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akukittukuluit—those with tiny akuq  
(leah arnaujaq’s memory)

Bernadette Miqqusaaq Dean
Box 595, Rankin Inlet, NU, Canada X0C 0G0; dean.bernadette@gmail.com

“Unganatuinnaq, Akukittukulungmi tujurmiaqaliq-
punga!” “My precious one! I have a guest with a very 
small akuq!” a relative of my late aunt Leah Arnaujaq 
informed her. My aunt replied with a question, “A small 
child?” The relative replied, “Do you know the size of a 
caribou tail? That is the size of the akuq.” An akuq is the 
back flap of our Aivilingmiut parka design and style in 
our traditional clothing. 

My aunt Arnaujaq was very talkative and not shy 
to speak her mind. Listening to her stories of meeting 
these people “with short and small akuq” of their parkas 
still makes me smile. She was a young woman in her 
early twenties when the Fifth Thule Expedition arrived 
at our home area near Repulse Bay in Nunavut. Leah 
was my dad’s first cousin, the daughter of Tukturjiuk; 
Tukturjiuk was the older brother of my grandfather 
Makkik, who was my dad’s father. My dad Panniuq was 
a toddler when the Greenlanders arrived. Either Peter 
Freuchen or Kaj Birket-Smith described him as “a curly 
haired adopted son of Makkik, crying and with clothing 
almost full of amulets.”

As Arnaujaq recalled, more Greenlanders arrived by 
dog teams once the sea ice was formed. She was told to 
be kind and welcoming to them. She explains that she 
met the “boss of the Greenlanders,” I think it was Knud 
Rasmussen. As a girl, she did not immediately smile at 
him but had a staring contest, so to speak. He did not 
smile at her right away but he was the first to crack a 
smile. And as the Greenlanders started saying “Nuanneq, 
nuanneq,” to Arnaujaq’s understanding she became their 
favourite maternal niece. Today’s Greenlanders still use 
this term “nuanneq,” which my friend Nuka Møller in 
Greenland explained would be an equivalent to my dia-
lect “Quvianaq!”—“joy” or “happiness.” It is a spoken ex-
pression of joy and happiness upon meeting strangers as 
friends; it speaks of kindness and to be welcoming. I’m 

sure there were many smiles but also misunderstanding of 
dialects spoken when they met each other. 

Jonathan King, curator at the British Museum, 
was once doing a presentation at the Arctic Clothing 
Conference in London. In his talk he showed a drawing 
from Rasmussen’s collection of people arriving to Iglulik. 
King described how he went to Iglulik and was able to in-
terview the artist who drew these pictures for Rasmussen. 
The artist mentioned that it was of Angutimmarik and 
Ukpaqtuq arriving with the Greenlanders. Angutimmarik 
was my maternal great-grandfather whom my mother was 
named after. 

I remember opening my copy of Rasmussen’s origi-
nal report, “The Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik 
Eskimo.” These were Iglulingmiut, our neighbors, but 
Rasmussen also wrote about the Aivilingmiut, my an-
cestors. With some apprehension and curiosity, I kept 
 reading Rasmussen’s words about Angutimmarik, 
“a respected shaman of the Aivilik tribe, whose an-
swers . . . often impressed me.” I remember being in awe 
of reading about Nanuraq (Nanorak) and Makkik, who 
were the loving adoptive parents of my dad. Rasmussen 
tells a story how shaman Angutimmarik purified a sick 
person, “a woman named Nanoraq, the wife of Mákik 
[Makkik], lay very ill, with pains all over her body.” This 
was my grandmother lying down very sick. There were no 
cloth diapers or infant formula when my dad Paniyuq 
(Panniuq) was born—his birth was recorded as of 1920. 
He told me that his mom fed him with broth from seal, 
fish, or caribou; how birds and other winged creatures 
feed their young; and sometimes he sucked on fresh kid-
neys of animals. My father lived to be almost 94 years; 
I am in awe of the skill, knowledge, and love that was 
bestowed on him. The names Nanuraq, Angutimmarik, 
and Makkik are still carried on in our family and among 
our relatives today. 



2 akukittukuluit: those with tiny akuq (leah arnaujaq’s memory)

Thinking back a hundred 
years ago, I can only imagine the 
joy of Rasmussen when he was 
meeting and staying with my 
grandparents and great-grand-
parents. Greenland was already 
under colonial rule of Denmark 
for almost two hundred years 
and they experienced loss of 
their  traditional Greenlandic 
culture. Rasmussen also came 
from a biracial family, and like 
many of today’s biracial Inuit, he 
must have been so determined 
to preserve the intellectual cul-
ture and oral history of those 
Inuit he encountered. I for one 
am grateful that the Fifth Thule 
Expedition happened and that 
Rasmussen recorded all these 
stories. I have not read the entire 
reports as sometimes I found his 
male macho attitude and perhaps 
his ignorance when meeting my 
ancestors for the first time a bit 
too much for me as a modern 
bilingual Aivilingmiut wom-
an. And I am sure he had some 
misunderstanding of my ances-
tors’ dialects and stories because 
they were not yet tainted by the 
English language and religion.

But as I listen to the voice of 
my auntie Arnaujaq on a voice 
memo in my Apple device, a copy 
that I keep from the old CBC ra-
dio recording from the late 1970s 
or ’80s, I still can feel her joy and curiosity as a young 
woman meeting strange people “with a very small akuq 
on their parkas.” I remember her when I was 12 years old. 
Inuit had moved into prefabricated public housing just 
less than a decade before; these public government houses 
were complete with electricity and oil-burning loud fur-
naces. My auntie would still cook meals, bannock, and tea 

Inuit elder and noted seamstress Rhoda Akpaliapik Karetak from Arviat, Nun-
avut (left), and Bernadette Miqqusaaq Dean (center) examining caribou fur 
leggings worn by Siusarnaq (also called Shoofly or Nivisanaaq, a family term 
of endearment). A black and white portrait of Siusarnaq (Shoofly) wearing a 
beautifully beaded parka, taken by A. P. Low in 1903–1904, is well known to 
her descendants. As Bernadette noted, the trip was an opportunity to see Siu-
sarnaq’s tuilli (woman’s parka) in color and “to find tangible evidence of our 
past and to touch it.” This photo was taken in September 1999 at the Ameri-
can Museum of Natural History, New York, with AMNH staff member Laila 
Williamson (right). This research visit laid the foundation for the documentary 
Inuit Piqutingit: What Belongs to Inuit, co-directed by Zacharias Kunuk and 
Bernadette Miqqusaaq Dean, an examination by Inuit elders of Inuit cultural 
belongings in major museum collections in New York, Philadelphia, Washing-
ton DC, Ottawa, and Toronto (Isuma Productions, Kivalliq Inuit Association 
2009). Photo by Bernadette Driscoll  Engelstad.

on her qulliq (oil lamp) which was in her tiny bedroom of 
a three-bedroom home. I think she did not know how to 
cook on a stove, or perhaps she did not trust the technolo-
gy of non-Inuit then. The changes we Inuit have seen have 
been so immense, but listening to my auntie I still smile at 
the memories of her and I admire her tenacity, curiosity, 
and her complete honesty unabashedly. 
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This special issue of the Alaska Journal of Anthropology commemorates the 100-year anniversary of the 
Fifth Thule Expedition (1921–1924), an ethnographic survey of Inuit cultures from Hudson Bay to 
Alaska led by Greenlandic-Danish folklorist Knud Rasmussen. Papers by Danish, Canadian, Ameri-
can, and Russian scholars evaluate the expedition’s intellectual foundations, planning, conduct, and 
scientific achievements, the latter represented by encyclopedic museum collections and a 10-volume 
final report. The Fifth Thule Expedition (FTE) was also one of the most photographed and filmed 
Arctic explorations of any era, generating an extensive visual record that includes many portraits of 
Inuit individuals and communities. No comparable retrospective on the FTE has been published since 
1988, when Études/Inuit/Studies presented a collection of papers edited by Inge Kleivan and Ernest S. 
Burch Jr. (“L’Oeuvre de Knud Rasmussen/The Work of Knud Rasmussen”) to mark the 55th anniver-
sary of Rasmussen’s passing in 1933 (Kleivan and Burch 1988).

The essays included here offer condign recognition 
for the contributions made by Greenlandic, Canadian, 
and Alaskan Inuit to the success of the FTE, including 
the superb oral scholarship they shared with Rasmussen 
and the critical life support—food, shelter, skin boots and 
clothing, knowledge of the land, and expertise in Arctic 
travel—that they provided to the Danish team. Today, 
collections and knowledge gathered during FTE fieldwork 
among diverse Inuit peoples—the Iglulingmiut (Iglulik), 
Natsilingmiut (Netsilik), Qairnirmiut, Paadlermiut, 
and other inland groups (Caribou), Inuinnait (Copper), 
Inuvialuit (Mackenzie), Iñupiat, and Yupiit—are invalu-
able resources for heritage education and postcolonial cul-
tural restoration in northern communities.

While the first two and a half years of the FTE were 
spent in the Central Arctic region between Baffin Island 
and Victoria Island, during a breakaway finale in 1924 
Rasmussen and two Greenlandic Inuit colleagues—
Qaavigarsuaq (Miteq) and Arnarulunnguaq—traveled 
west by dogsled to the Mackenzie River delta, then on to 
Utqiaġvik, Wainwright, Icy Cape, Point Hope, Kotzebue, 
Noorvik, and Nome. During these Yukon and Alaska 
travels, Rasmussen made notes on Inuvialuit and Iñupiaq 

lifeways, hunting, spiritual beliefs, ceremonies, and oral 
traditions. He undertook a brief trip to Chukotka in an 
unsuccessful attempt to conduct similar studies among 
the Siberian Yupiit, and when in Nome he interviewed 
Cup’ig-speaking visitors from Nunivak Island. A fluent 
speaker of West Greenlandic Kalaallisut, Rasmussen was 
able to converse with almost every person of Inuit heritage 
he met, although the Cup’ig dialect and the Naukanski 
Yupik spoken in Chukotka eluded him. Rasmussen em-
ployed his linguistic facility to elicit traditional narratives 
and knowledge as he sought to demonstrate the essential 
unity of Inuit cultures from Greenland to the Bering Sea.

The impact and value of the FTE for residents and 
researchers in the Western Arctic may be of special in-
terest to readers of this journal. Some shortcomings in 
Rasmussen’s work are understandable, given that the am-
bitious final leg of the expedition was packed into less 
than eight months (March–October 1924) and was con-
ducted on the fly without an expeditionary base, research 
colleagues, or a planned itinerary. The ad hoc agenda 
seems to have diminished Rasmussen’s ability to record 
oral narratives to the same high standard as in the Central 
Arctic, where he and Jacob Olsen, the FTE’s Greenlandic 
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Inuit secretary, listened to myths and legends as told by 
multiple speakers, then worked together to produce au-
thoritative Inuktitut texts. For the Western Arctic, where 
Rasmussen had to work solo and in greater haste, we have 
only Danish (translated to English) synopses for most 
narratives rather than interlinear transcriptions as in the 
best earlier work, with the exception of a few Inuvialuit 
tales (Ostermann 1942).

Overall, the published FTE record for the Western 
Arctic is meager compared to the fulsome output for the 
central Inuit groups, principally because the work was 
cut off by Rasmussen’s premature death. We have his 
posthumously edited Mackenzie and Alaska field notes 
(Ostermann 1942; Ostermann and Holtved 1952), a cata-
log of archaeological collections (Mathiassen 1930), the 
explorer’s popular account of the sled journey, Across Arctic 
America (Rasmussen 1927), and an illustrated collection 
of Iñupiaq oral traditions published in Danish and later 
English as The Eagle’s Gift (Rasmussen 1932). Rasmussen 
did not have the time or opportunity to analyze his Alaska 
data or compare them to results from more eastern regions, 
although he planned these writings for FTE volumes that 
were never completed. Nonetheless, Burch (1988) saw 
enduring and largely overlooked value  in Rasmussen’s 
Western Arctic records, and several papers in this special 
issue follow his lead, providing an apt sequel to the pri-
marily Central Arctic–focused papers published in the 
Études/Inuit/Studies collection. 

Across Arctic America offers several important in-
sights into the explorer’s outlook and intentions during 
encounters with the Inuvialuit and Iñupiat. Arriving at 
Herschel Island, a former center of the commercial bow-
head whaling fleet and location of the Hudson’s Bay 
Company’s main trading post for the Mackenzie Delta, 
Rasmussen was dismayed at the extent of acculturation 
and social change that had occurred among the Inuvialuit 
(Ostermann 1942:51–53). Across the U.S. border at 
Utqiaġvik (Barrow), where Western whaling, commerce, 
missions, and schools had likewise influenced the commu-
nity for decades, Rasmussen had a similar impression and 
at first saw few prospects for productive research:

I had not expected to find anything of interest on 
this part of my journey, and really considered my 
collections at an end on leaving Canada: I soon 
found, however, that this was not the case. Men 
and women here were less sophisticated than those 
of the Mackenzie Delta, and there was a store of 

folklore and mythology ready to hand. (Rasmussen 
1927:305)

Rasmussen’s energetic efforts to record Iñupiaq intel-
lectual culture during the subsequent months were both 
timely and new, since only a few observers and collec-
tors had preceded him, most notably John Murdoch and 
Patrick Ray during the First International Polar Year in 
1882–1883, and these earlier investigations focused al-
most entirely on economic life and material culture. 
Rasmussen’s research, although conducted in relative 
haste, laid the foundation for later, more thorough studies, 
as did his work with the Nuniwarmiut of Nunivak Island. 
We also should not overlook the considerable value of his 
well-observed and sympathetic accounts of the sociocul-
tural stresses that Alaska Natives were experiencing in the 
early twentieth century, as well as his admiration for their 
resilience (Rasmussen 1927, 1933).

Rasmussen’s encounter with the Western Arctic also 
influenced his views about Inuit origins and culture his-
tory, which were driving questions behind the FTE. Along 
the Beaufort, Arctic, and Bering Sea coasts he encoun-
tered a mode of life that was quite different from what he 
had seen in the Central Arctic, yet familiar to him as a 
native Greenlander:

Now we are among people who, in a language as-
tonishingly like our Greenlandic, talk of seals and 
bearded seals, whales and white whales, which are 
hunted at sea in umiaks and kayaks, the latter of 
exactly the same type as those in Greenland, and 
the snow-hut settlements have given way to villages 
of wooden and turfed houses, which also recall 
Greenland. (Osterman 1942:31)

There was indeed a striking contrast between the 
Inuvialuit and Iñupiaq way of life in coastal communi-
ties of the Western Arctic and that of the Iglulingmiut, 
Natsilingmiut, and Inuinnait in the Central Arctic. The 
latter groups were small and seasonally nomadic, lived 
in snow houses and tents instead of coastal villages, and 
subsisted primarily on caribou, muskoxen, fish, and seals 
taken at their breathing holes in the sea ice rather than 
on large sea mammals hunted in open water. It already 
appeared from Mathiassen’s FTE archaeological investi-
gations that all living Inuit peoples had descended from 
the Neoeskimo Thule culture, following its great migra-
tion from Bering Strait to Greenland some eight centu-
ries earlier; yet the whaling-based Thule economy had 
been subsequently abandoned in the Central Arctic while 
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continuing in the Western Arctic and in the eastern re-
gions including Baffin Island, Labrador, and Greenland. 
Rasmussen was struck by the problem of accounting for 
this shift but never resolved it beyond an unsupported 
suggestion that there had been a late and final wave of 
Inuit migration from the Canadian interior to the Central 
Arctic coast (Rasmussen 1926). This question aside, it is 
evident that one of the most important scholarly re-
sults  of the  continent-spanning FTE was a new under-
standing of diversity among Inuit cultures as well as of the 
common inherited features that unite them, giving rise to 
a dynamic view of post-Thule adaptation and change.

A small story of the FTE in Northwest Alaska pro-
vides an example of east-west connection that prefig-
ures the exciting potential of the present moment. Kusiq 
(Waldo Bodfish), a young Iñupiaq man at Qayaiqsiuġvik 
(Icy Cape), got to know Rasmussen and his compan-
ions when they stayed at the village in the spring of 1924 
(Bodfish 1991:43–44). Kusiq became close friends with 
Qaavigarsuaq (Miteq), who taught him the Greenlandic 
Inuit method of stalking and shooting seals from a small 
sled with a white screen mounted in front to conceal the 
hunter. The incident hints at how the Inughuit members 
of the FTE interacted with their Iñupiaq peers along the 
expedition route, serving in effect as cultural ambassadors 
from the eastern Inuit world. 

It also inspires the realization that the collections, im-
ages, and records gathered by the FTE and other Arctic 
expeditions, preserved for generations in museums and 
archives, now provide the potential for new pan-Arctic 
exchanges of Inuit knowledge. For Inuit scholars, educa-
tors, and students, this means opportunities to study the 
arts, languages, and cultural histories of their own regions 
but also to discover and compare the heritage of related 
Inuit peoples in Greenland, Canada, Alaska, and Russia. 
Initiatives to make the FTE and other Inuit collections ac-
cessible online are rapidly expanding to support collabora-
tive learning and exchanges of this kind, and we hope that 
this issue of Alaska Journal of Anthropology helps to open 
these avenues of discovery.
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abstract

This paper introduces a new international initiative dedicated to the centennial anniversary of the 
Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–1924, across the North American Arctic, under the leadership of Knud 
Rasmussen. The expedition, its field data, collections, and scholarly publications created a long-lasting 
legacy, particularly related to the Inuit groups of the Canadian Central Arctic. Far less known is the re-
cord left by the expedition in Alaska and the nearby Chukotka Peninsula, Russia. Around 2015–2017, 
several groups started planning for the expedition’s centennial in 2021. The first step in these emerging 
efforts was a special session at the 46th annual meeting of the Alaska Anthropological Association in 
Nome in February 2019, which resulted in a series of papers presented in this issue. Initiatives taken 
since then to commemorate the Fifth Thule Expedition are also summarized.

introduction

This special issue of the Alaska Journal of Anthropology cel-
ebrates the centennial of one of the key milestones in the 
history of Arctic anthropology, the Fifth Thule Expedition 
of 1921–1924 (hereafter FTE”, also known as “The Danish 
Expedition to Arctic North America” (Fig. 1). It was under-
taken by a small team led by Danish explorer, writer, and 
self-taught ethnologist Knud Rasmussen (1879–1933) and 
his partners, including Danish, Greenlandic (Kalaallit), 
and Polar Inuit (Inughuit) participants. Yet the glory 
of the FTE was built on the contributions of hundreds of 
people whom they met and worked with on surveys from 
their base camp and during a prolonged trek across the 
Inuit people’s homeland, from North Greenland to Nome, 
Alaska, and to Chukotka, Russia.

According to historian Terrence Cole (1999:xi–xiii), 
the FTE under Rasmussen set a new standard of achieve-
ment by which all later contributions to Arctic ethnol-
ogy and archaeology would be measured. Rasmussen and 
his companions covered more than 18,000 km traveling 

by dog teams, small boats, and sailing ships, crossing 
the boundaries of four countries: Greenland/Denmark, 
Canada, the United States (Alaska), and Russia (then the 
Soviet Union). In over three years of fieldwork, the FTE 
members collected more than 20,000 ethnographic, ar-
chaeological, and natural history specimens and compiled 
thousands of pages of diaries, notebooks, word lists, and 
manuscripts, with detailed descriptions of contemporary 
culture, language, folklore, and activities of the  polar 
people they visited as well as the natural environment 
and prehistory of the areas they covered (see Mathiassen 
1945:108–111).

The FTE publication record was massive, notably 
the 10 volumes in 34 individual issues of the renowned 
Report of the Fifth Thule Expedition (1927–1952, plus one 
in 1988), some published long after the completion of the 
fieldwork,1 but also numerous scholarly papers and popular 
 accounts. Rasmussen was the first to popularize his incred-
ible journey in Danish, in the two-volume Fra Grønland 
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til Stillehavet (Rasmussen 1925–1926), whose abbrevi-
ated English version, Across Arctic America: Narrative of 
the Fifth Thule Expedition (Rasmussen 1927), made him 
internationally famous; it was followed by a slim Danish 
popular version, Den store Slæderejse (Rasmussen 1932a). 
Jacob Olsen published an account of his experiences in 
Greenlandic (Olsen 1927; see Kleist, this issue), and Helge 
Bangsted (1926) and Therkel Mathiassen (1926) each pro-
duced popular books in Danish.

The FTE reports have been reviewed numerous times 
since their publication (see Kleivan et al. 1988) and their 
monumental scholarly value has been widely acknowl-
edged. Nevertheless, the first international effort to assess 
the FTE’s legacy did not come until 1988, in the form of 
a special issue of the journal Études/Inuit/Studies, on the 
occasion of the 55th anniversary of Rasmussen’s passing 
in 1933 (Kleivan and Burch 1988). Though officially dedi-
cated to Rasmussen’s life and career, most of the papers 
deal with the legacy of the FTE, particularly in Canada. 
Although praiseworthy and respectful of Rasmussen’s 
achievements, certain papers were critical of his omissions, 
unfounded generalizations, and even his style of fieldwork 
(e.g., Burch 1988a, 1988b; Remie 1988; Saladin d’Anglure 
1988). In the tradition of the era, the collection offered 
a strictly academic perspective on Rasmussen’s work and 
legacy and did not touch on its relevance to today’s de-
scendants of the people studied by Rasmussen and his 
colleagues.

Yet Rasmussen’s multifaceted persona and his heroic 
Arctic ventures continued to serve as magnets to scholars, 
publishers, and popular writers. The following decades 
witnessed a bestseller reprint of his main popular account 
of the FTE, Across Arctic America (Rasmussen [1927] 
1999), with a new expanded introduction (Cole 1999); a 
series of Rasmussen biographies, both scholarly and pop-
ular (Bown 2015; Hastrup 2010; Michelsen 2011, 2014, 
2018); and several research papers (Gulløv 2016; Hastrup 
2016; Nielsen 2007). They all illustrated how much new 
information could be collected today about Rasmussen’s 
scientific ventures, writings, scholarly and political views, 
and, particularly, about his vision of the great connected-
ness of the Inuit/Eskimo people. They also revealed the 
remaining gaps in our knowledge about the FTE and its 
outcomes, including the current status of its ethnographic, 
archaeological, and photographic collections; the online 
accessibility of materials created by the FTE and their use 
for contemporary heritage and language/knowledge pres-
ervation work across its study area; and the outcomes of 

Rasmussen’s research and collection work in Alaska and 
in Russian Chukotka.

In an almost natural flow, these many lines of individ-
ual inquiries were eventually destined to come together, as 
awareness developed of the approaching centennial anni-
versary of the FTE by 2015–2017 (see below).2 Of course, 
Rasmussen’s towering figure continued to loom large over 
any efforts to revisit the FTE’s legacy.

“it is the eskimos that 
own my heart”

Knud Rasmussen, leader of the Fifth Thule Expedition, 
was born in 1879 in Ilulissat (then Jakobshavn), a Danish 
colonial hub in Disko Bay, West Greenland. His father 
was a priest, his mother a housewife of part-Inuit ances-
try. He grew up among the Inuit, listening to their sto-
ries; speaking their language, Kalaallisut; and learning 
their travel methods, particularly travel by dogsled. He 
first drove a dog team at the age of eight. At the age of 
12 he was sent to Denmark to further his education (see 
Michelsen, this issue).

As a young man Rasmussen returned to Greenland 
in 1902, joining the Danish Literary Expedition (1902–
1904), where he met the Inughuit—the people known 
to scientists and explorers as the “Polar Eskimos” (later, 
“Polar Inuit”). These were the once isolated and mysteri-
ous Inuit of the far north, of whom he had heard so much 
in his boyhood. On his second expedition to northern 
Greenland in 1909, he assisted the Greenland Church 
Society in founding the North Star Mission (Gilberg 
1984) and met Hans Peder Steensby, a geographer and 
ethnologist with an interest in determining the origins of 
Eskimo culture (see Michelsen; Krupnik, this issue).

Coincidentally, 1909 was the year in which veteran 
American explorer Robert Peary, who had provided the 
Inughuit with trade goods including guns and ammu-
nition for almost two decades, announced the achieve-
ment of his life’s goal, the attainment of the North Pole. 
With Peary’s announcement, Rasmussen realized that the 
Inughuit would face hard times with little access to such 
goods, yet the Danish government was not interested in 
having a presence in the region. Rasmussen decided to fill 
that void, and in 1910 he founded the world’s northern-
most trading post, naming it Thule, a Greek word used 
classically to refer to the extreme north (Mathiassen 1934; 
Sand 1935). The Inughuit had their own name for the place 
and called it Uummannaq, “the one shaped like a heart.”
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It was a trading post unlike any other. Rasmussen 
would use it as a base for a series of expeditions to explore 
the region, complete its mapping, and collect the tradi-
tional knowledge of the Inughuit. Four so-called Thule 
expeditions followed in the next decade (Cole 1999:-
xix–xx). The first (1912) was led by Rasmussen, accom-
panied by cartographer Peter Freuchen and two Inughuit 
dog drivers, Ulloriaq and Inukitsoq. The team traveled 
from the Thule station over the inland ice to northeast-
ern Greenland and proved the nonexistence of Peary 
Channel; the results were published as Grønland langs 
Polhavet (Rasmussen 1919) and Greenland by the Polar Sea 
(Rasmussen 1921b). The Second Thule Expedition (1916–
1918), primarily cartographic, was also led by Rasmussen, 
accompanied by Danish geologist and cartographer Lauge 
Koch, Swedish botanist Thorild Wulff, three Inughuit 
(Aajaku, Nasaatsorluarsuk, and Inukitsoq), and one West 
Greenlander (Hendrik Olsen). Although Rasmussen 
planned the Third Thule Expedition (1919), which laid 
out depots for a polar drift planned by Roald Amundsen, 
he did not participate in it. The Fourth Thule Expedition 
(also in 1919) was a trip by Rasmussen to Ammassalik 
on Greenland’s east coast, from there to Thule and then 
to Egedesminde (now Aasiaat) in Disko Bay. Rasmussen 
studied folklore and collected myths and legends that ap-
peared in a three-volume set, Myter og Sagn fra Grønland 
(Rasmussen 1921–1925), and partly in English as Eskimo 
Folk-tales (Rasmussen 1921a).

In addition to publishing the results of his adven-
tures and ethnographic researches in both English and 
Danish, Rasmussen was keen to spread his message in the 
way his childhood peers would appreciate. His first major 
book, Nye Mennesker, a record of his experiences on the 
Literary Expedition, was published in Danish (Rasmussen 
1905), then in English as The People of the Polar North 
(Rasmussen 1908), and the following year in Kalaallisut 
as Avángarnisalerssârutit (Rasmussen 1909b)—ensuring 
that his reputation as explorer and author would be known 
in his homeland as well as in Denmark and internationally. 
Indeed, during this same period he helped to establish an 
association, Grønlands Litteraturselskab (the Greenlandic 
Literary Society), that resulted in several books being pub-
lished in Kalaallisut. He was the author and translator of 
some of them (Thisted 2002).

Finally, in 1921 Rasmussen was ready to realize his 
ambitious dream, the Fifth Thule Expedition. He ex-
pressed its lofty purpose in simple terms—to investigate 
“the great primary problem of the origin of the Eskimo 

race” (Rasmussen 1927:vii; see Michelsen, this issue). 
In the process, Rasmussen would investigate and docu-
ment the folklore and religion of the Inuit encountered—
what he called their “intellectual culture.”

This was a scientific expedition, in which four Danes, 
in addition to Rasmussen, participated: Peter Freuchen 
(1886–1957) acted as surveyor and naturalist; Therkel 
Mathiassen (1892–1967) was the archaeologist; Kaj 
Birket-Smith (1893–1977) served as ethnologist; and 
Helge Bangsted (1898–1974) was Birket-Smith’s scientific 
assistant. Another Dane, the photographer Leo Hansen 
(1888–1962), joined Rasmussen in the central Canadian 
Arctic for the expedition’s final phase. Rasmussen him-
self was the leader and folklorist. A Kalaaleq (West 
Greenlander), Jacob Olsen (1890–1936), was secretary 
and interpreter to those Danes who could not speak 
an Inuit dialect (Fig. 2). Six Inughuit also participated, 
acting as hunters, sled drivers, seamstresses, and gen-
eral assistants: Aaqqioq (ca. 1891–ca. 1931) and his wife 
Arnannguaq (ca. 1896–1955); Nasaatsorluarsuk, also 
known as Bo’sun or Poorsimaat (ca. 1897–1975), and his 
wife Aqattaq (ca. 1905–?); a young man, Qaavigarsuaq, 
also known as Miteq, (ca. 1901–1978); and a young widow, 
Arnarulunnguaq (ca. 1895–1933). Three other Inughuit 
who had been expected to participate died before the ex-
pedition left Greenland (Frederiksen 1996; Gilberg 1994; 
Møller 2015; Kleist, this issue).

They established their headquarters—Blæsebælgen 
or “the bellows”—on a small, windy island in Foxe Basin 
that they named Danskeøen (Danish Island). From that 
base, the expedition teams traveled north, south, and 
west to document the land, its wildlife, and, most of all, 
its people. Inuit love to name strangers in their midst—
sometimes because they find it difficult to pronounce their 
real names, and sometimes just for fun. Very early in the 
FTE, all the Danes and the one West Greenlander had 
been given Inuktitut names. Rasmussen, known in West 
Greenland as Kununnguaq and in the Thule District as 
Kunupaluk, became known to Canadian Inuit as Kunu, 
Kunut, or Kunuuti. Peter Freuchen, whom the people of 
northern Greenland knew as Piitarsuaq (big Peter), kept 
that name but was also sometimes simply called Piita. 
The Inuit also called Jacob Olsen by his first name, modi-
fying it to Jaakku. Kaj Birket-Smith was Qakulluk, the 
Inuktitut word for fulmar, said to be because of his bird-
like appearance. Helge Bangsted was called Sikkisaq and 
Ikkisaanngi, for reasons unknown. Therkel Mathiassen 
was known as Tikili or Tikilik, an attempt to pronounce 
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his first name (Copland 1979; Laugrand and Oosten 
2009; People of Baker Lake 1979).

In February 1922, Birket-Smith and Bangsted trav-
eled to Baker Lake, where Rasmussen and Qaavigarsuaq 
joined them three months later. This journey was critical to 
the research that Rasmussen, focusing on the intellectual 
culture, and Birket-Smith, interested in the material cul-
ture, were carrying out to test Steensby’s theory (Steensby 
1917). The FTE members were to meet the inland Inuit, 
whom Rasmussen dubbed the “Caribou Eskimos.” He 
and Birket-Smith believed that their work had document-
ed the culture of the original Eskimos. Unfortunately, 
both men succumbed to the temptation to use their data 
to prove Steensby’s theory and to ignore those aspects that 
did not fit (Burch 1978, 1988a), rather than approaching 
the subject like an open book and letting the data they 
accumulated lead to a theory. It was their FTE partner 
Mathiassen who challenged Rasmussen’s and Birket-
Smith’s theories on the basis of his archaeological digs 
and claimed that the early Eskimo culture had its origins 

in Alaska, from where it spread eastward across Canada 
and to Greenland. All subsequent research has borne out 
that conclusion (Burch 1988a).

It is ironic, then, that although Rasmussen’s con-
clusions on the subject of Eskimo origins, which has 
been described as “his most cherished research” (Burch 
1988a:96), were wrong, 100 years later we are enormously 
indebted to him and his colleagues for our knowledge of 
the traditional (pre-Christian) customs and beliefs of Inuit 
in Canada. The results of their endeavors appeared in sev-
eral volumes of the Report of the Fifth Thule Expedition: 
Birket-Smith’s two-part work, The Caribou Eskimos 
(1929), and Rasmussen’s Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik 
Eskimos (1929), Observations on the Intellectual Culture of 
the Caribou Eskimos (1930a), Iglulik and Caribou Eskimo 
Texts (1930b), The Netsilik Eskimos (1931), and Intellectual 
Culture of the Copper Eskimos (1932b). Two more of 
Rasmussen’s studies, The Mackenzie Eskimos (Ostermann 
1942) and The Alaskan Eskimos (Ostermann and Holtved 
1952), were compiled from his field notes and published 

Figure 2: Danish members of the FTE and Greenlander Jacob Olsen prior to their departure from Nuuk, August 1921. 
Left to right: (front row) Captain Peder Pedersen, Knud Rasmussen, Peter Freuchen, Jacob Olsen; (back row) Kaj 
Birket-Smith, Therkel Mathiassen, and Helge Bangsted. At the time the photo was taken the Inughuit members of the 
expedition were at the hospital in Nuuk (then Godthab). Smithsonian Institution Archives, Records Unit 7091, Box 
409, Folder 2, Photo 2005-8627.
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posthumously. Mathiassen (1927, 1930) also published 
the results of his archaeological work and his analysis of 
Rasmussen’s collections from the western Arctic. These 
and the other issues of the FTE reports constitute a se-
ries of incomparable works comprising approximately 
5,500 pages.

Before the FTE, there was no reliable information 
on the beliefs and culture of the societies of Inuit living 
inland from Hudson Bay (“Caribou Inuit”). Without 
Birket-Smith’s studies, we would know almost noth-
ing of the material culture of these people; without 
Rasmussen’s work, we would know little of their reli-
gion nor of the beliefs of other Inuit of the northern 
Hudson Bay coast—the Aivilingmiut and their sub-
group the Iglulingmiut—and the groups farther west on 
the central Arctic coast, to the Mackenzie Delta, and, 
to a lesser extent, northern Alaska. Even if Rasmussen 
described himself in the list of expedition personnel as 
a “folklorist,” he had the soul of a poet, and he reveled 
in collecting the life stories and legends of the Inuit. He 
was at his best when recording religious beliefs and the 
practices of shamans.

The FTE was also extremely productive in the field 
of archaeology. Mathiassen, the expedition’s sole archae-
ologist, accompanied by Jacob Olsen, spent the sum-
mer of 1922 excavating at Repulse Bay, then continued 
his work on Southampton Island. In 1923, he traveled 
with Canadian Inuit to Pond Inlet on northeastern 
Baffin Island, where he excavated throughout the sum-
mer, departing in the fall to Denmark. His work proved 
the existence of an ancient culture, subsequently named 
the Thule Culture, which was the precursor to modern 
Inuit culture (see Crowell, this issue). His massive volume 
Archaeology of the Central Eskimos (Mathiassen 1927) 
served as his doctoral dissertation at the University of 
Copenhagen; it laid the groundwork for future Arctic ar-
chaeology (Gulløv 2016).

“to the last eskimo tribe”:  
into alaska and siberia

On March 11, 1923, Rasmussen started on his great sled 
journey westward accompanied by just two Inughuit—
Qaavigarsuaq and Arnarulunnguaq, the widow of 
Iggiannguaq, who had died of influenza before the expe-
dition left Greenland. The purpose of this grand under-
taking was his long-held plan to visit the rest of the Inuit 
of the far northern reaches of Canada, including all those 

along the Arctic coast and the Mackenzie Delta, and con-
tinue onward along the north coast of Alaska to the Bering 
Strait (Michelsen, this issue).

The party spent the first summer among the 
Nattilingmiut (Netsilingmiut), at that time a very iso-
lated group, the least influenced by white contact of 
any group that Rasmussen encountered. He interrupted 
his time among the Nattilingmiut for a brief visit to the 
Ukkusiksalingmiut at the mouth of the Back River. He 
and his party traveled light, carrying only emergency 
rations and a supply of trade goods to use in acquiring 
ethnographical specimens from the Inuit. By November 
1923, Rasmussen and his small party were at Kent 
Peninsula in the territory of the Copper Inuit (today called 
the Inuinnait), where they were joined by Leo Hansen, 
a Danish photographer who had arrived from Alaska 
and would travel with them all the way to Barrow (to-
day’s Utqiaġvik), then rejoin them later in Nome. They 
remained among the Umingmaktuurmiut (“People of the 
Muskox”) at Kent Peninsula until January 1924. From 
there it was on to the old American whaling center of 
Herschel Island, before they crossed into Alaska on May 
5, 1924 (Mathiassen 1945).

Their trip through Alaska was fast, with a few notable 
stopovers. On May 23, 1924, Rasmussen’s party arrived in 
Barrow, where they spent 10 days before continuing south 
(Fig. 3), leaving Leo Hansen behind to film the Iñupiat 
summer whaling festival (see MacKenzie and Stenport, 
this issue). Shortly after, they arrived at Icy Cape, where a 
whale had just been caught and where the FTE party par-
ticipated in the whaling festival and Rasmussen recorded 
songs and stories (Mathiassen 1945:100; Ostermann and 
Holtved 1952; Crowell, this issue). Here the great sled jour-
ney of about 6,000 km from its start at Hudson Bay came 
to an end. The sleds and most of the dogs were left behind, 
and all subsequent traveling was done by skin boats and 
schooners. On July 16 they reached Point Hope, and af-
ter two weeks they moved south via Cape Thompson and 
Kotzebue, until they finally reached Nome on August 31 
(Burch 1988b; Mathiassen 1945:100–105).

Nome, the westernmost community in North America 
and still one of its busiest frontier towns, was a crossroads 
for different groups—Iñupiat, Yup’ik, and Siberian and 
St. Lawrence Island Yupik—from western Alaska and the 
adjacent parts of Russia. Here, Rasmussen was able to 
collect invaluable ethnographic and folklore data (see 
Sonne; Pratt, this issue) and even launched a short trip to 
the Russian Chukotka region across the Bering Strait (see 
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Schwalbe et al.; Shokarev; Bronshtein, this issue). Upon his 
return from the abortive trip to Russia, he spent another 
month in Nome, interviewing people, recording stories, 
and purchasing ethnographic and archaeological speci-
mens, before leaving with his two Inughuit companions 
on a steamer for Seattle, then by train to New York, with 
a short side trip to Washington, DC (see below), and then 
by transatlantic liner to Copenhagen. With that, the FTE 
was concluded.

Or at least the physical part was over, but much re-
mained to be done. As Rasmussen himself once said, “One 
can never finish exploring a people” (Rasmussen 1927:xiii). 
As noted earlier, FTE participants authored most of the 10 
volumes of the expedition’s published reports. These are 
a treasure trove of information on the material culture, 
daily customs, myths, legends, beliefs, and life stories 
of the people they encountered. Rasmussen was the last of 
the old-style dogsled explorers. He once stated, “from my 
heart I bless the fate that allowed me to be born at a time 
when Arctic exploration by dog sledge was not yet a thing 
of the past” (Rasmussen 1927:v; see Krupnik, this issue). In 
elaborating on that theme, he said: 

It was my privilege, as one born in Greenland, and 
speaking the Eskimo language as my native tongue, 

to know these people in an intimate way. . . . From 
the very nature of things, I was endowed with at-
tributes for Polar work which outlanders have to 
acquire through painful experience. . . . [F]rom 
the earliest boyhood I played and worked with the 
hunters, so that even the hardships of the most 
strenuous sledge-trips became pleasant routine for 
me. (Rasmussen 1927:vi)

Rasmussen knew that the FTE was his crowning 
achievement—he called it “a great and rich experience for 
me”—but felt that he still had more to contribute. His 
work would remain focused on the Arctic, he said, “for 
it is the Eskimos that own my heart” (Hansen 1953:177; 
see also Bown 2015:263). After the FTE, two more Thule 
expeditions followed. On the last, to Ammassalik and 
Scoresbysund in East Greenland in the summer of 1933, 
Rasmussen took ill and was evacuated to Denmark, where 
he died on December 21 of that year, at the age of 54.

the fte centennial:  
building a coalition

By all accounts, Rasmussen started planning his great sled 
journey across the North American Arctic in 1909, if not 
a few years prior (see above; Rasmussen 1909a; Michelsen, 

Figure 3: Rasmussen (second from left) on his departure from Barrow (Utqiaġvik), Alaska, June 1924. Smithsonian 
Institution Archives. Records Unit 7091, Box 409, Folder 2, Photo 2005-8635.
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this issue). A century later, it took us at least five to six years 
to lay the groundwork for a celebration of its legacy, of 
which this collection is a small part. The idea to use the 
approaching centennial of the expedition to reevaluate its 
importance and impacts was reportedly advanced in 2014 
(see Griebel et al., this issue). That year, the staff of the 
Pitquhirnikkut Ilihautiniq/Kitikmeot Heritage Society 
(PI/KHS), an Inuit-directed community and research 
center in Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, considered exploring 
the FTE’s Inuinnait ethnographic collections stored at the 
National Museum of Denmark. The PI/KHS vision was, 
and remains, that the centennial should bring internation-
al attention to the FTE work for preserving and renewing 
Inuinnait knowledge, language, and culture, and for the 
broader benefit of all Inuit.

In spring 2016, the message about the PI/KHS effort 
reached the Smithsonian Arctic Studies Center (ASC) 
in Washington, DC, via our Danish colleagues, Daria 
Morgounova Schwalbe and Bent Nielsen (both contribu-
tors to this issue). They reported briefly about working 
with the team from the PI/KHS, its Canadian research 
partners, and curators at the Danish National Museum 
to secure funding for a prototype of the Fifth Thule 
Expedition Atlas. The message also included the first link 
to the atlas site barely two weeks after it went online.3

A brief chance to discuss the atlas and opportunities 
to combine resources for a prospective FTE centennial in 
2021 emerged in October 2016, at the 20th Inuit Studies 
Conference in St. John’s, Newfoundland. The conference 
program included a paper titled “Fifth Thule Expedition 
Atlas and the Digital Return of Inuit Knowledge,” coau-
thored by Brendan Griebel, Pamela Gross, and Darren 
Keith. In between the sessions, Darren Keith from the 
PI/KHS and Amos Hayes from the Geomatics and 
Cartographic Research Centre at Carleton University, 
Ottawa, demonstrated a working prototype of the online 
atlas produced by the Geomatics and Cartographic team, 
which covered the Inuinnait territory between Coronation 
Gulf and King William Island (see Griebel et al., this issue).

These first talks and the follow-up correspondence ad-
dressed the possibility of a larger program to eventually 
involve other partners from Canada, Greenland, Alaska/
U.S., Denmark, and perhaps Russia, and feature the en-
tire area explored by the FTE, “from Greenland to the 
Pacific.” In early 2017, the ASC published a major interna-
tional volume, Early Inuit Studies: Themes and Transitions, 
1850s–1980s (Krupnik 2016), with two chapters covering 
aspects of the FTE legacy (Gulløv 2016; Hastrup 2016).

The ASC has considerable experience in organizing 
international “centennial” programs, like the earlier cele-
bration of the Jesup North Pacific Expedition (the Jesup-2 
program4) and the Fourth International Polar Year 
(2007–2008) (Krupnik et al. 2009). The ASC also has 
a direct link to Rasmussen and the FTE legacy, though 
admittedly not at the level of the Danish institutions that 
house the bulk of the FTE collections and related archival 
documents (see Appelt et al.; Nielsen; Schwalbe et al., this 
issue). In November 1924, on the final leg of their return 
trip from Alaska to Denmark via New York, Rasmussen, 
photographer Leo Hansen, and Inughuit collaborators 
Arnarulunnguaq and Qaavigarsuaq made a short stop-
over in Washington, DC. Their primary goal was to 
visit the Science Service news organization established 
in 1921 for the popularization of science (Fitzhugh and 
Rusk 2005; Krupnik 2018). Rasmussen left the Science 
Service a small collection of documents, newspaper clips, 
and copies of some expedition photographs that were 
eventually transferred to the Smithsonian archives and 
are used as illustrations to this special collection. The file 
included several photos of Rasmussen and his compan-
ions in Washington taken by Watson Davis of the Science 
Service (Figs. 4 and 5).

In January 2018, the ASC hosted a high-level 
Greenlandic delegation led by the then Minister of 
Independence, Foreign Affairs, and Agriculture Suka K. 
Frederiksen (Krupnik 2018; Fig. 6). Our guests were ex-
cited about a prospective international program with an 
active Greenlandic component. The emerging consensus 
within the ASC team was that we should use our inter-
national networks to encourage future centennial part-
ners to engage in knowledge and data sharing, research, 
and public programs, and particularly in assisting Arctic 
Indigenous communities in the areas visited by FTE to 
reconnect with the records of their cultures and heritage 
created by the expedition members. This journal volume is 
a true reflection of those goals.

In March 2018, on visits to Moscow and Copenhagen, 
we continued brainstorming the FTE centennial with 
partners on earlier ASC ventures. In Moscow, the re-
sponse was unanimously enthusiastic, as the area around 
Cape Dezhnev (East Cape) that Rasmussen visited in 
Chukotka in September 1924 (see Bronshtein; Schwalbe 
et al.; Shokarev, this issue) is currently the top priority of 
Russian-led efforts in Arctic heritage documentation. In 
Copenhagen, the response was equally wholehearted. 
In meetings at the Danish National Museum and the 
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Figure 4: Knud Rasmussen (left) and his Inughuit companions Arnarulunnguaq (center) and Qaavigarsuaq (right) in Wash-
ington, DC, November 1924. Smithsonian Institution Archives, Records Unit 7091, Box 409, Folder 2, Photo 2005-8654.

Figure 5: Members of the Fifth Thule Expedition prepare to board the train in Washington, DC. Left to right: 
 Arnarulunnguaq (in Alaska Native outer cloth parka), Knud Rasmussen, Leo Hansen (expedition photographer), and 
Qaavigarsuaq. Smithsonian Institution Archives, Records Unit 7091, Box 409, Folder 2, Photo 2005-8645.
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Danish Arctic Institute, we agreed to share plans and join 
forces. Danish colleagues also offered help in connecting 
to their partners in Greenland to build a larger interna-
tional coalition.

why nome? fte and the alaska 
anthropological association, 2019

Shortly afterwards, in spring 2018, the Alaska 
Anthropological Association (AkAA) announced that 
its 46th annual meeting would be held in Nome in 
February 2019 and invited proposals for thematic ses-
sions. Nome (population 3,800, 55% Alaska Native in 
2020) would be an ideal place for a meeting to celebrate 
the FTE centennial. It was the last stop in Arctic North 
America for Rasmussen and his small team, who spent 
two months there in September–October 1924. The of-
ficial theme of the AkAA meeting, “Alaska Anthropology 
in the Age of Engagement: Communities, Collections and 
Collaboration,” was also a perfect match to our program.

In June 2018, Aron Crowell and Igor Krupnik submit-
ted a proposal for a full-day session titled “The Centennial 
of the Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–1924: Arctic/Alaskan/
Bering Strait Connections.” We envisioned a scholarly 
symposium with papers, a follow-up book (or a special 

journal issue), and associated public programs to feature 
scholars, filmmakers, museum specialists, and Indigenous 
cultural experts—Iñupiat, Canadian and Greenlandic 
Inuit, Russian Yupik and Chukchi—from U.S./Alaska, 
Canada, Denmark, Green land, and Russia. Such public 
events, including a film festival, would help introduce the 
FTE and its pioneering role in forging trans-Inuit connec-
tions, both to the Nome community and to the descen-
dants of people who interacted with Rasmussen and his 
companions almost 100 years ago.

