology of St. Lawrence Island, Alaska. Smithsonian Miscellaneous Collections  96(1).  Smithsonian

Institution, Washington, D.C.

Dinesman, L.G., N.K. Kiseleva, A.B. Savinetsky and B.P. Khassanov
1999 Secular Dynamics of Coastal Zone Ecosystems of northeastern Chukchi Peninsula, Chukotka:

Cultural Layers and Natural Depositions from the Last Millennia. MoVince Verlag, Tübingen.



136  Alaska Journal of Anthropology Volume 2, Numbers 1 - 2

Dumond, Don E. and Dennis Griffin
2002 Measurements of the Marine Reservoir Effect on Radiocarbon Ages in the eastern Bering Sea. Arctic

55(1):77-86.

Leskov , A. M.  and H.  Müller Beck
1993 Arktische waljäer vor 3000 jahren:  Unbekannte sibirische kunst.  V. Hase and Koehler Verlag,

Mainz-München [Translation by Richard Bland,  National Park Service, Anchorage].

Levin, Maxim
1964 An Early Eskimo Cemetery at Uelen: A Preliminary Report on the Excavations of 1958.  In The

Archaeology and Geomorphology of Northern Asia, edited by Henry N. Michael, pp. 305-318,
Anthropology of the North: Translations from Russian Sources, University of Toronto Press, Toronto.

Mason, Owen K.
1998 The Contest between Ipiutak, Old Bering Sea and Birnirk Polities and the Origin of Whaling during the First

Millennium A.D. along Bering Strait. Journal of Anthropological Archaeology 17(3):240-325.

Staley, David P.
1991 Archaeological Monitoring and Data Recovery for the 12 Homes Water and Sewer Improvements Project in

Gambell, Alaska.  Report prepared for the City of Gambell, Alaska.  Arctic Environmental Information and
Data Center, University of Alaska, Anchorage.  On file, State of Alaska Office of History and Archaeology,
Anchorage.

1993a Archeological Monitoring and Data Recovery for the Gambell, Alaska Emergency Water Source
Project. Report to Chuck Eggener Consulting Engineers.  Environmental and Natural Resources
Institute, University of Alaska, Anchorage.  On file, State of Alaska Office of History and
Archaeology, Anchorage.

1993b St. Lawrence Island’s Subsistence Diggers: A New Perspective on Human Effects on Archaeological Sites.
Journal of Field Archaeology 20(3):347-355.

1994a Archaeological Monitoring and Data Recovery for the 1993 Water and Sewer Project in Gambell,
Alaska. Report to Chuck Eggener Consulting Engineers.  Mariah Associates, Inc., Albuquerque. On
file, State of Alaska Office of History and Archaeology, Anchorage.

1994b Punuk Mortuary Behavior at Gambell, Alaska.  Paper presented at the 21st Annual Meeting, Alaska
Anthropological Association, Juneau.  Unpublished manuscript in possession of the authors.