In October 2018, our session was accepted, and the 
AkAA board offered its financial support for Indigenous 
participants from Canada. Special efforts were taken to 
expand the usual crowd of curators, anthropologists, 
historians, and ASC-affiliated researchers. The AkAA 
grant provided travel funds for two Inuit participants 
from Canada—Pamela Hakongak Gross, executive di-
rector of the PI/KHS in Cambridge Bay, and Bernadette 
Miqqusaaq Dean, educator and heritage worker from 
Rankin Inlet, both in Nunavut. The U.S. Arctic Research 
Commission supported travel for Eileen Norbert, Nome-
born Inuit educator and cultural worker (see Norbert, this 
issue), the author of a recently published book on  historical 
photography by her grandfather Charles Menadelook 
(1892–1933) (Norbert 2016). Thanks to the efforts of 

Figure 6: Greenlandic delegation at the Arctic Studies Center, January 2018. Left to right: Deputy Minister Kenneth 
Høegh, Head of Department Jacob Isbosethsen, Rebecca Lynge, and Foreign Minister Suka K. Frederiksen. Photo by 
Igor Krupnik.
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Figure 7: Participants in the FTE session at the 2019 Alaska Anthropological Association meeting in Nome, Alaska. 
Left to right, front row: Bernadette Driscoll Engelstad, Daria Schwalbe, Pamela Hagongak Gross, Lene Borch Han-
sen, Eileen Norbert, and Birgitte Sonne.  Left to right, back row: Igor Krupnik, Bent Nielsen, Aron Crowell, Stephen 
 Loring, Kenneth Pratt, Matt Ganley, Mari Kleist, and Knud Michelsen.

the Greenland Representation at the Danish Embassy in 
Washington and the Greenlandic National Museum and 
Archives (Nunatta Katersugaasivia Allagaateqarfialu), the 
Greenlandic Ministry of Foreign Affairs provided funds to 
support the attendance of Dr. Mari Kleist, a Greenlandic 
archaeologist (see Kleist, this issue). Another enthusiastic 
partner was Danish film director Lene Borch Hansen at 
Nordisk Film Production and the lead force behind the 
newly released film, Knud Rasmussen: The Great Enchanter 
(Lowzow et al. 2017).

Nothing went smoothly, even though our troubles 
in 2018–early 2019 paled in comparison with what 
Rasmussen and his partners experienced almost 100 years 
earlier. In January 2019, the Smithsonian Institution was 
closed due to the U.S. government shutdown; it blocked 
the very ability for Smithsonian speakers to travel. When 
the shutdown ended, the threat of another closure loomed 

until mid-February, leaving our plans up in the air. Of 
course, one should never discount Mother Nature, par-
ticularly in Alaska. On the night before the session, a 
powerful snowstorm prevented the Anchorage-to-Nome 
flight (with several speakers on board) from landing, leav-
ing those of us already in town scrambling to make emer-
gency plans for a reorganized session. Against all odds, we 
were lucky to have all speakers in Nome for the session on 
February 28, 2019.

The full-day session with 15 papers took place in a 
packed classroom at the University of Alaska Northwest 
Campus in Nome (Fig. 7). The papers were organized in 
clusters to cover three major session themes: (1) the in-
tellectual history of the FTE; (2) its work in Alaska and 
specifically in the Bering Strait–Seward Peninsula area, 
including Russian Chukotka; and (3) the legacy of the 
FTE, including the role of its museum, archival, photo-
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graphic, and other resources in contemporary scholarship 
and museum work, and its value to the people living in the 
areas and communities visited by the FTE. This structure 
is preserved in the current volume (see below).

On the last day of the AkAA conference, the group 
held a four-hour public session at the Carrie McLain 
Memorial Museum for conference participants and Nome 
residents. It featured a presentation by Pamela Gross and 
Bernadette Dean about the ways Canadian Inuit commu-
nities support their language, subsistence tradition, and 
cultural heritage; a popular lecture by Knud Michelsen 
featuring the life of Rasmussen and his many travels; and 
the official North American premiere of the 55-minute 
film Knud Rasmussen: The Great Enchanter, introduced by 
its director, Lene Borch Hansen. The audience welcomed 
this public “return” of Rasmussen and the FTE appropri-
ately taking place in Nome, the last North American stop 
on the expedition’s 18,000 km route.

the structure of this collection

Papers in this centennial volume generally repeat the or-
ganization of the Nome AkAA session, even if some con-
tributions replaced a few missing original talks. The first 
section, “Intellectual History,” follows a short foreword 
by Bernadette Miqqusaaq Dean (also delivered in Nome), 
volume preface (by Aron Crowell), and this introduction. 
The opening paper in the first section, authored by Knud 
Michelsen, reviews the many plans—seven altogether—
that Rasmussen developed between the early 1900s and 
1921 for the FTE’s goals and areas of operation. It is re-
markable how persistent Rasmussen was in pursuing his 
youthful dream of a sled journey across the entire Inuit 
area, which he finally accomplished at the age of 45. Mari 
Kleist shifts the focus to the Indigenous partners of the 
FTE and their roles in its success, long overshadowed by 
the attention given to the Danish scientists. Speaking on 
behalf of the PI/KHS, Brendan Griebel, Darren Keith, 
and Pamela Gross introduce the story of its multiyear 
effort to retrieve FTE cultural materials in support of 
Inuinnait cultural heritage, language, and community re-
silience, and the development of the digital Fifth Thule 
Expedition Atlas—a joint venture of the PI/KHS, the 
Geomatics and Cartographic Research Centre at Carleton 
University, and the National Museum of Denmark. 
Bernadette Driscoll Engelstad dwells on the richness of 
the early Inuit ethnographic collections from the Central 
Canadian Arctic assembled by Rasmussen’s predecessors, 

George Comer, Roald Amundsen, Vilhjálmur Stefansson, 
Rudolf Anderson, and others in the years preceding the 
FTE. Igor Krupnik’s paper offers another historical per-
spective by placing Rasmussen’s approach in the broader 
context of the scholarly vision and field methods of his 
peers in the same age group born in the 1870s and 1880s, 
and of the preceding “great generation,” in their research 
in the Arctic.

The six papers in the following section, “Alaska–
Chukotka Crossroads,” address Rasmussen’s work in 
Alaska and nearby Chukotka (Chukchi Peninsula) on the 
FTE’s westernmost leg in summer–fall 1924. Aron Crowell 
evaluates Rasmussen’s observations on Iñupiaq whaling, 
whaling ceremonies, and mythology in Alaska and com-
pares this complex to practices and beliefs that the expe-
dition recorded among the Central Inuit. Kenneth Pratt 
explores the story of a Nunivak Island shaman named 
Nayagnir (“Najagneq”) who was put on trial in Nome in 
1924, thus fortuitously offering Rasmussen a chance to 
document Nuniwarmiut (the people of Nunivak Island) 
beliefs and stories from him and others from his homeland 
brought to Nome to testify in the trial. Birgitte Sonne 
compares beliefs of the Nuniwarmiut to the general spiri-
tual culture of the Inuit world, relying on Nunivak masks 
and drawings from the FTE collected and commissioned 
by Rasmussen. Scott MacKenzie and Anna Westerstahl 
Stenport introduce the “lost” films produced by the FTE 
cameraman, Leo Hansen, specifically his little-known 
footage from Utqiaġvik and Nome. Daria Schwalbe, Anne 
Lisbeth Schmidt, and Kristoffer Schmidt give an overview 
of diverse museum collections (ethnographic, archaeologi-
cal, and photographic) that originated from Rasmussen’s 
short trip to Chukotka, including a major collection of 
Native Siberian clothing that he purchased a few years 
later and donated to the National Museum of Denmark. 
Lastly, historian Sergei Shokarev  illuminates the story 
of the small community of Kengiskun (Dezhnevo) in 
Chukotka, where Rasmussen landed on his aborted trip to 
meet the Yupik people at East Cape.

The last section, “Fifth Thule Expedition Resources 
Today,” considers the diverse legacy resources of the FTE 
and their value to today’s Arctic communities. Martin 
Appelt, Bjarne Grønnow, and Anne Mette Randrup 
Jørgensen tell the story of over 200 Nattilingmiut 
(Netsilingmiut) Inuit pencil drawings produced during the 
FTE fieldwork and recently rediscovered at the National 
Museum of Denmark. Bent Nielsen overviews major 
depositories of the archival and photographic  materials 
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produced by the FTE at several Danish institutions and, 
more specifically, the FTE photo collection at the Danish 
Arctic Institute in Copenhagen. Eileen Norbert presents 
rare photographs taken by (Charles) Menadelook, Iñupiaq 
teacher and self-made photographer, whose lively pic-
tures from the same era differed in many aspects from the 
staged and landscape photography by the FTE members. 
The final paper by art curator Michael Bronshtein offers 
the first-ever assessment of five walrus tusks engraved by 
local Chukchi and Yupik carvers that Rasmussen report-
edly brought back from Chukotka. A short epilogue by 
William Fitzhugh summarizes the key outcomes of this 
centennial reappraisal of the FTE and Rasmussen’s monu-
mental contributions to the study of the Inuit people and 
the richness of their cultures.

the emerging centennial landscape

As these papers illustrate, in terms of public knowledge 
the impact of the FTE is still underestimated in Alaska, 
in spite of the publication of Agayut (Sonne 1988), a de-
scription and interpretation of masks and drawings from 
Nunivak. It is hard to trace the FTE’s impact in Russia, 
even though Rasmussen’s name is well-known in the 
country, thanks to the Russian translation of Den store 
Slaederejse (Rasmussen 1958). Even less known is the 
fate of the Native communities that Rasmussen visited in 
Chukotka—Dezhnevo (closed in 1952) and Uelen, as well 
as his unrealized “promised land,” the Yupik community 
of Nuvuqaq (Naukan), also closed in 1958. The Yupik and 
Chukchi people know that Rasmussen was once in their 
homeland, but few know when and where, and what he 
did there.

In Canada, as discussed earlier, the PI/KHS got an 
early start (by a number of years) on initiatives that will 
serve to celebrate the FTE centennial; of particular inter-
est is the Fifth Thule Expedition Atlas (see Griebel et al., 
this issue). Under the mandate of PI/KHS, the project has 
focused on documenting the expedition’s activities within 
Inuinnait territory; its coverage begins when Rasmussen 
entered that region from the east and ends when he de-
parted from it to the west. The FTE touched only lightly 
on the Qikiqtaaluk (formerly Baffin) region in Nunavut, 
with some ethnographic work in Igloolik and cartographic 
and archaeological work taking place on northern Baffin 
Island. The bulk of the expedition’s ethnographic and 
archaeological work took place in the Kivalliq (formerly 
Keewatin) region. Yet the Inuit Heritage Trust, a Nunavut-

wide organization established under the Nunavut Land 
Claims Agreement, and the Government of Nunavut’s 
Department of Culture and Heritage so far have not 
planned any role in the FTE centennial activities.

Unfortunately, many plans for 2020 were postponed 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Nordic Bridges, 
a yearlong cultural initiative between the Nordic coun-
tries and Canada, to be coordinated by the Harbourfront 
Centre in Toronto, has been moved to 2022. Part of its 
planning originally included an FTE component as an 
initiative of the Winnipeg Art Gallery and the National 
Museum of Denmark, with possible participation from the 
Nuuk Art Gallery. The Embassy of Denmark in Canada 
is supportive of Nordic Bridges and other Canadian ini-
tiatives to celebrate the FTE.5 The Inuksiutiit Katimajiit 
Association, a nonprofit group based at Université Laval 
in Québec, Canada—which is behind the Inuit Studies 
conferences and Études/Inuit/Studies journal—intends 
to conduct its next conference in Winnipeg in late 2021. 
Organizers have expressed great interest in having the 
FTE centennial as a significant component of the con-
ference program, particularly since many strong family 
memories about interaction with Rasmussen and the FTE 
team remain in the region (see Bernadette Miqqusaaq 
Dean, this issue). Various other plans have been put in 
place by our Danish and Greenlandic colleagues to cel-
ebrate the FTE centennial.

Readers should be aware that this collection, per its 
very origin, explores primarily the Alaska/Bering Strait 
components of the FTE legacy. We anticipate it will serve 
as a forerunner to other centennial publications expressing 
perspectives by our Canadian, Danish, Greenlandic, and 
other colleagues on Rasmussen and the glory of the Fifth 
Thule Expedition.

notes

1. Volume 1 of the FTE Report provided a general sum-
mary of the expedition, as well as its research in to-
pography and geology, volume 2 covered botany and 
zoology, volume 3 dealt with physical anthropology 
and linguistics, and volume 4 summarized results of 
archaeology. The next five volumes were dedicated 
to ethnological studies of the central Canadian Inuit 
(Eskimo): the inland Inuit living west of Hudson 
Bay (vol. 5, Caribou Inuit), Iglulingmiut (vols. 6–7, 
Iglulik), Nattilingmiut (vol. 8, Netsilik), and Inuinnait 
(vol. 9, Copper Inuit). Finally, volume 10, published 
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after Rasmussen’s death, covered his research in the 
Mackenzie Delta and Alaska. Its last component, 
dedicated to masks of the Nuniwarmiut (Nunivak 
Island Eskimo) commissioned by Rasmussen in 
Nome in 1924 (Sonne 1988), was published 55 years 
after Rasmussen’s passing and was named part 4 of 
the volume.

2. The idea of retracing Rasmussen’s route across the 
North American Arctic by dogsled or by air has 
been entertained by journalists, filmmakers, pro-
fessional dog mushers, and tour operators (Hafey 
2018; Matthews n.d.), a tradition that goes back to 
at least the 1970s (e.g., Fleischer 1993; Flowers 2011; 
Lauritzen 1979, 1983).

3. Elyse Skura and Jennifer Geens, “New Online Atlas 
Connects Inuit with Lost History of Knud Rasmussen 
Expedition,” CBC News, April 23, 2016,  http://www.
cbc.ca/news/canada/north/knud-rasmussen-fifth-
thule-expedition-atlas-1.3547847.

4. In 1992–2002, the ASC organized the internation-
al Jesup-2 program celebrating the centennial of 
the Jesup North Pacific Expedition (1897–1902), di-
rected by Franz Boas. It engaged numerous partners 
from the U.S., Canada, Russia, Germany, and Japan, 
including many Indigenous knowledge holders. It 
included Jesup-2 international sessions and three 
volumes of scholarly papers (Kendall and Krupnik 
2003; Krupnik and Fitzhugh 2001; Tanimoto and 
Inoue 2009), and initiated exhibits, collection tours, 
and international research exchanges. A special com-
ponent was virtual sharing of the Jesup Expedition 
museum objects with their home communities in the 
North Pacific region, using the technologies of the 
era—CD-ROMs, photo prints, small traveling ex-
hibits, and nascent collection websites.

5. In 2019, Kenn Harper presented an illustrated lec-
ture, “Knud Rasmussen: A Canadian Perspective on 
a Danish-Greenlandic Explorer,” to a meeting of the 
Canadian Nordic Society and contributed a chapter 
on the FTE to the annual publication of the Danish 
Associations in Canada (Harper 2020). He is also 
working on a series of articles on the FTE in his his-
tory column, “Taissumani,” in the northern newspa-
per Nunatsiaq News.
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abstract

This paper takes a critical look into the Fifth Thule Expedition and the lack of general representation 
and recognition of its Inuit participants. Historically, little attention has been paid to the degree to 
which Indigenous participants played a role in non-Arctic peoples’ (e.g., Europeans, North Americans, 
and Russians) quest to explore the Arctic. Outsiders have for centuries been attracted to explore and 
colonize the Arctic regions. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, ethnographic 
subjects and fieldwork expanded as a result of progressing colonial encounters. Among them, the 
Fifth Thule Expedition (1921–1924) played a significant role in the interpretation and description 
of the Arctic and the Indigenous peoples who call it home. The Fifth Thule Expedition’s Inuit par-
ticipants from Kalaallit Nunaat (Greenland), particularly the Inughuit from Avanersuaq (Northwest 
Greenland), played a crucial role in carrying out vital tasks for the expedition. However, the role and 
importance of these participants have rarely been a focus of discussion, and only scant recognition has 
been paid to their contributions. This paper places Inuit participants as central actors in the success 
of the Fifth Thule Expedition and explores the entangled colonial aspects of scientific expeditions to 
the Arctic.

introduction

Inuit groups (including Iñupiat and Inuvialuit) have oc-
cupied the North American Arctic since their ancestors 
arrived from Alaska around ad 1200 as part of the ini-
tial Inuit (also known as “Thule”) migration (Friesen 
2016). Across time and space, the Arctic has been a place 
where long-distance trade has taken place among differ-
ent pre-Inuit and Inuit groups, and later became a locus 
of interaction with European, Euroamerican, and Russian 
exploration and colonization (Bravo 2016; Gulløv 2016; 
Harbsmeier 2016; Hastrup et al. 2018a; Kleist and Walls 
2019). Inuit knowledge derives from intimate familiar-
ity with the changing conditions of the Arctic landscape, 
including seasonal ice and climatic changes (e.g., Aporta 
2016). For outsiders, the Arctic environment was unfamil-
iar and harsh, and they were not accustomed to surviving 

in these habitats. As a result, explorers coming from far 
away needed guidance and help from the Inuit to ensure 
the success of their expeditions. Inuit provided these expe-
ditions with valuable skills and knowledge of the land, sea, 
and ice environments.

However, despite their central role, Inuit have rarely 
been acknowledged in scientific literature or public ac-
counts of the time. This seems largely because the his-
tory and practice of Arctic exploration and research has 
been written mainly by Euroamericans following Western 
standards; they were products of their time and contextu-
alized the history of exploration and colonization based 
on the assumption of Western superiority, choosing what 
was  important enough to disseminate. The purpose of this 
paper is not to diminish the honor and merit of Western 
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explorers, anthropologists, and others who contributed 
valuable ideas, resources, and logistical support for po-
lar explorations. Despite the imperialistic and sometimes 
dubious colonial aspects of many expeditions, the knowl-
edge and data gathered were truly impressive and deserve 
praise, and praise they have received, in abundance.

My purpose here is to shine light on some forgotten 
pieces of those stories that have been erased by centering 
Western ideas. Importantly, successful expeditions could 
not have been accomplished without the help of Inuit, 
who had lived in these regions for millennia. The assess-
ments and decisions Inuit made every day enabled the 
 expeditions to survive and succeed, and without their con-
tributions we would not have “our” current scientific and 
geographic knowledge of the Arctic.

With increasing colonial encounters from the late 
nineteenth century onward, ethnographic fieldwork in 
the Arctic began to flourish. The Fifth Thule Expedition 
(FTE) initiated by the Danish Kalaaleq (Greenlandic) 
explorer Knud Rasmussen brought a more systematic, 
scientific approach to Arctic studies (Harbsmeier 2016; 
Meldgaard and Gulløv 2002). Its scientific objective was 
to seek the origins of contemporary Inuit culture based 
on the “ancient Inuit” way of life (Appelt et al. 2018:63; 
Krupnik 2016:7; Rasmussen 1921b).

The FTE is one of the best-known and most successful 
scientific expeditions ever made in the North American 
Arctic, and it collected an immense amount of scientific 
data (Hastrup 2016:118). The expedition was conceived 
and led by Knud Rasmussen, and its crew included Danish 
scientific scholars, writers/journalists, photographers (see 
Michelsen, this issue), and, not least, Kalaallit partici-
pants from Kalaallit Nunaat (Greenland), Inughuit (Polar 
Inuit) from Avanersuaq, Northwest Greenland (Gilberg 
1984:593; Nyeboe 1924), and an Inuk from Kitaa, West 
Greenland. To acknowledge different histories and the 
right to self-identify, I use the appropriate regional names 
throughout this paper.

Knud Rasmussen is often viewed by Danes as basi-
cally Danish but with Inuk ancestry through his part-
Kalaaleq maternal grandmother. I have no doubt that 
Rasmussen’s family in Kalaallit Nunaat considers him 
as a Kalaaleq. Inuit, like most Indigenous peoples (see 
TallBear 2013), do not categorize a person by blood or 
biological descent (see also Palmater 2011), leaving peo-
ple to decide for themselves to determine their belong-
ing, while giving communities the right to accept or re-
ject those self- designations. While the life histories of the 

Danish expedition members—Kaj Birket-Smith, Therkel 
Mathiassen, Peter Freuchen, Helge Bangsted, and, of 
course, Rasmussen himself—are well-known, we have 
little information about the roles and deeds of several other 
participants, particularly the Inughuit. The questions re-
main: How much do we know about the Kalaallit con-
tribution from the expedition literature, and what other 
information do we have about them?

This paper relies on the existing literature about the 
FTE and archival documents (such as correspondence, 
notes, and other materials written by expedition members 
and FTE committee members) to establish what we know 
of the Kalaallit participants, particularly the Inughuit. 
These records reveal how little the Indigenous roles have 
been acknowledged in the existing narratives of the ex-
pedition. I argue for moving beyond the popular under-
standing of Arctic exploration, which tends to emphasize 
European and Euroamerican achievements and to center 
Western voices and findings. The history of Inuit par-
ticipation can, and should, be more fully presented and 
contextualized.

science and colonial nationalism

As is commonly recognized today, the history and prac-
tice of scientific expeditions is closely entangled with co-
lonialism (Bravo 2016:237; Harbsmeier 2016). During 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Western 
nations competed in the exploration and colonization of 
the Arctic. As part of these imperialistic, economic, and 
global colonial efforts, they assumed control over Inuit 
homelands and histories. These activities were closely as-
sociated with the awakening of nationalism, and their 
achievements were typically used to develop and justify 
national identity and to represent and promote their pow-
er and assumed superiority.

From the start, ethnographical, anthropological, 
and archaeological investigations became wrapped up in 
Western competition for land claims and exploitation of 
natural resources (Grønnow 2010). These investigations 
were situated within the framework of the “Doctrine 
of Discovery” that advocated for the racial superiority of 
European Christian nations and the dehumanization and 
exploitation of Indigenous people as a legal and moral 
justification for colonial dispossession of land and the re-
pudiation of Indigenous rights (UN General Assembly 
2007). In Rasmussen’s time, nationalist colonial en-
deavors flourished in Kalaallit Nunaat (then “Danish 
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Greenland”). The absence of full geographical knowledge 
and precise maps made it difficult for Denmark to claim 
the entire region of Kalaallit Nunaat as Danish. As a re-
sult, geological and topographic investigations were un-
dertaken, and archaeology became an important element 
in the race for scientific data (Grønnow 2010:123) and 
colonial expansion. These investigations sometimes took 
a dramatic turn. For instance, Kalaallit Nunaata Tunuata 
Avannaarsua (Northeast Greenland) experienced intense 
competitive scientific activity during the early twentieth 
century due to a geopolitical dispute between Norway 
and Denmark (Grønnow 2010:122; Sørensen 2007:53–
54; Thuesen 2016:245).

Scientific research became increasingly important 
when Norwegian hunters began settling in Kalaallit 
Nunaata Tunuata Avannaarsua in the early 1930s. The 
conflict was finally resolved by a ruling in the Permanent 
Court of International Justice at The Hague in 1933 
that gave Denmark sovereignty over the entire island 
(Grønnow 2010:122; Sørensen 2007:53–54). This case is 
one among several similar examples of the Western impe-
rial race to colonize the Arctic regions. Like other scien-
tific explorations of the time, the FTE must be seen as a 
product of its era.

the fifth thule expedition and  
its participants

Early studies of Inuit cultures were historically domi-
nated by the quest to make first contact with “new” or 
“untouched” people and cultures (Hastrup 2010, 2016; 
Thisted 2010, 2016). The idea of being the first to “dis-
cover” an unknown or new group of people became a 
self-conscious personal challenge for Rasmussen long 
before he undertook the FTE (Rasmussen 1905:4; see 
Michelsen, this issue). Rasmussen repeatedly described the 
Inughuit of Avanersuaq, whom he called “Polar Eskimos,” 
as a “newly discovered people” (Gilberg 1971:7; Hastrup 
2015, 2016:69; Hastrup et al. 2018b; Rasmussen 1905:12), 
despite the fact they had been known to Western soci-
ety since the early nineteenth century from the reports 
of expeditions led by John Ross in 1818, Elisha Kane 
in the 1850s, Robert Peary in 1891–1909, and others. 
Rasmussen’s persistent claim to be the first to make con-
tact with the Inughuit can be understood in the context of 
Danish colonial nation-building (Bravo and Sörlin 2016). 
Because the Avanersuaq region was the last inhabited lo-
cation in Kalaallit Nunaat to be colonized by Denmark 

(Gilberg 1971), it was assumed to be the least influenced 
by European contact (Thisted 2016:328). It is no surprise 
that contacting isolated Arctic people and investigating 
their history and connections—an objective that had al-
ready become the holy grail of the Danish signature field of 
“Eskimology”—was also the central focus of Rasmussen’s 
Fifth Thule quest.

The FTE was born out of the desire to document 
the connections between all Inuit groups from Kalaallit 
Nunaat to the Bering Strait (Appelt et al. 2018:63; Hastrup 
2016:119, 125–126; Meldgaard and Gulløv 2002; see 
Michelsen, this issue). Before initiating his seven Thule ex-
peditions between 1912 and 1933, Rasmussen participated 
in the Danish Literary Expedition to Kalaallit Nunaat 
(1902–1904) led by Danish explorer and folklorist Ludvig 
Mylius-Erichsen (Gilberg 1984:593; Hastrup 2016:114; 
see Michelsen, this issue). During that expedition, they 
spent time in Avanersuaq, where Rasmussen first met the 
Inughuit in 1903 (Gilberg 1971:26). While returning to 
Kalallit Nunaata Kitaa (West Greenland), expedition par-
ticipants traveled with six Inughuit hunters who were on 
their way to the trading post in Tasiusaq. One of them, 
Ûssarkak, ended up traveling with the expedition crew all 
the way back to Denmark and remained there for a couple 
of years (Gilberg 1971:27). During this trip, Rasmussen 
learned about the Inughuit way of life and recognized how 
important their travel skills and environmental knowledge 
would be for his future Arctic expeditions.

The first detailed draft of the plan for the FTE was for-
mulated by Rasmussen about the same year (1909–1910) 
that he established the Thule Trading Post, known as Kap 
York Stationen Thule (Thule Station), near the settlement 
of Uummannaq (Thule/Dundas) in Avanersuaq (Appelt 
et al. 2018; Gilberg 1984:590; Mary-Rousseliére 2002; 
Michelsen, this issue). The earnings of the post became im-
portant for financing the FTE (Appelt et al. 2018; Gilberg 
1988; Hastrup 2016; Mathiassen 1945; Rasmussen 1932).

Rasmussen was inspired by several Scandinavian 
Arctic explorers (cf. Hastrup 2016), but it was Hans 
Peter Steensby’s theory (Steensby 1905) on the origins of 
the “early Eskimo” culture that provided the theoretical 
framework and inspired him to study the connections 
between all Inuit groups (Appelt et al. 2018:63; Hastrup 
2016:11, 125; Rasmussen 1927; see Michelsen, this issue, 
Krupnik, this issue). Rasmussen planned the FTE to be a 
land- and ice-based expedition from Kalaallit Nunaat to 
Inuit Nunangat (Canadian Arctic), Alaska, and Siberia. 
His crew included a Danish scientific group responsible 
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for the academic work (see Michelsen, this issue) and a 
Kalaallit group assisting the scientific crew.

The Kalaallit team would carry out fundamental lo-
gistical tasks like navigation, driving sledges, hunting, 
mending clothes, translating, and assisting in various 
other ways. For this, Rasmussen selected Jakob Olsen 
(Jâkúnguak), an Inuk from Sisimiut in Kalaallit Nunaata 
Kitaa, to act as translator/interpreter (Petersen 1958:295) 
for the Danish crew (Rasmussen 1926:25), and nine 
Inughuit from Avanersuaq. However, while the Inughuit 
were traveling from Avanersuaq to Nuuk, they became 
sick with pneumonia. Three passed away before leaving 
Kalaallit Nunaat, and the rest were hospitalized; they 
were still convalescing when they reached the expedition’s 
base camp in Nunavut (then the Canadian Northwest 
Territories) (Rasmussen 1921a).

The original nine Inughuit men and women (whose 
names are written here in their original spelling from the 
Church Book, Atuagarsuit Qaanaaq/Thule 1909–1939) 
included Navarana, Peter Freuchen’s wife, known to al-
ways be in good spirits (Rasmussen 1926:25), who sadly 
passed away in Upernavik on August 2, 1921, before leav-
ing Kalaallit Nunaat (Arima 1979:67; Industrimuseet 
Frederiks Værk 1924–1925; Meldgaard 1971; Rasmussen 
1932); Iggiánguak (Iggiannguaq), who passed away 
(Arima  1979:67; Meldgaard and Gulløv 2002:85; 
Rasmussen 1926:27) in Nuuk before leaving for Inuit 
Nunangat, and his wife, Arnarulúnguak (Arnarulunnguaq); 
Arkiok (Aqqioq) and his wife, Arnánguak (Arnannguaq); 
Nasaitsordluarssuk (Nasaatsorluarsuk) and his wife, Akátak 
(Aqattaq), the youngest female participant; Ajako (Ajaku), 
who was the brother of Arnarulúnguak and who had trav-
eled with Rasmussen during the Second Thule Expedition, 
was initially set to participate in the FTE but passed away 
before leaving Avanersuaq (Andreassen 2013:397; Arima 
1979:67; Industrimuseet Frederiks Værk 1924–1925; 
Nyeboe 1924; Ulfsdotter 2008); and Kaivigarssuak Mitek 
(Qaavigarsuaq Miteq), the youngest male participant.1 
Unfortunately, there is scant written information about the 
majority of the Inughuit before and after the expedition. It 
was Jakob Olsen, from Kalaallit Nunaata Kitaa (Petersen 
1958), Kaivigarssuak Mitek, and Arnarulúnguak (Olsvig 
2018) who received the most attention in expedition litera-
ture. Future research is planned to learn more biographi-
cal details about these Inughuit participants, including 
interviews with their family members and descendants.

The Danish members left Copenhagen for Kalaallit 
Nunaat on May 25, 1921, to prepare for the expedition, 

pick up the Kalaallit participants, and collect more than 
70 sledge dogs from Avanersuaq (Rasmussen 1921a). The 
day before leaving Nuuk, when Iggiánguak was to be 
buried as a Christian, the surviving Inughuit participants 
decided to get baptized, except for Akátak, who was al-
ready baptized (Larsen 1999:66). Their wish was granted 
since they all had been going to baptismal preparations for 
the previous three years (Rasmussen 1926:27). Once they 
set off, the expedition team was divided into groups that 
would travel to different regions by sled and boat to col-
lect scientific data. During the first part of the expedition, 
1921–1923, a base camp was established on an island that 
Rasmussen named Danskeøen (Danish Island) (Nyeboe 
1924; Rasmussen 1926:32), called Ullersuaq by Inuit 
(Larsen 1999:78), near Nagjugtôq (Vansittart Island) and 
Lyon Inlet, Nunavut.

From there, the crew carried out explorations to the 
south, west, and north to make contact with as many Inuit 
groups as possible. When that part of the expedition ended 
in the fall of 1923, Mathiassen, Birket-Smith, and Olsen 
returned to Denmark via New York. Freuchen and most 
of the Inughuit participants traveled northeast by dogsled 
during the winter of 1924, arriving in Kalaallit Nunaat by 
boat from Mittimattalik (Pond Inlet) in spring 1925. For 
the final part of the expedition, Rasmussen, Kaivigarssuak 
Mitek, and Arnarulúnguak left Danskeøen on March 11, 
1923, to travel west through Inuit Nunangat and Alaska 
to Siberia. Helge Bangsted accompanied them as far as 
Kuugaaruk (Pelly Bay) before returning to Denmark. For 
Rasmussen, his two companions, and Leo Hansen, who 
joined them at Kiillinnguyaq (Kent Peninsula), the ex-
pedition ended in Nome in fall 1924 (Mathiassen 1945; 
Michelsen, this issue; Schwalbe et al., this issue). From there 
they traveled to Seattle, New York, and Washington, DC, 
before returning to Copenhagen.

The scholarly, as well as the public and political, impact 
of the FTE was remarkable and established Denmark as 
a leading nation in the Arctic research arena. The expedi-
tion brought back to Denmark a huge amount of archaeo-
logical and ethnographic objects, recorded knowledge, 
and natural history specimens that were distributed to 
Danish museums (Mathiassen 1945:110–111; Meldgaard 
and Gulløv 2002:87). These collections scientifically en-
riched Danish scholarship and placed Copenhagen on the 
world map as the capital of pan-Inuit research (Dybbroe 
et al. 2005:281), enabling it to take ownership and control 
over Inuit history and how it was presented to the world. 
It provided many opportunities for the expedition’s scien-
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tific team, advancing their careers and importance within 
Danish ethnography (Dybbroe et al. 2005:281). The FTE 
achievements without doubt generated knowledge, riches, 
and power and enhanced Danish national identity and the 
reputation of Danish research institutions. The Kalaallit 
participants undoubtedly gained praise and admiration 
among their countrymen in Kalaallit Nunaat upon their 
return (Larsen 1999; Petersen 1958).

the role and asymmetries of 
indigenous participation

The Kalaallit participants played a crucial role in the success 
of the expedition, as they provided expertise in dog sledg-
ing, hunting, procurement of animals and materials, and 
mending and making skin clothes and boots (Rasmussen 
1926:72; 1932:6)—skill sets that ensured the survival of 
the crew. Rasmussen chose to travel with the Inughuit as 
he knew them as being some of the greatest hunters and 
excellent travelers compared to other Inuit from Kalaallit 
Nunaata Kitaa (Rasmussen 1926:23). He also wanted 
complete independence while traveling in Inuit Nunangat 
(the Canadian Arctic): that is, to not be dependent on local 
Indigenous groups. The Inughuit contributions to the ex-
pedition’s success afforded Rasmussen that independence, 
but they have been more or less ignored. On a few occa-
sions, Rasmussen, Freuchen, and Mathiassen mentioned 
their Inughuit companions, though they were never repre-
sented as true partners and the sacrifices they made to join 
the expedition have never been fully acknowledged. The 
contrast between what we know of Danish and Kalaallit 
participants is striking. Clearly, expedition skills were val-
ued from Western—that is, scientific—lenses, not from 
those of survival.

Unlike most of the Inughuit, the literate catechist 
Jakob (Jacob) Olsen received some notoriety. Rasmussen 
selected Olsen (1890–1936), who was known as an excel-
lent kayaker and dogsled driver, as interpreter and secre-
tary of the expedition (Meldgaard and Gulløv 2002:84; 
Petersen 1958). Olsen’s father, Samuel Olsen, was a 
chief catechist (Petersen 1958:295), and he was also the 
younger brother to Rasmussen’s personal friend Gustav 
Olsen, the first missionary priest appointed to Kap York 
Station (Thule) in Avanersuaq. Before the expedition 
left Kalaallit Nunaat for Inuit Nunangat, Olsen was ap-
proached to join it (Rasmussen 1926:25). He was given 
barely a day to make his decision, accepting almost right 
away (Mathiassen 1936:243).

Olsen received a contract from the expedition com-
mittee (Komitéen for Kap York Stationen) and a travel 
insurance during his participation in the expedition 
(Industrimuseet Frederiks Værk 1923, 1924). In a letter 
to Freuchen, Olsen wrote that he received his payment on 
his return from Denmark to Kalaallit Nunaat as agreed 
(Industrimuseet Frederiks Værk 1923). After his return 
to Kalaallit Nunaat, he received a letter of contract for 
another year of work interpreting folklore materials col-
lected during the expedition. For this position, his yearly 
salary was 1800 Danish kroner (Industrimuseet Frederiks 
Værk 1923).

Like the rest of the scientific crew, Olsen kept a diary, 
writing accounts of songs, customs, archaeology, and ma-
terial culture of the Canadian Inuit. Olsen traveled with 
Birket-Smith and worked with him during the first pe-
riod of the expedition, and later traveled with Mathiassen 
for archaeological investigations at Naujan, Repulse Bay, 
and Southampton Island (Fig. 1) (Meldgaard and Gulløv 
2002:86). Olsen was an excellent hunter and skilled at 
handling the dogsleds, which was particularly valued 
(Mathiassen 1936:243). Not surprisingly, he also cate-
chized in Kalaallisut (Greenlandic) when among the locals 
and when they were in Danskeøen (Petersen 1958:296). 
Although Olsen gained lots of experience while traveling 
with the expedition, it did not come without sacrifices, 
since it meant he was away from his wife Hansine Olsen 
and their children for over two years (Petersen 1958:302). 
On several occasions he traveled back and forth between 
Kalaallit Nunaat and Denmark after the end of the expe-
dition to help Rasmussen organize and interpret the col-
lected folklore material (Petersen 1958:295).

Olsen traveled in Inuit Nunangat for two years and 
wrote down his observations of the Canadian Inuit (see 
Nielsen, this issue, fig. 4), including transcribing a large 
number of collected accounts by the other expedition 
members (Petersen 1979:62–63). He later published a book 
in Kalaallisut titled Akilinermiulerssârut (Olsen 1927). He 
learned the Aivilik dialect so well he included many words 
in that dialect in his book, and he was even criticized by 
Kalaallit readers who found the Inuit dialect difficult to 
understand (Petersen 1958:295). After returning home 
to Kalaallit Nunaat, in 1925 Olsen took a position at the 
South Greenland County Council in Nuuk as an inter-
preter and secretary (Mathiassen 1936; Petersen 1958). 
He died from scarlet fever on July 10, 1936, in Nuuk, 
at the age of 45. In an obituary Mathiassen (1936:243) 
praised Olsen for his skills and for saving Mathiassen’s 
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life from a murder plot while they were on Southampton 
Island. Olsen contributed to the expedition in many 
ways and represented the Kalaallit Nunaanni Kitaamiut 
(West Greenlanders) to the Inuit while traveling in Inuit 
Nunangat (Petersen 1958:301).

As previously mentioned, there are very few docu-
mented details about the Inughuit participants, and it was 
mostly Kaivigarssuak Mitek (Bang 1941; Holtved 1942; 
Kristiansen 1982; Larsen 1999; Odsbjerg 2001; Olsvig 
2018; Sandgreen 1989; Vibe 1938) and Arnarulúnguak 
(Odsbjerg 2001; Olsvig 2018; Rasmussen 1925a; Vebæk 
1990) who received belated attention in scholarly and 
popular literature. This was largely because they were the 
only Inughuit to accompany Rasmussen at the end of 
the expedition (Oreskov 2010:100; Rasmussen 1932:62) 
from Hudson Bay to Alaska and Siberia,2 between 1923 
and 1924 (Kristiansen 1982:190; Larsen 1999:125, 173; 
Oreskov 2012:197). Every now and then, written sources 
mentioned the rest of the Inughuit, mostly collectively 
and usually mentioned last, while the scholars, includ-
ing Olsen, are listed as primary participants or expedition 
members.

The Inughuit participants are all commonly listed 
as originating from the Uummannaq region (Thule/

Dundas). This is likely due to the fact that well into the 
first half of the twentieth century, Inughuit would typi-
cally not live in the same settlement for more than one or 
two years (Gilberg 1984:579) before moving to another 
site. As a result, written sources—such as the Atuagarsuit 
(Church Book) from Avanersuaq—seldom included where 
individual Inughuit were born.

Rasmussen first met Kaivigarssuak Mitek (Fig. 2) 
(ca.  1899–1978) as a young boy during the Literary 
Expedition in 1904 (Kristiansen 1982; Larsen 1999; 
Rasmussen 1932). When Rasmussen met him again, 
Kaivigarssuak was a young adult and had become a great 
hunter (Rasmussen 1932:62). Unlike most of the Inughuit 
participants, Kaivigarssuak had learned to read and write 
before participating in the expedition (Rasmussen 1918). 
Danes typically referred to him as Edderfuglen (eider), 
as Mitek means “eider.” Kaivigarssuak Mitek’s parents 
were Inaluk and the great shaman Angutikavsak (Gilberg 
1984:66), who passed away when Kaivigarssuak was just 
a little boy. After Angutikavsak’s death, Inaluk part-
nered with Akumalik, who helped raise Kaivigarssuak 
(Kristiansen 2012). However, it is told that Kaivigarssuak’s 
biological father was a white man (Odsbjerg 2001:261), a 
fact known to Rasmussen. He was most likely Captain 

Figure 1. Jakob Olsen. Lunch break during the archaeological excavation at Naujan with Therkel Mathiassen. Photog-
rapher Therkel Mathiassen. National Museum of Denmark (5_thuleb_0099.tif). 
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Robert Bartlett, who traveled with Robert Peary for the 
first time in 1898 (see Hanrahan 2018:257; Horwood 
1977).

After Kaivigarssuak Mitek returned to Avanersuaq, he 
married Bebianne Kristiansen on November 29, 1925, in 
Uummannaq (Atuagarsuit Qaanaaq/Thule 1909–1939), 
and together they had eight children (Olsvig 2018:64). 
Living as a hunter, Kaivigarssuak Mitek and his family 
camped throughout the region, including at Uummannaq, 
Qeqertarsuaq, Savissivik, moving to Moriusaq in 1964, 
a year after it was established (Kristiansen 2012:186). 
Kaivigarssuak Mitek was keen on sharing the ability to 
read and write with other Inughuit, and he taught these 
skills to the locals in Avanersuaq (Lidegaard [1993] 
2019:431). He wrote an article about Knud Rasmussen 
and the FTE in Greenlandic for a book of reminiscences 
on Rasmussen; his article was also translated and pub-
lished in Danish (K’âvigarssuaĸ 1960). Kaivigarssuak 
passed away in August 1978 in Qaanaaq but was buried in 
Uummannaq, as this was the place that he loved the most 
(Kristiansen 2012:193).

Arnarulúnguak (meaning “little woman”) (Fig. 
3), also called “Fokina” by the Danes, was a cousin of 
Kaivigarssuak Mitek and was born in Uummannaq re-
gion around 1896. When she was a young child, her father 

passed away, leaving no adult male provider for the fam-
ily. When these circumstances were coupled with times of 
famine, it was customary for the youngest child or a female 
child to be killed (Gilberg 1971, 1984:586). This was near-
ly her fate (Rasmussen 1925b). However, Arnarulúnguak’s 
younger brother, Ajako, begged his mother not to kill her, 
and saved her (Vebæk 1990). She was chosen to join the 
FTE along with her husband Iggiánguak, a hunter who 
like Arnarulúnguak was supposed to be killed when he 
was around eight years old (Gilberg 1971:103) because 
there was no male provider for the family. Iggiánguak be-
came a good friend of Rasmussen’s after their first meeting 
in 1903, when they started traveling together (Rasmussen 
1926:27). As previously mentioned, Iggiánguak died of 
pneumonia on September 6, 1921, the day before the ex-
pedition left Nuuk (Rasmussen 1926:27). Arnarulúnguak 
insisted on staying on the expedition, explaining to 
Rasmussen that she now needed them just like they need-
ed her (Rasmussen 1926; Vebæk 1990). She accompanied 
Rasmussen until the end of the expedition to Alaska, stay-
ing in charge of the cooking and clothing, and received 
high praise for her work (Rasmussen 1925b). Rasmussen 
also noted her observational skills, assistance in botani-
cal collecting, care for zoological materials, and help in 
excavating house ruins at the Malerualik archaeological 

Figure 2. Kaivigarssuak Mitek standing by sled with hunted caribou. Photographer Leo Hansen. National Museum of 
Denmark (5_thuleb_0112a.tif). 
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Figure 3. Arnarulúnguak carrying gear accompanied by two dogs during a summer journey to Point Lay in 1924. They 
were forced to travel by foot since bad ice conditions made travel by dogsled impossible. Photographer Leo Hansen. 
National Museum of Denmark. (5_thuleb_0078.tif). 

site on King William Island (Rasmussen 1932). Upon re-
turning to Denmark in late 1924, she was hospitalized in 
Copenhagen, where she was diagnosed with tuberculosis. 
She returned to Uummannaq in 1925, and on April 9, 
1928, she married Karl (Kâlipaluk) Peary, Robert Peary’s 
son by his Inughuaq wife, Aleqasina (Ulloriaq 1984:86). 
Arnarulúnguak never fully recovered from her illness and 
died in 1933 in the hospital in Uummannaq (Atuagarsuit 
Qaanaaq/Thule 1909–1939).

Nasaitsordluarssuk was born around 1897, and his 
wife Akátak around 1905, both in the Uummannaq re-
gion. Rasmussen had known Nasaitsordluarssuk (Fig. 4) 
since he was a small boy and treated him as his foster 
child in Uummannaq. Nasaitsordluarssuk also served as 
a boatswain and went under the nickname Bådsmanden 
(Danish, “boatswain/bosun”); he was a good shooter and 
an excellent seal hunter (Rasmussen 1926:394). He par-
ticipated in the Second Thule Expedition (1916–1918) as 
a guide, hunter, and sledge driver (Odsbjerg 2001). Peter 
Freuchen admitted in his letter to Mathiassen (Danish 
Arctic Institute 1924) that Nasaitsordluarssuk was by far 
the best hunter and more skilled in traveling by dogsled 
than Arkiok. Even if he was often the last one to get up 
in the morning, he would make up the lost time working 

Figure 4. Nasaitsordluarssuk feeding the dogs at the ex-
pedition headquarters at Blæsebælgen. Photographer un-
known, Fifth Thule Expedition. National Museum of 
Denmark (5_thuleb_0084.tif).  
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late outside in the evenings, even when everyone else had 
gone to bed.

Nasaitsordluarssuk’s wife, Akátak (Fig. 5), was young 
and seems to have been less experienced with traveling 
than the other two female participants (Rasmussen 1926). 
Rasmussen would sometimes let Akátak stay behind in 
Blæsebælgen, the expedition headquarters in Danskeøen, 
to keep an eye on the place while they were traveling to 
other regions to collect data. It was clear that Rasmussen 
appreciated the female participants’ differences and experi-
ences, which guided his decisions (Rasmussen 1926:395). 
On their return from the expedition, Nasaitsordluarssuk 
and Akátak lived in Sukat in Avanersuaq (Industrimuseet 
Frederiks Værk 1926). They had a son, Talilánguak 
Ajorssalik Minigssuak Daorana, born on March 30, 1925 
(Atuagarsuit Qaanaaq/Thule 1909–1939). Akátak died 

on August 8, 1932, from tuberculosis in Siorapaluk; in 
1935 Nasaitsordluarssuk married Nadúk (Atuagarsuit 
Qaanaaq/Thule 1909–1939).

Arkiok, born ca. 1891, and his wife Arnánguak, 
born ca. 1896 (Fig. 6), traveled north with Freuchen 
and Mathiassen during the first part of the expedition 
(Meldgaard and Gulløv 2002:86). Rasmussen men-
tioned that Arnánguak was the oldest female participant 
and thus the most experienced in domestic chores. She 
was known to be very cheerful and could lift everyone’s 
spirits even during gray and gloomy days (Rasmussen 
1926:395). Arnánguak and Arkiok had a daughter, 
Navarana, on August 9, 1923, at Danskeøen (Atuagarsuit 
Qaanaaq/Thule 1909–1939).3 Navarana (Fig. 7) was 

Figure 5. Akátak standing outside by the dogs. Photog-
rapher Peter Freuchen. National Museum of Denmark 
(5_thuleb_0064a.tif). 

Figure 6. Arnánguak and Arkiok, having returned from 
a journey to Admiralty Bay, May 11, 1922. Photographer 
unknown, Fifth Thule Expedition. National Museum of 
Denmark (5_thuleb_ 00154.tif).
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baptized once they returned home on March 1, 1925 
(Atuagarsuit Qaanaaq/Thule 1909–1939). Their second 
child, Mikivsuk, was born on May 17, 1927 (Atuagarsuit 
Qaanaaq/Thule 1909–1939). After the expedition, Arkiok 
and Arnánguak lived as a hunter and a hunter’s wife in 
Iterdlakssuaq (Industrimuseet Frederiks Værk 1926).

It is unclear whether the Inughuit participants received 
written contracts detailing the terms of their employment 
or insurance for participating in the expedition, like Jakob 
Olsen did, since written documentation has not been 
identified. On other Euroamerican expeditions, such as 
Robert E. Peary’s expeditions (1891–1909), Inughuit were 
paid for their services with Western goods such as boats 
(Ulloriaq 1984:72), rifles, ammunition, wood, knives, 
stoves, and needles (Gilberg 1984:589), and they also re-
ceived food and provisions left over from the expedition 
(Larsen 1999). In Rasmussen’s accounts from his Second 
Thule Expedition, he described that some Inughuit were 
more than happy to participate in the expedition and had 
no desire to be paid for participating in his journeys, even 

though their labor would be required and it meant being 
apart from their families for several months (Rasmussen 
1919:152–153). Rasmussen mentioned he had made 
 agreements (arrangements) with the Inughuit to partici-
pate in the expedition (Rasmussen 1926:23), though the 
details are unknown, since these were likely verbal agree-
ments, or at least no written documents detailing these 
agreements have yet been identified. One assumes that 
Inughuit received some sort of compensation for their em-
ployment on the FTE, be it in goods or financial payment. 
In Peter Freuchen’s communication with the expedition 
committee regarding his own compensation, he requests 
that his wife Navarana’s compensation be in Danish kro-
ner. As a response regarding Navarana’s payment, the 
committee informed Freuchen that the type of compen-
sation is entirely up to the expedition leader, Rasmussen 
(Andreassen 2013:400–401). In Kaivigarssuak Mitek’s 
written memories (Larsen 1999), where he shared some 
of his afterthoughts, he expressed his grievance and dis-
appointment over not being paid for his participation on 

Figure 7. Arnánguak with her daughter Navarana. Photographer Kaj Birket-Smith. Courtesy of Danish Arctic Insti-
tute (Photo ID 21855).
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the FTE and revealed he only received 200 Danish kroner 
each Christmas during the first couple of years after his re-
turn to Avanersuaq (Larsen 1999:197). Kaivigarssuak was 
clearly not satisfied and seems to have felt that he was not 
being paid as he deserved for participating all those years 
during the FTE.

We cannot know for certain the individual reasons 
for the Inughuit to join the FTE, and motives most 
likely varied depending on individual circumstances. 
Generally, Inughuit were widely known to be mobile 
and expert travelers in the High Arctic regions. With 
the onslaught of explorers in the north, Inughuit adapt-
ed to the situation. Traveling with and working for the 
expeditions became a way to make a living, in which 
many Inughuit families took part. This can be seen in 
Inughuit participation in Robert Peary’s expedition from 
1892–1909 (Larsen 1999) and later with Rasmussen. For 
Rasmussen, having Inughuit with whom he was close 
join him on his FTE provided the expertise he knew was 
required to successfully accomplish the expedition (see 
Larsen 1999:10). For some of the Inughuit, the relation-
ship with Rasmussen was likely a symbiotic relationship 
with mutual benefits.

However, power dynamics were embedded in the re-
lationship between Rasmussen and Inughuit, and deny-
ing Rasmussen’s request would have been difficult, since 
he was highly respected and had a lot of influence. To risk 
offending a man of his prestige, and one with a familiar 
connection to the North, would have been a great con-
cern. When Kaivigarssuaq shared his memories of how he 
came to join the expedition, he explained that Rasmussen 
took him out sailing one day to test his shooting skills. 
Proving to be a skilled hunter, Kaivigarssuaq was told that 
he was suitable to join the FTE. Prior to this Rasmussen 
had already decided to ask Kaivigarssuak’s parents to al-
low him to travel with FTE if he proved his skills; since he 
succeeded, his parents gave permission and Kaivigarssuak 
accepted the invitation. Though his absence would have 
greatly impacted his family, particularly since a skilled 
hunter helped ensure a family’s food security and sur-
vival, denying Rasmussen’s invitation would have been 
socially unacceptable.

One can only speculate why Arnarulúnguak insisted 
on staying on the expedition after she lost her husband 
before leaving Nuuk, instead of traveling back home to 
Avanersuaq. One reason may very well be that she had 
just lost her husband who was her companion in life 
and supporter in every aspect. Without him, she would 

have to travel back from Nuuk to Avanersuaq, where 
she would be without the support of her husband or her 
brother, who had died before leaving Avanersuaq for 
Nuuk. It is quite probable that Arnarulúnguak felt it was 
less risky to continue the journey. Speculating on all the 
individual reasons for why Inughuit joined the FTE is 
beyond the purview of this essay. I provide the examples 
above, however, to demonstrate that the situation was 
complex, embedded with power imbalances and cultural 
and societal expectations.

“the omitted inughuit”

The details above have largely been collected from ar-
chival documents and the literature. The lack of details 
regarding most Inughuit participation is unfortunate, 
since their skills were crucial to the expedition’s success. 
In addition to the few details found in Rasmussen’s ac-
counts, Inughuit were not included in the expedition’s 
team picture taken in 1921. While the Inughuit were 
hospitalized in Nuuk, the rest of the expedition mem-
bers had a group picture taken without them (Rasmussen 
1926:9; see Harper and Krupnik, this issue), another ac-
tion that failed to represent their roles on the expedition. 
No other group photo was taken of the expedition team 
when everyone was gathered in Danskeøen for two years. 
Although other photos featured Inughuit participants 
during the expedition (see cover image), their absence in 
written reports contributed to their obscurity (see also 
Thisted 2016). Even proper descriptions of their con-
tributions are lacking. I would submit that Rasmussen, 
as project leader and organizer, created his own expedi-
tion narrative with himself as its main character (Olsvig 
2018:32–35). He was also promoting himself rather than 
properly acknowledging the Inughuit’s critical role in his 
venture. Such proper acknowledgment would not have 
diminished Rasmussen’s accounts; in fact, quite the op-
posite would have been the case.

Rasmussen accomplished much during his life; he 
was a great traveler and a charismatic storyteller. It is not 
surprising that he was and still is portrayed as a hero in 
academic and popular writings about the expedition. 
Rasmussen clearly dominates the scene, and his personal 
experiences and accomplishments in popular media even 
overshadow the larger importance of the FTE’s other sci-
entific contributions, at least to popular audiences. The 
missing or “forgotten” narratives of Inuit and Inughuit 
participants would have provided an opportunity for other 
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voices that reflected their own experiences and knowledge 
gained, and ultimately would have reflected their non-
Western value systems and perspectives (see also Stewart-
Harawira 2013).

Other aspects of “denied recognition” abound in the 
official FTE accounts (Ulfsdotter 2008). Throughout 
the journey, Inughuit participants contributed in gather-
ing and discussing field data together with the scientific 
crew, and Inuit cultural expertise from across the Arctic 
provided fundamental and essential knowledge. Assisting 
on archaeological excavations, Inughuit contributed to the 
recovery of artifacts that led to important cultural under-
standings (Arima 1979:73, 75). Also overlooked is the fact 
that the people of Avanersuaq played a key role in financ-
ing the expedition through the income derived from the 
Thule Trading Post (Appelt et  al. 2018:64; Mathiassen 
1945), paying 80 percent of the expedition costs (Gilberg 
1988:48).

On their return to Copenhagen and Avanersuaq, the 
six Inughuit participants—Nasaitsordluarssuk and his wife 
Akátak, Arkiok and his wife Arnánguak, Arnarulúnguak, 

and Kaivigarssuak Mitek—were awarded the silver merit 
medal as an acknowledgment of their contributions to 
the expedition’s success (Hansen 1953). The only known 
group photo of the Inughuit participants was taken in 
Uummannaq by Peter Freuchen when he returned for a 
visit with his second wife, Magdalene, and Rasmussen 
in 1929 (Fig. 8) (Andreassen 2013:531–533). Although 
Rasmussen doubtless respected the Inughuit participants 
and highly valued their skills, he was too much a man of 
his own time to give them the full credit they deserved. 
For Rasmussen, it was more important to concentrate 
on his role in shaping and creating a popular narrative of 
Inuit history by collecting Inuit knowledge, heritage, and 
livelihood before their culture was completely altered by 
modern Western culture.

In Rasmussen’s time, the dominant approach was the 
colonial-era focus on Western practices and methodolo-
gies, and this emphasis on centering Westerners’ achieve-
ments, findings, voices, perspectives, and choices of what 
was important ultimately reflected Western ideologies. In 
doing so the expedition’s scientific team missed important 

Figure 8. Inughuit participants of the Fifth Thule Expedition (left to right): Arkioq, Arnánguak, Arnarulúnguak, 
Akátak, Nasaitsordluarssuk, and Kaivigarssuak Mitek, all decorated with their silver merit medals. Little Navarana 
is standing in front of her parents, Arkiok and Arnánguak. The Royal Danish Library (Photo ID DH007208.tif). 
Photographer Peter Freuchen. Courtesy of Navarana Freuchen. 
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Indigenous voices that no doubt would have provided per-
spectives that Rasmussen himself could not. Fortunately, 
times are changing, and the lack of proper representation 
and recognition of Inuit contributions in the Arctic con-
text are beginning to be recognized. Both Western and 
Indigenous scholars are increasingly acknowledging the 
need to make this invisible aspect of the expedition better 
known to the public and the history of Arctic science (cf. 
Appelt et al. 2018).

the call for indigenous 
acknowledgments

One might ask why it is so important to acknowledge 
Indigenous people’s achievements from a time of colonial 
encounters and bygone rules or standards. To some extent, 
I believe history has been skewed in order to perpetuate 
colonial patterns and continue treating Inuit agents as ob-
jects. One may argue that calls for a changing perspec-
tive should become part of a reconciliation process with 
Denmark, and other past colonial powers, to right some 
wrongs. Inuit heritage perspectives have long been ignored 
in popular narratives and removed from their rightful 
place; the lack of recognition of Inuit achievements not 
only continues the colonial way of historicizing the Inuit 
past, it also erases their true contributions and perspec-
tives. However, it is necessary to bring these formerly 
marginalized voices to the center, to engage Inuit as full 
partners and acknowledge their contributions, as well as 
their right to narrate their own pasts and culture. By doing 
so, it may be possible to produce more holistic narratives 
of the past (see also Atalay 2006; Caxaj 2015; Hogan and 
Topkok 2015; Tuck and Yang 2012).

Although in Kalaallit Nunaat there is knowledge 
about, and recognition of, the Kalaallit participants of 
the FTE, it is inadequate. This is mainly a result of the 
fact that the history of Kalaallit Nunaat and its people is 
primarily written and popularized by Danish (Western) 
scholars who typically do not recognize or focus on the 
contributions of the Indigenous participants. Changes are 
on the horizon, which can be seen in the growing demand 
for Kalaallit to be the authors of our own history.

For decades, Inuit across the circumpolar Arctic have 
called on researchers who work in their homelands and 
study their cultural heritage to fully recognize the con-
tributions of Inuit participants (Greenland Reconciliation 
Report 2016; Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami 2019; Pikialasorsuaq 
Commission 2017). This increasing call for recognition to-

day is partly due to growing political development, self-
determination, self-reliance, and cultural revitalization 
among Inuit across the circumpolar Arctic, as well as a 
younger generation’s awareness of their elders not having 
been recognized as partners in research.

Fortunately, this lack of acknowledgment in partner-
ing with Indigenous people is a praxis that belongs to a 
disappearing era. As previously mentioned, Rasmussen 
was influenced by his time, in which ethnographic work 
by Western scholars typically interpreted Indigenous 
 livelihoods through a Western set of values and perspec-
tives. In these works, Westerners chose what was impor-
tant and what was recorded, ultimately reflecting Western 
perspectives. After all, the main objective of the FTE was 
to seek and document Inuit connections across the circum-
polar Arctic to collect proof of their collective similarities 
(Hastrup 2016). In doing so, Rasmussen sometimes ended 
up mistakenly and uncritically generalizing across diverse 
regional identities.

Despite the enormous degree of variability among 
the many Inuit groups, from Kalaallit Nunaat to Alaska 
and Arctic Russia, Rasmussen often neglected or under-
represented the differences. A Paallirmiut woman named 
Kibgarjuk, whom Rasmussen met on the expedition, re-
minded him to be cognizant of the differences among the 
many Inuit groups he met:

We tell you only that which we know ourselves, 
and that which has been told throughout the ages 
in our tribe. You, who come from other peoples, 
and speak the tongue of other villages, and under-
stand other Inuit besides ourselves, must know that 
human beings differ. The Harvaqtoormiut know 
many things we do not know, and we know many 
things that they do not. Therefore, you must not 
compare the Harvaqtoormiut with us, for their 
knowledge is not our knowledge, as our knowledge 
is not theirs. (Rasmussen 1930:111)

This quotation speaks eloquently to those seeking gener-
alizations about Inuit peoples and their past. However, by 
citing this comment, Rasmussen also showed his aware-
ness of this issue and that he found it important to refer to 
this kind of bias.

conclusion

Knud Rasmussen was a man of his time, a cultural hero, 
but also with his own shortcomings. He had a grand vision 
for and fascination with the Arctic, and with the crucial 
help of a Kalaallit Nunaata Kitaaniit (West Greenlandic) 
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Inuk, several Inughuit of Avanersuaq, and a small team of 
scholarly trained Danes, he achieved great results.

His work, however, has left out a huge part of the pic-
ture by centering himself within his narratives and pay-
ing little attention to the efforts and sacrifices made by 
Inuit, particularly the Inughuit participants, in his quest 
for knowledge. We will never really know for sure why 
Rasmussen did not make a concerted effort to acknowl-
edge many other Inuit participants across the North 
American Arctic who contributed immensely with data 
and knowledge. One can always raise the question wheth-
er it was enough of a recognition when Rasmussen always 
made sure to systematically list the names of people who 
contributed knowledge that he recorded.

Rasmussen, of course, wrote first and foremost with 
a Western audience in mind (Hastrup 2016:127). The 
power of scientific representation rested on Danish/
Western terms, and this undoubtedly primarily benefited 
the Danish quest for national and scientific sovereignty 
in the  Arctic. Unfortunately, popular narratives about 
the Arctic and Inuit who call it home continue to be fil-
tered through a Western lens, relying upon reproduced 
 knowledge that  often ignores Inuit voices. To right this 
imbalance of perspectives, it is necessary that Inuit knowl-
edge be seen as having the same value as Western science 
and Inuit voices be brought to their rightful position at 
the forefront of Arctic narratives. To make a valuable con-
tribution to the understanding of Arctic histories, those 
voices must be holistic, and Inuit participants in Arctic 
research, past and present, should be acknowledged as 
partners, equals, and peers.

notes

1. All names of the FTE Inughuit participants are 
cited in this paper using the original spelling from 
the Atuagarsuit (Church Book) from Avanersuaq 
(Atuagarsuit Qaanaaq/Thule 1909–1939), with the 
modern spelling provided in parenthesis, for consis-
tency with other papers in this collection.

2. Though details of Kaivigarssuak (and Arnarulúnguak) 
accompanying Rasmussen on his short trip to 
Chukotka were seemingly not reported by non-In-
digenous members of the expedition, it has been re-
corded in Inuit oral history. In Kristiansen (1982) and 
Larsen (1999), it is recalled how Kaivigarssuak told 
his son-in-law and Hans Larsen that he (they) traveled 
with Rasmussen to Siberia. However, in Larsen (1999) 

Kaivigarssuak rarely mentions Arnarulúnguak, al-
though she was traveling with them, so it is diffi-
cult to tell with certainty whether she also was with 
Rasmussen and Kaivigarssuak on that trip—but see 
Kristiansen (1982, 2012) and Oreskov (2012), who 
both mention that Kaivigarssuak and Arnarulúnguak 
traveled with Rasmussen to Siberia. Ignoring what has 
been recounted by Kaivigarssuak would be question-
ing Inuit oral tradition as a valid form of knowledge.

3. Arima (1979:73) records her birth as occurring on 
August 8, 1923, misspelling her name to Nararana.
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abstract

This article considers the significance of Knud Rasmussen’s Fifth Thule Expedition (1921–1924) to 
Inuinnait of the Central Canadian Arctic. With the expedition’s centennial anniversary, many schol-
ars are assessing the impact of its research on their understandings of Inuit society during an era 
characterized by significant lifestyle transition and cultural change. For many Inuit, however, the 
expedition’s importance lies in its direct communication with Inuit knowledge—in the form of sto-
ries, songs, material collections, and photos—which can be used to guide contemporary efforts of 
cultural revival. The ability to learn from, and apply, Inuit knowledge requires that it first be extracted 
from non-Inuit narratives, interpretive frameworks, and holding institutions. This article outlines the 
 approach taken by the Inuinnait organization Pitquhirnikkut Ilihautiniq/Kitikmeot Heritage Society 
to access, restore, and mobilize valuable Inuit knowledge documented during the expedition, and the 
role of this research in assessing the expedition’s enduring significance.

introduction

The year 2021 marks the 100th anniversary of the Fifth 
Thule Expedition (FTE). The expedition was one of Arctic 
history’s most ambitious research programs to document 
Inuit culture and prehistory, with an ultimate objective to 
shed light on the migration routes and origins of Arctic 
populations. Between 1921 and 1924, Danish-Greenlandic 
ethnographer Knud Rasmussen led a research team com-
posed of Danish anthropologist Kaj Birket-Smith, ar-
chaeologist Therkel Mathiassen, and other Danish and 
Greenlandic team members, across the entirety of the 
North American Arctic—from Greenland to Siberia (see 
Harper and Krupnik; Michelsen; Kleist, this issue).

The FTE continues to be celebrated for the detailed 
observations, collections, and documentation its members 
produced about Inuit they encountered. Knud Rasmussen’s 
linguistic and cultural fluency—resulting in part from 
his mixed European and Greenlandic Inuit heritage— 
enabled him to quickly earn the trust of Inuit, so as to re-
cord the “natives own views of life and its problems, their 
own ideas expressed in their own fashion” (Rasmussen 
1929:11). While both the accuracy and methodology 
of Rasmussen’s recordings have been questioned (see 
Fortescue 1988; Hastrup 2016; Keith et al. 2019; Saladin 
d’Anglure 1988), his FTE reports remain among the most 
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respected and cited sources about Inuit cultures of that 
era. His writing is especially notable when understood as 
the product of a highly perceptive Inuk researcher docu-
menting the cultures and lifeways of other Inuit.1

With the centennial anniversary of the expedition, 
and more scholars seizing the opportunity to define its 
impact and legacy, we believe it is important to intro-
duce the question of if and how the FTE has contributed 
to the lives of Inuit. In 2014, Pitquhirnikkut Ilihautiniq, 
also known as the Kitikmeot Heritage Society, began con-
sidering how the centenary might be used to reevaluate 
the importance of the expedition’s research for Inuinnait 
(formerly referred to as the “Copper Eskimo” or “Copper 
Inuit”; see Damas 1984), a regional, and linguistically dis-
tinct, group of Inuit living in the Central Arctic.2

Pitquhirnikkut Ilihautiniq/Kitikmeot Heritage 
Society (PI/KHS) is an Inuit-directed community and 
research center in Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, dedicated 
to preserving and renewing Inuinnait knowledge, lan-
guage, and culture for the benefit of all Inuit. As part of 
this mission, the organization recognizes the valuable role 
that historical collections and ethnographic  resources—
such as those produced by the FTE—play in supporting 
Inuit efforts to enhance and disseminate Inuit knowl-
edge in Inuit communities. For such ethnographic re-
search to impact Inuit lives in relevant and beneficial ways,  
PI/KHS’s work underscores the importance of separat-
ing Inuit knowledge recorded by early ethnographers 
from the colonial narratives and frameworks surround-
ing their collection. This, in turn, requires making the 
products and data of early research—whether in the form 
of written documents, photographs, material collections, 
or results—not only accessible to Inuit communities but 
available in sufficiently unmediated formats that they can 
be investigated, revised, and applied by Inuit. This article 
will review our organization’s last five years of considering 
the FTE’s legacy through community-based program-
ming in bridging contemporary Inuinnait communities 
with past Inuit knowledge.

rasmussen and inuinnait  
cultural change

Throughout more than three years of the FTE, Rasmussen 
spent relatively little time among the Inuinnait, with only 
three months of travel through their territory from the 
Adelaide Peninsula through the Dolphin and Union Strait 
during the winter of 1923–1924 (Rasmussen 1932:5). By 

this stage of his expedition, Rasmussen had left behind 
most of his research team, save for Greenlandic compan-
ions Arnarulunnguaq and Qaavigarsuaq (see Harper and 
Krupnik; Kleist, this issue), to complete his crossing to 
Alaska by dog team. Rasmussen concentrated his inves-
tigations on the Umingmaktuurmiut and Kiluhikturmiut 
of the Bathurst Inlet region, before moving westward 
more quickly to detail encounters with coastal groups 
from Point Agiak to Bernard Harbour and the Liston and 
Sutton Islands (see Fig. 1).

While brief, Rasmussen’s time with Inuinnait was 
greatly rewarded through the quality and sheer volume 
of knowledge imparted to him. A corpus of 41 songs, 56 
stories, 57 string figures, 377 material objects, and rough-
ly 1000 words was documented from Inuinnait (Damas 
1988:139–140; Mathiassen 1945:110; Rasmussen 1932). 
The richness and creativity of these cultural expressions 
was such that Rasmussen could already foresee their 
future value. As he stated in the preface of his result-
ing volume, Intellectual Culture of the Copper Eskimo 
(Rasmussen 1932:5), “I have included everything that 
was told to me, even the very slender and apparently 
insignificant fragments, for some day they may be use-
ful as variants and as a comparative material.” As with 
his previous Greenlandic Thule expeditions, a strong 
awareness of cultural preservation motivated Rasmussen’s 
work. His documentation, he hoped, would serve future 
Inuit people assimilated into Western society with tools 
for relearning “their old forefathers’ history and illustri-
ous achievements” (Thisted 2010:63).

Even prior to the FTE, it was recognized that Inuit 
across the Canadian Arctic were undergoing significant 
cultural change. In 1921, Diamond Jenness (1921) pub-
lished an article outlining various impacts of Western so-
ciety on Inuinnait since initial contact roughly a decade 
earlier. He noted the rising “tide of civilization” across the 
region in the form of religious missions, Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police jurisdiction, and Hudson’s Bay Company 
trading posts, resulting in the reshaping of many Inuinnait 
traditions—from material possessions, diet, and hunting 
preferences to migration routes and social/religious prac-
tices. Such was the extent of this change that its progress 
could not be halted: “instead of a hardy primitive race 
of hunters living its own independent life, we shall have 
scattered groups of trappers, enslaved economically to the 
great world south of them” (Jenness 1921:550). The era 
precipitated a long-term transition from full-time, land-
based living to community settlement that was largely 
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complete by the mid-1960s. Such movement from land to 
town has greatly impacted the nature of Inuit knowledge 
held by contemporary Inuinnait communities.

Recognition of a rapidly changing Inuit society can be 
found throughout Rasmussen’s writing about the Inuinnait. 
One striking example is his arrival at a Paallirmiut camp 
to the soundtrack of a Caruso gramophone blaring from 
one of the tents (Rasmussen [1927] 1969:63), which sowed 
a seed of doubt in the explorer’s mind as to whether his 
expedition had arrived “about a hundred years too late” 
(Rasmussen 1969:63). Despite the rapid onset of cultural 
change, the timing of the FTE coincided with the end of 
an era in which many Inuit were still living, or could re-
member, a pre-Christian worldview and material lifestyle. 
As portrayed in the film The Journals of Knud Rasmussen 
(Kunuk 2006), the expedition overlapped with a highly 
conscious struggle by Inuit to balance traditional religious 
beliefs and practices with those of incoming Christianity. 

Despite numerous references to imported technologies, 
clothing, and religion throughout Rasmussen’s writings 
(see Rasmussen 1932:126–127, 140, 172), there is also a 
sense that major cultural transition was only beginning in 
that cultural region, and that many profound cultural pat-
terns and customs were still in place. With time, these too 
would change; much of the Inuit knowledge collected by 
Rasmussen would not be present only a few years after his 
expedition (Burch 1988:92; Saladin d’Anglure 1988:59).

gauging the impact of  
knud rasmussen’s work

Almost a decade after his time spent among Inuinnait, 
Rasmussen published a single ethnographic report on his 
cultural findings, The Intellectual Culture of the Copper 
Eskimos (1932). One of few early ethnographies writ-
ten about Inuinnait, Rasmussen’s work gained impor-

Figure 1: Map showing travel routes and Inuinnait groups encountered during Rasmussen’s travel between Adelaide 
Peninsula and Dolphin and Union Strait.
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tance for historically understanding their culture. While 
Rasmussen was not the first or only anthropologist to 
spend time among the Inuinnait—extensive research had 
previously been conducted in the region by Vilhjámur 
Stefansson and Diamond Jenness (Jenness 1921, 1923a, 
1923b; Stefansson 1913, 1919, 1921; Engelstad, this is-
sue)—his findings both complemented earlier work and 
introduced entirely new material (Damas 1988:140).

While the scholarly and historical value of Rasmussen’s 
Inuit research is without contest, can his work be consid-
ered as important to Inuit outside of academic contexts? 
As described in oral history (People of Baker Lake 1979), 
direct encounters between Inuit and the expedition often 
amounted to little more than a novelty for local people. 
This is not to say that longer-term impacts of Rasmussen’s 
research were not present, particularly in relation to 
Inuit identity. The expedition sought to unify Inuit from 
Greenland to America, through both creating an oppor-
tunity for Greenlanders and Canadian Inuit to meet and 
exchange their knowledge (Petersen 1979:62; Kleist, this 
issue) and highlighting the similarity of stories, languag-
es, and lifeways across the geographic expanse (Thisted 
2010:65). Rasmussen intended for his work to create a me-
morial to Inuit culture as “a people not only one in race 
and language, but also in their form of culture, a witness 
in itself to the strength and endurance and wild beauty of 
human life” (Rasmussen 1969:286). This sense of collec-
tive identity has become a keystone for the Inuit political 
movement since the late 1960s (Laugrand 
2002:95–99). While uniting Inuit iden-
tity, Rasmussen’s construction also imposed 
new geographic and ethnographic bound-
aries on Inuit according to the expedition’s 
five regional groupings: Iglulik, Caribou, 
Netsilik, Copper, and Mackenzie Inuit 
(Burch 1988:2; Pedersen 1998).

Another way to consider the signifi-
cance of Rasmussen’s work is through its 
role as a bridge for Inuit knowledge from 
past to present Inuit societies. Inuit knowl-
edge relates to specific engagements, under-
standings, and ways of being in the world 
that are perpetuated through intergenera-
tional transfer and teachings. It encompass-
es not only activities and skills employed 
through past and contemporary land-based 
economies but also highly customized tech-
nology, terminology, and social relation-

ships. In Nunavut, this knowledge is often known as Inuit 
Qaujimajatuqangit, or IQ, which translates from Inuktitut 
as “that which has long been known to Inuit” (Tester and 
Irniq 2008). While Inuit knowledge continues to be em-
bedded in the memories, skills, and technology of modern 
people, it is challenged by increased settlement living and 
the loss of Elders with firsthand knowledge and experience 
of traditional knowledge ecosystems. In this context, the 
recovery and revitalization of Inuit culture has come to 
rely heavily on secondary sources. Thus, the FTE mate-
rial—as the largest collection of ethnographic documenta-
tion of Canadian Inuit—has gained vital significance.

The ethnographic observations recorded, primarily by 
Rasmussen, during the FTE represent Inuit knowledge 
received directly from Inuit knowledge holders, whether 
through recorded stories and songs or via documented 
daily events and beliefs. While often couched within 
the expedition’s non-Inuit narratives and research inter-
ests, Inuit knowledge still resides intact within the FTE 
reports. Consider an image of three Inuinnait women 
taken by expedition photographer Leo Hansen (Fig. 2). 
The women stare stiffly into the camera, posed by Hansen 
to showcase differences in their festive clothing. Despite 
its artifice, the scene can be read by an Inuit knowledge 
expert to identify and isolate specific details of cultural 
importance: the symbolism implied through their outfits’ 
designs, family resemblances in their facial features, and 
Inuinnaqtun terminology associated with their clothing.

Figure 2. Umingmaktuurmiut women in festive outfits, 1923. 
ES‑350253. Photograph by Leo Hansen. On file at the National Mu‑
seum of Denmark.
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Physical objects collected by the expedition can 
equally be understood as material representations of Inuit 
knowledge. They act as repositories for Inuit knowledge 
when read by cultural experts with firsthand experience 
of their technologies, material properties, and function. 
Collections of tools, clothing, and other implements 
 provide examples of Inuit knowledge and technology 
produced when Inuit developmental ecology was rich and 
still part of a flow of intergenerational transfer and skills. 
While many aspects of Inuit life have altered dramatical-
ly since the expedition’s recordings, contemporary Inuit 
Elders, linguists, and land users may still possess first-
hand experience of processes like object making, hunt-
ing, naming, or intergenerational teaching that supported 
traditional knowledge and activities. This background 
provides an excellent grounding to read and interpret 
Inuit knowledge embedded in the expedition’s documen-
tation—and to introduce that knowledge back into con-
temporary society.

accessing inuit knowledge

In his original proposal for travel across the Canadian 
Arctic, Rasmussen outlined three priorities for the FTE’s 
research program (Rasmussen 1921; Michelsen, this issue). 
First, the expedition sought “to gather and write down ev-
erything that is available, the old legends, tales and tradi-
tions of bygone times, religious traditions, morals, etc.” 
(Rasmussen 1921:59). Second, the expedition was to ex-
pand the collections at the National Museum of Denmark, 
acquiring ethnographic objects for the comparative study 
of Inuit cultures and increasing the museum’s internation-
al profile (Rasmussen 1921:60). And, finally, the planned 
archaeological excavations would “provide important ar-
chaeological data that will illuminate Eskimo migration 
routes to Greenland” (Rasmussen 1921:59).

The findings from each research area were published 
throughout the 1920s and 1930s in 10 scholarly volumes, 
with a more popular early summary of the expedition 
produced by Rasmussen himself (Rasmussen 1925–1926, 
1969). All Inuit material collections acquired by the expe-
dition are housed at the National Museum of Denmark. 
Photographs, drawings, and hand-drawn maps collected 
from Inuit are distributed across multiple Danish institu-
tions (see Nielsen, this issue), many of which are undigi-
tized and unavailable for public consultation.3 The scat-
tered locations of the expedition’s writings and collections 
pose serious issues for Inuit reclamation of the knowledge 

they contain. Volumes of the FTE report  series—now 
rare books and priced accordingly—rarely circulate to 
Arctic communities. Few Inuit have resources for travel 
to Denmark to visit cultural collections on display and 
in storage. For the increasing number of Inuit interested 
in recovering traditional knowledge, language, and skills, 
the absence of these key resources is acute.

In 2014, PI/KHS initiated a series of programs de-
signed to bring Inuinnait into renewed contact with Inuit 
knowledge collected by the FTE. These programs seek to 
increase ancestral community access to Inuit knowledge 
through isolating that knowledge from non-Inuit con-
texts surrounding its documentation, interpretation, and 
presentation. The following sections provide a summary 
of our work in relation to the key Inuinnait knowledge 
areas of language, material culture, and people/names, as 
well as the creation of a new digital platform to facilitate 
the transfer of information collected by the FTE back to 
Inuit communities.

accessing linguistic knowledge

The Inuinnaqtun language, a dialect of Inuktut spoken 
by Inuinnait, has fewer than 600 fluent speakers remain-
ing. By many estimates, it may be extinct in less than two 
generations. As the foundation of Inuinnait culture, this 
disappearance of Inuinnaqtun precipitates the loss of cul-
turally unique knowledge, relationships, and engagements 
with the world. PI/KHS has been leading a coordinated 
effort to reverse the loss of Inuinnaqtun in Inuinnait com-
munities by partnering with Elders, language specialists, 
competent speakers, and academic linguists to document 
the language, mentor the next generation of speakers, and 
develop digital tools for knowledge sharing.

The recovery and revitalization of Inuinnaqtun  relies 
on contemporary access to terminology (and associat-
ed layers of cultural lexicon) no longer in common use. 
Rasmussen’s reports offer a wealth of linguistic informa-
tion and remain among the most valuable, and in some 
cases the only, source material for many Inuinnaqtun 
terms.4 The return (or “reuse”) of this terminology to-
ward language revitalization, however, is complicated by 
several factors. Rasmussen’s fieldnotes employed an or-
thography developed by the German Moravian mission-
ary Samuel Kleinschmidt in the 1850s to represent the 
West Greenlandic language; this orthography is not easily 
adapted to other dialects (Thuesen 2005:586). The com-
bination of foreign orthography and Rasmussen’s West 
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Greenlandic language bias introduced various “interfer-
ences” into Rasmussen’s texts that jeopardized its accuracy 
(Fortescue 1988:182).

Another issue with Rasmussen’s language work lies 
in  the area of context. Many layers of distance exist be-
tween the actual Inuit words and songs and Rasmussen’s 
written accounts of them: from his recording of songs 
from memory following their performance to more convo-
luted chains of translation. “[In] the pages of Rasmussen’s 
Report—and in the many other anthologies that fol-
lowed—the songs are far removed from their original 
performance in the qaggiq . . . although this process ‘pre-
serves’ the songs and stories, it also deprives them of the 
framework in which they make sense, and in which they 
fulfilled their original purposes” (Martin 2009:166).

PI/KHS was originally cautious in using much of 
Rasmussen’s terminology for language revitalization pur-
poses due to these interpretive filters. We were inspired, 
however, by Michael Fortescue’s charge regarding the 
critical next step—for Rasmussen’s linguistic work “to 
be transcribed into standard phonemic versions to render 
them more directly accessible to the descendants of the 
people who actually provided them” (Fortescue 1988:190).

In 2018, PI/KHS created a program specifically de-
signed to translate all Inuinnaqtun texts and words from 
Rasmussen’s Fifth Thule report (Rasmussen 1932) into 
contemporary Inuinnaqtun orthography. A team of lan-
guage experts across several Inuinnait communities was 
organized, with Emily Kudlak of Ulukhaktok overseeing 
the transcription of Inuinnaqtun songs and stories, and 
Gwen Angulalik, Jimmy Ogina, and Margaret Ogina of 
Cambridge Bay collecting and transcribing unique words 
for entry into PI/KHS’s ongoing virtual Inuinnaqtun lexi-
con.5 This was a powerful experience for the participants: 
the use of contemporary Roman script, not to mention 
written rather than spoken forms, doing little to diminish 
the impression that the words were moving closer to those 
originally spoken by ancestors.

The primary importance of the translation work was 
that words used a century ago could once more gain 
meaning and circulation: performed during drum danc-
es, passed between people as stories, and mined for new 
technical meanings to enhance the accuracy and scope of 
modern conversations. To further enhance the impact 
of this project, PI/KHS released a free PDF publication of 
all Inuinnaqtun content from Rasmussen’s work (PI/KHS 
2018), which continues to see extensive use throughout 
the Inuinnait communities.

accessing material knowledge

Over the course of the FTE, some 3000 ethnographic ar-
tifacts were collected, with roughly 2000 of these coming 
from Canadian Inuit east of the Mackenzie Delta and 370 
specifically from Inuinnait (Mathiassen 1945:110). Since 
their acquisition, these collections have been stored, exhib-
ited, and cared for at the National Museum of Denmark’s 
facilities in Brede and Copenhagen. Due to the expedi-
tion’s timing, the objects acquired from Inuinnait gain 
importance as reference material on lifeways and beliefs 
prior to significant influence by non-Inuit cultures. As 
many Inuinnait continue to engage in similar activities, 
such as land navigation and travel, hunting and fishing, 
and domestic tool production from local resources, this 
background provides them with an excellent vantage 
point from which to read and interpret Inuit knowledge 
embedded in historical objects.

Physically uniting contemporary Inuinnait with FTE 
collections for interpretive purposes is difficult, and this 
has greatly impacted the ability to learn from them. As 
indicated by many studies bridging museum and archi-
val collections with Inuit knowledge (Gadoua 2013, 2014; 
Griebel 2013:253–285; Jørgensen 2017; Lyons 2013; 
Lyons et al. 2010), material presence, physical interaction, 
and sensual engagement remain key elements for mean-
ingful interaction between historical collections and con-
temporary people.

In 2015, PI/KHS began working with the National 
Museum of Denmark to gain access to Inuinnait collec-
tions and extract Inuit knowledge. A PI/KHS team traveled 
to Denmark to visit the National Museum of Denmark to 
assess and inventory their collection of Inuinnait  resources. 
This trip was followed by a second visit with Elders and 
translators in December 2017. Cambridge Bay Elders 
Bessie Pihoak Omilgoetok and Joseph Tikhak, both de-
scendants of Inuinnait who met with the FTE crew, spent 
multiple days connecting to Inuinnait objects and provid-
ing rich cultural information about them, including iden-
tifying uses and Inuinnaqtun names for each object and 
its parts (Fig. 3). While many of these objects are no longer 
made in Inuinnait society, they are familiar to Elders from 
their childhood and early adulthood and opened gateways 
to related stories from that time. Pihoak, in particular, 
marveled at the collection of parkas, noting the cut of vari-
ous patterns and the skillful level of stitching involved in 
their creation. All proceedings from the workshop were 
video documented and archived at PI/KHS in recognition 
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that this is likely the last generation of Inuinnait Elders 
who will be able to connect to the objects with such a level 
of familiarity and linguistic fluency.

Since the visits to Copenhagen, engagement with the 
FTE collections has continued through multiple programs 
in Cambridge Bay designed to transfer Inuit material 
knowledge back to the community. Pihoak’s interest in 
the Inuinnait parkas encouraged the formation of a new 
sewing program and eventual museum exhibit focused on 
the evolution of Inuinnait parka fashions over the last 150 
years (PI/KHS 2019, and the virtual exhibit site at www.
patternsofchange.ca). A downloadable PDF guidebook to 
accompany the exhibit is available in both English and 
French (www.kitikmeotheritage.ca/educational- resources). 
This program brought community members, language ex-
perts, and local Elders together to review the chronology 
and diversity of historical parka patterns, record terminol-
ogy associated with their manufacture and use, and revive 
past parka styles for contemporary use. Among the pro-
gram’s deliverables is a community sewing pattern library 
in Cambridge Bay to encourage ongoing and accessible 
tactile engagement with parkas of the past.

The ability to build Inuit knowledge from Inuinnait 
collections requires the merger of two key elements: his-
torical objects and contemporary expertise. The material 
collections of the FTE play an integral role in providing 
physical examples of craftsmanship, resource use, and 
technological design. Even more than this, they serve as 
mnemonics that allow Elders to recall and relate experi-

ences from their own lives and draw collections back into 
contemporary processes of knowledge transfer and use.

accessing knowledge of  
people and names

Rasmussen was rigorous in his census taking among 
Inuinnait, basing his estimates of local population on 
both actual accounts and the interviewing of people from 
regions he could not visit himself (Damas 1988:139). As 
RCMP Inspector Stuart Wood commented on examining 
Rasmussen’s diary in 1924, it held “the names of every na-
tive he met or could get in touch with” (Treude 2004:5). 
Rasmussen was particularly attentive in acknowledging 
the names of his sources for Inuit knowledge and authors 
of the songs and stories he recorded. His extensive use of 
personal names provides incredibly useful information to 
support research of Inuinnait genealogy and naming.

In 2016, PI/KHS launched a program in Cambridge 
Bay to bridge the knowledge of local Elders with in-
formation about individual Inuinnait recovered from 
Rasmussen’s report. Beginning in the 1930s, traditional 
Inuit naming practices were affected by federal policies 
and administrative practices, with names sometimes be-
ing incorrectly recorded. Naming is deeply embedded in 
Inuit lives via the use of the atiq, or “name soul,” through 
which the characteristics, skills, and spirit of an individual 
are passed down through generations (Dupré 2009). The 
very continuity of Inuit communities is upheld through 
the transfer of the names:

Each name carries a history as well as a network 
of relationships. Through the names passed down, 
society reproduces itself and connects to its past. A 
complex system of terms of address ensures that the 
relationships embedded in the names are acknowl-
edged. (Oosten and Laugrand 2010:130)

Since the advent of the FTE, Inuinnait naming prac-
tices, along with the kinship structures and social obliga-
tions that accompany them, have gradually eroded from 
everyday use. Recent years, however, have seen a rekindling 
of traditional naming among younger generations, often 
without full knowledge of family trees or historical nam-
ing protocols. In 2015, PI/KHS used the  various names 
present within Rasmussen’s 1924 census of Inuinnait 
to begin building comprehensive genealogical charts 
for Inuinnait families in Cambridge Bay. The names of 
Inuinnait mentioned throughout Rasmussen’s report—in 
addition to place names, songs, stories, and narratives at-

Figure 3. Bessie Pihoak Omilgoetok examines an  Inuinnait 
parka collected by Rasmussen and stored at the National 
Museum of Denmark.
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tributed to them—were systematically documented and 
paired with a collection of local family trees, family reg-
isters, and baptismal records created by Cambridge Bay–
based Roman Catholic priests in the 1950s. Local college 
students assisted Elders in charting their family trees back 
to names mentioned by Rasmussen and uploading them 
to a digital family tree platform. Elders, in turn, instructed 
students in the importance of traditional kinship networks 
and the social obligations that accompany these relation-
ships. To date, approximately 1150 Inuinnait individuals 
have found their place on 17 family trees extending back 
to the time of Rasmussen’s visit, a feat made possible only 
thanks to his detailed census taking.

Research into Inuinnait individuals encountered by 
Rasmussen has also been facilitated through photographs. 
Expedition photographer Leo Hansen took over 80 pho-
tographs of Inuinnait during his time with Rasmussen 
(Jørgensen, this issue). The power of historical images of 
Inuit as “memory prompts and sites of social engagement” 
(Payne 2011:97) has been well documented through im-
age repatriation projects such as Library and Archives 
Canada’s Project Naming Initiative (Greenhorn 2005, 
2013; Haskell 2017). In 2015, PI/KHS began working 
with the National Museum of Denmark to transfer these 
photographs back to Inuinnait under creative commons 
licensing. In September 2018, Arctic curators Anne Mette 
Jørgensen from the National Museum of Denmark and 
Tone Wang from the Museum of Cultural History in Oslo 
traveled to Cambridge Bay to build more information 
around these images (NMDK 2020). Elders’  reactions on 
seeing the images of their grandparents, in some cases for 
the first time, were a testament to the profound emotional 
connection such images can bring.

the fifth thule digital atlas

The ethnographic writings, photos, names, and objects 
collected by the FTE continue to be relevant for Inuinnait 
due to the Inuit knowledge they contain. Their relevance 
also depends on their availability to Inuinnait populations. 
Inuit visits to Fifth Thule museum collections are expen-
sive, and the large-scale repatriation of physical collections 
to Nunavut is fraught with political and logistical barriers 
(Keith et al. 2019). It was this need for broader access to 
Inuit knowledge that originally prompted PI/KHS to seek 
digital alternatives.

In 2014, PI/KHS approached the Geomatics and 
Cartographic Research Centre (GCRC) at Carleton 

University, Ottawa, for assistance in developing a digital 
platform capable of databasing and displaying the mul-
tiple forms of Inuit knowledge gathered by the FTE. From 
the project’s inception, the digital platform’s design was to 
meet four basic goals:
1. Provide digital access to Inuit knowledge gathered on 

the FTE.
2. Provide opportunities for Inuit to verify and enhance 

knowledge collected by the expedition.
3. Link the results of contemporary research and Inuit 

experiences to expedition findings.
4. Create opportunities for Nunavummiut to interact 

with expedition objects and environments in aug-
mented reality environments.
Using the GCRC-developed Nunaliit framework 

(Hayes et al. 2014), PI/KHS created an innovative digital 
tool called the Fifth Thule Atlas that allows users to dis-
cover all Inuit content collected by the FTE while digitally 
renavigating the expedition’s route.

A major challenge of this project was the representa-
tion of Inuit knowledge’s dynamic nature in a digital for-
mat. To best accomplish this, the Atlas allows for Inuit 
knowledge to be approached through three different 
forms of user interface (see Keith et al. 2019 for an ex-
tensive overview of the project). The first interface offers 
a path to access knowledge cartographically through an 
area map that visualizes locations such as the expedition 
routes, significant places, and Inuit camps encountered 
by the expedition (Fig. 4). Clicking on locations within 
the map summons all cultural documentation related to 
that place, such as photos of Inuit who once occupied the 
area, scans of the maps they drew, and transcribed songs 
and stories collected at each site. This spatial aspect to ac-
cessing knowledge was considered integral to maintaining 
ongoing relationships between Inuit knowledge, identi-
ty, and place (Lyons et al. 2010) and upholding the lineage 
and ancestral ties connected to specific geographic areas.

The second form of Atlas interface provides access 
to interactive PDF versions of all published FTE reports 
containing relevant cultural material (Fig. 5). With the 
original hard-copy reports of the expedition so difficult 
to obtain, such digital versions can be widely distrib-
uted and read much like a traditional book by scrolling 
backward and forward through the pages. An additional 
benefit of the PDF is that its content is fully searchable 
via keywords. While the Atlas’s emphasis remains one of 
Inuit  knowledge, the book format allows this knowledge 
to be contextualized according to the research interests, 



64 assessing the significance of the fifth thule expedition for inuinnait and inuit knowledge

methodologies, and narratives that surrounded its docu-
mentation. To encourage Inuit to enhance knowledge col-
lected by the expedition team, a parallel version of each re-
port exists specifically for community-based input. Every 
knowledge document entered in the Atlas (whether a book 
page, a photograph, or a transcribed song) is accompanied 
by a community-driven report that allows users to add 
information, edit content, or contribute additional meta-
data. Users can upload text, photos, and other media or re-
cord live audio and video contributions straight from their 
computer. This parallel version of the Fifth Thule Report 
seeks to amend inaccuracies in the data collected by the 
expedition and enhance or qualify its meaning in a more 
contemporary context.

The final form of engaging the Atlas allows users to 
interact directly with specific categories of knowledge, 
such as place names, people, songs, photographs, maps, 
and travel routes. This interface exists as a series of visual 
“tiles,” which can be navigated according to the user’s 
specific interests (Fig. 6). If a user is interested only in 
people documented by the expedition, they can click the 
“person” category to easily access all individuals encoun-

tered. When a desired person is selected from that list, 
the tiles further repopulate with all information related 
to that individual, including the places they were encoun-
tered, tools they created, and songs, stories, and maps 
they authored.

As of 2020, the Fifth Thule Atlas provides access to 
Inuit knowledge drawn from expedition reports and pho-
tos relating only to the Inuinnait cultural region. This con-
tent is freely available to the public at www.thuleatlas.org. 
While the tools are in place to expand the Atlas into other 
Inuit regions visited by the expedition, there are potential 
questions of regionalism and knowledge ownership that 
must first be considered and negotiated. Is it the role of a 
regional Inuinnait organization to digitally repatriate the 
archives and collections of other Inuit areas? Does the for-
mat that Inuinnait have chosen to represent their cultural 
materials and knowledge within the Atlas apply to other 
Inuit groups? It is our hope that the FTE’s centennial an-
niversary will create the opportunities to begin working 
with other Inuit groups and make Inuit knowledge more 
accessible to communities across the North.

Figure 4. A screenshot of the Fifth Thule Atlas map interface depicting the Inuinnait region. A timeline along the bot‑
tom introduces a temporal element to users’ searches for Inuit knowledge.
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conclusion

The FTE documented a vast repository of Inuit knowl-
edge, with its reports, photographs, and material collec-
tions among the most comprehensive tangible records 
available for early Inuit beliefs and lifeways. Notably, 
Rasmussen’s ethnographic work was singular for its cul-
tural and linguistic fluency and attention to detail. This 
body of research remains significant a full century after 
its collection, not only because it increases our under-
standings of Inuit societies at that time but also because it 
helps transmit vital cultural information to contemporary 

Inuit. When properly accessed, Fifth Thule research al-
lows Inuit to situate their own experiences within a larger 
continuum of Inuit tradition and knowledge.

For Inuinnait, the transition from a lifestyle entirely re-
liant on the land to one of townships, a wage-based econo-
my, and imported materials was rapid and often took place 
outside of their control. This change resulted in the break-
down of mechanisms for ensuring the maintenance and 
transfer of unique knowledge and relationships between 
landscape, language, and people. As Inuinnait move to-
ward the restoration and revival of these intricate connec-
tions, they require waymarkers from past  generations to 

Figure 5. The PDF version of the Fifth Thule Expedition reports is searchable through keywords and designed to provide 
direct access to Inuit knowledge contained on each page, which appears in the form of tiles at the bottom of the screen.
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guide their route. Much of the ethnographic documenta-
tion about early Inuit is riddled with cross-cultural (mis)
interpretation, to an extent that the voices and actions of 
original Inuit informants no longer shine through. While 
the FTE has received criticism to this effect, there is no 
arguing that Rasmussen’s unique status as a researcher flu-
ent in Inuit language and lifeways provided an unparal-
leled level of familiarity, detail, and respect concerning the 
people and knowledge he recorded.

Over the last five years, PI/KHS has delivered mul-
tiple programs to assist Inuinnait with the access and re-
covery of Inuit knowledge so carefully documented by 
Rasmussen. By merging this documentation with the 
experiences of contemporary Elders, language experts, 
and younger generations, we have provided an avenue for 
critical Inuit knowledge to reawaken and activate within 
the minds, teachings, and practices of Inuinnait com-
munities. The value of Rasmussen’s work for Inuinnait, 

in accordance with his original goals of cultural preser-
vation, ultimately lies in this ability to reunite Inuinnait 
with themselves.

notes

1. Throughout his life, Knud Rasmussen self-identified 
as Inuk on both genetic and ideological grounds 
(cf.  Thalbitzer 1934:585). While perhaps not ac-
cepted as such by Greenlandic Inuit, the Canadian 
Inuit Rasmussen encountered were likely more open 
to embracing his identity. He was fluent in their lan-
guage, proficient in their ancestors’ tools and travel 
technologies, and fully engaged in an Inuktut way 
of life. Rasmussen was not the only Inuk mem-
ber of the expedition (see Kleist, this issue), as sev-
eral Greenlandic Inuit took part and assisted with 
the recording of cultural data, even though the ex-

Figure 6. A scrollable selection of knowledge tiles allows users to explore Inuit knowledge by category based on their 
specific interests. 
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tent of their contributions and insight into the Inuit 
lives they encountered was largely undocumented. 
The only exception was Jacob Olsen, a Greenlandic 
Inuk, whose Akilinermiulersaarut, an account in the 
Kalaallisut language, contains a selection of Inuit 
 legends primarily from the Aivilik region (Olsen 
1927). Unfortunately, Olsen was not present during 
travel through the Inuinnait region.

2. The term Inuinnait, meaning “the people” in the 
Inuinnaqtun language, is a contemporary  ethnonym 
used by Inuit to represent the collective identity of 
a distinct regional group occupying the same area 
Rasmussen identified for the “Copper Eskimo.” 
Throughout the early twentieth century, the group 
numbered about 800 people, divided into regional 
subgroups who self-identified according to envi-
ronmental features in their territorial landscapes. 
While sharing a distinct dialect of Inuktut known as 
Inuinnaqtun, and many unique features of clothing 
and material culture, the group’s amalgamation as a 
single cultural entity is largely a product of regional 
categorization by non-Inuit explorers and researchers, 
the FTE being a notable example. Formerly referred 
to as the “Copper Eskimo,” or “Copper Inuit,” by 
non-Inuit, Inuit are increasingly rejecting these terms 
in favor of the self-determined name of “Inuinnait.” 
This article uses all the above terms interchangeably, 
favoring Inuinnait in all cases other than direct cita-
tion of other publications.

3. The centennial of the FTE combined with increasing 
Inuit advocacy shows promise for addressing the ac-
cessibility of its various collections. A program initi-
ated by the Danish Arctic Institute (see Nielsen, this 
issue) has begun to create a registry detailing where 
all records relating to the expedition can be found in 
Denmark. The National Museum of Denmark has 
also launched the Tumisiut Project, designed to create 
wider sharing of Inuit cultural heritage recorded by 
the expedition (NMDK 2020).

4. Of importance to this terminology, and in testament 
to Rasmussen’s linguistic abilities, is that recorded 
terms exist for both eastern (Umingmaktuurmiut) 
and western (Kangiryuarmiut) subdialects of the 
Inuinnaqtun language. Rasmussen collected his vo-
cabulary primarily from the Bathurst Inlet region, 
rather than the Coppermine region favored by earlier 
anthropological studies. This captured an extensive 

subdialect of Inuinnaqtun, which may have otherwise 
gone largely unrecorded (Fortescue 1988:181).

5. The Inuinnaqtun lexicon is a digital platform cre-
ated in partnership between PI/KHS and Carleton 
University’s Geomatics and Cartographic Research 
Centre to allow Inuinnaqtun specialists in Kugluktuk, 
Ulukhaktok, Cambridge Bay, and Gjoa Haven to col-
laborate in the compilation and documentation of var-
ious regional Inuinnaqtun dialects. It can be accessed 
through PI/KHS’s website at www. kitikmeotheritage.
ca/digital-strategies.
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abstract

In the early twentieth century, George Comer, Roald Amundsen, Vilhjálmur Stefansson, Rudolph 
M. Anderson, and Diamond Jenness assembled extensive collections of Inuit cultural belongings cre-
ated by Aivilingmiut, Qairnirmiut, Nattilingmiut, Inuinnait, and Inuvialuit hunters and seamstresses 
across Arctic Canada and the north coast of Alaska, the future field of the Fifth Thule Expedition. 
Preserved in North American and European museums, these historic collections—the accomplished 
work of Inuit artisans—offer meaningful insight into the regional development and diverse expression 
of Inuit cultural history. Since the 1990s, Inuit researchers, individually and collectively, have sought 
out these ancestral belongings entrusted to the care of distant museums. An inspirational source, 
museum collections reconnect Inuit communities with their unique cultural history, reaffirming and 
celebrating the intellectual culture, resilience, and ingenuity of their forebears.

introduction

By the early twentieth century, Inuit families on the 
northwest coast of Hudson Bay were well acquainted with 
American and Scottish whalers. Active in the Hudson 
Bay region for decades, some commercial whaling crews 
wintered over to extend the whaling season (Eber 1989; 
Ross 1975). However, despite the intermittent presence 
of explorers, many Inuit families in the central Canadian 
Arctic remained largely isolated from Western contact. 
This article examines a pivotal period prior to the ar-
rival of the Fifth Thule Expedition (1921–1924, hereaf-
ter FTE) in which possessions of fur clothing, hunting 
equipment, household goods, and spiritual assets belong-
ing to Aivilingmiut, Qairnirmiut, Nattilingmiut (Netsilik 
Inuit), Inuinnait (Copper Inuit), and Inuvialuit families 
were sought out by a small group of independent collectors 
(whalers, traders, and explorers) for acquisition by North 
American and European museums. In conjunction with 
the ethnographic material brought together by the FTE, 
these extensive regional collections—acquired by Captain 
George Comer (1895–1912), Roald Amundsen (1903–

1905), Vilhjálmur Stefansson (1906–1907), Stefansson 
and R. M. Anderson (1908–1912), and Diamond Jenness 
(1913–1916)—comprise an invaluable and irreplaceable 
source of Inuit cultural history.

As argued in this article, the cumulative fieldwork of 
Comer, Amundsen, Stefansson, Anderson, and Jenness—
as well as their personal relationships with Inuit compan-
ions—laid a solid foundation for FTE research and col-
lecting activities. The regionally specific designs of fur 
clothing, hunting equipment, household goods, and spiri-
tual possessions represented in these museum collections 
demonstrate the social, cultural, and economic diversity 
of Inuit cultural history. As such, they complement (and 
enhance) the comprehensive fieldwork, scholarly data, and 
Inuit material culture brought together by the FTE. In 
providing comparative material from the central Canadian 
Arctic and the north coast of Alaska, these collections 
strengthen and expand the lasting impact of the FTE.

From a more critical standpoint, the transformation of 
Inuit belongings into valuable commodities actively sought 
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out by collectors at the request (or anticipated  interest) of 
distant museums contributed to a rapid disappearance 
of family possessions and, in some cases, regional design 
templates. This was particularly true of the distinctive 
clothing design of the Inuinnait of the central Canadian 
Arctic (Driscoll Engelstad 2005). The removal of personal 
belongings during this period contributed not only to a 
greater dependence on imported goods by Inuit families 
across the North American Arctic but to a significant loss 
of material culture history. Preserved in far-off museums 
(and largely unknown to Inuit descendants), these collec-
tions comprise an ancestral legacy of incalculable value to 
Inuit today. “Reawakened” by Inuit elders, scholars, and 
educators, these belongings reflect the regional expression 
of Inuit cultural history across the Canadian Arctic and 
northern Alaska.

shaping museum anthropology: 
the canadian arctic

Franz Boas’s ([1888] 1964) The Central Eskimo presented 
the first comprehensive description of Inuit culture in 
Arctic Canada. In addition to detailing the distribution of 
“tribes,” trading connections, hunting practices, domestic 
activities, mythology, and ritual customs, the monograph 
included scores of transcribed Inuit songs, maps, and 
drawings—compelling evidence of Inuit skill in convey-
ing cultural ideas through narrative and graphic art.

Following his appointment as assistant curator at the 
American Museum of Natural History (AMNH) in New 
York in 1895, Boas was able to resume his Arctic research 
by recruiting three experienced northerners as surrogate 
fieldworkers—Rev. E. J. Peck, Captain James Mutch, and 
Captain George Comer—to document Inuit oral history, 
mythology, and cultural practices (Boas 1901, 1907; see also 
Calabretta 1984, 2008a, 2008b, 2018; Driscoll Engelstad 
2018a; Eber 1989; Harper 2008, 2016; Laugrand et al. 
2006; Ross 1984a, 1984b; Saladin d’Anglure 1984). In ad-
dition, Mutch and Comer secured sizable collections of 
Inuit material culture for the AMNH. Mutch’s collection, 
primarily from the Cumberland Sound area of southeast 
Baffin Island, as well as “Pond’s Bay” (the area around 
present-day Pond Inlet, Nunavut), numbers over 700 ob-
jects. Although beyond the scope of this essay, the Baffin 
Island collection includes elegantly designed sealskin and 
caribou fur clothing for men, women, and children, hunt-
ing equipment, and domestic items. Representing the ma-
terial culture of the eastern Arctic, the Mutch collection 

complements AMNH Inughuit material from northwest 
Greenland brought together by Robert Peary in the 1890s 
as well as the Ungava collection acquired by Lucien Turner 
for the Smithsonian Institution (Turner [1894] 2001).

The extensive collection acquired for the AMNH 
by Comer along the west coast of Hudson Bay among 
the Aivilingmiut, Qairnirmiut, Nattilingmiut and 
Paallirmiut, as well as the Sallirmiut of Southampton 
Island, totals over 3,000 ethnographic and archaeologi-
cal artifacts. It complements the Inuvialuit and Inuinnait 
cultural belongings obtained by Vilhjálmur Stefansson 
and Rudolph M. Anderson during the AMNH-sponsored 
expedition (1908–1912) to northern Alaska and the west-
ern Canadian Arctic. In conjunction with Nattilingmiut 
possessions assembled by Roald Amundsen (1903–1905) 
for the Museum of Cultural History (MCH) in Oslo, 
and Inuinnait objects acquired by Diamond Jenness 
(1914–1916) during the Canadian Arctic Expedition at 
the Canadian Museum of History (CMH), these collec-
tions reflect Inuit regional life across the central and west-
ern Canadian Arctic and northern Alaska (Arima 1984; 
Balikci 1984; Damas 1984; Smith 1984).

Paired with the ethnographic collections gathered by 
the FTE—and described in its published reports (Birket-
Smith 1929, 1945; Mathiassen 1928, 1930)—these earlier 
assemblages emphasize the regional expression of Inuit 
material culture. The conceptual aspects of Inuit culture, 
recounted in detail by Knud Rasmussen (1929, 1930, 
1931, 1932), offer particular insight into the philosophical 
and spiritual foundations that gave shape to Inuit cultural 
objects. This article provides a brief summary of these mu-
seum collections and the historical context in which they 
were acquired.

george comer: among inuit of 
hudson bay (1895–1912)

Working closely with Aivilingmiut families at the 
“American” whaling station of Qatiktalik (Cape Fullerton), 
Captain George Comer relied heavily on the camaraderie 
and social influence of camp leader Tassiuq (called Harry 
by the whalers, Fig. 1), who directed Inuit boat crews for 
Comer’s whaling endeavor (Ross 1984b). In 1897, Comer 
gifted the AMNH more than 50 artifacts that he had ac-
quired from Aivilingmiut, Qairnirmiut, Nattilingmiut, 
and Sallirmiut.1 Following this initial  donation, the 
 museum commissioned Comer to make additional collec-
tions of Inuit belongings during his  subsequent whaling 
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voyages from 1900 to 1912, agreeing to pay $500 or more 
for each shipment on receipt at the museum (Driscoll 
Engelstad 2018a; Harper 2016).

Highlights of these acquisitions include caribou 
fur clothing for men, women, and children made by 
Aivilingmiut, Qairnirmiut, and Nattilingmiut seamstress-
es, as well as sealskin clothing from the Hudson Strait area 
(Table 1). Two exceptional garments have received wide 
attention over the years: the shaman’s vestments (Fig. 2), 
including a caribou fur coat, hat, and mitts belonging to 
Qingailisaq, cataloged by AMNH in 1902 (Boas 1907; 
Driscoll Engelstad 1983, 1987a, 1987b; Issenman 1997; 
Rasmussen 1929; Saladin d’Anglure 1983); as well as the 
beaded parka belonging to Comer’s paramour, Nivisanaaq 
(“Shoofly”), cataloged in 1906 (Dean 2010a, 2010b; 
Driscoll Engelstad 1980, 1983, 1984; Kunuk and Dean 

2006). Baleen buckets and a sled made of thick bands 
of baleen lashed together by baleen strips (catalog num-
ber AMNH 60/1189) were obtained from the Sallirmiut 
(Comer 1921). The Sallirmiut collection also includes sev-
eral pairs of women’s ornaments (cataloged as “ear orna-
ments”) made of a thin, flat bone plaque and decorated 
with a series of dark dots around the outer edge. A dot-
ted line (and, alternatively, a Y-motif) marks the center of 
the plaque. Three roughly shaped round balls were once 
attached by sinew or beaded strings to holes along the 
bottom edge of each ornament (catalog number AMNH 
60/2432a, b).

Correspondence between Boas and Professor Karl von 
den Steinen, director of the Museum für Völkerkunde 
(Berlin), suggests that Comer gathered a substantial 
 collection of Inuit material culture at the request of the 

Figure 1: Tassiuq and his family. Photograph by Captain George Comer, Qatiktalik/Cape Fullerton, west coast of 
Hudson Bay, Nunavut, Canada. Courtesy of Mystic Seaport Museum, 1966.339.23.
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museum in Berlin.2 In 1903, the Canadian government 
imposed customs duties on trade goods and supplies im-
ported by American and Scottish whalers working in the 
Hudson Bay region. In response, Comer asked Boas to 
put him in touch with museum colleagues in Canada, 
hoping to gain favor with Canadian authorities. Working 
with Edward Sapir of the Geological Survey of Canada 
(GSC), Comer agreed to collect for the “new museum” 
planned for Ottawa (now the Canadian Museum of 
History) during his whaling voyage of 1906. This effort 
was forestalled by the grounding of his whaling schooner, 
Era, off the coast of Newfoundland. During Comer’s sub-
sequent whaling voyage (1907–1909), he was able to as-
semble a significant collection for the new museum, gath-
ering over 700 ethnographic and archaeological objects 
(Driscoll Engelstad 2018a:76–77). Although the bulk of 
the collection arrived in Ottawa in 1910, Comer shipped 
a Nattilingmiut kayak and Aivilingmiut woman’s beaded 
parka (cataloged as Iglulingmiut) in March 1913. A few ar-
tifacts from this collection are accessible on the Canadian 
Museum of History database, including an Aivilingmiut 

woman’s beaded parka (catalog number IV-C-709) and a 
set of small ivory carvings attributed to Tassiuq (Harry).

Several artifacts in the AMNH collection suggest 
that Comer commissioned works directly from Inuit 
companions. These include hair combs inscribed with 
the names “Harry” (Tassiuq) and “Ben” (Auqqajaq), a 
map by Tassiuq, and drawings of women’s caribou fur 
clothing by the Aivilingmiut whaler Melichi. Perhaps 
most notably, the woman’s beaded parka (Fig. 3a, 3b) at 
the University of Pennsylvania Museum depicts Comer’s 
whaling schooner, Era (identified by F. Calabretta in 
Driscoll Engelstad 1984), and was presumably done at 
Comer’s request. The image of the Era, elegantly beaded 
on the parka hood, is shown floating calmly on a ripple of 
waves under a starlit sky with a crescent moon. Comer’s 
hand is also evident in the design motifs of the compass 
rose and pair of high-topped boots that appear on the 
chest panel of Nivisanaaq’s tuilli (woman’s parka) at the 
AMNH (Dean 2010a:259; Driscoll Engelstad 1980, 
1987a, 1987b; Kunuk and Dean 2006).

Figure 2a, b: Qingailisaq [Iglulik angakkuq] in his shamanistic vestments. Photograph by Captain George  Comer, 
Qatiktalik/Cape Fullerton, west coast of Hudson Bay, Nunavut, Canada. Courtesy of Mystic Seaport Museum, 
1966.399.68; 1963.1767.179.
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With a keen interest in technology, Comer introduced 
the typewriter, graphophone, cameras, and a sewing ma-
chine (a gift to Nivisanaaq) to Qatiktalik. During his time 
in the North, Comer produced over 300 photographs of 
whaling activities, Inuit cultural practices, and individual 
and group portraits of Inuit and Qallunaat (non-Inuit or 
“Whites” – ed.), in the collections of the Mystic Seaport 
Museum and the New Bedford Whaling Museum 
(Calabretta 1984, 2008a, 2008b, 2018; Eber 1989). Audio 
recordings of Inuit songs and stories, initially deposit-
ed with the AMNH, are preserved at the University of 
Indiana, Bloomington. The willingness of Inuit to engage 

in Comer’s photographic productions encouraged similar 
efforts by other visitors, such as A. P. Low, command-
er of the Canadian expedition; North-West Mounted 
Police Superintendent J. D. Moodie; and eventually 
Superintendent Moodie’s wife, the studio photographer 
Geraldine Moodie. This collective endeavor resulted in 
an extraordinary visual record of Inuit life at Qatiktalik, 
a significant source of Inuit family history in the region 
(Driscoll Engelstad 2018a; Kooyman 2017; Qulaut 1998; 
White 1998).

Beyond photography, Comer produced an impres-
sive collection of plaster facial casts of Aivilingmiut and 

Figure 3a, b: Woman’s beaded parka, Iglulik (Aivilingmiut). Collected by Captain George Comer, Repulse Bay, Nuna-
vut, Canada, 1911. Courtesy of the University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, NA 2844.
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Qairnirmiut men, women, and children at Qatiktalik, as 
well as Iglulingmiut, Nattilingmiut, and Pallirmiut com-
ing to visit or trade (Driscoll Engelstad 2018a; Saladin 
d’Anglure 1984). Each portrait is identified by name, 
whaling nickname, age, gender, and -miut affiliation. 
Hand casts accompany many of the 175 facial casts in the 
AMNH collection. An additional set of 40 facial casts, 
produced during Comer’s voyage of 1907–1909, are in 
the CMH, and 25 portrait casts were acquired by the 
University of Pennsylvania Museum in 1917.3

Through his involvement with the Crocker Land 
Expedition, Comer became acquainted with Knud 
Rasmussen in Greenland. Given their relationship, 
one wonders how much Comer might have influenced 
Rasmussen’s later plans for an expedition across the 
Canadian Arctic (see Michelsen, this issue). It is no co-
incidence that the FTE basecamp was established near 
Repulse Bay, the region Comer knew so well, and that 
some of his close friends, such as Nivisanaaq and her son, 
John Ell (Aullanaq), whom Comer had mentored as a 
young boy, assisted the Danish expedition in their work. It 
was Nivisanaaq, intimately familiar with Qallunaat ways, 
who voiced the most strident objections to Mathiassen’s 
disturbance of ancestral gravesites, even to the point of 
threatening the archaeologist’s life (Mathiassen 1945).

In 1999, Rhoda Karetak and her niece, Bernadette 
Miqqusaaq Dean (see Dean, this issue), journeyed to the 
AMNH to study and photograph the beaded parka of 
their ancestor Nivisanaaq. Building on this visit, Dean 
soon brought a research team of Aivilingmiut elders 
and educators to study Inuit collections at the American 
Museum of Natural History (New York); University of 
Pennsylvania Museum (Philadelphia); National Museum 
of the American Indian (NMAI, Washington, DC) 
and National Museum of Natural History (NMNH, 
Washington, DC); Canadian Museum of History 
(Gatineau, Québec); and the Royal Ontario Museum 
(Toronto). Their research is documented in the video pro-
duction Inuit Piqutingit: What Belongs to Inuit (Kunuk and 
Dean 2006). Artifacts in the AMNH collection brought 
together by Comer have served as a source of inspiration 
for the contemporary artist Germaine Arnaktauyuk. The 
shaman’s vestments acquired from the Igloolik angakkuq 
Qingailisaq (Fig. 2a, b) are given new life in drawings and 
prints by the artist. A series of women’s combs made by 
Aivilingmiut artisans known to Comer are the subject of 
a woven tapestry by the artist, on display in the National 
Gallery of Canada (Ottawa).

roald amundsen: among the 
nattilingmiut (1903–1905)

Coinciding with Comer’s whaling voyage of 1903–1905, 
Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen set out from 
Christiania (Oslo) with a small crew on the fishing sloop 
Gjoa, which had been refitted for Arctic service. Arriving 
along the southeast coast of King William Island, they es-
tablished a base alongside a snug harbor. Still known as 
Gjoa Haven, the community’s Inuktitut name, Uqsuqtuuq, 
refers to an abundance of bearded seals (uqjuk). Amundsen 
had a twofold objective: to record scientific data  locating 
the earth’s magnetic north pole and to successfully navi-
gate the Northwest Passage, identifying a maritime route 
across the central Canadian Arctic. Entertaining the 
thought that Inuit might be “extinct” and “relegated to 
oblivion,” the Norwegian camp was surprised (and re-
lieved) to be discovered by an Ugjulingmiut hunting party 
about a month after their arrival (Amundsen 1908:113–
123; Taylor 1974:20).

At Amundsen’s urgent request, Inuit seamstress-
es completed full complements of caribou fur parkas, 
trousers, and footwear for the Gjoa crew (Amundsen 
1908:152–153). Produced in the Nattilingmiut style, the 
men’s parkas featured a close-fitting hood, hip-length 
front panel, and extended back tail. Broad bands of pukiq, 
white underbelly fur of the caribou, used to edge the front 
panel and back tail, indicate an ample supply of dressed 
caribou furs. Such time-consuming work by a small corps 
of seamstresses undoubtedly compromised their own ef-
forts to repair and replace family clothing. Furthermore, 
Inuit cultural principles dictated the separation of land 
and sea animals. This required that work on caribou fur 
clothing had to be completed before families could set out 
on the sea ice for winter sealing (Rasmussen 1931). Besides 
their contribution in supplying the crew with winter cloth-
ing, Nattilingmiut assisted Amundsen in many essential 
ways. As Amundsen later acknowledged, Inuit expertise 
in clothing design, hunting, sled travel, dog handling, and 
the strategic importance of food caches was critical to his 
Antarctic expedition (1910–1912) and his success in reach-
ing the South Pole (Amundsen 1927).

During his 19-month stay in the region, Amundsen 
collected almost 1,200 artifacts by Nattilingmiut arti-
sans. These belongings are preserved in the Museum of 
Cultural History (MCH) at the University of Oslo (900 
objects), the Ethnographic Museum at Bergen (137), and 
the National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen (120) 
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(Table 1). The compact handbook published by J. Garth 
Taylor (1974) provides a valuable reference to the collec-
tion with tables describing the main artifact categories by 
function, material, and size. The Nattilingmiut clothing 
collection includes 46 inner and outer parkas worn by men 
and older boys (38 caribou fur and 8 sealskin). A shaman’s 
coat (Fig. 4) features several weasel (ermine) skins attached 
to its front, as well as a string of beads fastened by a safety 
pin. A fur band holding carved models of knives, a tin 
button, iron needle, and beads is also attached to the back 
of the coat (Taylor 1974:29–30). In comparison to the nar-
rative references portrayed in the design of Qingailisaq’s 
vestments (Fig. 2), this garment contains a more abstract, 
animistic rendering of shamanistic paraphernalia. Closely 
akin to the amulet belts and appendages acquired by the 
FTE in the Nattilingmiut area in 1923, this garment re-
flects the shamanistic clothing tradition of the central 
Canadian Arctic4 (Birket-Smith 1945; Driscoll Engelstad 
1987a, 1987b; Rasmussen 1931).

One of many highlights in the Nattilingmiut collec-
tion is a hat made with bands of light and dark caribou 
fur and crowned with a small bird carving, recalling the 
dance hat used by Inuinnait neighbors to the west that 
was topped with a loon’s beak and ermine skin (Fig. 5a, 
5b). As described by Kangiryuarmiut elder and artist 
Helen Kalvak (1901–1984), Inuinnait admire the loon for 
its song and courtship dance; the ermine skin is a sym-
bolic reference to the shaman, described by Kalvak as 
“smart and sneaky” (Helen Kalvak, pers. comm.; Robert 
Kuptana, trans., September 1981).

Three sealskin brow bands illustrated by Taylor 
(1974:55) in the Nattilingmiut collection are of special in-
terest. Each shows a wide band “covered on the front with 
an extra layer of very thin white skin, which is probably 
from a seal’s oesophagus” (Taylor 1974:54–55). Narrow 
strips of dark sealskin are woven through slits in the front 
of the band, creating a pattern of vertical stripes or hori-
zontal rows of tiny rectangles. Two bands (catalog numbers 
MCH 16152, 16153) include rows of caribou or muskox 
teeth suspended from the band’s lower edge; on the for-
mer (MCH 16152), these are suspended by strings capped 
with clear, white, blue, or green beads. This type of brow 
band appears unique to the Nattilingmiut region, and the 
woven decorative technique is rarely seen in other types of 
skin artifacts among the Nattilingmiut or in neighboring 
areas. Besides clothing items, the Nattilingmiut collec-
tion obtained by Amundsen also contained soapstone seal 
oil lamps and cooking pots, muskox horn ladles; wooden 
dishes of the type commonly used to hold meat and blub-
ber, and three kayaks, each with paddle.

Curiously, there are only six women’s parkas in the 
collection (all caribou fur), compared to 46 men’s parkas. 
Only two of the women’s parkas incorporate an amaut, 
the back pouch in a mother’s parka used to carry an in-
fant. This difference may reflect Amundsen’s preference. 
However, it might also indicate women’s reluctance to part 
with their garments, knowing firsthand the raw material, 
time, and effort needed to replace them, as well as the need 
to replace a spouse’s clothing. Although he drove a hard 
bargain in trade, Amundsen admitted to having a passion-
ate interest in collecting:

I set about to acquire a complete set of museum 
exhibits to illustrate every phase of the life of the 
Eskimo. Before I finished, I had several such com-
plete sets, which now repose in the Norwegian mu-
seums. I got samples of literally everything these 
Eskimos possessed, from suits of clothing worn by 

Figure 4: Nattilingmiut shaman’s parka. Collected by 
Roald Amundsen, 1903–1905. Museum of Cultural His-
tory, Oslo (16217), on exhibit. Photo: B. D. Engelstad.
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Inuit Groups/Locale Collector/Dates Museum Collections/Holdings

Aivilingmiut
Qatiktalik/Cape Fullerton, west coast of 

Hudson Bay (Nunavut)

Qairnirmiut
Qatiktalik/Cape Fullerton, west coast of 

Hudson Bay (Nunavut)

Nattilingmiut
Qatiktalik/Cape
Fullerton, west coast of Hudson Bay 

(Nunavut)

Pallirmiut
Qatiktalik/Cape Fullerton, west coast of 

Hudson Bay (Nunavut)

Sallirmiut
Southampton Island, Hudson Bay 

(Nunavut)

Captain George Comer
(1897–1912)

American Museum of Natural History
Ethnographic artifacts, facial casts, photographs, 
documents (diaries, correspondence, field notes)

American Philosophical Society
Archival material (Comer/Boas correspondence)

Canadian Museum of History
Ethnographic artifacts, facial casts, archaeo-
logical artifacts, photographs, archival material 
(correspondence)

Library and Archives Canada
Photographs, archival material (correspondence)

Mystic Seaport Museum
Ethnographic artifacts, photographs, archival material 
(diaries)

New Bedford Whaling Museum
Photographs, archival material (diaries)

University of Pennsylvania Museum
Ethnographic artifacts, facial casts (?), archival 
material

Nattilingmiut
Gjoa Haven, King William Island (Nunavut)

Roald Amundsen
(1903–1905)

Museum of Cultural History, University of Oslo
Ethnographic artifacts, photographs

Ethnographic Museum, Bergen
Ethnographic artifacts

National Museum of Denmark
Ethnographic artifacts

Iñupiat/Inuvialuit
Herschel Island, Yukon; Barter Island; 

Flaxman Island, north coast, Alaska

Vilhjálmur Stefansson
(Leffingwell/Mikkelsen 
Expedition, 1906–1907)

Peabody Museum, Harvard University
Ethnographic artifacts, archaeological artifacts, pho-
tographs, archival material

Royal Ontario Museum
Ethnographic artifacts

Dartmouth College (Stefansson)
Archival material

Inuvialuit
Mackenzie Delta region (Inuvialuit Regional 

Settlement Area)

Inuinnait
Banks Island & Victoria Island Northwest 

Territories (Inuvialuit Regional Settlement 
Area)

Vilhjálmur Stefansson
and R. M. Anderson
(1908–1912)

American Museum of Natural History
Ethnographic artifacts, archival material, publications, 
natural history specimens

Peabody Museum, Harvard University
Ethnographic artifacts

Dartmouth College (Stefansson)
Photographs, archival material

Inuinnait
Bernard Harbour, Victoria Island,
(Inuvialuit Regional Settlement Area & 

Nunavut)

Canadian Arctic 
Expedition

Diamond Jenness
(1913–1916)

R. M. Anderson
(1913–1916)

Vilhjálmur Stefansson
(1913–1918)

Canadian Museum of History
Ethnographic artifacts, photographs, archival mate-
rial, publications

Library and Archives Canada
Photographs, archival material (diaries, documents)

Dartmouth College (Stefansson)
Photographs, archival material

Table 1: Inuit cultural belongings: Key collections and repositories (pre-FTE)
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both sexes, young and old, to  samples of every kind 
of implement they had for cooking, sledding, and 
the chase. Some marvelous bargains were included 
in this collection. For example, for the price of 
an empty tin I got two complete sets of women’s 
clothing. (Amundsen 1927:48)

This seems a rather miserly exchange in hindsight, 
for Amundsen professed a deep respect for women’s ar-
tisanship (Amundsen 1927:48). Photographs taken by 
Amundsen and Lt. Godfred Hansen complemented the 
collection. Portraits of Nattilingmiut individuals and fam-
ilies, landscapes, harbor scenes, and interior and outdoor 
images preserve a visual history of the area (Amundsen 
1908, 1927; Huntford 1987). Both in ethnographic mate-
rial and photography, the Amundsen collection enriches 
the material culture documented by the FTE 20 years 
later, though Rasmussen’s close collaboration with the 
Nattilingmiut provided a richer cultural and philosophi-
cal foundation to better understand Nattilingmiut region-
al experience.

In 2013 the Museum of Cultural History in Oslo 
collaborated with the Nattilik Heritage Centre at Gjoa 

Figure 5b: Inuinnait research team members Alice Omingmak and Julia Ogina of Ulukhaktok, Northwest Territories, 
Canada, examine Inuinnait dance hats collected by the Canadian Arctic Expedition, c. 1916. Canadian Museum of 
History, November 1992. Photo: B. D. Engelstad.

Figure 5a: Nattilingmiut caribou fur hat with loon carv-
ing. Collected by Roald Amundsen, 1903–1905. Muse-
um of Cultural History, Oslo (16147), on exhibit. Photo: 
B. D. Engelstad.
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Haven, returning 16  artifacts collected by Amundsen 
for exhibition in the community (Svensson 2014). In an 
article recapping the lengthy discussion among elders on 
the labeling of a deep wooden dish “still sticky from seal 
blubber,” MCH curator Tone Wang (2018) reflects on the 
challenge of collective memory that can be invoked by a 
single object. This landmark effort between the Nattilik 
Heritage Centre and the MCH offers a model for muse-
ums in restoring long-absent belongings and the memo-
ries they hold. Complementing this community exhibit, 
the MCH has developed a comprehensive database of the 
Nattilingmiut collection with high-resolution images and 
catalog information in Inuktitut, Norwegian, and English.

vilhjálmur stefansson: among the 
iñupiat and inuvialuit (1906–1907)

With a keen interest in anthropology, Vilhjálmur Stefansson 
began graduate work at Harvard University in the School 
of Divinity (Stefansson 1964:39), eventually working 
with anthropologist Frederick Putnam, the director of 
Harvard’s Peabody Museum. At the time, Putnam was 
also closely affiliated with the AMNH (Freed 2012). With 
the support of Putnam and Boas, Stefansson joined the 
Anglo-American Polar Expedition (1906–1908), directed 
by Ernest Leffingwell and Ejnar Mikkelsen (Collins 2017; 
Pálsson 2001; Stefansson [1913] 1971, 1964) to carry out 
geographic and geologic research. Cautioned by Putnam 
that the expedition ship, Duchess of Bedford, could be de-
layed on its voyage north, Stefansson traveled overland by 
train and by scow down the Mackenzie River, intending 
to meet the expedition at Herschel Island. He picked up 
travel funds from the University of Toronto in exchange 
for one-quarter of the ethnographic material collected. 
The majority of his collection, including ethnographic 
and archaeological material, was eventually deposited at 
the Peabody Museum.

Arriving at Herschel Island on August 8, 1906, 
Stefansson awaited the Duchess of Bedford, which carried 
his winter provisions. In its absence, he decided to move 
east to Shingle Point and then continued farther east with 
his Inuvialuit guide, Memorana (Roxy). At Tuktoyaktuk, 
he spent the winter months with Ovayuak, a highly re-
garded Inuvialuit leader, and his family (Stefansson 1908a, 
1908b, 1908c, 1964:77–91). The wreck of the Duchess of 
Bedford ended the expedition’s plans to proceed to Banks 
Island. In August 1907, Stefansson left the region in the 
company of two young Gwich’in guides, traveling by 

whaleboat and raft to reach steamer service at Fort Yukon 
for Eagle City and Seattle (Stefansson 1964:99). The 
Peabody Museum contains objects collected by Stefansson 
from the 1906–1907 expedition (Table 1). These include 
fur clothing, hunting equipment, and extensive archaeo-
logical material. Two items of note are a carved ivory nee-
dle case, inset with blue beads fashioned in the Inuvialuit 
style of the Mackenzie Delta region5 and a once-cherished 
man’s pipe with wood bowl, both taken from grave sites. 
The collection also includes several small wooden “medi-
cine” boxes removed from a grave site on Herschel Island, 
presumably that of an Inuvialuit shaman or healer.

Photographs taken by Stefansson include individual 
portraits and group images of Iñupiat and Inuvialuit men, 
women, and children (Fig. 6); outdoor scenes; and Native 
assistants excavating archaeological sites. Mounted on 
paperboard, photographs are accompanied by captions, 
presumably in Stefansson’s handwriting, identifying indi-
viduals by name and location, many at Flaxman Island. 
A series of four images record a drum dance with drum-
mers gathered under the shelter of an overturned umiaq; 
in one image, a couple dance in the open air in front of the 
umiaq (Fig. 7). The female dancer is dressed in a hooded 
full-length garment of imported cloth.6 Introduced to 
coastal Alaska during the whaling era, this dress pattern, 
known as the Mother Hubbard (or kaliku, for its calico 
print), began to replace the traditional design of women’s 
fur parkas illustrated in Figure 6 (see also Fig. 8), worn by 
Iñupiat and Inuvialuit women in northern Alaska and the 
Mackenzie Delta with stylistic variations by region and 
locale. Iñupiat and Inuvialuit fur clothing design differs 
markedly from that of Inuit groups in the central Arctic. 
This reflects not only their geographic separation but the 
sharp cultural differences between two regions (Condon 
et al. 1996; Damas 1984; Smith 1984; for differences relat-
ed to clothing design, see Driscoll Engelstad 1983, 1987a, 
2020; Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982; Issenman 1997; Oakes 
1991).

stefansson-anderson expedition: 
among inuvialuit and inuinnait 

(1908–1912)
During his initial stay at Herschel Island while with 
the Anglo-American Expedition, Stefansson spent time 
with the Danish whaler/trader Christian Klengenberg 
(Klinkenberg) and former whaler Captain William Mogg. 
Both had just begun trading with some  “unknown Eskimos” 
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Figure 7: Iñupiat dancers, Flaxman Island, Alaska; photographer Vilhjálmur Stefansson, 1906–1907. Courtesy of the 
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, PM 2004.24.3341.

Figure 6: Two women standing with child [Kopagmiut/Iñupiat, identified as taken east of the mouth of the Mackenzie 
River; photographer Vilhjálmur Stefansson, 1906–1907]. Courtesy of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnol-
ogy, Harvard University, PM 2004.24.3067.
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(Inuinnait) on Banks Island (Condon 1996; Stefansson 
1964). Returning to New York in 1907, Stefansson applied 
to Clark Wissler, curator at the AMNH, seeking funds to 
carry out fieldwork among this “unknown” group. Given 
the museum’s interest in obtaining natural history speci-
mens, Stefansson recruited Dr. Rudolph M. Anderson, a 
former classmate from the University of Iowa. A respected 
zoologist and ornithologist, Anderson was an exceptional 
athlete and “crack rifle shot” (Stefansson [1913] 1971:5). 
With additional support from the Geological Survey of 
Canada (GSC), the AMNH agreed to fund a two-year ex-
pedition. The Stefansson-Anderson Arctic Expedition was 
commissioned to carry out ethnographic fieldwork among 
Inuit in remote areas of the central Arctic as well as collect 
natural history specimens in the Yukon, northern Alaska, 
and the central Canadian Arctic, and set up weather sta-
tions for the GSC (Stefansson 1964:101). Based on his ear-
lier experience as a “guest of the Eskimo,” Stefansson de-

cided to minimize transporting provisions north, instead 
expecting to rely on local resources and the hospitality of 
Inuit in the region. During a difficult episode the follow-
ing winter, media headlines described their “near starva-
tion” (New York Times, February 21, 1909).

On May 1, 1908, Stefansson and Anderson left from 
Toronto to undertake their journey. As Stefansson soon 
discovered, radical change had come to the Arctic: “reli-
gion had become fashionable”; “the whaling industry, for-
merly the mainstay of Herschel Island, was on its last legs”; 
and reliance on Western goods had changed Inuit hunting 
practices (Stefansson 1964:102–103). Reaching Herschel 
Island on the Yukon coast, Stefansson found that ice had 
prevented whaling ships from coming in from the west. 
Without the hoped-for transportation eastward by a whal-
ing ship—and critically short of matches—Stefansson and 
Anderson spent the winter of 1908–1909 at Cape Smythe 
near Barrow  (today’s Utqiaġvik). Here, Natkusiak (later 
known as Billy Banksland), an Iñupiaq hunter from Port 
Clarence, tutored Stefansson in his language. Stefansson 
also worked with Annie Koodlalook, a former student at 
the Carlisle Indian School, compiling a 9,000-word vo-
cabulary list and recording Iñupiaq folklore “that Annie 
translated into English” (Stefansson 1964:104). In August 
1909, the party set out for Herschel Island. Arriving in 
advance of Anderson, Stefansson, Natkusiak, and Inupiat 
seamstress Pannigabluk (Stefansson’s partner) traveled on 
the whaling ship Karluk to Cape Bathurst. Meeting up two 
months later, Stefansson and Anderson, along with Inuit 
companions, established a base camp at Langton Bay. This 
would remain their base over the next three years.

In April 1910, Stefansson, along with Natkusiak, 
Pannigabluk, and Tannaumirk, traveled east toward 
Victoria Island. In mid-May, the group encountered seal 
hunters in Dolphin and Union Strait and joined them 
at their village. Finally, Stefansson was able to begin the 
fieldwork among the Inuinnait that he had so long an-
ticipated. After spending the summer carrying out field-
work on Victoria Island and in the Coronation Gulf and 
Coppermine River areas, Stefansson and his companions 
returned west to spend the winter months with Anderson, 
Ilavinirk, and his wife Mamayauk at Langton Bay. 
Eager to return to Victoria Island the following spring, 
Stefansson appealed to the AMNH to extend the expedi-
tion. Stefansson and Anderson remained in the field until 
the fall of 1912.

Altogether, Stefansson contributed 1,170 ethno-
graphic artifacts and 5,722 archaeological specimens to 

Figure 8: Inuvialuit woman’s caribou fur parka, Lang-
ton Bay, Mackenzie Delta region, Northwest Territories, 
Canada. Collected by Vilhjálmur Stefansson, 1908–
1912. Courtesy of the Division of Anthropology, Ameri-
can Museum of Natural History, 60.1/3518.
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the AMNH anthropology collections (Table 1; Freed 
2012:415). Over 1,220 of these objects are shared on the 
AMNH database. Highlights include the woman’s parka 
(Fig. 8) from Langton Bay, the handwork of an Inuvialuit 
seamstress, perhaps Mamayauk or the accomplished folk-
lorist, Guninana. The benefit of Stefansson’s fieldwork is 
his extensive coverage of Mackenzie Delta and Inuinnait 
cultural history. Much of the AMNH collection focuses 
on Inuinnait material culture. In addition to hunting 
equipment, it includes a fine collection of household 
items such as soapstone lamps (qudliit), needle cases, and 
women’s curved knives (ulut), as well as men’s and wom-
en’s caribou fur parkas, and two ceremonial dance hats. 
One hat is adorned with a pair of tiny fledgling beaks, 
rather than the typical adult beak of the loon. Stefansson 
also donated about 300 artifacts to the Peabody Museum, 
including an Inuinnait amulet belt from Prince Albert 
Sound featuring a series of bear claws and the facial skin 
of a bear cub. A detailed report on the AMNH collec-
tion was prepared by Wissler, from Stefansson’s notes 
(Stefansson 1914). This report, as well as his personal nar-
rative account of the expedition (Stefansson 1971), was 
published while Stefansson was with the Canadian Arctic 
Expedition (1913–1918; see also Stefansson’s addendum 
in Wissler 1916). 

The Stefansson-Anderson Arctic Expedition (1908–
1912) stands out for the essential contribution of Inuit 
as hunters, translators, seamstresses, and companions—
not to mention their vital contribution as language tu-
tors and mentors in Inuvialuit and Inuinnait subsistence, 
social, cultural, and spiritual practices. Both Stefansson 
and Anderson depended wholly on this assistance, as 
Stefansson had done during his earlier expedition in 
1906–1907 when he lived as a “guest of the Eskimo” 
(Stefansson 1964). Beyond his early dependence on 
Memorana (Roxy) and Oyarayak, Stefansson main-
tained a close long-standing association with Natkusiak, 
whose skill as a hunter and fellow explorer he greatly ad-
mired. Moreover, he benefited greatly from the cultural 
knowledge of Ilavinirk and his young wife, Mamayauk, 
as well as the experience and insight of Guninana. And 
perhaps most important was his intimate relationship 
with Pannigabluk, the mother of Stefansson’s son, Alex 
(Alik Alahuk, born in 1910), who became the family 
matriarch of Stefansson’s descendants in the Mackenzie 
Delta region, as revealed via poignant memories gath-
ered from among them some 90 years after his fieldwork 
(Pálsson 2005).

diamond jenness: among the 
inuinnait (1913–1916)

Returning to New York from the 1908–1912 expedition, 
Stefansson approached the AMNH with plans for a more 
expansive, multidisciplinary, scientific expedition to ex-
plore and map northern lands. As envisioned, the expedi-
tion would carry out geographic exploration and research 
in marine biology, botany, and climatology, as well as 
comprehensive fieldwork among the Inuinnait on Banks 
Island and Victoria Island (New York Times, November 
15, 1912). With the National Geographic Society, the 
AMNH announced joint funding of $45,000 (New York 
Times 1913a). An additional contribution of $25,000 was 
promised by Mrs. Morris Jesup, widow of the former 
AMNH president who had sponsored the landmark Jesup 
North Pacific Expedition (1897–1902) directed by Boas 
(Fitzhugh and Crowell 1988; New York Times 1913b). 
Expressing grave concerns over issues of national sover-
eignty, the Canadian government ultimately assumed 
responsibility for the organization and financial support 
of the expedition (Stefansson 1919). Stefansson was ap-
pointed to lead what became known as the Canadian 
Arctic Expedition (CAE), which was subdivided into 
two parallel efforts: the Northern Party under Stefansson 
undertook geographic exploration in search of undiscov-
ered lands north of the continental mainland while the 
Southern Party, directed by Anderson, carried out natural 
history research and ethnographic fieldwork from their 
headquarters at Bernard Harbour off the south coast of 
Victoria Island.

In the spring of 1913 Stefansson purchased three ves-
sels: the Karluk, Mary Sachs, and Alaska. Stefansson joined 
the expedition flagship, Karluk, under the command of 
Captain Robert Bartlett, at Nome, and it proceeded to-
ward Herschel Island. While the ship was caught in pack 
ice off the north coast of Alaska, Stefansson set out with 
a small hunting party, including the young ethnographer 
Diamond Jenness. They planned to return in ten days 
with fresh caribou meat for the team. Locked in pack ice, 
however, the Karluk drifted with the ice toward Siberia, 
carrying the ship’s crew and members of the CAE, as well 
as the bulk of the scientific equipment.7

Unable to return to the ship, Stefansson and Jenness 
joined the remaining members of the CAE at Collinson 
Point, where the Alaska and Mary Sachs were iced in. In 
the absence of the senior ethnographer, Henri Beuchat 
(who was adrift on the Karluk), Jenness spent the winter 
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working with Inuvialuit language tutors. Over the next 
two years, he carried out fieldwork among Inuinnait fami-
lies in hunting camps, large and small, south of Victoria 
Island. For six months, he traveled with Ikpakhuaq and 
his wife, Higilak (Fig. 9a, b). The couple treated the young 
ethnographer as a son, and, for his part, Jenness addressed 
their daughter, Kanayok (nicknamed “Jenny” for Jenness), 
as his younger sister (S. Jenness 2011).

As Jenness recalled, he spent much of his time trad-
ing for museum specimens. Bringing together over 
1,500 artifacts by Inuinnait seamstresses and artisans, 
this collection forms a treasury of Inuinnait material 
culture. In addition to hunting equipment and house-
hold items, the assemblage includes men’s and women’s 
caribou fur parkas as well as dance regalia, all housed 
at the Canadian Museum of History (Table 1). Along 
with other members of the Southern Party, Jenness 
and Anderson returned home in the fall of 1916 while 
Stefansson remained in the north until 1918. The events 
of World War I delayed completion and publication 

of the expedition’s research reports for several years. 
Following military service, Jenness published the expe-
dition’s ethnographic report (1922; see also D. Jenness 
1928), followed by a concise summary of Inuinnait ma-
terial culture some 20 years later (D. Jenness 1946).

As a graduate student working with the Inuinnait 
clothing collection in the late 1970s, I was overwhelmed by 
the sheer volume of material collected by the CAE. Men’s, 
women’s, and children’s caribou fur parkas were tightly 
packed, hanging on rows of metal clothing racks in a large 
cold storage room at the then National Museum of Man in 
Ottawa (Driscoll Engelstad 1983). Today, this fur clothing 
collection is housed in a modern,  temperature-controlled 
storage facility at the CMH in Gatineau, Québec, with 
careful attention paid to preservation requirements. 
Although the CAE collection comprises a remarkable as-
semblage of Inuinnait cultural material, it has yet to be 
fully published. Numerous items, including caribou fur 
clothing and dance regalia, are illustrated and discussed in 
the exhibition catalog, Sanatujut: Pride in Women’s Work 

Figure 9a: Ikpukhuak and Higilaq in front of CAE house 
at Bernard Harbour, Northwest Territories (Nunavut). 
Rudolph Martin Anderson, 1916. Canadian Museum of 
History, 39416.

Figure 9b: Ikpukhuak and Higilaq in front of CAE house 
at Bernard Harbour, Northwest Territories (Nunavut). 
Rudolph Martin Anderson, 1916. Canadian Museum of 
History, 39417.
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(Hall et al. 1994). Many clothing items collected dur-
ing the CAE are accessible on the CMH online database 
(search <<Inuinnait>>).

In addition, more than 700 photographs taken by 
the CAE photographer, George H. Wilkins (later Sir 
Hubert Wilkins), and other expedition members (in-
cluding Stefansson, Anderson, Jenness, and Hadley) 
are shared on the CMH database, as well as by Library 
and Archives Canada. The online program, Northern 
People, Northern Knowledge: The Story of the Canadian 
Arctic Expedition 1913–18, prepared by David R. Gray 
(n.d.) for the CMH, offers a wealth of data, includ-
ing biographies of Inuit and non-Inuit associated with 
the Southern and Northern Parties. Publications by 
Jenness’s son, Stuart Jenness (1991, 2004, 2011), devoted 
to his father’s work and that of other members of the 
CAE, as well as an impressive biography of Jenness by 
Barnett Richling (2012), provide a solid foundation for 
further research on the expedition.

Although the Inuinnait long inhabited the most re-
mote region of the central Canadian Arctic, the ambi-
tious efforts of collectors in this region during the early 
twentieth century resulted in a comprehensive assem-
blage of Inuinnait material culture, surpassing that of 
any other Inuit group in the Canadian Arctic. In addi-
tion to the voluminous collections gathered by the CAE 
(1913–1916), Stefansson and Anderson (1908–1912) at 
the AMNH, and the FTE (see Griebel et al., this issue), 
this includes a significant number of artifacts gathered 
by Stefansson for the Peabody Museum (Harvard) and 
the Royal Ontario Museum (Toronto) by Stefansson’s 
associate, Harold Noice, acquired by the Field Museum 
(VanStone 1994); and by Capt. Joseph Bernard, now 
in the collections of the University of Pennsylvania 
Museum (Philadelphia), the National Museum of the 
American Indian (Washington, DC), and the Museum 
of Archaeology and Anthropology at the University of 
Cambridge (England) (Hall 2005).

Keenly mindful of his pressing schedule, and con-
sidering Jenness’s fieldwork with the Canadian Arctic 
Expedition as exhaustive, Rasmussen moved quickly 
through the Inuinnait region (Rasmussen 1932). One 
wonders, however, what research opportunities may have 
been lost in that decision, particularly given Rasmussen’s 
facility in the Inuktitut language, his innate ability to 
probe philosophical questions, and his masterful skill in 
describing detailed differences in local cultural expression 
(see, for example, Damas 1988).

re/shaping museum anthropology: 
opportunities, obligations,  

and responsibilities

Over the past century, generations of museum curators, 
conservators, and technical staff have dutifully cared for 
the collections of Inuit cultural heritage entrusted to their 
institutions. Until recently, however, these collections have 
remained largely unknown in Inuit communities across 
the North American Arctic (Driscoll Engelstad 2018b). 
For much of the twentieth century, museum exhibits, de-
signed for urban audiences in distant locations, neglected 
to recognize the rapid pace of change in Inuit life in the 
Arctic, and museum publications, exhibit catalogs, annual 
reports, and magazines produced for members often failed 
to close the gap.

Beginning in the mid-1970s, museums began to 
transfer handwritten ledgers to digital records. Perhaps 
more than any other institutional endeavor, this move to 
digitalization has expanded—and continues to expand—
public access to museum collections. Moreover, museums 
have emerged as dynamic institutions, highlighting col-
lections of Inuit cultural belongings long “sleeping” in 
storerooms. Since the 1980s, temporary and traveling 
exhibits of Arctic cultural history have been increasingly 
accompanied by well-researched illustrated catalogs and 
related publications (Crowell et al. 2010; Fienup-Riordan 
1996, 2007; Fitzhugh and Crowell 1988; Fitzhugh and 
Kaplan 1982; Hall et al. 1994; Harrison et al. 1987; 
King and Lidchi 1998; King et al. 2005). Furthermore, 
political advocacy by Indigenous scholars and commu-
nity leaders, repatriation legislation, and self-reflection 
among museum and academic professionals has reshaped 
the relationship between museums and Indigenous com-
munities (see Phillips 2011). Increasingly, museums have 
benefited from collaborative efforts with Indigenous part-
ners directly engaged in the research, organization, and 
execution of projects (Arnold et al. 2011; Biddison 2019; 
Fienup-Riordan 2005; Ganteaume 2010; Hall et al. 1994; 
Meade and Fienup-Riordan 2005).

Across the North, Inuit have been actively recon-
necting with museum collections. In preparation for the 
exhibition Sanatujut: Pride in Women’s Work (1994) at 
the Canadian Museum of Civilization (now Canadian 
Museum of History), curator Judy Hall invited Inuinnait 
researchers Elsie Nilgak, Alice Omingmak, and Julia 
Ogina to travel to Ottawa to study the CAE collection 
(Fig. 10). Similarly, Inuvialuit researchers have studied the 
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historic collections brought together by R. R. MacFarlane 
(1860s) at the NMNH and NMAI, building an impres-
sive online presence of Inuvialuit cultural history (Arnold 
et al. 2011). In 2007, Inuinnait elders and communi-
ty scholars researched Inuinnait artifacts collected by 
 nineteenth-century explorers at the British Museum, re-
sulting in a publication and exhibition at the Prince of 
Wales Northern Heritage Center in Yellowknife (Kudlak 
et al. 2008). In 2017, researchers from the Pitquhirnikkut 
Ilihautiniq/Kitikmeot Heritage Society (PI/KHS) in 
Cambridge Bay, Nunavut, journeyed to Copenhagen to 
study the Inuinnait collection gathered by the FTE (see 
Griebel et al., this issue). With an enviable reputation for 
research and community programs, the PI/KHS models 
the type of collaborative opportunities and prospective 
projects that await museums and northern communities, 
grounded in the historic collections of cultural heritage as-
sembled by the FTE and its predecessors among the Inuit 
of the Canadian Arctic.

epilogue

Growing awareness of the often subtle yet deep-rooted 
 reality of social injustice that adversely affected Indigenous 
communities forces one to ask: When do “opportuni-
ties” for museum and community collaboration become 

a  social responsibility and moral 
obligation? Implementing viable 
partnerships between museums 
and communities is a central core 
of this responsibility. Inuit cul-
tural belongings have been stored 
away in distant museum collec-
tions for far too long, and recon-
necting Inuit researchers and 
communities with museum col-
lections, physically and through 
digital access, must become a key 
priority.

By developing formal and 
informal partnerships with Inuit 
cultural centers and heritage so-
cieties, museums can support 
collection visits by Inuit research 
teams while expanding online 
access to artifact collections. 
Encouraging Indigenous heritage 
groups to develop virtual exhibits 

using museum-based software programs would  stimulate 
community discussion as well as intergenerational ex-
change. Finally, established museums can lend support to 
Inuit communities, advocating for the construction, ex-
pansion, and/or renovation of cultural centers to provide 
adequate exhibit space as well as training Inuit youth in re-
search, archival collections, and standards of museum reg-
istration, developing Inuit expertise in curatorial research, 
exhibit planning, and installation (see Svensson 2014; 
Zawadski 2016). A century after the collecting efforts 
described in this article, museums have an extraordinary 
opportunity to develop more vital relationships with Inuit 
communities, exploring new avenues to ensure access to 
the remarkable collections long entrusted to their care.

notes

1. The Sallirmiut population was devastated by an in-
troduced epidemic during the winter of 1902–1903. 
However, in writing to Franz Boas, Comer also cit-
ed starvation due to the overhunting of caribou by 
Inuit from Baffin Island who had been transferred 
to Southampton Island by Scottish whalers. Five 
Sallirmiut survived, including three children—who 
were adopted by Aivilingmiut families at Qatiktalik.

Figure 10: Inuinnait research team of Elsie Nilgak, Julia Ogina, and Alice Om-
ingmak with curator Judy Hall examine Inuinnait woman’s parka collected by 
the Canadian Arctic Expedition, c. 1916. Canadian Museum of History, Novem-
ber 1992. Photo: B. D. Engelstad.
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2. Correspondence between Boas and von den Steinen 
(May 1, 1903; May 2, 1903) outlines the initial 
 arrangement while subsequent correspondence indi-
cates a delay in completing the transaction, apparent-
ly due to the resignation of von den Steinen (Wissler 
to Comer, January 5, 1906) (.C664. The Papers of 
George Comer, 1858–1937, American Museum of 
Natural History, Division of Anthropology Archives). 

3. Although these 25 Inuit facial casts were never for-
mally cataloged into the collection at the University 
of Pennsylvania Museum, a census of these portrait 
casts, produced by Comer during the winters of 1910, 
1911, and 1912, identifies the individuals portrayed 
by name, gender, age, height, and -miut affiliation 
(.C664. The Papers of George Comer, 1858–1937, 
American Museum of Natural History, Division of 
Anthropology Archives). 

4. Sculpture and graphic art by contemporary Nattilik 
artists attests to the strength of shamanistic prac-
tice throughout the Nattilik region (Blodgett 1979; 
Svensson 1995; Wight 2000).

5. This needle case is identical in style to those collected by 
R. R. MacFarlane in the Mackenzie Delta region in the 
1860s (Arnold et al. 2011; Driscoll Engelstad 1987b).

6. As Stefansson noted, a cloth cover was often used to 
protect a woman’s fur parka.

7. In January 1914, the ice-bound Karluk was threatened 
by pressure ridges, abandoned, and sank (McKinlay 
[1976] 1999:67–68). A small group of survivors, in-
cluding the expedition’s senior ethnographer, Henri 
Beuchat, who ignored Capt. Bartlett’s orders traveled 
south in search of land and perished (Richling 2013). 
The remaining party managed to reach Wrangel 
Island and established a base camp. On March 18, 
Bartlett and the Inupiat hunter Kataktovik left by 
dogsled for the Siberian coast. Eventually reaching 
Nome by ship, Bartlett arranged for the group’s res-
cue which occurred in early September.

acknowledgements

The Alaska Anthropological Association meeting in 
Nome remains a cherished memory. I am grateful to Igor 
Krupnik for the invitation to join the sessions and ac-
tivities dedicated to the Fifth Thule Expedition. Research 
for this paper has benefited (recently and over the years) 
from the generous assistance of Peter Whiteley, Kristen 
Mable, and Laila Williamson at the American Museum 

of Natural History; Karen Ryan, Benoit Theriault, and 
Judy Hall of the Canadian Museum of History; Lucy 
Fowler Williams and William Wierzbowski at the 
University of Pennsylvania Museum; Katherine Meyers 
Satriano and Meredith Vasta at the Peabody Museum, 
Harvard University; Fred Calabretta at the Mystic 
Seaport Museum; Tom Comer, East Haddam, CT; and 
William Fitzhugh, Igor Krupnik, Stephen Loring, and 
Aron Crowell at the Smithsonian Arctic Studies Center. 
I am deeply indebted to Bernadette Miqqusaaq Dean, 
Rankin Inlet, Nunavut; Julia Ogina and Sarah Jancke, 
Kitikmeot Inuit Association; Alice Omingmak and Mary 
Okheena, Ulukhaktok, NT; Pam Gross, Pitquhirnikkut 
Ilihautiniq/Kitikmeot Heritage Society; and Krista 
Ulujuk Zawadski for their contributions, friendship, and 
support. The University of Alaska (Nome) and the Carrie 
M. McLain Memorial Museum, directed by Dr. Amy 
Phillips-Chan, model the vital importance of cultural 
and educational centers rooted in northern communities.

references

American Museum of Natural History (AMNH)
1875–1916 The Papers of George Comer, 1858–1937, 

Division of Anthropology Archives, C664.
Amundsen, Roald
1908  The North-West Passage: Being a Record of a Voyage 

of Exploration of the Ship Gjoa, 1903–1907. Dut-
ton, New York.

1927  My Life as an Explorer. Doubleday, Garden City, NY.
Arima, Eugene Y.
1984 Caribou Eskimo. In Handbook of North American 

Indians, vol. 5, Arctic, edited by David Damas, 
pp. 447–462. Smithsonian Institution Press, 
Washington, DC.

Arnold, Charles, Wendy Stephenson, Bob Simpson, and 
Zoe Ho, editors

2011 Taimaini: At That Time: Inuvialuit Timeline Visual 
Guide. Inuvialuit Regional Corporation, Inuvik.

Balikci, Asen
1984 Netsilik. In Handbook of North American Indi-

ans, vol. 5, Arctic, edited by David Damas, pp. 
415–430. Smithsonian Institution Press, Wash-
ington, DC.

Biddison, Dawn
2019 Smithsonian Arctic Studies YouTube Channel. 

Arctic Studies Center Newsletter 26:14.



Alaska Journal of Anthropology vol. 19, no. 1&2 (2021) 87

Birket-Smith, Kaj
1929 The Caribou Eskimos. Report of the Fifth Thule 

Expedition, 1921–24, vol. 5(1–2). Gyldendal, 
Copenhagen.

1945 Ethnographical Collections from the Northwest 
Passage. Report of the Fifth Thule Expedition, 
1921–1924, vol. 6(2). Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

Blodgett, Jean
1979 The Coming and Going of the Shaman: Eskimo Sha-

manism and Art. Winnipeg Art Gallery, Winnipeg.
Boas, Franz
[1888] 1964 The Central Eskimo. University of Ne-

braska Press, Lincoln.
1901  The Eskimo of Baffin Land and Hudson Bay, from 

Notes Collected by Capt. George Comer, Capt. James 
Mutch, and Rev. E. J. Peck. Bulletin of the Ameri-
can Museum of Natural History, no. 15, part 1. 
American Museum of Natural History, New York.

1907  Second Report on the Eskimo of Baffin Land and 
Hudson Bay, from Notes Collected by Captain 
George Comer, Captain James S. Mutch and Rev. 
E. J. Peck. Bulletin of the American Museum of 
Natural History, no. 15, part 2. American Mu-
seum of Natural History, New York.

Calabretta, Fred
1984 Captain George Comer in the Arctic. Log of Mys-

tic Seaport 35(4):118–131.
2008a Rediscovering a Discoverer: The Fascinating Re-

search behind Explorer Captain George Comer. 
Mystic Seaport Magazine (Spring):20–25.

2008b The Work of Captain George Comer: Whal-
ing and Anthropology in the Arctic. Sea History 
Magazine (Summer):18–22.

2018 Captain George Comer and the Inuit of Hudson 
Bay. Exhibit organized by Mystic Seaport Museum, 
hosted by the Embassy of Canada, Washington, DC.

Collins, Janet R.
2017 On the Arctic Frontier: Ernest Leffingwell’s Polar 

Exploration and Legacy. Washington State Uni-
versity Press, Pullman.

Comer, George
1921 Notes by G. Comer on the Natives of the North-

western Shores of Hudson Bay. American Anthro-
pologist 23:243-44.

Condon, Richard G., with Julia Ogina and the Holman 
Elders

1996  The Northern Copper Inuit: A History. University 
of Oklahoma Press, Norman.

Crowell, Aron L., Rosita Worl, Paul C. Ongtooguk, and 
Dawn D. Biddison, editors

2010  Living Our Cultures, Sharing Our Heritage: The 
First Peoples of Alaska. Smithsonian Books, Wash-
ington, DC.

Damas, David
1984 Copper Eskimo. In Handbook of North American 

Indians, vol. 5, Arctic, edited by David Damas, pp. 
397–414. Smithsonian Institution Press, Wash-
ington, DC.

1988 Journey at the Threshold: Knud Rasmussen’s 
Study of the Copper Eskimo, 1923–24. Études/
Inuit/Studies 12(1–2):129–149.

Dean, Bernadette Miqqusaaq
2010a Inuit Amauti or Tuilli (Woman’s Parka). In Infin-

ity of Nations: Art and History in the Collections of 
the National Museum of the American Indian, ed-
ited by Celine Gauteaume, p. 259. Harper Col-
lins Publishers in association with the National 
Museum of the American Indian, Smithsonian 
Institution, Washington, DC.

2010b  Video program: Commentary on Inuit Women’s 
Beaded Parkas, Clothing Production, and the 
 Historic Whaling Era in Nunavut. Infinity of Na-
tions exhibition, Smithsonian Institution, Nation-
al Museum of the American Indian, New York.

Driscoll Engelstad, Bernadette
1980 The Inuit Amautik: I Like My Hood to Be Full. 

Exhibition. The Winnipeg Art Gallery.
1983  The Inuit Caribou Parka: A Preliminary Study. 

MA thesis, Institute of Canadian Studies, Car-
leton University, Ottawa. 

1984  Sapangat: Inuit Beadwork in the Canadian Arc-
tic. Expedition 26(2):40–47. 

1987a  Pretending to Be Caribou: The Inuit Parka as 
an Artistic Tradition. In The Spirit Sings: Artistic 
Traditions of Canada’s First Peoples: A Catalogue 
of the Exhibition, edited by Julia Harrison, pp. 
169–200. McClelland and Stewart, Toronto, in 
association with the Glenbow Museum, Calgary.

1987b Arctic. In The Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of 
Canada’s First Peoples: A Catalogue of the Exhi-
bition, edited by Julia Harrison, pp. 109–131. 
McClelland and Stewart, Toronto, in association 
with the Glenbow Museum, Calgary.

2005  Dance of the Loon. Arctic Anthropology 42(1):33–47.
2018a Call Me Angakkuq: Captain George Comer 

and the Inuit of Qatiktalik. Études/Inuit/Studies 
42(1):61–86.



88 inuit cultural heritage: museum collecting before the fifth thule expedition

2018b Restoring an Ancestral Legacy: Museum Collec-
tions, Inuit Clothing, and Communities. In The 
Hands’ Measure: Essays Honouring Leah Aksaajuq 
Otak’s Contribution to Arctic Science, edited by 
John MacDonald and Nancy Wachowich, pp. 
81–111. Nunavut Arctic College Media, Iqaluit.

2020  Averting Animal Crashes: Function and Symbol-
ism in Arctic Clothing Design. In Arctic Crashes: 
People and Animals in the Changing North, edited 
by Igor Krupnik and Aron Crowell, pp. 235–253. 
Smithsonian Scholarly Press, Washington, DC.

Eber, Dorothy Harley
1989 When the Whalers Were Up North: Inuit Memories 

from the Eastern Arctic. McGill-Queen’s Univer-
sity Press, Montreal and Kingston.

Fienup-Riordan, Ann
1996 The Living Tradition of Yup’ ik Masks: Agayuli-

yararput, Our Way of Making Prayer. University 
of Washington Press, Seattle.

2005  Yup’ ik Elders at the Ethnologisches Museum Ber-
lin: Fieldwork Turned on Its Head. University of 
Washington Press, Seattle.

2007 Yuungnaqpiallerput: The Way We Genuinely Live: 
Masterworks of Yup’ ik Science and Survival. Uni-
versity of Washington Press, Seattle.

Fitzhugh, William W., and Aron L. Crowell, editors
1988  Crossroads of Continents: Cultures of Siberia and Alas-

ka. Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, DC.
Fitzhugh, William W., and Susan A. Kaplan
1982  Inua: Spirit World of the Bering Sea Eskimo. 

Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, DC.
Freed, Stanley A.
2012 Anthropology Unmasked: Museums, Science, and 

Politics in New York City, vol. 1, The Putnam-
Boas Era; vol. II, The Wissler Years. Orange Frazer 
Press, Wilmington, OH.

Ganteaume, Cécile R.
2010 Infinity of Nations: Art and History in the Collec-

tions of the National Museum of the American Indi-
an. Harper Collins Publishers in association with 
the National Museum of the American Indian, 
Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC.

Gray, David
n.d. Northern People, Northern Knowledge: The Story 

of the Canadian Arctic Expedition 1913–1918. 
https://www.historymuseum.ca/cmc/ exhibitions/
hist/cae/indexe.html.

Hall, Judy
2005 ‘The Greatest Individual Hunter of Material in 

the North’: Collecting in Alaska, Canada and 
Chukotka with Captain Joseph-Fidèle Bernard. 
American Indian Art Magazine 30(4):68–77.

Hall, Judy, Jill Oakes, and Sally Qimmiu’naaq Webster
1994  Sanatujut: Pride in Women’s Work (Copper and 

Caribou Inuit Clothing Traditions). Canadian 
Museum of Civilization, Hull, QC.

Harper, Kenn
2008  The Collaboration of James Mutch and Franz Boas, 

1883–1922. Études/Inuit/Studies 32(2):53–71.
2016  Collecting at a Distance: The Boas-Mutch- Comer 

Collaboration. In Early Inuit Studies: Themes and 
Transitions, 1850s–1980s, edited by Igor Krupnik, 
pp. 89–110. Smithsonian Institution Scholarly 
Press, Washington, DC.

Harrison, Julia, Ruth Whitehead, Ruth Phillips, Ted 
Brasser, Judy Thompson, Bernadette Driscoll, and 
Martine Reid

1987 The Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of Canada’s First 
Peoples. McClelland and Stewart,  co-published 
with the Glenbow Museum, Calgary. Huntford, 
Roland, editor

Huntford, Roland, editor
1987 The Amundsen Photographs. Hodder & Stough-

ton, London.
Issenman, Betty Kobayashi
1997 Sinews of Survival: The Living Legacy of Inuit 

Clothing. UBC Press, Vancouver.
Jenness, Diamond
1922 The Life of the Copper Eskimo. Report of the Ca-

nadian Arctic Expedition 1913–1918, 12(A). King’s 
Printer, Ottawa.

1928  The People of the Twilight. Macmillan Publishing, 
New York.

1946  Material Culture of the Copper Eskimo. Report of 
the Canadian Arctic Expedition, 1913–1918, vol. 
16. King’s Printer, Ottawa.

Jenness, Stuart E.
1991 Arctic Odyssey: The Diary of Diamond Jenness 

1913–1916. Canadian Museum of Civilization, 
Hull, QC.

2004  The Making of an Explorer: George Hubert Wilkins 
and the Canadian Arctic Expedition 1913–1916. 
McGill-Queens University Press, Montreal and 
Kingston.



Alaska Journal of Anthropology vol. 19, no. 1&2 (2021) 89

2011  Stefansson, Dr. Anderson and the Canadian Arctic 
Expedition, 1913–1918: A Story of Exploration, 
Science and Sovereignty. Mercury Series, History 
Paper 56. Canadian Museum of Civilization, 
Gatineau, QC.

King, J. C. H., and Henrietta Lidchi, editors
1998 Imaging the Arctic. University of Washington 

Press, Seattle.
King, J. C. H., Birgit Pauksztat, and Richard Storrie, 

editors
2005  Arctic Clothing. McGill-Queen’s University Press, 

Montreal and Kingston.
Kooyman, Susan
2017 North of Ordinary: The Arctic Photographs of Ger-

aldine and Douglas Moodie. Glenbow Museum 
exhibit, Calgary.

Kudlak, Emily, Alice Kaodloak, and Ulukhaktok Elders 
with Cynthia Chambers and Helen Balanoff

2008  Pihuaqtiuyugut: We Are the Long Distance Walk-
ers. NWT Literacy Council, Yellowknife.

Kunuk, Zacharias, and Bernadette Miqqusaaq Dean, 
directors

2006 Inuit Piqutingit: What Belongs to Inuit. http://
isuma.tv.isuma-productions/inuit-piqutingit.

Laugrand, Frederic, Jarich Oosten, and François Trudel
2006 Apostle to the Inuit: The Journals and Ethnographic 

Notes of Edmund James Peck—The Baffin Years, 
1894–1905. University of Toronto Press, Toronto.

Mathiassen, Therkel
1928 Material Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos. Report of 

the Fifth Thule Expedition. 1921–1924, vol. 6(1). 
Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1930 Archaeological Collections from the Western Eski-
mos. Report of the Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–
1924, vol. 10(1). Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1945 Report on the Expedition. Report of the Fifth 
Thule Expedition, 1921–1924, vol. 1(1). Gylden-
dal, Copenhagen.

McKinlay, William Liard
[1976] 1999 The Last Voyage of the Karluk: A Survivor’s 

Memoir of Arctic Disaster. St. Martin’s Griffin, 
New York.

Meade, Marie, translator, and Ann Fienup-Riordan, editor
2005 Ciuliamta Akliut/Things of Our Ancestors: Yup’ ik 

Elders Explore the Jacobsen Collection at the Eth-
nologisches Museum Berlin. University of Wash-
ington Press, Seattle.

New York Times
1909 Faced Starvation in Arctic Alaska: Explorer Ste-

fansson Writes of His Desperate Fix. February 21.
1912 Stefansson to Seek Arctic Continent: Explorer 

Plans Another Polar Trip, to Cover Three Years, 
in Quest of New Land. November 15.

1913a Give $45,000 to Aid Stefansson’s Trip: Geogra-
phers and American Museum to Finance Explor-
er’s Search for Arctic Continent. January 14.

1913b Additional $25,000 to Aid Stefansson: Mrs. Morris 
K. Jessup Adds to Fund for His Coming Trip to the 
Arctic, Continues Husband’s Work. February 4.

Oakes, Jillian E.
1991 Copper and Caribou Inuit Skin Clothing Production. 

Mercury Series Paper 118. Canadian Ethnology Ser-
vice. Canadian Museum of Civilization, Hull, QC.

Pálsson, Gísli 
2005  Travelling Passions: The Hidden Life of  Vilhjalmur 

Stefansson. University of Manitoba Press, Winnipeg.
Pálsson, Gísli, editor
2001 Writing on Ice: The Ethnographic Notebooks of 

Vilhjálmur Stefansson. Dartmouth College Press, 
Hanover, NH.

Phillips, Ruth B.
2011  Museum Pieces: Toward the Indigenization of Ca-

nadian Museums. McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, Montreal and Kingston.

Qulaut, George Quviq
1998 Imagining the Arctic: Keynote Address. In Imag-

ing the Arctic, edited by J. C. H. King and Henri-
etta Lidchi, pp. 19–23. University of Washington 
Press, Seattle.

Rasmussen, Knud
1929 Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos. Report 

of the Fifth Thule Expedition 1921–1924, vol. 
7(1). Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1930 Intellectual Culture of the Hudson Bay Eskimos: 
Iglulik and Caribou Eskimo Texts. Report of the 
Fifth Thule Expedition 1921–1924, vol. 7(3). 
Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1931 The Netsilik Eskimos: Social Life and Spiritual 
Culture. Report of the Fifth Thule Expedition 
1921–1924, vol. 8(1–2). Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1932 Intellectual Culture of the Copper Eskimos. Report 
of the Fifth Thule Expedition 1921–1924, vol. 9. 
Gyldendal, Copenhagen.



90 inuit cultural heritage: museum collecting before the fifth thule expedition

Richling, Barnett
2012  In Twilight and in Dawn: A Biography of Dia-

mond Jenness. McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
Montreal and Kingston.

2013  Henri Beuchat (1878–1914). Arctic 66(1):117–119.
Ross, W. Gillies
1975  Whaling and Eskimos: Hudson Bay 1860–1915. 

Publications in Ethnology, no. 10. National Mu-
seum of Man, Ottawa.

1984a George Comer, Franz Boas, and the American 
Museum of Natural History. Études/Inuit/Studies 
8(1):145–164.

1984b An Arctic Whaling Diary: The Journal of Captain 
George Comer in Hudson Bay, 1903–1905. Uni-
versity of Toronto Press, Toronto.

Saladin d’Anglure, Bérnard
1983 Ijiqqat: voyage au pays de l’invisible inuit [Ijiqqat: 

voyage to the land of the invisible Inuit]. Études/
Inuit/Studies 7(1):67–83.

1984  Les masques de Boas: Franz Boas et l’ethnographie 
des Inuit [Boas’ masks: Franz Boas and the ethnogra-
phy of the Inuit]. Études/Inuit/Studies 8(1):165–179.

Smith, Derek G.
1984 Mackenzie Delta Eskimo. In Handbook of North 

American Indians, vol. 5, Arctic, edited by David 
Damas, pp. 347–358. Smithsonian Institution 
Press, Washington, DC.

Stefansson, Vilhjálmur
1908a The Anglo-American Polar Expedition. Harper’s 

Monthly Magazine (February):327–342.
1908b Wintering Among the Eskimos. Harper’s Month-

ly Magazine (June):38–48.
1908c The Home Life of the Eskimo. Harper’s Monthly 

Magazine (October):721–730.
[1913] 1971 My Life with the Eskimo. Collier, New 

York.
1914 The Stefansson-Anderson Arctic Expedition: Pre-

liminary Ethnographic Results. Anthropological 
Papers of the American Museum of Natural History 
14(1):1–395.

[1916] 1919 Corrections and Comments by Vilhjálmur 
Stefansson. Anthropological Papers of the Ameri-
can Museum of Natural History 14(2):445–457.

1919 Solving the Problem of the Arctic: A Record of 
Five Years’ Exploration (six -part series). Harp-
er’s Magazine (April):577–590; (May):721–735; 

(June):36–47; (July):193–203; (August):386–398; 
(October):709–720.

1964 Discovery: The Autobiography of Vilhjalmur Stefans-
son. McGraw-Hill Book Company, New York.

Svensson, Tom
1995 Ethnic Art in the Northern Fourth World: The 

Netsilik. Études/Inuit/Studies 19(1):69–102.
2014  Culture and Politics: A Comment on Two Recent 

Cases of Repatriation in the Arctic. Arctic Studies 
Center Newsletter 21:27–29.

Taylor, J. Garth
1974  Netsilik Eskimo Material Culture: The Roald 

Amundsen Collection from King William Island. 
Universitetsforlaget, Oslo.

Turner, Lucien M.
[1894] 2001 Ethnology of the Ungava District, Hudson 

Bay Territory. Smithsonian Institution, Washing-
ton DC.

VanStone, James
1994  “The Noice Collection of Copper Inuit Material 

Culture.” Fieldiana: Anthropology 22. 
Wang, Tone
2018  The Ilaviaq Returns to Gjoa Haven: Interrogat-

ing Objects from Roald Amundsen’s Collection 
in the Nattilik Heritage Centre. Études/Inuit/
Studies 42(1):161–178.

White, Donny
1998 In Search of Geraldine Moodie: A Project in 

Progress. In Imaging the Arctic, edited by J. C. H. 
King and Henrietta Lidchi, pp. 88–97. Univer-
sity of Washington Press, Seattle.

Wight, Darlene
2000 Art and Expression of the Netsilik. Winnipeg Art 

Gallery, Winnipeg.
Wissler, Clark
1916  Harpoons and Darts in the Stefansson Collec-

tion. Anthropological Papers of the American Mu-
seum of Natural History 14(2):397–444.

Zawadski, Krista Ulujuk
2016 Where Do We Keep Our Past? Working towards 

an Indigenous Museum and Preserving Nuna-
vut’s Archaeological Heritage. Master’s thesis, 
Department of Anthropology, University of Brit-
ish Columbia, Vancouver.



Alaska Journal of Anthropology vol. 19, no. 1&2 (2021) 91

competing arctic paths: cohort assessment of the  
fifth thule expedition legacy

Igor Krupnik
Arctic Studies Center, Smithsonian Institution, 10th and Constitution Ave., NW, Washington DC 20013-7012;  

krupniki@si.edu

In memory of Tiger Burch, 1938–2010

abstract

As a student of Inuit people, Knud Rasmussen built his ideas about their cultural history and diversity 
from a substantial body of ethnographic knowledge amassed by the late 1800s. Yet one segment of the 
Inuit land in the Central Canadian Arctic, between western Hudson Bay and the Mackenzie River 
Delta, remained almost unknown to the academic world. H. P. Steensby’s dissertation (1905) was a 
sign that a new cohort of Rasmussen’s peers born in the 1870s and early 1880s would soon target these 
“last unknown Eskimos” of the Central Arctic. Members of this cohort launched a series of audacious 
ventures between 1903 and 1921, so that by 1920 hardly any “unknown” Inuit group remained. The 
Fifth Thule Expedition of 1921–1924 was the last opportunity to investigate these groups “the old way” 
in terms of logistics and field methods, before the next generation of scholars replaced this mode of 
research with new approaches, techniques, and theories. Certain elements of the Fifth Thule Expedi-
tion and Rasmussen’s legacy are destined to find welcoming new audiences in the twenty-first century. 

introduction

The Fifth Thule Expedition of 1921–1924 (FTE), led by 
Knud Rasmussen, was one of the largest enterprises in the 
history of studies of the Inuit (Eskimo)1 people—mea-
sured by the area it covered, the volume of data it collect-
ed, the number and quality of publications it produced, 
and the impact it made on the field of Arctic anthropol-
ogy. Among its dozen participants, only four were directly 
involved in scholarly research: Kaj Birket-Smith, Therkel 
Mathiassen, Peter Freuchen, and Rasmussen himself—
assisted by Helge Bangsted, Jacob Olsen, and occasion-
ally by the Inughuit team members (see Kleist, this issue). 
Nonetheless, the small expedition team produced an im-
pressive record, including almost 20,000 ethnographic, 
archaeological, and natural history specimens for several 
Danish museums (Mathiassen 1945:110–111); over 2,000 
photographs; many hours of film footage; numerous word 

lists; a massive trove of folklore texts; and copious field 
notes. These were eventually converted into a stream of 
publications, notably the 10 volumes in 34 individual is-
sues of the renowned Report of the Fifth Thule Expedition 
(1927–1952), but also numerous popular accounts pro-
duced by Rasmussen (1925–1926, 1932, [1927] 1999), 
Bangsted (1926), Freuchen, and Olsen (see Harper and 
Krupnik, this issue).

The expedition also marked the end of an era in study-
ing the Inuit people and the rise of a new discipline soon to 
be called “Eskimology” (Krupnik 2016a; Thuesen 2016). 
In planning for the expedition, Rasmussen relied on a sub-
stantial body of nineteenth-century ethnographic knowl-
edge, particularly about the Inuit people of West and East 
Greenland, North Alaska, and eastern Canada—as well 
as on the idea of their “cultural unity” from Greenland 
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to the Pacific that had been promoted by his predeces-
sors, primarily Heinrich Rink (1875, 1886, 1887, 1888) 
(see Marquardt 2016:39) and Franz Boas (1888). Yet 
Rasmussen and several researchers of his age cohort were 
particularly looking for the then poorly known groups of 
the Central Canadian Arctic, between western Hudson 
Bay and the Mackenzie River Delta. They targeted these 
“last unknown Eskimos” in a series of ventures between 
1903 and 1921, so that by the launch of the FTE hard-
ly any “unknown” group remained. Under Rasmussen’s 
leadership, the FTE mostly continued the established pat-
terns of research, logistics, and field methods of the time. 
It was left to the later scholarly ventures, including some 
launched by former FTE members, to develop new ap-
proaches, techniques, and theories that would dominate 
studies of the Inuit people during the latter portion of the 
twentieth century.

competing arctic paths

The title of this paper—“Competing Arctic Paths”—sends 
a pointed message. All too often, the history of Arctic 
research, and of early Arctic anthropology as its subset, 
is presented in neat chronological order with a focus on 
particular ventures, cultures, or individuals (see Collins 
1984; Harp 1984; Holland 1994; Hughes 1984; Krupnik 
2016b; McGhee 1996, 2007; Nurminen and Lainema 
2010; Oswalt 1979; Riches 1990). This tends to downplay 
the contemporary relationships among the concurrent na-
tional traditions, schools, and individuals who shaped the 
research and the geopolitical contexts that facilitated and 
constrained their work.

More often than not, throughout the history of Arctic 
research, these relations were characterized by rivalry, 
sometimes hostility. Scholars competed for recognition, 
but scholarly expeditions were also underwritten by com-
peting colonial powers, newspapers, and naval departments 
that took charge of polar voyages. Besides the well-known 
stories of rivalry between Robert Peary and Frederick 
Cook (and between Robert Scott and Roald Amundsen in 
Antarctica), there were perhaps more cases of competition 
in early Arctic research than of collaboration (Riffenburgh 
1993). Broad international partnerships, epitomized by the 
First International Polar Year of 1882–1883, were rather 
unusual. Nationalist and imperial forces rushed to stake 
claims across the Arctic. The Russian and British empires 
contested each other’s expansion in the northern Bering 
and Chukchi Seas; the United States laid claim to Alaska 

and encroached on northern Ellesmere Island and North 
Greenland, as did Denmark in West and East Greenland. 
Norway, Sweden, and Germany initiated their own polar 
ventures to put themselves on the geopolitical map. 

The pattern of polar research and exploration shifted 
dramatically around or shortly after the First International 
Polar Year of 1882–1883 (Krupnik 2016a). The previous 
mode of “voyages of discovery” supported by the admi-
ralties of competing nations, using large ships with uni-
formed crews, had been largely discredited in the U.S. 
following the tragic fate of George DeLong’s (1879–1881) 
and Adolphus Greeley’s (1881–1884) expeditions, and 
even more so in Britain after the earlier failure of Sir John 
Franklin’s lost expedition and the many costly follow-up 
search missions. Instead, the new research logistics relied 
on small boats, often Indigenous skin boats, and, increas-
ingly, on dogsleds and local Inuit partners as sled drivers, 
guides, and support personnel. 

This pattern was pioneered in the 1850s and 1860s 
by the likes of John Rae (1813–1893) and Charles Francis 
Hall (1821–1871), both in search of Franklin and his 
men. It became the established way of doing research in 
the Arctic in the latter part of the nineteenth century and 
was employed by scholars and explorers as diverse as Franz 
Boas on Baffin Island in 1883–1884, Fritjof Nansen in 
his crossing of Greenland in 1888, Gustav Holm along 
the coast of East Greenland in 1883–1885, Edward 
Nelson in Alaska  in 1878–1881, Frederick Schwatka in 
the Canadian Arctic in 1878–1880, and many more. 
The practices of driving dogsleds, wearing Inuit clothing, 
eating Inuit food, and living with and “like an Eskimo” 
were soon considered the must-do strategy in Arctic ex-
plorations of the era between roughly 1880 and 1920. 
This way of working also helped personalize the rivalries 
among competing nations and national research tradi-
tions. Instead of naval vessels, it was often left to fur-clad, 
dog-driving scientists and explorers to show the national 
flag (Fig. 1).

the fifth thule narrative

The original narrative of how the plan for the FTE was 
developed was presented by Rasmussen (1909–1910) in a 
short paper in Danish, even if he had contemplated this 
idea in more general terms a few years earlier (Michelsen, 
this issue). The main points were repeated in English, first 
in 1910 (Rasmussen 1910), then in brief overviews of 
the planning and preliminary results of the expedition 
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(Rasmussen 1921–1922, 1925, 1926), and finally almost 
verbatim in its summary report (Mathiassen 1945:7–9). 
Often quite detailed with respect to the routes, dates, 
and logistics, these accounts revealed but a fraction of the 
story. None fully explained what Rasmussen’s original 
motives had been, and how they changed over time (see 
Michelsen, this issue).

According to the “classical” narrative (Mathiassen 
1945:9; see also Bravo 2002:259; Hastrup 2016:119), 
Rasmussen’s plan for the expedition (then called “The 
Danish Expedition to the Central Eskimo”) was inspired 
by his encounter with geographer Hans Peder Steensby 
(1875–1920) on board the Danish ship SS Hans Egede, en 
route to West Greenland in the late spring and early sum-
mer of 1909. Steensby, Rasmussen’s senior by four years, 
was an armchair man of science, fresh from defending and 
publishing his German-language dissertation on the ori-
gin of the “oldest Eskimo culture,” which he later called 
Paleo-Eskimo (Steensby 1905, 1916; see Gulløv 2016; 
Michelsen, this issue). Reportedly, he explained his theo-
ries at length to Rasmussen during the long ship voyage. 
Another influential person on board the same ship was 
Thomas Thomsen (1870–1941), then archaeology curator 

at the National Museum of Denmark and later head of its 
ethnographic collections (Birket-Smith 1952). Rasmussen 
certainly had ample time for long conversations with both 
men on his way from Copenhagen to Greenland, where he 
was considering establishment of a trading outpost in the 
far north, the future Thule Station (built in 1910). 

It is no accident that Rasmussen’s first published out-
line for the expedition to the Canadian Arctic (Rasmussen 
1909–1910) was dated “June 10, 1909, Davis Strait, 
S/S Hans Egede.” The date and location strongly suggest 
that it was influenced by (if not a direct result of) his 
conversations with Steensby. Rasmussen most certainly 
could have consulted the Danish version of Steensby’s 
thesis (Steensby 1905), but he probably relied more on 
an oral summary from Steensby himself. The critical role 
that Steensby assigned to the poorly known groups of the 
Central Canadian Arctic in explaining the presumed in-
land origins of “oldest Eskimo culture” was accepted by 
Rasmussen even as he was already nurturing the idea of 
visiting the North American Inuit, or perhaps all groups 
of the Inuit (Eskimo) people (Michelsen, this issue). In any 
case, the encounter with Steensby provided a theoretical 
justification for this ambitious plan and an opening to 

Figure 1: Knud Rasmussen at Starvation Cove, Adelaide Peninsula, raising the Danish and Canadian flags near the buri-
al site of members of the John Franklin Expedition, October 1923 (photographer unknown). SI Archives no. 2005-8639.
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 advertise it to prospective supporters, including the King 
of Denmark (Christian X, 1912–1947), who eventually 
became the official patron of the FTE. 

Other intellectual influences on Rasmussen are 
not easy to identify without diving into his monumen-
tal archival correspondence (Nielsen, this issue). Being a 
writer but no scholar, he was not in the habit of citing 
his academic sources. His journal articles, including 
those presenting the expedition’s plans and summaries 
(Rasmussen 1909–1910, 1921–1922, 1925), except when 
coauthored with his more academic partners (Rasmussen 
1925:523), as well as individual FTE volumes he authored 
(Rasmussen 1929b, 1930, 1931, 1932) featured no cita-
tions whatsoever. We know that Rasmussen was actively 
communicating with Steensby until the latter’s death in 
1920 (Mathiassen 1945:9); yet even when he referred to 
Steensby’s theory of the origin of the “Eskimo culture” 
(e.g., Rasmussen 1999:xxxvii; 1930:7), he did not bother 
to include a citation. 

At this time, I have little grasp of whether any oth-
er academic readings stimulated his planning for the 
FTE. He had close relations with Roald Amundsen and 
was familiar with his popular account of the Northwest 
Passage journey of 1903–1907 (Amundsen 1907, 1908). 
Rasmussen’s reference to the “Gjøa-type” boat for his own 
proposed voyage to the Central Arctic (Rasmussen 1909–
1910:93), was clearly a nod to Amundsen’s ship Gjøa, used 
on the route that Rasmussen later followed by dogsled. 
He had been an admirer of Fritjof Nansen since his child-
hood years, yet Nansen’s life and writings influenced the 
 “heroic” side of Rasmussen’s persona rather than his spe-
cific scientific plans (Hastrup 2016:113–114). He hardly 
ever cited Franz Boas, except in publications coauthored 
with his more academic partners (e.g., Rasmussen 1925), 
and there are no letters from or to Rasmussen in Boas’s 
massive correspondence. Rasmussen was too young to 
communicate with Heinrich Rink (1819–1893), the dean 
of Danish “Eskimology.” He certainly had read Rink’s 
numerous writings on the origin of the Eskimo culture 
and on the Inuit peoples’ linguistic unity from Alaska to 
Greenland (Michelsen, this issue), yet he never cited them. 
Nor did he cite his other peers in Greenlandic studies, even 
though he dedicated one of his FTE volumes (Rasmussen 
1929b) “to my friend,” acclaimed linguist and ethnologist 
William Thalbitzer (1873–1958). 

Rasmussen’s academically trained young partners, 
Kaj Birket-Smith and Therkel Mathiassen, emulated his 
style in their first Danish reports on the outcomes of the 

FTE (Birket-Smith 1924; Mathiassen 1924), soon to be 
reprinted in English (Rasmussen 1925), with scores of 
added references. Unlike Rasmussen, both cited works 
by Thalbitzer (e.g., 1904, 1911, 1914). Nevertheless, fol-
lowing Rasmussen’s template, Mathiassen’s most de-
tailed overview of the expedition, published 21 years later 
(Mathiassen 1945), also featured no references—even 
though both Birket-Smith and Mathiassen attached exten-
sive bibliographies to their contributions to the Fifth Thule 
Expedition Report series (Birket-Smith 1929; Mathiassen 
1927, 1928, 1930). Birket-Smith in particular had demon-
strated a superb command of the contemporary and early 
literature since the beginning of his career (Birket-Smith 
1918, 1919–1920). Rasmussen and his younger partners 
clearly positioned themselves differently vis-à-vis the rel-
evant scholarship of the era.

cohort approach to the  
fifth thule expedition

Members of the small expedition science team—while all 
raised in the Scandinavian (Nordic) scholarly tradition of 
the late 1800s and early 1900s (see Bravo and Sörlin 2002; 
Nicolaisen 1980)—belonged to different age groups, or 
cohorts. Beyond being framed by national or regional 
traditions in polar research (Danish, Swedish, American, 
British, Russian), the period between roughly the 1850s 
and 1930s may be viewed in terms of successive cohorts 
of peers in polar exploration. Rasmussen’s age group was 
comprised of people born between 1870 and the mid-
1880s (Table 1). Most of them started their work in the 
Arctic in the first years of the twentieth century or shortly 
after, and their first substantial publications appeared in 
the first two decades of the new century. They were also 
products of certain political realities and popular ideolo-
gies of the era. 

I call this group the “Heroic” cohort, invoking the so-
called “Heroic Age in Antarctic exploration,” commonly 
dated to the years 1897–1922 (Clancy et al. 2014). The 
term is deliberately put here in quotation marks, since—
unlike in Antarctica—successful “heroism” in Arctic ex-
plorations was possible only with the assistance of local 
aboriginal partners (see Kleist, this issue) or by progres-
sively mastering their modes of travel and survival in 
the North, such as dogsleds, warm skin clothing, active 
hunting for fresh food, etc. This group included a wide 
range of colorful characters: adventurous field ethnogra-
phers like Rasmussen himself, and Vilhjálmur Stefansson, 
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Cohorts Life, years First main fieldwork First major publications

FOUNDERS COHORT
Patrick Henry Ray
Adolphus Greely
William H. Dall
Adolf Erik Nordenskiöld
Lucien Turner
Gustav Holm
Frederick Schwatka
John Murdoch
Otto Sverdrup
Edward W. Nelson
Robert Peary
Franz Boas
Fritjof Nansen

1842–1911
1844–1905
1845–1927
1849–1892
1848–1901
1849–1940
1849–1892
1852–1925
1854–1930
1855–1934
1856–1920
1858–1944
1861–1930

1881–1883
1881–1884
1865–1880
1858–1879
1876–1884
1876–1885
1878–1887
1881–1883
1888–1902
1878–1881

1891–
1883–1884
1888–1898

1885
1886

1870, 1873, 1877
1865, 1867, 1879, 1881

1886, 1888
1888
1884

1884, 1885, 1892
1897, 1903

1899
1898, 1907

1884, 1885, 1888
1891

‘HEROIC’ COHORT
Knud Rasmussen
Roald Amundsen
Ludvig Mylius-Erichsen
William Thalbitzer
Donald MacMillan
Hans P. Steensby
Ernest de Koven Leffingwell
Vilhjálmur Stefansson
Ejnar Mikkelsen
Frank Speck
Christian Leden
Ernest W. Hawkes
Gudmund Hatt
Peter Freuchen
Diamond Jenness

1879–1933
1872–1928
1872–1907
1873–1958
1874–1970
1875–1920
1875–1971
1879–1962
1880–1971
1881–1950
1882–1957
1883–1954
1884–1960
1886–1957
1886–1969

1902–
1903–
1902–
1900–
1908–
1909–
1901–
1908–
1900–
1914–
1909–
1911–
1912–
1906–
1913–

1905, 1906, 1908
1908, 1921

1906
1914
1918

1905, 1910
1919

1908, 1913, 1914
1934, 1944
1918, 1927
1914, 1916

1914
1911, 1913, 1915

1935
1922, 1923, 1924, 1928

SCIENCE MODERNIZERS
Kaj Birket-Smith
Therkel Mathiassen
Lauge Koch
Hans Ahlmann
Harald Sverdrup
Henry Collins
Frederica deLaguna
Margaret Lantis
Eric Holtved
Helge Larsen
Froelich Rainey
Eigil Knuth
Gutorm Gjessing
Edward Weyer

1893–1977
1892–1967
1892–1964
1889–1974
1888–1957
1899–1987
1906–2004
1906-2006
1899–1981
1905–1984
1907–1992
1903–1996
1906–1979
1904–1998

1918–
1921–
1913–
1931–
1918–
1928–
1929–
1937-
1931–
1930–
1936–
1932–

?
1928–

1918, 1924, 1929
1927, 1928

1920, 1921, 1933
1931,1936

1926, 1927–33
1928, 1930

1932, 1933,1934
1938, 1939

1943, 1944, 1945
1934, 1938

1940
1951
1944

1930, 1932

Table 1: Cohort transitions in Eskimology/Polar research
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born in the same year (1879); explorers-cum- folklorists 
Ernest Hawkes (1883–1957) and Ludvig Mylius-Erichsen 
(1872–1907), Rasmussen’s chief on the Danish Literary 
Expedition to Greenland in 1902; a musicologist, 
Christian Leden (1882–1957); and Peter Freuchen (1886–
1957), Rasmussen’s most trusted partner in charge of geo-
logical and cartographic surveys during the FTE. Some 
audacious polar explorers belonged to the same age group, 
men like Roald Amundsen (1872–1928), Ejnar Mikkelsen 
(1880–1971), and Donald MacMillan (1874–1970). So 
did armchair anthropologists like Steensby, Thomsen, 
and Gudmund Hatt (1884–1960), as well as more field-
oriented men of science including William Thalbitzer 
(1873–1958) and Diamond Jenness (1886–1969), along-
side American biologist Rudolph Anderson (1876–1961), 
German geologist Alfred Wegener (1880–1930), and 
Russian geologist Innokentii Tolmachoff (1872–1950). 

Though highly diverse in their personalities, train-
ing, and interests, many members of this cohort shared 
two common anxieties. First, they operated in the shad-
ow of the giants of the preceding cohort, scholars and 
explorers born in the 1840s–early 1860s, whose prime 
field time was in the 1870s and 1880s (for some extend-
ing into the 1890s, and for Peary even the 1900s). This 
“founders” cohort in Arctic explorations included Fritjof 
Nansen (1861–1930), Robert Peary (1856–1920), Otto 
Sverdrup (1854–1930), Adolf Niels Nordenskjold (1849–
1892), and—in the area of Eskimo/Inuit studies—Franz 
Boas (1858–1942), Gustav Holm (1849–1940), Edward 
Nelson (1855–1934), John Murdoch (1852–1925), and 
Lucien Turner (1848–1901) (see Krupnik 2016a). Their 
achievements were monumental, and their stature as pio-
neers was indisputable. 

As the window for new discoveries in the Arctic was 
closing by the early 1900s, members of Rasmussen’s co-
hort were forced to contemplate unconventional, often 
daring ventures of their own. Examples of this generation’s 
audacity included Amundsen’s three-year trip through the 
Northwest Passage on a tiny fishing boat (1903–1906) 
and his famous ambivalence about going after either the 
North or South Pole in 1911 (and choosing the latter), 
followed by the three-year navigation of the Northeast 
Passage (1918–1921); and Stefansson’s trek across the polar 
ice (1914) with one sled and a rifle to live on hunted seals 
and polar bears. Rasmussen’s own plan of crossing the 
North American Arctic and visiting “all Eskimo groups” 
by dogsled was a similarly daring plan, but not far off some 
of his peers’ ventures.

Another source of anxiety among Rasmussen’s peers 
had to do with a shared perception of shrinking oppor-
tunities on the polar frontiers. Simply speaking, they had 
to look further and further afield to find exciting sub-
jects and materials. The more accessible Inuit groups liv-
ing in Alaska, West Greenland, Baffin Island, northern 
Quebec, and Labrador had already been studied and de-
scribed by their predecessors (e.g., Boas 1888, 1901, 1907; 
Dall 1870; Hawkes 1916; Hutton 1912; Murdoch 1892; 
Nelson 1899; Turner 1894). These groups had also been 
in contact with whalers, traders, and missionaries, often 
for a long time. That is why, in the early decades of the 
twentieth century, the coming men in Inuit studies looked 
to the last frontier, the “untouched” groups, such as the 
recently discovered Ammassalimmiut of East Greenland 
(Thalbitzer 1914; Rasmussen’s Fourth Thule Expedition) 
and, particularly, the remote Polar Inuit (Inughuit) 
of North Greenland studied by the Danish Literary 
Greenland Expedition of 1903–1904 (Rasmussen 1905, 
1908; also, Steensby 1910). It explains similar fascination 
with the three mysterious Inuit groups of the Central 
Canadian Arctic, later called the Copper, Caribou, and 
Netsilik Eskimos (Inuit), who reportedly lived as “Stone 
Age tribes.” Steensby’s theory that the earliest Eskimo 
culture originated in the Central Canadian Arctic would 
therefore tantalize Rasmussen, who had enjoyed an emo-
tionally and professionally fruitful engagement with the 
“pristine” and friendly Inughuit (Polar Inuit) for almost 
two decades (Hastrup 2016:115–117). 

Rasmussen’s younger partners on the FTE—Birket-
Smith and Mathiassen, as well as Helge Bangsted (1898–
1974), who later became a professional journalist—were 
15 to 20 years his junior and thus members of a new gen-
eration. This cohort may be called “science modernizers” 
for the role they later played in changing the nature of 
research in the Arctic (Krupnik 2016a). Aspiring young 
scholars fresh from graduation, they did not suffer from the 
pressure of working under the shadow of the giants of the 
founders cohort. To them, Boas, Holm, Rink, Nelson, 
and even Peary were figures from the distant past. Their 
true mentor was Steensby, their university professor, even 
if they were working for Rasmussen (Gulløv 2016). They 
had read Hatt and Thalbitzer, but, as evident from the ci-
tations in their papers, they were influenced by the new 
writings of the Kulturkreise School and by  archaeological 
literature on the recently discovered Mesolithic cultures of 
northern Europe. 
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Their professional future aligned with peers from the 
same generation, including Americans Henry Collins 
(1899–1987) and Frederica de Laguna (1906–2004) and, 
more immediately, the Danes Erik Holtved (1899–1901), 
Eigel Knuth (1903–1996), and Lauge Koch (1892–1964) 
and a Swede, Hans Ahlmann (1889–1974). Upon their 
return from Fifth Thule fieldwork, they would pioneer a 
new, more systematic Arctic scholarship that, they hoped, 
would transform the studies of Eskimo culture into a true 
scientific endeavor (Krupnik 2016a). 

the competition

The competition within Rasmussen’s peer group was 
known to be open and often fierce, as many of its mem-
bers increasingly focused on the same shrinking research 

area. They also passed through the same entry/exit points 
to the Arctic (Nome, Barrow/Utqiaġvik, Baillie Island, 
and Herschel Island (Fig. 2), relied on the same Hudson’s 
Bay Company trade posts for supply in the field, took pic-
tures at the same local photo studios (Fig. 3), and even 
hired or considered hiring the same experienced Arctic 
captains and their boats for their ventures (Capt. George 
Comer for Rasmussen and Leden; Capt. Robert Bartlett 
for Peary, MacMillan, and Stefansson; Capt. Joe Bernard 
for Amundsen and Rasmussen; see Bockstoce 2018).

Rasmussen was certainly familiar with Amundsen’s 
account of his encounters with the “Nechilli Eskimo” 
(Nattilingmiut) of King William Island during his trip 
through the Northwest Passage (Amundsen 1907:291–
335; 1908:1–51). That group had already been “discovered” 
by the time of Rasmussen’s first outline for his Central 

Figure 2: Local men in Nome-built dogsleds for the members of the Canadian Arctic Expedition, summer 1913. Photo: 
Lomen Brothers. Wikimedia Commons (“Dog sleds of the Stefansson-Anderson Canadian-Arctic expedition. Built in 
Nome, Alaska, 1913.” Library of Congress. LCCN91732318). Open access: https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/91732318/  
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Arctic Expedition, and even described to the public, albeit 
in a nonscientific way. Amundsen also brought massive 
ethnographic collections from the Central Arctic, now 
housed in the Oslo Kulturhistorisk Museum (Museum of 
Cultural History; see Engelstad, this issue). 

Stefansson’s claim of his discovery of yet another re-
portedly “untouched” group, the Inuinnait or Copper 
Inuit, during the Stefansson–Anderson Arctic expedition 
of 1908–1912 (Stefansson 1913, 1914; see Engelstad, this 
issue), put these Central Arctic people on the researchers’ 
map, even though information about them had been avail-
able well before Stefansson’s work (Damas 1988; Jenness 
1916, 1917). When Rasmussen visited the Nattilingmiut 
and the Inuinnait in 1923–1924, he was aware that he 
was not the first person to study them, although he had 
not yet seen more detailed anthropological accounts 
of the Inuinnait that appeared when he was on his way 
to Canada or already in the field (Jenness 1921, 1922, 

1923). Knowledge of this earlier work by Stefansson and 
Jenness did not prevent Rasmussen from largely ignoring it 
in his own publications (Damas 1988). Perhaps the reason 
was Rasmussen’s strained relations with Stefansson, often 
bordering on open rivalry (Cavell and Noakes 2010). It is 
known that Stefansson did his best to inflame suspicions 
among the Canadian and British authorities about the sci-
entific motives of Rasmussen’s ventures, including specifi-
cally the FTE (Cavell and Noakes 2010:114; Sowards 2012).

All this left a single reportedly “untouched” group, 
the interior “Kinipetu” (Qaernermiut, later to be called 
“Caribou Eskimo”) to the west of Hudson Bay for 
Rasmussen to corroborate Steensby’s theory (but cf. Burch 
1988b). Enter another competitive figure from the same 
cohort, German-trained Danish-Norwegian musicolo-
gist Christian Leden (1882–1957) (Fig. 4). He was well-
known to Rasmussen, as he had sailed on the same boat, 
the Hans Egede, to Greenland with Rasmussen, Steensby, 
and Thomsen in the summer of 1909. This trip launched 
Leden’s own adventurous career in Inuit musicology 
that included several later field trips to North and East 

Figure 3: Studio photo of Knud Rasmussen’s Fifth Thule 
Expedition party in Nome in their travel clothing, fall 
1924. Left to right: Leo Hansen (left), Qâvigarssuaq (also 
called Miteq), Arnarulunnguaq (seated), Knud Rasmus-
sen. University of Washington Libraries, Special Collec-
tions, Ralph E. MacKay Alaska Photograph Albums. PH 
Coll 413.

Figure 4: Christian Leden, 1882–1957. Photo: Norwe-
gian Bibliotek, Oslo. https://www.nb.no/items/4acb63ce5
046e371103b5299f160471d?page=0&search=
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Greenland and to Arctic Canada, where he made almost 
1,000 recordings of Inuit music on wax cylinders. He was 
also an avid collector of Inuit arts and crafts, and an ac-
complished photographer. His many popular writings 
(e.g., Leden 1918a, 1918b, 1919, 1990) describing his ad-
ventures among the igloo-dwelling interior Inuit of the 
Barren Grounds attracted media attention, and this may 
have pushed Rasmussen to finally bring forward his long-
nurtured plans for the FTE (see Michelsen, this issue). 

There was also the urgent pressure of political events. 
The Great War of 1914–1918 had put a stop to polar ex-
plorations, even in the neutral Scandinavian nations of 
Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. With the end of the war, 
all polar nations—including the United States, the United 
Kingdom, Canada, and Russia—resumed their Arctic ac-
tivities, so that most of Rasmussen’s peers and competi-
tors were once again crisscrossing the polar regions. Any 
further delay could have jeopardized Rasmussen’s ambi-
tion to be the first to reach the last “untouched” and re-
portedly unknown interior groups west of Hudson Bay in 
what Burch (1988a) called “southern Keewatin.” That area 
had been at the heart of Rasmussen’s original plan for the 
expedition to the “Central Eskimo” as early as 1909–1910. 
Now, a full decade later, he could at last put his plan into 
action (Mathiassen 1945; Rasmussen 1921–1922; see 
Michelsen, this issue). 

However, there was a new complication. In 1916, 
Gudmund Hatt (1916) had challenged Steensby’s theory, 

reversing his proposed sequence of ancient Eskimo cul-
tures in the Arctic. Hatt proposed that the inland complex 
was in fact a later development (his theory was eventu-
ally proven by Burch [1978, 1988a] some 60 years later). 
But Rasmussen simply went ahead, ignoring Hatt’s chal-
lenge, as did his younger collaborators, Birket-Smith and 
Mathiassen, who had to grapple with this problem for de-
cades after their FTE research.

assessment

The results of Rasmussen’s work on the FTE may perhaps 
be better assessed when put in context of what his peers 
had been doing in the same period across the polar region. 
In terms of logistics, Rasmussen, as noted, used the well-
established and proven practices of polar fieldwork of his 
time. He and his team traveled almost constantly, in small 
groups, using dogsleds in winter and small boats in sum-
mer. They established a base camp supported by a supply 
boat; traveled with and “like Eskimos” in terms of their 
routes, transportation, food, shelter, clothing, and dog 
food, particularly during the winter months (Fig. 5); and 
they relied on Inuit hospitality (or means of subsistence) 
and small local trade posts rather than on large supply 
 vessels, food depots, or rescue missions. This is what almost 
everybody did in the early 1900s (see above). Stefansson, 
Jenness, Leden, Amundsen, and most other members of 
Rasmussen’s cohort followed the same field and logistical 

Figure 5: Rasmussen’s team staying in a winter ice camp of the Copper Inuit (winter 1924). Photo by Leo Hansen. 
SI Archives no. 2005-8633.
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practices as those used by Boas, Nelson, and Dall some 
40 or even 50 years earlier. Though commonly credited 
to Charles Hall and John Rae in the 1850s–1860s, this 
fieldwork pattern of “living and traveling like Eskimo” 
was well-known by that time. Russian explorer Ferdinand 
von Wrangell had worked that way in northeast Siberia in 
1820–1824, and so did Lt. William H. Hooper during the 
HMS Plover wintering in Emma Harbour on the Chukchi 
Peninsula in 1848–1849 (Hooper [1853] 1976). 

If Rasmussen deployed established practices, it was in 
fulfillment of his grand plan, a survey “from Greenland 
to the Pacific” of almost all groups of Inuit people across 
Arctic North America. He pulled it off, and it was a unique 
achievement. His record was never beaten, except decades 
later by journalists and photographers using planes and 
snowmobiles, and a few dedicated mushers (e.g., Flowers 
2001), including two Greenlanders, Jens Jørgen Fleisher 
and Jens Danielsen in 1993 (Anonymous 1993)—but not 
for any scholarly goal. 

From a more strictly scholarly point of view, 
Rasmussen’s legacy was mixed. The two key ideas be-
hind the FTE were the vision of “Eskimo cultural unity” 
from Greenland to the Pacific and the hypothesis that 
the homeland of the “original Eskimo culture” was to be 
found in the Central Canadian Arctic. These were not 
Rasmussen’s own ideas. Nor were they any longer cutting-
edge scholarship of the day. Rasmussen believed he had 
found strong evidence to prove that all Inuit groups shared 
a common culture (which Rink had argued some 50 years 
prior); and his younger partners, Mathiassen and Birket-
Smith, claimed they discovered new data to support the 
theory of the Inuit original homeland in the Central 
Arctic. Whether that homeland was once located on the 
coast (Mathiassen 1924) or in the interior (Birket-Smith 
1924) was the point of fierce debate prior to and immedi-
ately after the FTE. But within the next two decades these 
claims were challenged and disproved (see Gulløv 2016). 
The zoological, geological, and cartographic outcomes of 
the FTE were never of prime scientific importance. 

The expedition did amass monumental ethnographic 
and archaeological collections from the Central Arctic 
that seemed to support the idea of “Eskimo cultural uni-
ty.” Yet Rasmussen himself neither assessed nor presented 
this idea for scholarly analysis, according to the formats of 
the era, that is, in what we now call “classical ethnogra-
phy” (e.g., Boas 1888; Bogoras 1904–1909; Nelson 1899). 
In any case, he did not live long after the FTE. It took 
decades before his materials were revisited (Burch 1988a, 

1988b; Fortescue 1988; Saladin d’Anglure 1988; Sonne 
1988b) and almost a century until they were claimed as a 
source of inspiration for the pan-Inuit movement and by 
local Inuit heritage projects (see Griebel et al., this issue). 

Many of the field methods practiced by the FTE were 
common ethnographic research tools of the time, like 
thorough documentation of material culture and folklore; 
the collection of cultural and natural history specimens 
for museums; the use of standard word lists and text re-
cording for language work; taking censuses of Indigenous 
groups and communities—in addition to certain ancil-
lary efforts in cartography, meteorology, and geological 
surveying. Nelson in West Alaska, Boas on Baffin Island, 
and Bogoras in Chukotka combined many of the same 
research tools some 20–40 years earlier. Mathiassen and 
Birket-Smith did pioneer genuinely new methods in their 
FTE fieldwork, most importantly systematic archaeo-
logical excavations (de Laguna 1979; McCartney 1979) 
and comparative study of the distribution of “cultural 
elements.” Both approaches transformed the scholarship 
about Inuit cultures and people, from the 1920s onward 
(Krupnik 2016a); but while archaeology continues to 
thrive, culture element distribution analysis went out of 
fashion by the 1950s. 

Rasmussen’s own favorite field approach during the 
FTE years, which he named “intellectual culture,” was a 
combination of mythology, religion, texts, and songs in 
Indigenous languages. Franz Boas had advocated for this 
sort of research 40 years prior, but Rasmussen was a true 
genius in using it, thanks to his intimate knowledge of 
Greenlandic folklore, his personal skill as a storyteller, and 
his proficiency in the Greenlandic language (Fig. 6). It 
took decades for later researchers to follow in his footsteps 
(Lowenstein 1982, 1990, 1993; Saladin d’Anglure 1980, 
1986; Sonne 1988a, 1988b, 2018). In recent years, Inuit 
heritage specialists have articulated the lasting value of 
Rasmussen’s records to today’s audiences (see Griebel et 
al., this issue). 

The most significant achievement of Rasmussen’s ex-
pedition was the fulfillment of his lifelong aspiration to 
contact “all groups of the Eskimo people,” from Greenland 
to the Pacific Ocean, and, via personal encounters, to pro-
vide evidence of their cultural unity. Though the outcome 
was perhaps closer to “all speakers of Inuit languages” 
(Kalaallisut, Inuktitut, Iñupiaq, etc., and even this nar-
rower definition misses several groups, in both the east 
and the west), he did more than anyone, before or after 
him, to accomplish this dream. It continues to be viewed 
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as an unparalleled success, and more than anything else, it 
played a critical role in stimulating the Fifth Thule centen-
nial program and this publication. 

coda

When Rasmussen and his partners returned from their 
fieldwork in 1923–1924, they encountered a rapidly chang-
ing landscape of polar research. The Arctic had been trans-
formed into a field of open territorial disputes—around 
Norway’s sovereignty over Svalbard (the Spitsbergen Treaty 
of 1920), between Denmark and Norway in Northeast 
Greenland (which lasted for 14 years, 1919–1933), be-
tween Soviet Russia and the UK/Canada regarding 
Wrangel Island (1921–1924 [Dukes 2018; Webb 1992]), 
and more. The nascent Soviet government was solidifying 
its grip over the Russian Arctic and forcing out foreign 
explorers and traders, which Rasmussen experienced first-
hand on his aborted trip to Chukotka in 1924 (Rasmussen 
1999:361–370; see also Mathiassen 1945; Schwalbe et al., 
this issue; Shokarev, this issue). Shackleton died on his last 
Antarctic mission in 1922; with his passing, the Heroic 
Age in Antarctic explorations was over. Six years later, 
the tragic loss of Amundsen in a plane crash on a rescue 
mission to the Arctic Ocean was a harbinger of a new 
era coming to the North, as some of Rasmussen’s peers 

and competitors were increasingly looking for new ways 
of traveling the Arctic by air after 1924, like Amundsen, 
Stefansson, and later Lauge Koch (Ries 2002).

Others, particularly Stefansson, were actively shifting 
to political advocacy in polar geopolitics, commercial nav-
igation, and the use of polar resources (Stefansson 1928). 
Rasmussen’s partners from the FTE days, Mathiassen and 
Birket-Smith, were soon to promote approaches of their 
own, and also engaged in a bitter dispute on the origin 
of “early Eskimo” culture and its elements (Birket-Smith 
1930; Mathiassen 1930). In this new world, there was little 
room for Rasmussen’s intellectual philosophy, while his 
unique field skills and methods were hard to replicate.

Rasmussen struggled to find his personal path in this 
rapidly changing world—in his popular writings, interna-
tional acclaim, new fieldwork in East Greenland, interest in 
ethnographic filming, his own forays into Eskimo prehis-
tory, and speculations about similarities between the Inuit 
people and Stone Age hunters (Rasmussen 1928a, 1928b, 
1929a, 1934). Yet even his masterful  contributions to the 
Report of the Fifth Thule Expedition series lack a guiding vi-
sion to bring coherence to his voluminous data. His trade-
mark “intellectual culture,” a combination of mythology, 
religion, and personal stories, was gradually sidelined by 
new professionalized Arctic scholarship and, specifically, 
by new approaches in Arctic  anthropology epitomized 

Figure 6: A group of Inuit in Utqiaġvik (Barrow) dance for Rasmussen’s team, June 1924. Photo by Leo Hansen. SI Ar-
chives, no. 2005-8632. 
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by the writings of Jenness and Sapir in Canada; Collins, 
Lantis, and de Laguna in the United States; Bogoras’s 
students in Russia; and Thalbitzer, Birket-Smith, and 
Mathiassen in Rasmussen’s native Denmark (Gulløv 
2016; Krupnik 2016a). 

Rasmussen’s trajectory from the anointed “father of 
Eskimology” to decades of polite obscurity and muted 
criticism (Kleivan and Burch 1988a, 1988b), to the subject 
of a new international spotlight, took almost a full century 
to unfold. The centennial of the FTE serves as a critical 
opportunity to revisit his legacy and bring it to contem-
porary audiences, especially to make this unique historical 
record accessible to the Inuit people themselves.

notes

1. Since the 1970s, the earlier ethnonym “Eskimo” com-
mon in Rasmussen’s era has been generally replaced 
by the term “Inuit,” which is the most general word 
for “people” in the Inuktitut/Iñupiat languages. In 
this paper, the old term is used in quotations, paper 
titles, and where it is appropriate to avoid inserting 
modern terminology in the 100-year-old context. 

acknowledgements

This paper is dedicated to the memory of Ernest S. (Tiger) 
Burch Jr., who would have been a willing partner to 
this centennial reassessment of the intellectual legacy of 
Knud Rasmussen and the FTE. I am grateful to Aron 
Crowell, William Fitzhugh, Knud Michelsen, Kenneth 
Pratt, Adam Kuper, Peter Schweitzer, and, particularly, to 
Kenneth Harper for their many constructive comments 
and additions. A short version of this paper was presented 
at the Fifth Thule centennial session in Nome (February 
28, 2019) and at the symposium on the History of Arctic 
Anthropology at the Royal Anthropological Institute in 
London (February 28, 2020). Its shortcomings, due pri-
marily to my limited use of Danish sources, are all mine.

references

Amundsen, Roald
1907 The Northwest Passage: Being the Record of a Voy-

age of Exploration on the Ship “Gjöa,” 1903–1907, 
vol. 1. Archibald Constable & Co., London.

1908 The Northwest Passage: Being the Record of a Voy-
age of Exploration on the Ship “Gjöa,” 1903–1907, 
vol. 2. Archibald Constable & Co., London.

Anonymous
1993 Ensom hundeslædetur/Qimusserneq kiserliorn-

artoq [A Lonely Dog-sled Ride]. Atuagagdliutit/ 
Grønlandsposten, no. 58, May 24, p.10.

Bangsted, Helge
1926 Eskimoer og Vilddyr. Oplevelser fra 5. Thuleek-

spedition 1921–1924 [Eskimos and Wildlife. Ad-
ventures from the Fifth Thule Expedition]. J. H. 
Schultz forlag, Copenhagen. 

Birket-Smith, Kaj 
1918 A Geographical Study of the Early History of 

the Algonquian Indians. International Archiv für 
Ethnographie 24:174–222.

1919–1920 Etnografiske Problemer i Grønland [Eth-
nographic Problems in Greenland]. Geografisk 
Tidsskrift 25:179–197.

1924 Antropologi, Sprog og materiel Kultur: Forelø-
big Beretning om Femte Thule-Ekspedition dra 
Grønland til Stillehavet. [Anthropology, Langu-
age and Material Culture: Preliminary Results of 
the Fifth Thule Expedition from Greenland to the 
Pacific Ocean]. Geografisk Tidsskrift 27:192–200.

1929 The Caribou Eskimos: Material and Social Life and 
Their Cultural Position, Pt. 2, Analytical Part. Re-
port of the Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–24, vol. 
5(2). Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1930 The Question of the Origin of Eskimo Culture: A 
Rejoinder. American Anthropologist 32(4):608–624.

1952 The History of Ethnology in Denmark. The Jour-
nal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great 
Britain and Ireland 82(1):115–127.

Boas, Franz
1888 The Central Eskimo. Sixth Annual Report of the 

Bureau of Ethnology, 1884–85, pp. 339–369. 
Government Printing Office, Washington, DC.

1901 The Eskimo of Baffin Land and Hudson Bay, from 
Notes Collected by Capt. George Comer, Capt. 
James S. Mutch, and Rev. E. J. Peck. Bulletin of the 
American Museum of Natural History 15(1). Ameri-
can Museum of Natural History, New York.

1907 Second Report on the Eskimo of Baffin Land 
and Hudson Bay, from Notes Collected by Capt. 
George Comer, Capt. James S. Mutch, and Rev. 
E. J. Peck. Bulletin of the American Museum of 
Natural History 15(2). American Museum of 
Natural History, New York.

Bockstoce, John R. 
2018 White Fox and Icy Seas in the Western Arctic: The Fur 

Trade, Transportation, and Change in the Early Twen-
tieth Century. Yale University Press, New Haven.



Alaska Journal of Anthropology vol. 19, no. 1&2 (2021) 103

Bogoras, Waldemar
1904–1909 The Chukchee. Memoirs of the American 

Museum of Natural History 11(1–3). New York.
Bravo, Michael
2002 Measuring Danes and Eskimos. In Narrating 

the Arctic: A Cultural History of Nordic Scientific 
Practice, edited by Michael Bravo and Sverker 
Sörlin, pp. 235–274. Watson Publishing Interna-
tional, Canton, MA.

Bravo, Michael, and Sverker Sörlin, eds.
2002 Narrating the Arctic: A Cultural History of Nordic 

Scientific Practices. Watson Publishing Interna-
tional, Canton, MA.

Burch, Ernest S., Jr. 
1978 Caribou Eskimo Origins: An Old Problem Re-

considered. Arctic Anthropology 15(1):1–35.
1988a The End of the Trail: The Work of the Fifth 

Thule Expedition in Alaska. Études/Inuit/Studies 
12(1):151–170.

1988b Knud Rasmussen and the “Original” Inland Es-
kimos of Southern Keewatin. Études/Inuit/Studies 
12(1):81–100.

Cavell, Janice, and Jeff Noakes
2010 Acts of Occupation: Canada and Arctic Sovereign-

ty, 1918–25. UBC Press, Vancouver.
Clancy Robert, Manning, John, and Hank Brolsma
2014 Antarctica: The Heroic Age—Heroes, Legends, 

and Land. In Mapping Antarctica: A Five Hun-
dred Year Record of Discovery, edited by Robert 
Clancy, John Manning, and Hank Brolsma, 
pp. 129–172. Springer Praxis Books. Springer, 
Dordrecht.

Collins, Henry B.
1984 History of Research before 1945. In Handbook of 

North American Indians, vol. 5, Arctic, edited by 
David Damas, pp. 8–16. Smithsonian Institution 
Press, Washington, DC.

Dall, William H. 
1870 Alaska and Its Resources. Lee and Shepard, Boston.
Damas, David
1988 Journey at the Threshold: Knud Rasmussen’s 

Study of the Copper Eskimos, 1923–24. Études/
Inuit/Studies 12(1–2):129–150.

de Laguna, Frederica
1979 Therkel Mathiassen and the Beginnings of Eskimo 

Archaeology. In Thule Eskimo Culture: An Anthro-
pological Retrospective, edited by Allen P. McCart-
ney, pp. 10–53. National Museum of Man Mer-
cury Series, Archaeological Survey 88. Ottawa.

Dukes, Paul
2018 Vilhjalmur Stefansson: The Northward Course 

of Empire, the Adventure of Wrangel Island, 
1922–1925, and “Universal Revolution.” Sibirica 
17(1)1–22.

Flowers, Pam, with Ann Dixon
2001 Alone Across the Arctic: One Woman’s Epic Journey by 

Dog Team. Alaska Northwest Books, Portland, OR.
Fortescue, Michael
1988 Thule and Back: A Critical Appraisal of Knud 

Rasmussen’s Contribution to Eskimo Language 
Studies. Études/Inuit/Studies 12(1–2):171–192.

Gulløv, Hans Christian
2016 The Concepts of Paleo- and Neo-Eskimo Cul-

tures: The Danish Tradition from H. P. Steensby 
and His Students, G. Hatt, K. Birket-Smith, and 
Th. Mathiassen, to Their Successors, H. Larsen 
and J. Meldgaard. In Early Inuit Studies: Themes 
and Transitions, 1850s–1980s, edited by Igor 
Krupnik, pp. 139–164. Smithsonian Institution 
Scholarly Press, Washington. DC.

Harp, Elmer, Jr.
1984 History of Archaeology After 1945. In Handbook 

of North American Indians, vol. 5, Arctic, edited 
by David Damas, pp. 17–22. Smithsonian Insti-
tution Press, Washington, DC.

Hastrup, Kirsten B. 
2016 Knud Rasmussen: Explorer, Ethnographer, and 

Narrator. In Early Inuit Studies: Themes and Tran-
sitions, 1850s–1980s, edited by Igor Krupnik, 
pp. 111–135. Smithsonian Institution Scholarly 
Press, Washington, DC.

Hatt, Gudmund
1916 Kyst- og indlandskultur i det arktiske [Coastal 

and Inland Culture in the Arctic]. Geografisk 
Tidsskrift 23:284–290.

Hawkes, Ernest W. 
1916 The Labrador Eskimo. Canadian Department of 

Mines, Geological Survey Memoir 91, Anthropo-
logical Series 14. Ottawa.

Holland, Clive
1994 Arctic Exploration and Development, c. 500 bc to 

1915: An Encyclopedia. Garland Publishing,  New 
York and London

Hooper, William H. 
[1853] 1976 Ten Months among the Tents of the Tuski. 

AMS Press, New York.



104 competing arctic paths: cohort assessment of the fifth thule expedition legacy

Hughes, Charles C.
1984 History of Ethnology After 1945. In Handbook of 

North American Indians, vol. 5, Arctic, edited by 
David Damas, pp. 23–26. Smithsonian Institu-
tion Press, Washington, DC.

Hutton, Samuel K. 
1912 Among the Eskimos of Labrador: A Record of Five 

Years Close Intercourse with the Eskimo Tribes of 
Labrador. Seeley, London.

Jenness, Diamond
1916 The Ethnological Results of the Canadian Arctic 

Expedition, 1913–1916. American Anthropologist 
18(4):612–615.

1917 The Copper Eskimos. Geographical Review 
4(2):81–91.

1921 The Cultural Transformation of the Copper Es-
kimo. Geographical Review 11(4):541–550.

1922 The Life of the Copper Eskimos. Report of the 
Canadian Arctic Expedition, 1913–1918, vol. XII. 
King’s Printer, Ottawa.

1923 Origin of the Copper Eskimos and Their Copper 
Culture. Geographical Review 13(4):540–551.

Kleivan, Inge, and Ernest S. Burch, Jr.
1988a The Work of Knud Rasmussen among the Inuit: 

An Introduction. Études/Inuit/Studies 12(1):5–10.
Kleivan, Inge, and Ernest S. Burch, Jr., eds. 
1988b The Work of Knud Rasmussen among the Inuit/

L’oeuvre de Knud Rasmussen chez let Inuit. 
Études/Inuit/Studies 12(1).

Krupnik, Igor
2016a From Boas to Burch: Eskimology Transitions. 

In Early Inuit Studies: Themes and Transitions, 
1850s–1980s, edited by Igor Krupnik, pp. 1–32. 
Smithsonian Institution Scholarly Press, Wash-
ington, DC.

Krupnik, Igor, editor 
2016b Early Inuit Studies: Themes and Transitions, 

1850s–1980s. Smithsonian Institution Scholarly 
Press, Washington, DC.

Leden, Christian
1918a  A Chapter from My Eskimo Travels. The American-

Scandinavian Review 6(2):71–77.
1918b Trapping Salmon in the Far North. Popular Sci-

ence Monthly 92:675.
1919 Christmas among the Eskimos. Outlook (Decem-

ber 17):506–507.
1990 Across the Keewatin Icefields: Three Years Among 

the Canadian Eskimos, 1913–1916. Watson and 

Dwyer, Winnipeg. German edition first pub-
lished 1927.

Lowenstein, Tom
1982 The Shaman Aningatchaq: Translation and Com-

mentary. Many Press, London.
1990 The Things That Were Said of Them: Oral Histo-

ries from Point Hope. University of California 
Press and Douglas & McIntyre, Berkeley and 
Vancouver.

1993 Ancient Land, Sacred Whale: The Inuit Hunt and 
Its Rituals. Bloomsbury Publishing, London.

Marquart, Ole
2016 Between Science and Politics: The Eskimology of 

Hinrich Johannes Rink. In Early Inuit Studies: 
Themes and Transitions, 1850s–1980s, edited by 
Igor Krupnik, pp. 35–54. Smithsonian Institu-
tion Scholarly Press, Washington, DC.

Mathiassen, Therkel
1924 Arkaeologi. Foreløbig Beretning om Femte 

 Thule-Ekspedition dra Grønland til Stillehavet 
[Archaeology. Preliminary Results of the Fifth 
Thule Expedition from Greenland to the Pacific 
Ocean]. Geografisk Tidsskrift 27:201–208.

1927 Archaeology of the Central Eskimos. Report of the 
Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–24, vol. 4(1–2). 
Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1928 Material Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos. Report of 
the Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–24, vol. 6(1). 
Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1930 The Question of the Origin of Eskimo Culture. 
American Anthropologist 32(4):591–607.

1945 Report on the Expedition. Report of the Fifth 
Thule Expedition, 1921–24, vol. 1(1). Gyldendal, 
Copenhagen.

McCartney, Allen P. 
1979 Introduction. In Thule Eskimo Culture: An Anthro-

pological Retrospective, edited by Allen P. McCart-
ney, pp. 1–9. National Museum of Man, Mercury 
Series, Archaeological Survey 88. Ottawa.

McGhee, Robert
1996 The Ancient People of the Arctic. UBC Press, 

Vancouver.
2007 The Last Imaginary Place: A Human History of the 

Arctic World. University of Chicago Press, Chicago.
Murdoch, John
1892 Ethnological Results of the Point Barrow Expedi-

tion. Ninth Annual Report of the Bureau of Eth-
nology, 1887–88. Government Printing Office, 
Washington, DC.



Alaska Journal of Anthropology vol. 19, no. 1&2 (2021) 105

Nelson, Edward W. 
1899 The Eskimo about Bering Strait. Eighteenth An-

nual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology, 1896–97. 
Government Printing Office, Washington, DC.

Nicolaisen, Johannes
1980 Scandinavia: All Approaches Are Fruitful. In An-

thropology: Ancestors and Heirs, edited by Stanley 
Diamond, pp. 259–273. Mouton, The Hague.

Nurminen, Juha, and Matti Lainema
2010 A History of Arctic Exploration: Discovery, Ad-

venture and Endurance at the Top of the World. 
Bloomsbury, London.

Oswalt, Wendell H.
1979 Eskimos and Explorers. Chandler and Sharp, 

 Novato, CA.
Rasmussen, Knud
1905 Nye Mennesker [New People]. Gyldendal, 

Copenhagen.
1908 The People of the Polar North. Kegan Paul, Trench, 

Trübner, and Co., London.
1909–1910 Forslag tile n dansk etnografisk Ekspedi-

tion til Central-Eskimoerne [Project of a Danish 
Ethnographic Expedition to the Central Eski-
mos]. Geografisk Tidsskrift 20:92–94.

1910 Project of a Danish Expedition to the Central Es-
kimo. Geographical Journal 35(3): 295–299. 

1921–1922 Den V. Thule-Ekspedition. Den danske 
Ekspedition til arktisk Nordamerika under Le-
delse af Knud Rasmussen [Fifth Thule Expediti-
on. Danish Expedition to Arctic North America 
under the Leadership of Knud Rasmussen]. Geo-
grafisk Tidsskrift 26:56–60.

1925 (With contributions by Kaj Birket-Smith, 
Therkel Mathiassen, and Peter Freuchen). The 
Danish Ethnographic and Geographic Expedi-
tion to Arctic America. Preliminary Report of 
the Fifth Thule Expedition. Geographical Review 
15(4):521–562.

1925–1926 Fra Grønland til Stillehavet, Rejser or Men-
nesker; Fra V. Thule-Expedition 1921–24 [From 
Greenland to the Pacific Ocean. Travels and Peo-
ple, from the 5th Thule Expedition, 1921–1924]. 
Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1926 The Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–1924. The 
Danish Ethnographical and Geographical expe-
dition from Greenland to the Pacific. Geographi-
cal Journal 67(2):123–142.

1928a A Danish Contribution towards the Comprehen-
sion of Eskimo Culture. American Anthropologist 
30(3):548–550.

1928b Tasks for Future Research in Eskimo Culture. In 
Problems of Polar Research, edited by W. L. G. Jo-
erg. American Geographical Society Special Pub-
lication 7:177–187.

1929a Eskimos and Stone-Age Peoples: A Suggestion 
of an International Investigation. Geografisk 
Tidsskrift 32(4):201–221.

1929b Intellectual Culture of the Iglulik Eskimos. Report 
of the Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–24, vol. 7(1). 
Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1930 Intellectual Culture of the Caribou Eskimos. Re-
port of the Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–24, vol. 
7(2). Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1931 The Netsilik Eskimos. Report of the Fifth Thule Ex-
pedition, 1921–24, vol. 8. Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1932 Intellectual Culture of the Copper Eskimos. Report 
of the Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–24, vol. 9. 
Gyldendal, Copenhagen.

1934 Eskimos and Stone Age Peoples. Fifth Pacific Sci-
ence Congress, 1933, vol. 4, pp. 2767–2772.

[1927] 1999 Across Arctic America: Narrative of the 
Fifth Thule Expedition. University of Alaska 
Press, Fairbanks.

Riches, David
1990 The Force of Tradition in Eskimology. In Localiz-

ing Strategies: Regional Traditions of Ethnographic 
Writing, edited by R. Fardon, pp. 71–89. Smith-
sonian Institution Press; Washington, DC, and 
Scottish Academic Press, Edinburgh. 

Ries, Christopher J.
2002 Lauge Koch and the Mapping of North East 

Greenland: Tradition and Modernity in Dan-
ish Arctic Research, 1920–1940. In Narrating 
the Arctic: A Cultural History of Nordic Scientific 
Practices, edited by Michael Bravo and Sverker 
Sörlin, pp. 199–231. Watson Publishing Interna-
tional, Canton, MA.

Riffenburgh, Beau
1993 The Myth of the Explorer: The Press, Sensational-

ism, and Geographical Discovery. Belhaven Press, 
in association with the Scott Polar Research In-
stitute, London; and St. John’s Press, New York. 

Rink, Hinrich (Henry) J. 
1875 Tales and Traditions of the Eskimo, with a Sketch 

of Their Habits, Religion, Language, and Other Pe-
culiarities. W. Blackwood and Sons, Edinburgh.

1886 The Eskimo Dialects as Serving to Determine the 
Relationship between the Eskimo Tribes. Journal 
of Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and 
Ireland 15(2):239–245.



106 competing arctic paths: cohort assessment of the fifth thule expedition legacy

1887 The Eskimo Tribes: Their Distribution and Char-
acteristics, Especially in Regard to Language. 
Meddelelser om Grønland 11. Copenhagen and 
London.

1888 The Migrations of the Eskimo Indicated by Their 
Progress in Completing the Kayak Implements. 
Journal of Anthropological Institute of Great Brit-
ain and Ireland 17(1):68–74.

Saladin d’Anglure, Bernard
1980 Nanuq super-mâle: L’ours blanc dans l’espace ima-

ginaire et les temps social des Inuit de l’Arctique 
Canadien [‘Nanuq’ Super-Male: Polar Bear in 
Imaginary Space and Social Time of the Inuit of 
the Canadian Arctic]. Études Mongoles 11: 63–94.

1986 Du foetus au chaman, la construction d’un troi-
sième sexe inuit [From Fetus to Shaman: The 
Construction of an Inuit “Third Sex”]. Études/
Inuit/Studies 10(1–2):25–113.

1988 Kunut et les angakkut iglulik: Des shamans, 
des myths et des tabous ou les premiers défis de 
Rasmussen en terre inuit canadienne [‘Kunut’ 
and the Iglulik Angakkut: Shamans, Myths, and 
Taboos or the First Challenges of Rasmussen in 
the Land of Canadian Inuit]. Études/Inuit/Studies 
12(1):57–80.

Sonne, Birgitte 
1988a Agayut: Nunivak Eskimos Masks and Drawings 

from the Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–24, col-
lected by Knud Rasmussen. Report of the Fifth 
Thule Expedition 1921–24, vol. 10(4). Gylden-
dal, Copenhagen.

1988b In Love with Eskimo Imagination and Intelli-
gence. Études/Inuit/Studies 12(1):21–44.

2018 Worldviews of the Greenlanders: An Inuit Arctic 
Perspective. University of Alaska Press, Fairbanks.

Sowards, Adam M. 
2012 Review of Cavell, Janice; Noakes, Jeffrey David, 

Acts of Occupation: Canada and Arctic Sovereignity, 
1918–25. H-Environment, H-Net Reviews (Feb-
ruary). Online at http://www.h-net.org/ reviews/
showrev.php?id=32495.

Steensby, Hans Peter
1905 Om Eskimokulturens Oprindelse: En etnografisk 

og antropogeografisk Studie [The Origin of Eski-
mo Culture: An Ethnographic and Anthro-

pogeographic Study]. Salmonsens Boghandel, 
Copenhagen.

1910 Contributions to the Ethnology and Anthropo-
geography of the Polar Eskimos. Meddelelser om 
Grønland 34(7). Copenhagen.

1916  An Anthropogeographical Study of the Origin 
of the Eskimo Culture. Meddelelser om Grønland 
53(2):39–228. Copenhagen.

Stefansson, Vilhjálmur
1913 My Life with the Eskimo. Macmillan, New York.
1914 The Stefansson–Anderson Arctic Expedition. 

American Museum of Natural History, Anthropo-
logical Papers 14(1):1–395.

1928 The Resources of the Arctic and the Problem of 
Their Utilization. In Problems of Polar Research, 
edited by W. L. G. Joerg. American Geographical 
Society Special Publication 7:209–233.

Thalbitzer, William 
1904 A Phonetical Study of the Eskimo Languages 

Based on Observations Made on a Journey in 
North Greenland, 1900–1901. Meddelelser om 
Grønland, 31. Copenhagen.

1911 Eskimo. In Handbook of American Indian Lan-
guages, edited by Franz Boas. Bureau of American 
Ethnology Bulletin 40(1):967–1096.

1914 The Ammassalik Eskimo: Contributions to the 
Ethnology of the East Greenland Natives. Part 1. 
Meddelelser om Grønland 39. Copenhagen.

Thuesen, Søren
2016 The Formation of Danish Eskimology: From 

William Thalbitzer to the Greenland Home Rule 
Era. In Early Inuit Studies: Themes and  Transitions, 
1850s–1980s, edited by Igor Krupnik, pp. 245–
264. Smithsonian Institution Scholarly Press, 
Washington, DC.

Turner, Lucien M.
1894 Ethnology of the Ungava District, Hudson Bay 

Territory. In Eleventh Annual Report of the Bureau 
of Ethnology 1889–90, pp. 159–350. Government 
Printing Office, Washington, DC. 

Webb, Melody
1992 Arctic Saga: Vilhjalmur Stefansson’s Attempt to 

Colonize Wrangel Island. Pacific Historical Re-
view 61(2):215–239.



108 whaling and whale spirits in the western arctic: notes from the fifth thule expedition

whaling and whale spirits in the western arctic:  
notes from the fifth thule expedition

Aron L. Crowell
Arctic Studies Center, Smithsonian Institution, Anchorage AK; crowella@si.edu

abstract

Knud Rasmussen’s traverse of the northern Alaska coast during the final months of the Fifth Thule 
Expedition (FTE) in 1924 produced an invaluable ethnographic record of Iñupiaq bowhead whal-
ing. The Iñupiat continue a whaling tradition that originated at least 2000 years ago in the Bering 
Strait region and enabled the thirteenth-century Thule migration from Alaska to Greenland. Thus, 
in Alaska Rasmussen could study whaling as both a contemporary way of life and a key to ancestral 
Thule culture. Rasmussen’s focus on Inuit intellectual heritage led him to pay special attention to 
beliefs, ceremonies, and mythology concerning the spiritual relationship between whales and human 
beings. Although his Alaska notes survive, Rasmussen’s own conclusions from this material were never 
published. This article seeks to evaluate his work on whaling culture in the light of post-FTE research 
and to suggest comparisons with the expedition’s Central Arctic data.

introduction

By the time Knud Rasmussen reached northern Alaska on 
the last leg of the Fifth Thule Expedition (FTE) in the 
spring of 1924, he was keenly focused on what could be 
learned about Western Arctic Inuit whaling and its cul-
tural foundations. The topic was of prime interest because 
archaeological evidence uncovered during FTE research 
in Canada (Mathiassen 1927) suggested that the ability to 
hunt bowhead whales had enabled the migration of Thule 
people from Alaska to Greenland in the early second 
millennium ce, giving rise to the cultural and linguistic 
unity of descendant Inuit populations across the North 
American Arctic. Rasmussen, who was versed in Hinrich 
Rink’s theory that the Inuit originated in the Western 
Arctic interior and moved to the coast before undertaking 
their great migration (Marquardt 2016; Rink 1873, 1886; 
Michelsen, this issue), wrote in his Alaskan field notes that 
this “revolution” in their way of life arose from discovery of 
the “great meat animals that swam in the ocean” and the 
invention of maritime hunting technologies, including the 
“skin boat that was necessary to go whaling” (Ostermann 

and Holtved 1952:20). Moreover, whaling had contin-
ued since Thule times in Iñupiaq and Yupik communities 
of the Bering Strait region, providing an opportunity to 
study it as a living cultural practice in its ancient cradle 
of origin (Bogoras 1904–1909; Murdoch 1892; Ray 1885; 
Simpson 1875; Steensby 1916).

For Rasmussen, whose scholarly interests centered on 
Inuit intellectual culture, the Western Arctic was above 
all where he could seek the origins of religious concepts 
and mythological themes that had presumably been car-
ried east with the Thule migration, including the cyclical 
return of animals controlled by Sea Woman (Inuktitut, 
Sedna or Nuliajuq) and the Moon (Inuktitut, Taqqiq) 
and the role of shamans as intermediaries with these dei-
ties (Boas 1888; Kleivan 1984; Rasmussen 1929). Stories 
of whales and whale spirits are woven throughout Inuit 
 mythology, but as Rasmussen would discover, nowhere 
more than in the Western Arctic. There he sought to in-
vestigate the arts, rituals, beliefs, and ceremonies associ-
ated with whaling, for, in Mathiassen’s words (1930:68), 
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the people “at the rich hunting grounds of Alaska have had 
more time and thought for matters relating to the higher 
powers than in poorer regions further east.”

rasmussen’s research on whaling  
in the western arctic

Rasmussen first entered the Western Arctic in mid-March 
1924 at Cape Bathurst on the Beaufort Sea, and during 
the next five months of travel by dogsled and small boat 
he and the Inughuit expedition guides Qaavigarsuaq 
and Arnarulunnguaq visited Inuvialuit settlements near 
the Mackenzie River; Iñupiaq villages on the northern 
Alaska coast, including Utqiaġvik (Barrow), Ulġuniq 
(Wainright), Qayaiqsiuġvik (Icy Cape), Kali (Point Lay), 
Tikiġaq (Point Hope), and Qikiqtaġruk (Kotzebue); and 
finally the gold rush town of Nome, where they arrived 
by mail boat from Kotzebue on August 31 (Mathiassen 
1945; Ostermann 1942; Ostermann and Holtved 1952; 
Rasmussen 1927) (Fig. 1).

The timing was fortunate since the first three months 
of this itinerary coincided with the spring whaling season, 
when bowhead whales (Balaena mysticetus) migrate north 
along the Alaska coast. Rasmussen observed the whale 
hunt at Utqiaġvik, attended the post-whaling Nalukataq 

feast at Qayaiqsiuġvik, and gathered data on the num-
bers of whales taken that year in villages as far south as 
Tikiġaq. At Tikiġaq he spoke with elders to document the 
community’s sacred whaling ceremonies, which had been 
discontinued about a decade earlier, when the last qargit 
(ceremonial houses) were closed (Ostermann and Holtved 
1952:60–62; Rasmussen 1927:330–333).1 Leo Hansen, 
the Danish photographer and filmmaker who accom-
panied Rasmussen from the Central Arctic to northern 
Alaska, stayed behind in Utqiaġvik to film the communi-
ty’s Nalukataq celebrations (Hansen 1927; MacKenzie and 
Stenport, this issue), later taking ship’s passage to rejoin the 
rest of the FTE team in Nome. Although Rasmussen’s at-
tempt to investigate Siberian Yupik communities at Cape 
Dezhnev in Chukotka was unsuccessful (Schwalbe et al., 
this issue), the schooner voyage there from Nome and back 
in September 1924 afforded a stop at the Iñupiaq village of 
Iŋaliq on Little Diomede Island, where he was told about 
traditional whaling ceremonies (Ostermann and Holtved 
1952:102).

Aided by his fluency in Kalaallisut, the Inuit lan-
guage of Greenland, and by three years of experience 
with Inuktitut dialects in Canada, Rasmussen was able to 
converse directly with Inuvialuit and Iñupiat oral schol-
ars and to inscribe their tellings of uqaluqtut (historical 

Figure 1: Knud Rasmussen’s Fifth Thule Expedition route from Cape Bathurst to Nome, 1924. Map by A. Crowell 
based on Mathiassen (1945:99).
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 narratives) and unipquat (legends or myths), many with 
whaling themes (Burch 1988; Topkok and Green 2016). 
To supplement this documentation of Indigenous knowl-
edge and oral traditions, Rasmussen purchased archaeo-
logical and ethnographic objects from local residents and 
traders (Brower 1943), collections that now reside at the 
National Museum of Denmark (Mathiassen 1930).

Rasmussen’s posthumously edited Yukon and Alaska 
field notes (Ostermann 1942; Ostermann and Holtved 
1952); his popular account of the FTE, published in 
English as Across Arctic America: Narrative of the Fifth 
Thule Expedition (Rasmussen 1927); and The Eagle’s Gift: 
Alaska Eskimo Tales, a collection of translated oral narra-
tives (Rasmussen 1932a), do not constitute anything close 
to a full ethnographic account of Western Arctic whal-
ing, yet they are early and underappreciated contribu-
tions to research on this topic. There had previously been 
only brief descriptions of bowhead whaling by Beechey 
(1831), Simpson (1875), Murdoch (1892), Ray (1885), 
and Stefansson (1919)—Murdoch’s work at Point Barrow 
 during the First International Polar Year of 1882–1883 be-
ing the most extensive but including little on intellectual 
culture. Following Rasmussen, other researchers includ-
ing Edward Curtis ([1930] 1970), Froelich Rainey (1947), 
Robert Spencer (1959), James VanStone (1962), Rosita 
Worl (1980), Ernest S. Burch Jr. (1981), Tom Lowenstein 
(1993), Nobuhiro Kishigami (2013), and Chie Sakakibara 
(2020) have built on his pioneering work.

the impact of commercial whaling

The FTE came at a time when Western Arctic societies 
were struggling to recover from intensive Euroamerican 
exploitation during the era of U.S. commercial whaling 
in the Bering, Chukchi, and Beaufort Seas (1848–1914). 
Although Yankee whaling for bowheads (“right whales”) 
ended a decade before Rasmussen’s arrival, its hugely dis-
ruptive effects lingered. The worst injury was the indus-
try’s wholesale slaughter of marine mammals, including 
an estimated 16,000 bowheads (reducing the stock to 10 
to 20% of its original size) and more than 200,000 Pacific 
walruses (Bockstoce 1986; Bockstoce and Botkin 1982; 
Krupnik 2020).

The decimation of these key subsistence species, com-
bined with epidemics of measles, influenza, and other dis-
eases transmitted by contact with outsiders, contributed 
to widespread famine and death in Indigenous coastal 
communities of Chukotka, St. Lawrence Island, and 

northern Alaska (Burch 1998; Crowell and Oozevaseuk 
2006; Fortuine 1989; Krupnik and Chlenov 2013). One 
of Rasmussen’s most poignant observations was the dra-
matic loss of Iñupiaq residents at Tikiġaq, where he found 
122 abandoned nineteenth-century houses and inferred 
a former population of 2000 (Ostermann and Holtved 
1952:47; however, Burch [1981, 1988] estimated 650 to 
700). Tikiġaq, once one of the largest Inuit settlements in 
the Arctic because of its exceptional access to whales, had 
by 1920 been reduced to just 140 people (U.S. Census 
Bureau 1921). In addition, commercial whaling’s indus-
trial mode of production entangled Iñupiat and Inuvialuit 
in a wage labor system, undercutting traditional leader-
ship by the umialiit, or whaling captains (Cassell 2000, 
2003; Phillips-Chan 2020) and creating widespread de-
pendency on imported goods, including bomb-loaded 
harpoons and shoulder guns that replaced traditional 
whaling weapons.

Rasmussen described these and other aspects of 
change in his paper on the “Adjustment of Eskimos to 
European Civilization” (1933). In his view, Iñupiaq so-
cieties had suffered as the result of Euroamerican con-
tact but could still rely on whaling as a foundation for 
“cultural fluorescence,” even with the reduced bowhead 
stock (Osterman and Holtved 1952:21). Somewhat para-
doxically, he approved of English-language-only govern-
ment education and  acculturation efforts by the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs yet was pleased that traditional customs 
and beliefs had survived to the extent that there was 
still “a store of folklore and mythology ready to hand” 
(Rasmussen 1927:305).

whaling and the thule migration

The precontact history of Arctic whaling has been inves-
tigated during a century of archaeological research since 
the FTE, providing a retrospective frame for the expedi-
tion’s focus on Inuit origins and adaptations. Artifacts and 
archaeofaunal data indicating systematic hunting of large 
cetaceans (bowhead and gray whales) and walruses—both 
requiring skin boats with multiperson crews, heavy har-
poons, and sealskin drag floats—derive from Northern 
Maritime (Neo-Inuit or Neoeskimo) sites of the last two 
millennia. These sites belonged to the Okvik/Old Bering 
Sea (~100–800 ce), Birnirk (~650–1250 ce), and Punuk 
(~800–1200 ce) peoples who inhabited the Alaskan and 
Russian coasts of the Chukchi and Bering Seas and to the 
Western Thule culture that developed in northern Alaska 
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in about 1000 ce from Punuk and Birnirk roots (Collins 
1937; Ford 1959; Gerlach and Mason 1992; Harritt 2015; 
Larsen and Rainey 1948; Mason 1998, 2020; Mason and 
Rasic 2019; Morrison 1983; Stanford 1976).

The Western Thule harvested bowhead and beluga 
whales, walruses, bearded and ringed seals, caribou, and 
birds using skin-covered boats (the umiaq and qayaq) for 
maritime hunting and dogsleds for overland travel. Thule 
implements included harpoons, drag floats, nets for seals 
and fish, throwing boards, spears, sinew-backed bows, 
bolas, bird darts, and fishing equipment; household items 
such as bow drills, pottery, ground slate knives, baleen 
 vessels,  and oil lamps; slat armor and other equipment 
for warfare; and personal items such as combs and snow 
goggles (Ford 1959; Giddings and Anderson 1984; Jensen 
2016; Mason 2012; Stanford 1976). They built semisub-
terranean winter houses with cold-trap entrance tun-
nels, and their largest settlements were at Cape Prince 
of Wales, Point Hope, Point Barrow, and other locations 
where bowhead whales pass nearby during the spring and 
fall migrations.

In the mid-thirteenth century, Thule groups migrated 
east across the Canadian Arctic through Amundsen Gulf 
to Baffin Island and Northwest Greenland, traversing over 
3500 km in just a few generations as indicated by artifact 
assemblages and calibrated radiocarbon dates along the 
route. Over the next one to two centuries, a second Thule 
wave passed through Coronation Gulf to the Melville 
Peninsula and Hudson Bay, completing settlement of the 
historic Inuit region (Friesen 2016; Friesen and Arnold 
2008; Mason 2020; Morrison 1989). The Thule were pre-
ceded by the Pre-Dorset people who migrated from Alaska 
to Greenland in about 2400 bce (Dyke and Savelle 2009; 
Friesen 2016), but they were technologically more ad-
vanced than this earliest wave of Arctic settlers, especially 
in the hunting of large marine mammals.

While it has been proposed that the melting of Arctic 
sea ice during the Medieval Warm Period (ca. 700–
1000 ce in the Western Arctic) drew both North Pacific 
bowheads and Thule migrants to the east (McGhee 1970), 
revised radiocarbon dating and new climate data indi-
cate that the migration took place at the beginning of the 
Little Ice Age (1250–1900 ce) when sea ice was increasing 
(Mason 2020). As in the Western Arctic, eastern Thule 
settlements were situated where whales and walruses could 
be hunted in open water during the warm months and 
ringed seals could be harpooned at their sea ice breathing 
holes during winter.

Therkel Mathiassen’s FTE excavations at Naujan and 
other sites around Foxe Basin, Hudson Bay, and northern 
Baffin Island, and Rasmussen’s excavations at Malerualik on 
King William Island, provided the first archaeological evi-
dence in Canada of the Thule culture, named for the Thule 
trading post in Northwest Greenland where similar arti-
facts were found in “Comer’s Midden” (Mathiassen 1927). 
At Naujan, a thirteenth-century village site at Repulse Bay 
(Houmard and Grønnow 2017), Mathiassen investigated 
winter houses with walls made of rocks and whale skulls 
and roofs supported by whale ribs. He concluded that:

Whaling has apparently been one of the principal 
occupations; this is proved by the construction of 
the houses, in which whale bones play such a great 
part, and by the material used for the implements, 
whalebone and baleen apparently being the most 
important; in particular, however, the composition 
of the refuse heap, the large masses of baleen and 
whalebones which appear especially in the lower 
strata. (Mathiassen 1927:85)

He surmised that Thule culture must have originated 
around Bering Strait where bowheads are abundant and 
where continuity between Thule and Iñupiaq cultures 
was evident.

Mathiassen also compared the eastern Thule to their 
regional descendants, noting that while the Inuit of West 
Greenland, Baffin Island, and Labrador, and to some 
extent the Iglulingmiut of Foxe Basin and the Melville 
Peninsula, had continued the pursuit of bowheads up 
to  the recent past, other central Canadian groups— 
including the Nattilingmiut (Netsilik Inuit) and Innuinait 
(Copper Inuit)—had abandoned whaling before European 
contact and adopted a subsistence pattern based on cari-
bou, muskoxen, fish, and ringed seals (Birket-Smith 1924; 
Boas 1888; Kleivan 1984; Mathiassen 1927, 1928). None 
of the Canadian Inuit built Thule-style winter houses or 
lived in permanent villages like Naujan; instead, they 
were seasonally nomadic, sheltering in skin tents and 
snow houses. Mathiassen attributed these shifts to a late 
coastal migration by interior-adapted groups, although it 
now appears that heavier ice cover during the coldest pe-
riod of the late Little Ice Age curtailed open water hunt-
ing and forced changes in subsistence practices (Maxwell 
1985:304–307). Mathiassen’s discoveries suggested that 
whaling was the prime mover for Thule eastward expan-
sion across the Arctic and that the Rink-Steensby theory 
of Neo-Inuit (Neoeskimo) origins around Bering Strait 
was correct (Rink 1873, 1886; Steensby 1916). Moreover, 
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he showed that cultural and economic change after the 
migration had been greater in the Central Arctic than in 
more eastern and western regions.

whaling methods old and new

Rasmussen found that the Inuvialuit at the Mackenzie 
River no longer hunted bowheads and had adopted a 
fur trade economy as the result of interaction with the 
Hudson’s Bay Company (Ostermann 1942; Stefansson 
1919), so it was not until the FTE reached Utqiaġvik on 
May 23, 1924, that he was able to observe whaling in ac-
tion. Utqiaġvik was an Iñupiaq village of 250 people with 
stores, warehouses, an American government school, and a 
Protestant church, but despite colonial change it retained 
a vigorous whaling tradition (Ostermann and Holtved 
1952:10–23).

It was the peak of the spring bowhead migration and 
Iñupiaq crews were camped with their boats at the ice edge 
several kilometers offshore, waiting for whales to pass (Fig. 
2). Umiat were still preferred to the heavy wooden whale-
boats left behind by the American whaling fleet, which 
were difficult to maneuver over rough shore ice to reach 
the water’s edge. The hunters were armed with bomb guns 
and explosive harpoons (“dart guns”) attached to lines and 
sealskin floats, and they sometimes struck whales from the 

ice edge before launching their boats to continue the at-
tack (cf. Murdoch 1892:276). When a whale was caught, 
women helped to butcher it, then hauled the meat back to 
town on sleds.

These methods did not differ greatly from former 
times, when hunters used stone-tipped whaling harpoons 
and lances, although informants told Rasmussen that the 
older weapons required a close approach by boat from be-
hind the whale to avoid detection, and that harpooned 
whales dove deeply and often came up some distance 
away, requiring the boat crews to spread out over a large 
area to spot them. In former times, once the whale had 
been harpooned and lay on the surface exhausted from the 
chase, the hunters stabbed it with long lances, aiming to 
hit a major artery and to sever the tail muscles so it could 
not dive again (Rasmussen 1927:311–312).

Rasmussen collected examples of traditional  whaling 
equipment at Utqiaġvik and later at Tikiġaq, includ-
ing harpoon heads carved from whale bone (Mathiassen 
1930:34, 55, Pl. 13-1), slate endblades inserted in these 
heads, and bird-, walrus-, and whale-shaped wooden box-
es for holding extra blades (Mathiassen 1930:34, 55, 65, 
Pl. 8-3, Pl. 13-8, Fig. 19). Despite their replacement by 
dart guns, the old harpoons were remembered as highly 
effective; Rasmussen reported that “with these primitive 
weapons of the Stone Age type, the hunters could, in a 

Figure 2: Whaling crews and boats at the ice edge, Utqiaġvik, 1924. Photo Leo Hansen. ID 24934. Courtesy of the 
Danish Arctic Institute.
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single spring season, account for up to 22 whales at Point 
Barrow alone” (Rasmussen 1927:312).

This datum from oral tradition may be compared to 
the catches Rasmussen reported in 1924 and to statistics 
from other years. Five whales had been killed at Utqiaġvik 
by the time he departed on June 3, close to the end of the 
season (Fig. 3). Farther down the coast, no whales had 
been taken at Wainwright, one at Icy Cape, and 15 at 
Point Hope. The low numbers at most locations reflected 
a decimated bowhead population that was just beginning 
to recover, as Little Diomede whalers told Curtis in 1927 
(Curtis 1970:113). However, whaling success was vari-
able from year to year due to changing weather and ice 
conditions (Anungazuk 2003; Bockstoce 1986; Simpson 
1875:262–265). Murdoch reported the combined subsis-
tence harvest at Utqiaġvik and Nuvuk using American 
whaling weapons to have been only one bowhead in 1882 
and one in 1883, but 28 in 1885 (Murdoch 1892:276). 
For a modern comparison, Utqiaġvik whalers took 214 
bowheads from 1973 to 1992 (spring and fall whaling 

combined), for an average of 10.2 and a range of 3 to 22 
animals per year (Braham 1995).

An important difference between precontact and post-
contact Alaska Native whaling, attributable to the shift 
in hunting technology, was the size of the animals killed. 
Measurements of whale bones from archaeological sites 
show that Thule and Punuk hunters took predominantly 
juvenile animals 7 to 9 m long (Savelle and McCartney 
2003), whereas contemporary Iñupiat whalers using ex-
plosive weapons take whales of all sizes, including adults 
up to 17 m (Braham 1995; George and Thewissen 2020). 
Similar selection for juvenile whales has been demonstrat-
ed at precontact archaeological sites across Arctic Canada 
and in Chukotka (Krupnik 1993; McCartney 1995).

the umialik couple and whaling crew

Rasmussen noted the preeminent position of the  umialik 
(whale boat captain) in Iñupiaq society, writing that 
the “great boat-owners, the more daring whalers, had 

Figure 3: Cutting up a floating bowhead whale. Utqiaġvik, 1924. Photo Leo Hansen. ID 51030. Courtesy of the Dan-
ish Arctic Institute.
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 unrestricted authority over their crews, and held the posi-
tion of chieftain in their own communities” (Rasmussen 
1927:312) (Fig. 4). During the hunt, the umialik com-
manded and steered the boat from his position in the stern, 
anticipating the whale’s movements to bring the harpoon-
er into striking position. In the old custom, Rasmussen 
was told, implements used in whaling were burned after 
the season except for the harpoon heads, which were saved 
throughout an umialik’s career and placed on his grave 
(Ostermann and Holtved 1952:21).

Rasmussen’s brief sojourn in Alaska did not permit a 
full understanding of the socioeconomic and ceremonial 
roles played by the umialik and his wife. In Rasmussen’s 
time and our own, an umialik owns the whaling boat and 
equipment for hunting, and he and his wife (also known 
as an umialik; Lowenstein 1993) are the co-leaders of a 
cooperative social unit (crew) of up to 30 people consisting 
of related hunters (often sons, nephews, and grandsons) 
and their spouses (Fig. 5). Some members participate in 
the hunt and others help to prepare food, gear, and equip-
ment; supply hunting camps on the ice; cut up the whale; 
and distribute meat and blubber. Hunters could (and still 
can) belong to more than one crew, enhancing commu-
nity food security and social cohesion (Bodenhorn 1990; 
Brewster 2004; Curtis 1970; Kishigami 2013; Murdoch 
1892; Pulu et al. 1980; Sakakibara 2020; Sheehan 1985; 
Spencer 1959; VanStone 1962; Worl 1980).

Figure 4: “Great hunter” (umialik) with whaling gun, 
wearing wooden snow goggles. Utqiaġvik, 1924. Photo Leo 
Hansen. ID 25056. Courtesy of the Danish Arctic Institute.

Figure 5: Men of an Iñupiaq whaling crew at their camp on the sea ice. Utqiaġvik, 1924. Photo Leo Hansen. ID 24933. 
Courtesy of the Danish Arctic Institute.
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While there is little doubt that umialiit have long 
played key roles in the social and economic life of 
Bering Strait communities, Rasmussen’s view of them 
as  all- powerful “chieftains” represents one end of a wide 
spectrum of  interpretation. It accords with some analy-
ses that portray umialiit as highly dominant both within 
their communities and in extrasocietal affairs, including 
trade and war (e.g., Bogoras 1904–1909, 1913; Sheehan 
1985, 1997; Spencer 1959), while other studies suggest 
that their leadership was more limited and situational 
within the complicated social networks of large coastal 
villages (Burch 1980, 2005, 2006:312–314; Krupnik 
and Chlenov 2013:162–171). Their rise to prominence is 
also variously placed in time, from the beginning of the 
Thule period (Savelle and Wenzel 2003; Sheehan 1997; 
Whitridge 2016) to the postcontact era, when competing 
clan and lineage structures were weakened (Krupnik and 
Chlenov 2013).

Nineteenth-century umialiit owned or were associated 
with qargit (ceremonial houses) where preparations were 
made for the whale hunt, including consultations with 
shamans, the manufacture of equipment and clothing, and 
the fitting of a new bearded sealskin cover on the umiaq 
(Burch 1980; Murdoch 1892:272; Spencer 1959:334–335) 

(Fig. 6). After the hunting season, whaling ceremonies and 
feasts were held in the qargit (see below). An important so-
cial change, brought about by the decline of  umialik pow-
er and missionary pressure against shamans and whaling 
ceremonies, was the closing of the qargit (Larson 1995; 
Phillips-Chan 2020). Nuvuk and Utqiaġvik had a com-
bined total of five active qargit in 1853, each the prop-
erty of a “wealthy man” (umialik) (Simpson 1875:237), 
but by the early 1880s these were seldom used (Murdoch 
1892:79–80; Ray 1885:41–42). Tikiġaq formerly had six 
or seven qargit where fall and winter ceremonies were held, 
each used by one or more umialiit, but the last two were 
closed by 1910 (Rainey 1947:240–253).

whaling rituals, regalia,  
and charms

Kenneth Toovak (1923–2009), who was born at Utqiaġvik 
the year before Rasmussen’s visit, summarized the spiri-
tual concepts that underlie Iñupiaq whaling:

The spirit of the whale and the spirit of man are 
both intertwined. It is expected that whales give 
themselves to the whalers. They are not only giv-
ing themselves to the whalers, but to the captain’s 

Figure 6: Women of a whaling crew sewing a new skin cover for an umiaq. Utqiaġvik, 1924. Photo Leo Hansen. 
ID 51082. Courtesy of the Danish Arctic Institute.
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wife, who has a ritual. . . . Because the spirit of the 
whale is believed to be that of a girl. (Quoted in 
Crowell 2009:166)

In this view whales are aware of human behavior and 
respond to rituals of respect by giving themselves to the 
umialik and his wife (Bodenhorn 1990; Brewster 2004; 
Rasmussen 1927:313; Spencer 1959:255–256). Rasmussen 
recorded some of these practices: the umialiit cleaned 
out their meat cellars to welcome the new whales’ bod-
ies, the hunters outfitted themselves with new or refur-
bished boats and equipment, and boat crews maintained 
an austere comportment on the ice, not making noise, 
eating little, and sleeping in the open (Curtis 1970:138; 
Murdoch 1892:272–273; Lowenstein 1993:xxi–xxvi; 
Ostermann and Holtved 1952:20–22; Rainey 1947:257–
260; Rasmussen 1927:310–313; Ray 1885).

During the hunt the umialik and harpooner sang 
 sacred songs to the whales, marked their cheeks with 
black pigment, and wore headbands decorated with Dall 
sheep’s teeth and small whale figures chipped from chert 
or crystal quartz (Murdoch 1892:142; Simpson 1875:243). 
Charms, zoomorphic boxes for holding harpoon blades, 
and a stern seat for the umialik with a bowhead carved on 
its underside were placed in the umiaq to attract whales 
(Crowell 2009; Mathiassen 1930:67–70, Pl. 17).

The female identity of bowheads comes from a story 
that Rasmussen recorded near Icy Cape: Raven is swal-
lowed by a whale and inside finds a young woman who 
personifies its spirit (Ostermann and Holtved 1952:24–
26; Rasmussen 1932a:172–174; see below). As female be-
ings, whales are thought to identify with the wife of the 
umialik, whose behavior mimetically influences the hunt. 
Customarily she rested quietly at home so that the whale 
would be passive and easily caught, she did not cut or sew 
so that the harpoon line would not break or tangle, and 
she would not enter a meat cellar lest a wounded whale 
retreat under the ice (Lowenstein 1993:40–41; Rainey 
1947:257–259; Spencer 1959:337–338). A mock harpoon-
ing of the female umialik took place before the hunt at 
Tikiġaq (Rainey 1947:259), and a similar ritual was con-
ducted at Wales (Curtis 1970:140), underlining her identi-
fication with the whale. Like her husband she wore a head-
band decorated with amulets (Mathiassen 1930:48) and 
painted her cheek with a stripe that “gave good whaling” 
(Rasmussen quoted in Mathiassen 1930:69).

According to Rasmussen’s Utqiaġvik notes, the wife of 
an umialik would remove one of her boots when a whale 

was struck, a “preliminary step towards undressing” that 
would attract the whale (Rasmussen 1927:313). This prac-
tice may reflect the belief that whales did not die but mere-
ly undressed; they “took off the outside parka” (their flesh) 
when butchered, but their spirits were perpetually rein-
carnated (Rainey 1947:259). This belief remains strong, 
reflecting the concept of interspecies reciprocity between 
Iñupiat and bowhead whales (Brewster 2004; Edwardson 
2004; Sakakibara 2020).

A signature duty of the female umialik was to pro-
vide the whale with a libation of fresh water, which she 
poured over its snout from a wooden pail decorated with 
ivory carvings and chains (Crowell 2009; Curtis 1970:141; 
Ostermann and Holtved 1952:26; Rainey 1947:245; 
Spencer 1959:345; Stefansson 1919:389). Iñupiat custom-
arily offered fresh water to animals of the sea, and seal or 
whale blubber to animals of the land, in the belief that 
each craved these substances that were not available to 
them in life (Brower 1943:16; Rainey 1947:267; Spencer 
1959:272). The female umialik performed a similar water 
ritual to refresh the umiaq—itself considered to be a liv-
ing animal—before it was launched in the spring (Curtis 
1970:137–138; Rainey 1947:257).

whaling feasts and ceremonies

The traditional cycle of communal whaling rites included 
the Nalukataq and Apuġauti feasts given by umialiit at the 
end of the spring hunting season; Kivġiq, the Messenger 
Feast, an intervillage trade and dance festival hosted by 
wealthy sponsors, often umialiit ; and communal winter 
ceremonies to appeal to the whales (Curtis 1970; Rainey 
1947; Spencer 1959).

Rasmussen’s only opportunity to observe a whal-
ing ceremony was at Qayaiqsiuġvik (Icy Cape), where 
he attended Nalukataq. This feast, still practiced in 
Iñupiaq whaling communities, is hosted by a successful 
 umialik couple to celebrate the catch (Brower 1943:61–
63; Crowell 2009; Curtis 1970:135–160; Larson 2003; 
Murdoch 1892:272–275; Simpson 1875:243; Spencer 
1959:350–353). Whale meat and maktak (whale skin and 
blubber) are served in an outdoor festival space backed by 
whaleboats tipped on their sides and strung with flags of 
the whaling crews (Fig. 7). The feast is followed by danc-
ing, singing, and nalukataq (“to be tossed up and down”) 
in which celebrants are launched into the air from a wal-
rus or bearded seal skin trampoline, often made from an 
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old boat cover (see MacKenzie and Stenport, this issue). 
Masked performances by whaling crews were once part of 
Nalukataq but disappeared by the 1880s (Phillips-Chan 
2020; Spencer 1959:347–352).

At Qayaiqsiuġvik, village residents and visitors con-
gregated outside the qargi dressed in new clothing made 
for the occasion. The whale’s tail was cut into slices and 
distributed, followed by singing, dancing, and drumming 
on round, membrane-covered tambours. Leo Hansen’s 
1924 footage of a Nalukataq celebration at Utqiaġvik adds 
visual documentation to Rasmussen’s brief ethnographic 
notes (Hansen 1927; MacKenzie and Stenport, this issue).

Kivġiq, the Messenger Feast, is linked to the story of 
the Eagle Mother, who instructed human beings how to 
build the first qargi, perform songs and dances in her hon-
or, and use a wooden box drum to sound out the beating 
of her heart (Ostermann and Holtved 1952:38–42) (Fig. 
8). Once widespread across northern and western Alaska, 
Kivġiq is still held in modernized form at Utqiaġvik, where 
it signifies the vibrancy of Indigenous modernity and sov-
ereignty (Ikuta 2007). In former times it was hosted in the 
qargit by umialiit who invited guests from other villages 
for a five-day round of feasting, dances, athletic competi-
tions, and gift exchanges in which guests were bestowed 

with qayat, sleds, sealskins filled with oil, and other tokens 
of the hosts’ wealth and success (Bodfish 1991:23–24; 
Burch 2005:172–180; Curtis 1970:146–147, 168–177; 
Kingston 1999; Ostermann and Holtved 1952:103–112; 
Spencer 1959:210–228).

Rasmussen’s transcription of the Eagle Mother 
story came from the elder Sagdluaq of Colville River 
(Ostermann and Holtved 1952:38–42), who may have 
also been the source for his detailed notes about the north-
ern Iñupiaq Kivġiq festival (Ostermann and Holtved 
1952:103–112). The word kivġiq refers to the two men 
sent as messengers to invite guests from another village, 
beginning the sequence of ritual exchanges between the 
two communities. Kivġiq was rich with language, art, 
and regalia symbolizing the Eagle Mother, who was iden-
tified as an umialik (Ostermann and Holtved 1952:104). 
The equating of umialiit and eagles is reinforced by North 
Pacific mythology about tiŋmiaqput (“giant eagles”) who 
catch whales in their talons (Bogoras 1904–1909:328; 
Crowell 2009; Curtis 1970:168–177; Nelson 1899:445–
446, 486–487; see below).

Other winter ceremonies were occasions for supplica-
tion of the whale spirits. At Utqiaġvik, whaling was fol-
lowed by what Murdoch called the “great winter festival” 

Figure 7: Nalukataq dancing. Utqiaġvik, 1924. Photo Leo Hansen. ID 24825. Courtesy of the Danish Arctic Institute.
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in which dancers draped their heads with wolf, bear, fox, 
and lynx skins (Ray 1885:41–42) and performed masked 
dances (Murdoch 1892:366–375; Spencer 1959:293–294). 
Chest plaques worn by the dancers depicted the legendary 
giant Kikamigo holding a whale in each hand (Murdoch 
1892:370–372). Rasmussen collected two whaling dance 
masks at Utqiaġvik but did not learn details of their use 
(Mathaissen 1930:48).

At Little Diomede, he met an elderly woman who told 
him that the people of the island held dances and feasts for 
the “soul of the whale.” The men sat silently in a darkened 
qargi to compose songs for the ceremonies, which “take 
shape in the minds of men and rise up like bubbles from 
the depths of the sea” (Ostermann and Holtved 1952:102). 
The singing and ceremonies associated with whaling were 
described in more detail by Curtis (1970:113–116).

Rasmussen’s richest material on whaling ceremonial-
ism came from Tikiġaq, where the elder Qalajaaq described 
the Sitting Ceremony, formerly hosted by the communi-
ty’s umialiit each autumn in the qargit (Ostermann and 
Holtved 1952:60–62). Rasmussen understood “Suvdlut” 
(Suglut) to be the name of the entire five-day sequence of 
ritual performances but Froelich Rainey, who conducted 
ethnographic research at Tikiġaq in 1940, learned that 
it was merely one phase of the Sitting Ceremony, named 
for half masks of white caribou skin (suglut) that the 
celebrants wore (Rainey 1947:247–253; see Lowenstein 
1993:114–125).

During the Sitting Ceremony, the umialiit painted 
the beams of the qargit with whaling scenes and their 
wives greeted a whale figure carved from ice with water 
from their ceremonial pails. Sacred objects were suspend-

Figure 8: King Island man with box drum used for the Messenger Feast and Wolf Dance. Nome, 1924. Photo Leo 
 Hansen. ID 51057. Courtesy of the Danish Arctic Institute.
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ed from  the ceiling, including a board painted like the 
starry night sky, a carved wooden whale, an intricately 
devised model of an umiaq filled with paddlers who could 
be animated with strings, and a mechanized bird. During 
Suglut these models were brought to life by puppeteers, 
who made the miniature crewmen “attack” the whale 
and caused the bird (presumably a Giant Eagle) to swoop 
down and peck at pieces of whale blubber. Rasmussen was 
inspired by these marvelous descriptions to speak of the 
Point Hope qargi as a “living spirit-house” (Ostermann 
and Holtved 1952:60).

During other days of the Sitting Ceremony, there was 
feasting, singing, masked dancing, and the spinning of a 
feathered top that sent up clouds of eagle down to pre-
dict the fortunes of the coming season (Lowenstein 1993; 
Ostermann and Holtved 1952:60–62; Rainey 1947:347–
353). The qargit were closed after each year’s Sitting 
Ceremony, but at the next moon the female  umialiit stood 
in the entryways of their houses, raised their ceremo-
nial pails, and called out, “Alignuk [the Moon], drop a 
whale into this pot so I can kill one next season!” (Rainey 
1947:253).

whaling mythology

Some mythological narratives of the Inuit and Siberian 
Yupiit have continuous or nearly continuous Arctic dis-
tributions from Chukotka to Greenland, including “Sun 
and Moon” (a brother rapes his sister and chases her to the 
sky, where she becomes the sun and he the moon), “The 
Sea Woman” (a woman’s chopped-off fingers become sea 
mammals), and “Salmon Father” (a spirit creates ani-
mals by dropping wood chips in water) (Sheppard 1998). 
Because they are so widespread, these stories appear to be 
survivals from at least the time of the Thule migration, 
although probably composed much earlier. In contrast, 
some are known only from the Western Arctic—includ-
ing “The Origin of the Messenger Feast” (see above) and 
“Raven Creator” (Raven creates the land and/or peo-
ple)—while others are unique to the Central and Eastern 
Arctic. The more geographically restricted stories must 
have arisen independently in their respective regions after 
the migration, resulting in distinct realms of Arctic folk-
lore lying west and east of the Mackenzie River (Bierhorst 
1985; Boas 1888:641–643; Bogoras 1902; Chowning 
1962; Nelson 1899:450–518; Sheppard 1998). Even sto-
ries that are common to both regions have changed since 
the migration, resulting in western and eastern variants.

Rasmussen’s research on the oral literature of Arctic 
Canada and Alaska (Ostermann and Holtved 1952; 
Rasmussen 1929, 1930, 1931, 1932a, 1932b; Sonne, this 
issue) brought early attention to this dichotomy, and the 
present discussion will focus on one of its salient aspects—
the elaborate cosmology of the human-whale relationship 
in the Western Arctic. One of its expressions was a shift in 
emphasis between the two deities believed to control hu-
man access to sea mammals: Sea Woman (Sedna, Nuliajuq, 
Takannakapsaaluk, “the terrible one down there”) and the 
Moon (Taqqiq, Alignuk) (Boas 1888:583–587; Holtved 
1967; Kleivan 1984; Rasmussen 1929:62–76, 123–129; 
1931:224–232; Wardle 1900). In the Sea Woman story, 
a girl marries a petrel and her father steals her back; in 
a storm whipped up by the angry bird-husband, she is 
thrown overboard and clings to the side of the boat, where-
upon her father brutally chops off her fingers. Her finger 
joints turn into seals, walruses, and whales, and she sinks 
to the bottom of the sea. Transformed by violence into a 
powerful, malevolent spirit, Sea Woman sends storms to 
the world above and closely guards the sea mammals in 
her undersea house. She releases them only when a shaman 
descends to comb her tangled hair, made filthy by human 
violations of her strict laws. In the Central and Eastern 
Arctic, Sea Woman was the main focus of taboos, ritu-
als, and shamanistic interventions (Boas 1888:603–609; 
Rasmussen 1929:123–129), whereas the Moon, who sent 
seals and caribou to earth at the request of shamans, was 
a benevolent but lesser deity (Boas 1888:598–599; Kleivan 
1984; Rasmussen 1929:73–91).

In the Western Arctic this relationship was reversed: 
Sea Woman was vestigial, and her story was reported 
at only a few locations, including the Mackenzie River 
(Ostermann 1942:56) and Port Clarence (Boas 1894). 
There is little evidence of ritual practices devoted to her, 
although at Tikiġaq shamans sent their helping spirits 
(tuunġat) to the undersea realm of a being reminiscent of 
Sea Woman whose name, Ni-gevik (“the place of food”), 
is phonologically and etymologically equivalent to her 
Greenlandic Inughuit name, Nerrivik (Lowenstein 
1993:133–138; Rainey 1947:257–258; Sonne, pers.
comm. 2019). In contrast, the Moon (Iñupiaq Alignuk) 
was the all-important caretaker and provider of animals, 
particularly whales (Lowenstein 1993:14–15). In “How 
the Spider Came,” a story recorded by Rasmussen at 
Tikiġaq, three women enter the sky house of Alignuk, 
where they see caribou galloping on the roof beams and 
a huge water pail where whales, walruses, and seals are 
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swimming (Ostermann and Holtved 1952:228; Rainey 
1947:270–271). They gaze through a hole in the floor 
and see the people below at Tikiġaq beseeching Alignuk 
to send them whales. Requests to the Moon by shamans 
and hunters for the replenishment of game are described 
in “The Legend of Najuko Who Was Taken up to the 
Moon,” recorded by Rasmussen at the Mackenzie River 
(Ostermann 1942:75–76), and “The Shaman in the 
Moon,” a Kotzebue Sound narrative reported by Nelson 
(1899:515).

Previous reference has been made to the story of Raven 
swallowed by a whale; inside lives a young woman, its soul 
or spirit, who tends a burning oil lamp representing the 
whale’s heart and goes restlessly in and out as the animal 
breathes. Intriguingly, the story depicts the whale’s body 
as a Thule house with a rib-lined ceiling vault and sleep-
ing benches around the sides (Ostermann and Holtved 
1952:24–26; Rasmussen 1932a:172–174). While there is 
no exact equivalent to this myth in the Central Arctic, 
there are several parallels. In an Iglulingmiut tale a girl 
marries a whale who makes a house for her out of its own 
bones (Rasmussen 1929:281–283), also recorded for the 
Nattilingmiut (Rasmussen 1931:409–412). Then there 
is Sea Woman herself, who lives in a whale bone house 
said to be like that of the Tuniit (Thule ancestors) and 
tends an oil lamp as she keeps guard over the sea mam-
mals (Rasmussen 1927:123–126). In these examples we 
may see an original Thule concept of Sedna as a female 
whale spirit, before her elevation into a cosmic controller 
of all sea mammals.

Although some aspects of the Raven myth cycle are 
shared by Yupiit and Inuit from Chukotka to Greenland, 
it is only in the Western Arctic that Raven is viewed as 
the creator of animals, people, and the land (Sheppard 
1998). In recorded tales of the Inuvialuit at the Mackenzie 
River (Ostermann 1942:64–65) and Iñupiat at Utqiaġviq 
(Spencer 1959:384–385), Colville River (Rasmussen 
1932:68–69), Kobuk River (Curtis 1970:214–215), 
Noatak River (Rasmussen 1932a:64–69), and Point Hope 
(Lowenstein 1993:5–9; Ostermann and Holtved 1952:48), 
Raven harpoons a dark mass floating in the ocean (or a 
small sod that magically grows) and tows it to where he 
wants the land to form. At Tikiġaq, the earthen whale 
became Point Hope spit: “That’s why Tikiġaq’s the ani-
mal / The land is alive / It’s a whale he harpooned / when 
Raven Man married the uiluaqtaq [a woman who rejects 
men; in this story, a female shaman]” (Asatchaq, quoted in 
Lowenstein 1993:9).

Another key Western Arctic theme related to whal-
ing is the Giant Eagle (tiŋmiaqpaq, also metervik) that 
can snatch up whales, caribou, and people in its talons, 
mentioned above in connection with the Messenger Feast 
and the Sitting Ceremony (Curtis 1970:168–177; Nelson 
1899:445–446, 486–487). The connection between 
eagles and umialiit is explicitly portrayed in the tale of 
“Qaluneq,” told by Apaakag of Noatak River (Rasmussen 
1932:76–88). A seal-boy named Qaluneq kills a tiŋmiaqpaq 
and puts on the bird’s skin and wings, assuming its ability 
to fly as well as its predatory powers, and catches whales 
that he takes to his wife’s family in the mountains. Stories 
from northwestern Alaska tell of Giant Eagles’ nests on 
local peaks, surrounded by whale bones (similar to Yup’ik 
stories from the lower Yukon River), and the first whal-
ers were said to have lived on mountain summits before 
moving down to the coastal lowlands that Raven cre-
ated (Crowell 2009; Nelson 1899:486; Ostermann and 
Holtved 1952:225; Pratt 1993; Rasmussen 1932a:68–69).

Mythology, ceremony, and ritual in the whaling re-
gions of the Western Arctic reflect a worldview in which 
human and whale beings are sacredly interconnected. The 
whale’s spirit is human and feminine; its body is meta-
phorically a house, a qargi (Sheehan 1997), or an umiaq; it 
gives itself to and is celebrated in the human community, 
which is nourished by its flesh and burns its oil for light 
and warmth; its eternal soul travels between the sea, earth, 
and sky, guided by the Moon and emissary shamans; and 
its body, harpooned by Raven, is the ground on which peo-
ple live out their own cycle of being. Perhaps because belief 
must be relevant or fade away, this worldview remained 
strong in the Western Arctic, where whales are abundant 
and where whaling has continued from the Thule period 
to the present day. It diminished in the Central Arctic, 
where deteriorating climatic conditions led to the decline 
of whaling and a harsher world in which a penurious and 
demanding Sea Woman held back the animals of the sea.

conclusion

Mathiassen dug for the artifacts of Thule culture, but 
Rasmussen sought its life and soul. Nearly three years of 
the FTE in the Central Arctic produced a monumental 
body of ethnographic data on Inuit groups north and 
west of Hudson Bay, yet the Western Arctic remained an 
imperative final destination because its Indigenous whal-
ing communities carried on a way of life that closely mir-
rored that of their Thule ancestors. Despite the ecological 
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and social impacts of industrial whaling, the devastation 
wrought by famine and epidemics, and the colonizing 
agendas of foreign traders, missionaries, and schoolteach-
ers, Western Arctic whaling societies had adapted and en-
dured, proving the strength of their ancestral foundations.

Rasmussen’s timely and fortuitous reporting in 1924 
allowed the comparison of modern and traditional whal-
ing culture. Despite the adoption of whaling firearms, the 
methods and results had not radically changed, even since 
precontact times, and essential implements of the Thule 
whaling complex were still used, including the umiaq and 
seal skin floats. Whaling remained the defining subsis-
tence pursuit and way of life in villages with access to the 
bowhead migration, and its socioeconomic organization 
around boat crews led by umaliit remained intact, or was 
perhaps reinvigorated after commercial whaling captains 
and shore bosses relinquished control.

Many of the spiritual beliefs and practices associated 
with whaling also persisted, although the main winter cer-
emonies, feasts, and shamanic rituals were curtailed or dis-
continued under colonial rule. As a result, much of what 
Rasmussen recorded about these matters was memory cul-
ture, yet he arrived in time to speak with knowledgeable 
elders in their language and with a level of intuition and 
understanding that no other Arctic ethnographer of his 
day possessed. As a result, he recorded the first substantial 
body of Western Arctic Inuit mythology north of Bering 
Strait, demonstrating its unique emphasis on the relation-
ship between whale spirits and human beings and on the 
Moon as the controller of game. This oral literature of-
fers a tantalizing glimpse of the worldview that the Thule 
carried east on their sweeping Arctic expansion and that 
informed the Inuit cultures that came after them.

notes

1. Spellings of Iñupiatun words are based on MacLean 
(2014). Plural nouns (meaning more than two) are 
formed with a final “t”; e.g., umiaq/umiat, qayaq/ 
qayat, qargi/qargit, umialik/umialiit.
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abstract

During the Fifth Thule Expedition, Knud Rasmussen obtained the services of Danish filmmaker 
Leo Hansen to document both his journey and the Indigenous peoples of the Canadian and Alaskan 
Arctic. According to a contemporaneous account, 25,000 meters of nitrate film were shipped back to 
Copenhagen, amounting to approximately 22 to 23 hours of exposed footage. The Alaskan material 
included sequences filmed in Utqiaġvik (Barrow) and in Nome. This article focuses on two of the sur-
viving films, Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska (With Dogsled through Alaska), which was restored by the 
EYE Museum in Amsterdam in 1994, and Optagelser fra 5. Thuleekspedition (Footage from the Fifth 
Thule Expedition), recently restored by the Danish Film Institute in Copenhagen. While we are inter-
ested in how these works function as Arctic visual anthropology and intersect with questions about 
salvage ethnography, we also frame them in the context of the emergence of documentary filmmaking 
in North America and in relation to Leo Hansen’s published account of filming the expedition. 

introduction

A great deal of film footage was shot on Knud Rasmussen’s 
Fifth Thule Expedition (FTE) by the Danish director 
Leo Hansen (1888–1962) for an anticipated feature film 
covering the long sled journey in 1923–1924. The prin-
cipal finished work to emerge from this effort was Med 
Hundeslæde gennem Alaska (With Dogsled through Alaska, 
Denmark, 1927).1 Despite its title, only the last third of 
the film was shot in Alaska; most of the footage came 
from the Northwest Territories and present-day Nunavut 
in Canada. Much of the original footage is now lost or 
languishing uncatalogued in archives.

The prospects for including film coverage of the expe-
dition were at first uncertain, and few (if any) subsequent 
accounts of the FTE have addressed its significance. 
Rasmussen’s writings on the film project were unchar-
acteristically sparse in comparison to the scientific trea-
tises and popular narratives that were generated following 

completion of the FTE. Yet the results were impressive; 
according to a contemporaneous account, “Rasmussen 
returned to Copenhagen in December 1924 loaded with 
an abundant harvest of ethnographic documents: 25,000 
meters of [nitrate] films, 4,000 photos, 15,000 tools and 
everyday objects, [and] a collection of linguistic data and 
legends” (Arnaud 1925:383). From an estimate of the 
number of frames per second exposed (+/− 16 frames per 
second of 35 mm stock), the footage returned to Denmark 
amounted to about 22 to 23 hours. Hansen was working 
with Kodak stock purchased in Rochester, New York, that 
had to be sealed in lead containers to avoid condensation 
from changing temperatures (Hansen 1953:9). We take 
the exposed footage count to be accurate, as the other 
material listed above lines up with what we know of the 
holdings in Copenhagen at the Nationalmuseet (National 
Museum of Denmark, NMD), at the Arktisk Institut 



Alaska Journal of Anthropology vol. 19, no. 1&2 (2021) 161

(Danish Arctic Institute), and other archives, museums, 
and universities in Denmark and beyond. This article fo-
cuses on sequences of known surviving footage shot in 
Utqiaġvik (Barrow) and Nome, Alaska. Along with Med 
Hundeslæde gennem Alaska, other extant material includes 
the generically titled Optagelser fra 5. Thuleekspedition 
(Footage from the 5th Thule Expedition) presently held at 
the Danish Film Institute.2

Rasmussen was canny in how he conceptualized 
ways that various forms of filmmaking could generate 
public interest in and funding for the FTE. He first 
pitched a project to his backers for a live action film 
with professional actors, tentatively called High Seas in 
the Atlantic, to help finance the “scientific footage” from 
the expedition (Jørgensen 2003:188). It is no surprise 
that Rasmussen faced difficulty in financing what was 
labeled a “naturfilm” about the dogsled journey; finan-
ciers in Copenhagen were wary of the cost, given the 
dismal return on investment from prior films about the 
polar expeditions of Scott, Shackleton, and Amundsen 
(Jørgensen 2003:188–191). While the live action film 
did not come to fruition, Rasmussen continued to argue 
for the significance of moving images: “I was certain that 
a professional photographer, by taking living pictures, 
would be able to make an unusual supplement to the 
material which it was our object to collect” (Rasmussen 
1932a:11).

For Rasmussen, it appears that using a camera was 
a form of collecting, akin to accumulating material 
objects or ethnographic testimony, which would allow 
him to bring the results of the expedition to both do-
mestic and international audiences. For Leo Hansen, 
an experienced cinematographer, the notion of “collect-
ing” visual evidence or ethnographic types was perhaps 
less appealing. Indeed, Hansen wrote in the preface to 
a popular account of his experiences during the FTE 
that his aim in accompanying Rasmussen was to “shed 
light on events in ways that his [Rasmussen’s] great 
modesty would not have allowed” (Hansen 1953:5). 
The backstory, Hansen argued, was that the speed with 
which they had to undertake the journey from the Kent 
Peninsula (Kiillinnguyaq, Nunavut, Canada) to Nome 
prevented Rasmussen from collecting enough quality 
ethnographic material through interviews and obser-
vation, and that Rasmussen’s scientific aspirations pre-
cluded him from publishing some of the results from 

the sled journey because they were, in Hansen’s term, 
“deficient” ( mangelfuld) (Hansen 1953:5). To that end, 
the film footage must be seen as its own text or body of 
evidence, an alternative to documentation provided by 
the written material and still photography. 

Hansen was engaged by Rasmussen with only a few 
days’ notice and left Denmark in early March 1923 with 
a stopover in New York City to buy photographic equip-
ment, since it was impossible to procure in Copenhagen 
a “camera that could be used under Arctic conditions” 
in such a short time (Hansen 1953:6). From New York, 
he traveled to Vancouver, Canada, and then via ship to 
Kiillinnguyaq, where he joined Rasmussen and the two 
Greenlandic expert companions, Qaavigarsuaq and 
Arnarulunnguaq, to begin an overland traverse of approx-
imately 2,500 km, one of the longest and most arduous 
film expeditions to that time. 

We are interested here in how the available footage 
from the FTE sled journey conveyed historical and eth-
nographic knowledge in ways that resonated with the 
emergent disciplines of documentary filmmaking and 
visual ethnography in the 1920s. Hansen’s film was to 
be distributed internationally, speaking to the rise of 
documentary and ethnographic film as distinct forms. 
We therefore frame Hansen’s works in the context of 
contemporaneous documentary filmmaking in North 
America and consider how his approach to visual eth-
nography sometimes aligned with, and sometimes di-
verged from, Rasmussen’s. In many ways, Hansen’s film 
material exemplifies Wendy Gay Pearson and Susan 
Knabe’s argument that:

shortly after the motion picture camera was invent-
ed . . . Indigenous peoples all over the world sud-
denly found themselves in front of the lens, their 
lives and cultures subject to the camera’s apparently 
indexical relationship to “truth”. The “truth” pro-
duced by these early cameras and the filmmakers 
behind them was, by and large, a visual exploration 
and commemoration of what were assumed, at the 
start of the twentieth century, to be rapidly van-
ishing Indigenous lives and cultures. (Pearson and 
Knabe 2014:3; see also Bazin [1954] 1967)

Yet Rasmussen’s distinctive approach to ethnographic 
documentation and the footage shot by Hansen present 
Alaskan inhabitants and their lives in complementary and 
quite unique ways.
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leo hansen: a european film 
director in the context of  

arctic expedition cinema

Upon earning the commission, Hansen became like “fire 
and flame,” full of excitement at seeing “a dream come 
true, to be the first film photographer north of the Arctic 
Circle” (Hansen 1953:6). Though his assessment of the 
project’s singularity is misguided—many films had in fact 
been shot in the far north by 1923—the sense of signifi-
cance and purpose with which Hansen approached the 
task was palpable. Photographic evidence from the ex-
pedition shows that the equipment Hansen procured in 
New York City was professional grade. He shot 35 mm on 
a Debrie Le Parvo, which was state-of-the-art in Europe 
in the mid-1920s, the same camera that F. W. Murnau 
used for Nosferatu, eine Symphonie des Grauens (Nosferatu: 
A Symphony of Horror, Germany, 1922) and Sergei 
Eisenstein for Bronenosets Potyomkin (Battleship Potemkin, 
USSR, 1925). The use of this equipment, rather than the 
more portable but less advanced cameras often employed 
during Arctic expeditions, indicates that Hansen should 
be understood as a professional European filmmaker who 
intended to release a profit-oriented film of professional 
quality. Based on his experience during the FTE, Hansen 
was later invited by Hollywood producer Jesse L. Lasky 
of Famous Players-Lasky to make a live action film in 
Alaska about “Eskimos” featuring some of Paramount’s 
“biggest stars in leading roles” (Anonymous 1925b). The 
American big-budget film came to naught—later MGM 
made a similar film, Eskimo (W. S. Van Dyke, U.S., 1933), 
based on Peter Freuchen’s writings—but Hansen went on 
to make a number of expedition and ethnographic films 
in the Arctic.3

Hansen’s experience on the FTE indeed taught him 
about both the challenges and the opportunities of filming 
in the Arctic in all seasons. In 1928, as he prepared for a 
film that eventually became A Journey in East Greenland, 
he said that he would need at least two years on site for 
the project because “one cannot achieve a full picture of 
Greenland, unless one includes the winter” (Anonymous 
1928:5). The broader import of this remark is that Hansen 
thought of himself and the medium of film as a distinct 
authorial project with strong storytelling and a realist im-
petus, rather than as a compilation of disassociated ethno-
graphic renditions or as a single-minded expedition and 
exploration film (see also Larsson and Stenport 2019).

For his part, Rasmussen considered the footage from 
the FTE sled journey as Hansen’s work. In an account syn-
dicated in U.S. newspapers in 1925, he wrote: “Although 
Leo Hansen joined the Expedition as a tenderfoot, he 
quickly adapted himself and never found his tasks too 
 arduous; he was always prepared to carry out his work and 
no matter how bad the weather might be” (Rasmussen 
1925:5). In a letter sent to Hansen in Utqiaġvik while 
Rasmussen was traveling south along the Alaska coast, he 
wrote that he had encountered an American photographer 
who had offered to shoot some sequences for him, and 
that he had declined. According to Hansen (1953:140), 
Rasmussen “declared that I should be the only man to 
film the 5th Thule Expedition.” In Rasmussen’s eyes at the 
time, Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska was conceived as a 
work with one “director” and as a cohesive whole. 

While Arctic expedition films can be traced back to 
the beginning of the twentieth century as a minor subset 
of ethnographic film, these works often had the primary 
intent of documenting the arduous expedition itself and 
were motivated by profit and propaganda (see MacKenzie 
and Stenport 2015:1–28). While it was not an expedition 
film per se, these considerations pertain to the most fa-
mous Arctic documentary, Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of 
the North (U.S., 1922), which, while an ethno-fiction, led 
to John Grierson ([1932] 2014:452–459) coining the term 
“documentary” as the “creative treatment of reality.” Yet 
this positivist account of documentary progression elides 
the diversity of work that was undertaken in the 1920s. 

hansen, rasmussen, and 
ethnographic filmmaking

Hansen’s description of his experiences during the jour-
ney from Kiillinnguyaq (the Kent Peninsula) to the 
“Musk-ox people” (Umingmaktuurmiut, a subgroup 
of the Inuinnait) on the Bathurst Peninsula (Northwest 
Territories, Canada) in November 1923 recounts the diffi-
culties he faced while filming (see Fiala 1907 for an earlier 
polar account). Conditions were extremely challenging, 
with temperatures regularly as low as minus 40–50°C and 
limited daylight. Hansen could only shoot for a minute or 
two before the camera needed to be warmed up inside a 
snow house. Condensation would then form on the lens 
so that it had to be dried off, and he had to adjust the 
depth of field before going back outside because the mech-
anism would immediately freeze. Care for the film stock 
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was equally difficult; the containers were welded shut with 
lead and needed to be cut open and welded back together 
again, which Hansen did outside on a work bench built 
of snow and protected from the wind. A primitive film 
studio was also built, lit with a Primus stove, and with a 
hole in the wall through which Hansen could film exte-
rior scenes while the camera inside stayed relatively warm. 
By this method he could shoot for three to four minutes 
at a time (Hansen 1953:63). Given these extraordinary 
difficulties, we may surmise that Hansen only shot high-
priority material that was likely to be used.

The near coincidence of Hansen’s summons to 
film the FTE and the release of Nanook of the North in 
Copenhagen on March 25, 1923 as Kuldens Søn (Son of 
the Cold) prompts reflection. It is unlikely that Hansen 
viewed the film in Copenhagen before departing on 
March 11, although he could have seen it earlier in Paris, 
Berlin, London, or Stockholm after it was first released to 
critical acclaim and great public interest in 1922 (Jacobs 
1979:9; see also Skare 2016). Press coverage and the world-
wide circulation and success of the film make it likely that 
Hansen knew of the interest Nanook had spawned, espe-
cially in terms of Flaherty’s melodramatic narrative.

Rasmussen’s concept of ethnographic film, however, 
was at odds with Flaherty’s. He did not believe in fiction-
alization, although he and Hansen did engage in forms of 
staging and compensated participants with tobacco, cash, 
or other goods (Hansen 1953:61, 113, 143–144). Jørgensen 
(2003:190) argues that Rasmussen would have considered 
“unprofessional . . . what Flaherty built his model upon” if 
he had known about the Nanook project in 1921 when 
he called for a film to be made about the FTE. Flaherty’s 
emphasis on acting, staging, and narrative imaginaries 
modeled upon the nascent Hollywood studio system were, 
however, much closer to Hansen’s understanding of the 
power of documentary and the kind of film it would take 
to reach audiences. In a statement from his journal, half-
way through the sled journey, Hansen articulated that the 
footage must become more cinematic: 

Today Knud and I had an argument about filming. 
He prefers still documentation of Eskimo types, 
with close-ups on faces, as this is of most interest 
for scientific research. He may be right in that, but 
this is meaningless when the committee paid for a 
film photographer to travel up here. Knud is bring-
ing his own photographic equipment and does not 
need an expert to take still photographs, since that 
is only a matter of adjusting focus and aperture. 

I do not understand his perspective and my only 
chance is to continue pestering him about this. For 
me, this is also a matter of professional prestige. I 
do not care much for being laughed at when pre-
senting a film that principally consists of Eskimo 
heads in close-up. Both for audiences and sales, 
that kind of film would be worthless. It bothers me 
that I cannot convince Knud otherwise. (Hansen 
1953:94) 

While Hansen’s discursive stance is almost always deeply 
appreciative and conciliatory toward Rasmussen, his con-
cern about documentary as distinct from ethnographic 
still photography was clear (Fig. 1).

Rasmussen agreed with Hansen in principle, recog-
nizing the value of moving images, their specificity, and 
their global reach: “When I consider my 8,000 readers, I 
imagine that film is the road to popularity in the future” 
(cited in Jørgensen 2003:191). Yet the difference in opin-
ion about aesthetics, and the tension between Hansen and 
Rasmussen in terms of the distinctiveness of the cinematic 
medium for ethnographic documentation and visual an-
thropology, foreshadows the subsequent “critical turn” 
in anthropology when subjectivity came to the forefront 

Figure 1: Umingmaktuurmiut typology, an example of 
the visual aesthetics Hansen challenged. Frame grab. 
Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska (With Dogsled 
through Alaska, Leo Hansen, Denmark, 1927) (12:28). 
Danish Film Institute, Danmark på film. 
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(Marcus and Fischer 1986:74–78). It may also be the case 
that Hansen and Rasmussen’s contrasting approaches cor-
related with their differences in lived experience; unlike 
the Danish Hansen, Rasmussen had partly Inuit heritage 
and was thus an early example of a culturally embedded 
ethnographer (Thisted 2010; see also Michelsen, Griebel 
et al., this issue).

Rasmussen’s intuitive constellation of ethnographic 
practices placed Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska and 
Optagelser fra 5. Thuleekspedition outside the realm of 
 “salvage ethnography” as epitomized by Nanook of the 
North (for analyses of the origins, values, and critiques of 
“salvage ethnography,” see Clifford 1986, Gruber 1970, 
and Lévi-Strauss 1966; on “salvage ethnography” and 
Flaherty, see MacKenzie 2015). James Clifford critiqued 
the goals of salvage ethnography in the following manner:

Ethnography’s disappearing object is, then, in a 
significant degree, a rhetorical construct legitimat-
ing a representational practice: “salvage” ethnogra-
phy in its widest sense. The other is lost, in disinte-
grating time and space, but saved in the text. . . . It is 
assumed that the other society is weak and “needs” 
to be represented by an outsider (and that what 
matters in its life is its past, not present or future). 
(Clifford 1986:112–113)

Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska is not set in an imag-
ined past, and the subjects often acknowledge the camera 
by staring directly at it and laughing, foregrounding the 
subjective and constructed nature of the image. While 
some aspects of Hansen and Rasmussen’s films could be 
construed as reconstructive, with parallels to the Arctic 
ethnography of Franz Boas ([1888] 1974) (see also Mead 
1959 and Krupnik 2016; on the ethics of restaging in eth-
nographic film see Heider 2006:93–94), they were guid-
ed by an intent that was far different from Flaherty’s in 
making Nanook of the North. Unlike Flaherty, Rasmussen 
held cultural knowledge and linguistic competency, and 
his goals were that of a realism embedded within the pres-
ent; Flaherty’s work, in contrast, was ethno-fiction, with 
Nanook (played by Inuit hunter Allakariallak) function-
ing as the “star.” And while some scenes were restaged 
by Indigenous subjects in the filming of Med Hundeslæde 
gennem Alaska and Optagelser fra 5. Thuleekspedition, 
Flaherty’s methods were far more clearly aligned with 
salvage ethnography, as he stated quite explicitly: “I am 
not going to make films about what the white man has 
made of primitive peoples. . . . What I want to show is the 

former majesty and character of these people, while it is 
still possible—before the white man has destroyed not 
only their character, but the people as well” (cited in Ruby 
1980:450). Here, the difference becomes clear, as Hansen 
and Rasmussen’s work was firmly directed toward rep-
resenting the present, rather than trying to exclude or 
elide it.

the circulation of hansen and 
rasmussen’s films in the 1920s

Rasmussen returned to North America on March 31, 
1925, and according to one source he showed clips of FTE 
film in New York City (Bown 2015:273). However, in a 
contemporaneous New York Times article, his manager 
stated, “The films will be shown in America” (Anonymous 
1925a:25), suggesting that they were not, in fact, screened 
at that time. Indeed, Hansen’s footage from the dogsled 
expedition was developed and edited by Rasmussen and 
Hansen in Berlin, after Rasmussen secured funding from 
German film producer Lothar Stark—whose business of-
ten bought rights to Scandinavian films for German dis-
tribution—in exchange for world distribution rights out-
side the U.S. (Astrup 2020:14; Lund 1996:251).

An account in the German film trade paper Der 
Kinematograph in February 1926 stated that the film was 
expected to be about 2,000 meters long and to contain 
only the highlights of the expedition, while remarking that 
the footage had not been developed for two years because 
of the absence of processing equipment during the expedi-
tion. Nevertheless, the resulting images were confirmed to 
be of a professional quality, with the scenes shot in moon-
light during the polar winter being especially noteworthy. 
The same source also proclaimed that, “Rasmussen himself 
led the filming, with the experienced cameraman Hansen 
operating” (Anonymous 1926a:22). The role of Hansen as 
director vs. cameraman was thus contested.

Later lecture tours by Rasmussen in North 
America featured moving images, in Ottawa under 
the title Three Years of Eskimo Life in Arctic Canada 
in 1926 (Anonymous 1926b:19) and in Montréal un-
der the title The Spiritual Life of the Eskimo (McGill 
University 1926:10). Film material about Arctic North 
America thus reached a variety of audiences before Med 
Hundeslæde gennem Alaska was released in Denmark, 
where it first screened at the Geografisk Selskab (Royal 
Danish Geographical Society) before going on general 
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release at the Kinografen in Copenhagen on January 
10, 1927. Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska played in cit-
ies including Aalborg and Aarhus and in other Danish 
regions. Hansen also traveled with the film, conducting 
lecture tours with illuminated slides in Denmark on his 
own in early January 1927 in conjunction with the re-
lease of the feature film (Anonymous 1927b).

While we can find no documented accounts of the 
feature film being released in the United States (footage 
from the expedition was never mentioned in the New York 
Times after Rasmussen’s trip to New York in March 1926), 
its production was discussed in the Danish American 
newspaper Den Danske Pioneer, with Hansen in particular 
celebrated as a famous Danish ethnographic filmmaker 
(see, in particular, Anonymous 1927a:1). One can specu-
late that Hansen and Rasmussen faced their own moment 
of being surpassed by modernity—the industrial revolu-
tion that took place in the film world on October 6, 1927, 
when Warner Brothers released The Jazz Singer. It was the 
first feature-length film with fully synchronous dialog and 
almost immediately killed the market for silent works, let 
alone ethnographic films from abroad.

hansen and rasmussen’s alaska films

The extant footage from the Alaska component of the 
FTE now exists in two forms: the surviving copy of 
Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska and in Optagelser fra 5. 
Thuleekspedition, which appears to be four separate sec-
tions spliced together, without intertitles. The four parts of 
Optagelser fra 5. Thuleekspedition are: (1) the Wolf Dance 
sequence; (2) a demonstration of kayak rolls; (3)  the 
 nalukataq “sky-splash” using a trampoline made out of 
walrus skins; and (4) two men leg wrestling. All four of 
these sequences were shot in Alaska, most likely in Nome. 

Rasmussen’s assumption about Alaska being thor-
oughly westernized were challenged on his arrival as he 
“considered that Alaska lay so close to civilization that 
there could hardly be any new field for him to explore. 
He had not had many talks with people at Point Barrow, 
however, before he realized that this was far from being 
the case” (Ostermann and Holtved 1952:11). Hansen 
was asked to remain on his own in Utqiaġvik and “get 
a film of these rare folk-life scenes” (Ostermann and 
Holtved 1952:22) while Rasmussen, Qaavigarsuaq, and 
Arnarulunnguaq traveled to the communities around Icy 
Cape and farther south. Hansen commented positively on 

the modernizing effects of settler culture and befriend-
ed local society, including the mayor and clinic doctor 
(Hansen 1953:138; see also Rasmussen [1927] 1999:308–
309). Rasmussen (1934:2895) also saw U.S. involvement 
in Alaska as a benevolent intervention and welcomed the 
modernizing impact of film itself. In a New York Times 
interview, he said, “Among some of the things experienced 
was the thrill obtained from studying the faces of Eskimos 
at Point Barrow, Alaska, as they viewed some colored mo-
tion pictures I flashed on a makeshift screen for them” 
(Anonymous 1924:20).

Hansen’s footage of Utqiaġvik (starting at 39:18 in 
Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska) reflects these consider-
ations. Rather than undertaking salvage ethnography to 
document “original” Inuit practices, Hansen portrayed a 
community in transition under colonial governance. Most 
scenes in this sequence show local inhabitants dressed in 
cotton clothing rather than animal skins (49:23), offset 
against small clapboard houses, while they go about daily 
life. In so doing, Hansen avoided the tropes of “Eskimo 
Orientalism,” which Ann Fienup-Riordan (1995:xi–xii) 
demonstrated to be the dominant mode in which Yup’ik 
and Iñupiaq peoples were represented in early nonfiction 
film in Alaska.

The most striking scene from Utqiaġvik features a 
blanket toss (starting at 45:03) called nalukataq (also 
the name of the whaling celebration in which this ac-
tivity is featured; see Crowell, this issue). A similar scene 
is included in the Nome footage from Optagelser fra 5. 
Thuleekspedtion, but the same practice was shot differ-
ently in the two locations. In the Utqiaġvik sequence, it 
is clear that Hansen was known by the participants. He 
moved freely in and out of the crowd and took close-ups 
of “distinguished types” (Hansen 1953:144), including 
men, women, and children, presumably to show both 
“traditional” and “modern” individuals. In other scenes an 
engaged, reciprocal relationship is evident between direc-
tor and subject, with the person who is featured onscreen 
acknowledging the photographer’s presence and often gaz-
ing directly into the camera, while at other times mak-
ing eye contact outside the frame or pulling faces (44:30). 
Filmmaking had been taking place in Utqiaġvik for a least 
a decade, and there is a certain amount of self-aware per-
formance. In one shot (46:03), an Iñupiaq child is “smok-
ing” a “pipe” made from a piece of wood and engages in 
mimetic play by striking an imagined match on his hand 
and blowing imaginary smoke. The boy, who is dressed 
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in Western clothes, fully engages with the camera. Other 
“cinematic’’ aspects of this sequence include a woman and 
a boy both smiling and nodding toward the camera, and 
a child practicing with bow and arrow who looks back to 
the camera to make sure he is being filmed (49:02) (Fig. 2).

Hansen intercut images of elders as spectators of the 
nalukataq celebration, creating a modern cinematic expe-
rience. By using reverse shots, Hansen captured both the 
spectators and the main event. This segment of the film 
builds a sense of Iñupiaq community at Utqiaġvik, with 
no shots of any of the white settlers who also populated 
the town. In contrast, the Nome scenes in Optagelser fra 
5. Thulekspedition feature only the trampoline toss, with 
Hansen’s camera capturing a wall of spectators with their 
backs to the camera (Fig. 3).  Everyone featured in the 
Nome scenes wears fur and animal skin clothing, and the 
shot gives the impression that the event was staged entirely 

for Hansen’s camera to make it “seem authentic”: that is, 
by not recognizing the camera or performing for it.

The Utqiaġvik sequences are fully Hansen’s and re-
flect his greater immersion in the community than at 
Nome. Having declined an invitation to shoot a walrus 
colony and other wildlife on the ice edge, he instead 
filmed the post-whaling festivities. In addition to the 
trampoline toss, he filmed a short drum dance sequence 
in front of an umiaq turned on its side, providing a dark 
backdrop (49:22), the shooting of which is documented 
in Hansen’s (1953:144) account. The main dancer looks 
directly into the camera as he starts to dance, and his 
performance is intercut with shots of spectators. This 
scene was singled out in Hansen’s writing about his stay 
in Barrow, where he wrote in detail about having to pay 
to secure the footage:

Figure 2: Performing for the camera, Utqiaġvik. Frame grab. Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska (With Dogsled through 
Alaska, Leo Hansen, Denmark, 1927) (49:02). Danish Film Institute, Danmark på film. 
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I knew it would be expensive. The Eskimos wanted 
compensation for everything. Alfred [a local col-
laborator] went ahead gathering participants for 
the dance, and their charge was 75 dollars. This 
was my only way out, when I wanted Eskimos 
to work in front of the camera. . . . Not one of the 
natives wanted to be filmed, unless they received 
cash compensation. Also at Alaska’s  northernmost 
point, the American dollar dominated (Fig. 4). 
(Hansen 1953:143–144)

These statements signal the relationship between com-
merce and anthropological observation and documen-
tation in early 1920s Alaska, while also highlighting 
that paying for expert testimony was common practice. 
Utqiaġvik inhabitants lived in a cash-driven society and 
expected this kind of quid pro quo; they were part of the 
fabric of urban modernity that extended to the Arctic.

nome: dream theatre  
and wolf dance

Upon rejoining Rasmussen, Qaavigarsuaq, and 
Arnarulunnguaq on September 4, 1924, Hansen noted 
that Nome was more cosmopolitan and diverse than 
Utqiaġvik. He described a bustling town where “Eskimos 
had flocked to the city to take advantage of trade with 
white tourists” (Hansen 1953:166). Shaped by the gold 
rush, with a summer population of about 2,000, the city 
had become a central gathering point for many Alaska 
Native groups. To Rasmussen, this diversity was signifi-
cant and fortunate:

The streets were full of Eskimos trotting about on 
business; they rarely, if ever, offered their wares di-
rect for sale in the streets, but sold them to shop-

Figure 3: Nalukataq, Nome. Frame grab. Optagelser fra 5. Thuleekspedition (Footage from the Fifth Thule Expedi-
tion, Leo Hansen, Denmark, 1924) (03:52). Danish Film Institute, Danmark på film. 
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keepers who retailed them. All were cleanly and de-
cently dressed, kindly and respectful when spoken 
to, without the least sign of having become demor-
alized by life in town. (Rasmussen 1999:342)

While Rasmussen portrayed Alaska Natives as cop-
ing well with moving off the land and into modern settle-
ments for at least a portion of the year, the long-term and 
profound effects of this change were a blind spot for him. 
Challenging to readers a century later, Rasmussen’s per-
spective on Nome should be acknowledged because, un-
like the film footage, it offers an explicit recognition of the 
town’s cash market for arts and culture, including arti-
facts, legends, and performances. The film footage shows 
several performances of dances and games but does not 
reveal them as commercial entertainments. Also missing 
from the known footage are two recent and important 
additions to life in Nome—automobiles and the cinema. 
According to his notes, Rasmussen, Qaavigarsuaq, and 
Arnarulunnguaq

went to the “Dream Theatre” [a 300-seat movie 
theater in existence from at least 1913 to 1945] in 

the afternoons, something quite new and some-
thing of an experience to the Greenlandic compan-
ions, and it might happen that all three took a Ford 
car in the evening and drove to the outskirts of the 
town where the Eskimos held great song feasts to 
celebrate the meeting with friends and acquain-
tances from the far away habitations. (Ostermann 
and Holtved 1952:65–66)

Thus, while the Nome population was accustomed to 
the cinematic medium and its conventions, Rasmussen 
and Hansen did not acknowledge this new cultural influ-
ence in their own film depiction of the town. This con-
trasts with Hansen’s independent renderings in Utqiaġvik, 
which have a meta-reflective component to them through 
the subjects’ acknowledgment of the camera. 

Spending a month in Nome collecting stories and 
legends, Rasmussen played up the expediency of the lo-
cation as providing “an excellent opportunity of study-
ing the various Alaskan types without having to travel 
in search of them, since they were all assembled here” 
(Rasmussen 1999:343). The oral material he collect-
ed there included the origin legend of the Wolf Dance 

Figure 4: Preparing to shoot the dance scene in Utqiaġvik. The setup demonstrates that the performance was staged for 
the camera. Still from Leo Hansen (1953), I Knuds slædespor. Eventyrets grønne band [ In Knud’s Sled Tracks: The 
Green Ribbon of Adventure]. 
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and the Messenger (Eagle) Feast as told by Arnasungaq 
of King Island (Osterman and Holtved 1952:255–259; 
Rasmussen 1932b:17–30; see also Fienup-Riordan 1994 
and Kingston et al. 2001). Rasmussen also collected de-
tailed information about the Cup’ig Messenger Feast 
performed on Nunivak Island (Sonne, this issue). Masks 
from these performances are on display at the National 
Museum of Denmark (Fig. 5).

Hansen’s Nome footage includes a depiction of one 
part of the King Island Wolf Dance, thus connecting 
FTE textual records and collections to film documenta-
tion. In the legend, a hunter meets the Eagle Mother, who 
instructs him in how to conduct the Messenger Feast; 
on the way back to his village, he sees swallows flying 
into their burrows in a riverbank and coming back out 
as wolves (Ostermann and Holtved 1952:256–257). The 
film was not known at the National Museum of Denmark 
until curators saw it posted online at the Danish Film 

Institute’s site Danmark på Film and recognized the danc-
ers’ enactment of the legend. The fact that this documen-
tary depiction of the Wolf Dance was overlooked for so 
long speaks both to the tertiary place film has played in 
the popular and curatorial imagination of Rasmussen and 
the FTE and to the contrasting views that Rasmussen 
and Hansen held of its ethnographic and cinematic 
values. While Ostermann and Holtved (1952:66) pro-
claimed that “Rasmussen took great pleasure in realizing 
that these feasts were really old folk-customs which were 
still called to life without having the character of being 
demonstrations made for the benefit of curious tourists,” 
Hansen’s footage of the Wolf Dance is obviously a staged 
public performance, removed from its original cultural 
context and enhanced by cinematic technique.

The Wolf Dance is the longest sequence in Optagelser 
fra 5. Thuleekspedition. Hansen was clearly aware of the 
significance of the legend and the Wolf Dance as events 
“where participants perform both as people and as 
wolves,” interpreting this as evidence of a time past “when 
there was not much difference between humans and ani-
mals” (Hansen 1953:166). The extant segment, approxi-
mately two minutes in length, begins with a wide shot 
of an  umiaq turned on its side, which functions as a sort 
of proscenium stage for the performance. In front of the 
boat are six women holding feathers in each hand, swaying 
rhythmically; before them, five men sit facing a drummer 
whose back is to the camera (Fig. 6).

After about 20 seconds, five other men begin pull-
ing back caribou and reindeer skins that cover a long box 
made of wooden planks, and when the last layer is pulled 
away we see six wolf heads—masks worn by dancers hid-
den in the box—poking out through round holes that rep-
resent entrances to the legendary swallows’ burrows. Wolf 
pelts hang between the holes. The wolf dancers shake their 
mittens, which are ornamented with puffin beaks and ivo-
ry dangles. The film holds this shot briefly; then, cutting 
to a medium shot, there is temporal displacement as the 
wolves again emerge, rubbing their snouts and bobbing 
rhythmically. In the top of the frame, the arms and hands 
of the men who pulled up the furs are visible (Fig. 7). This 
shot, with wolf heads nodding and moving in and out 
of the holes and the men’s hands also moving, continues 
for almost a minute. Then the wolf dancers extend them-
selves farther out of the holes, swaying back and forth and 
shaking their dance mittens, finally turning upward and 
around to face the men on top of the box (Fig. 8). 

Figure 5: “Bird Man” mask from Nunivak Island on dis-
play in the Rasmussen exhibit at the National Museum of 
Denmark, Copenhagen (cf. Sonne 1988: Fig. 20). NMD 
catalog number P.33:100. Photograph courtesy Scott 
MacKenzie.
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This film sequence, as opposed to the dance sequence, 
can be seen as both ethnographic and cinematic, which 
are not mutually exclusive categories. The move from 
the wide shot to the medium shot allows for a full eth-
nographic view of the beginning of the dance, while the 
medium shot—on the verge of a close-up—contains more 
cinematic properties as it allows for the segmentation of 
the performance, offering a visual field that live specta-
torship does not allow. It also offers a different kind of 
ethnographic evidence, concentrating and framing certain 
aspects deemed most central while excluding others be-
yond the frame. The performance is explicitly staged with 
traditionally costumed actors who were almost certainly 
compensated for their work in front of the camera, and the 
theatrical setup gives the impression that the dance had 
been performed many times for an audience.

The Wolf Dance sequence did not make it into the ex-
tant version of Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska. Instead, it 

was turned into a Pathé newsreel in 1926, titled “Crossing 
Arctic America.” Unknown for nearly a century, it was 
rediscovered improperly catalogued in the UCLA Film 
Archive by filmmaker Lene Borsch Hansen as she pre-
pared her documentary Knud Rasmussen: The Great 
Enchanter (Denmark, 2017).4 Indeed, the existence of the 
Nome Wolf Dance footage outside of Med Hundeslæde 
gennem Alaska points to the fact that there likely is ad-
ditional material that did not make it into the final film 
as released in 1927. Rasmussen, for instance, writes that in 
Utqiaġvik they “film[ed], after three months’ effort, . . . the 
aurora borealis” (Anonymous 1924:20), and this footage 
does not appear in any of the films. Moreover, the origi-
nal Danish press package for the film included still pho-
tography and references to sequences of reindeer herding, 
which are also missing. Yet it seems that this was, upon 
its Danish release in 1927, an extended scene in the film, 
as the printed program notes that domesticated reindeer 

Figure 6: Wide shot of the Wolf Dance. Frame grab. Optagelser fra 5. Thuleekspedition (Footage from the Fifth Thule 
Expedition, Leo Hansen, Denmark, 1924) (00:11). Danish Film Institute, Danmark på film. 
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were imported from Siberia, and after a poor start “one 
of the world’s largest industries has emerged” (Kinografen 
1927:5). Within the press book, there is a still from this 
scene, the only one included from the film. There are likely 
additional sequences that are still to be found in archives. 
Similarly, there is no way of knowing if the footage shown 
during Rasmussen’s and Hansen’s motion picture speak-
ing tours in 1925–1926 made it into the final work for 
cinematic release in 1927, or whether they disbursed some 
of this material before the film was released, like the foot-
age sold to Pathé.

conclusion

Hansen’s films as they presently exist only partially repre-
sent what he and Rasmussen produced following the FTE, 
which raises questions about how we may judge them as 
ethnographic documents; certainly much has been left out 

of the stories that these films originally told. Moreover, we 
do not have a full account of the relationship between the 
thousands of meters of film shot on the expedition and se-
lectively edited in the 1920s, and what we find today lan-
guishing in archives and museums, slowly being restored 
(cf. Groo 2019:255–289). Nevertheless, by focusing on two 
of the surviving FTE films this article challenges many de-
fault assumptions about Arctic ethnographic filmmaking 
in the 1920s. Along with their ethnographic value, one 
of their great, and until now little-known, contributions 
to both visual anthropology and documentary history is 
that Hansen and Rasmussen’s works offer a strikingly dif-
ferent representational strategy than that of the salvage 
ethnography of Flaherty’s Nanook of the North. While still 
working at times within a Boasian paradigm, Hansen and 
Rasmussen charted an alternative aesthetic and practice 
for visual anthropology and documentary filmmaking of 
Indigenous peoples in the Arctic.

Figure 7: Medium shot of the Wolf Dance I. Frame grab. Optagelser fra 5. Thuleekspedition (Footage from the Fifth 
Thule Expedition, Leo Hansen, Denmark, 1924) (01:01). Danish Film Institute, Danmark på film. 
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Figure 8: Medium shot of the Wolf Dance II. Frame grab. Optagelser fra 5. Thuleekspedition (Footage from the Fifth 
Thule Expedition, Leo Hansen, Denmark, 1924) (04:33). Danish Film Institute, Danmark på film. 

notes

1. Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska was restored by the 
EYE Museum in Amsterdam in 1994, and again with 
Greenlandic voice-over in 2008; deposited in the 
Danish Royal Library and the Nunatta Katersugaasivia 
Allagaateqarfialu/Greenland National Museum and 
Archives; and is available as an extra on Lene Borch 
Hansen’s film Knud Rasmussen: The Great Enchanter 
DVD (Nordisk Film, 2017). For a full discussion 
of Med Hundeslæde gennem Alaska, see MacKenzie 
and Stenport 2020. The film is available at https://
filmcentralen.dk/museum/danmark-paa-film/film/
med-hundeslaede-gennem-alaska.

2. The film can be found at https:// filmcentralen.
d k / m u s e u m / d a n m a r k - p a a - f i l m / f i l m /
optagelser-fra-5-thuleekspedition.

3. The list includes Islandsfilm. Sommeren (Leo Hansen’s 
Film from Iceland, Denmark, 1929), Færøfilmen (The 

Faroe Islands, Denmark, 1930), Leo Hansens Islandsfærd 
(Leo Hansen’s Journey to Iceland, Denmark, 1936), 
and Med Leo Hansen paa Østgrønland (A Journey in 
East Greenland with Leo Hansen, Denmark, 1936).

4. UCLA Film Archive Inventory Number M3428, MP 
Motion Picture Collection.
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abstract

This article casts light on the last segment of Knud Rasmussen’s “grand expedition,” his trip to  Chukotka, 
in the Russian Far East, in September 1924. He spent somewhere between 18 and 48 hours in Chukotka 
before he was deported back to Alaska, and it is doubtful that he was able to bring any significant local 
objects back with him. Yet the Fifth Thule Expedition’s Siberian Collection at the National Museum 
of Denmark includes about 1,000 items. Most of these objects were purchased by Rasmussen after his 
return and donated to the museum as an extension of the Fifth Thule work. The article discusses the 
significance of Rasmussen’s trip to Chukotka and the origin of the expedition’s Siberian collection. It is 
also an attempt to challenge our traditional understanding of an “expedition” as a purposeful journey 
with a definitive beginning and end.

introduction

It is a comfort for any researcher [to know], that even the most comprehensive expedition never ends,  
but it is precisely through these investigations that new possibilities open up.

—Knud Rasmussen, Slæderejserne (1979:IV 293)

The Fifth Thule Expedition of 1921–1924 (FTE) “was a 
deliberate attempt to close the ‘Inuit circle’ by supplement-
ing Greenlandic cultural history with an investigation of 
Inuit groups in Northern Canada, Alaska, and Siberia” 
(Pedersen 2003:33). Designed to address the question of 
the origin of the “Eskimo race,” the expedition traveled 
18,000 km from Greenland to the Pacific Ocean, first to 
eastern Arctic Canada, then all the way to the city of Nome 
in Alaska. From there Rasmussen continued to East Cape 
(Cape Dezhnev) in Chukotka, Russia (then the Soviet 
Union, see Shokarev, this issue), Rasmussen’s planned des-
tination. He believed that there, and nowhere else, was 
where the expedition should end (Rasmussen 2020:813).

Yet the final act of Rasmussen’s dramatic expedi-
tion—his journey to Chukotka—is one of the most poorly 

known. His trip there ended in a different way than he 
had originally envisioned and lasted no more than a cou-
ple of days, culminating in a return rush across the Bering 
Strait. It included nerve-racking negotiations with the 
Soviet authorities regarding an entry permit, Rasmussen’s 
deportation from Chukotka, and only momentary contact 
with local people from the Siberian Yupiget (Yupik) com-
munity of Naukan (Nuvuqaq) at East Cape.

In his popular account of the expedition, Fra 
Grønland til Stillehavet (first published 1925–1926), 
Rasmussen claimed that “the expedition was now com-
plete” (Rasmussen 2020:836). Yet to him, apparently, 
it remained open-ended, as he continued to arrange for 
the collection of Siberian items even after his return to 
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Copenhagen, and his efforts to continue work across 
Bering Strait did not stop until his death in 1933.

The purpose of this article is twofold. It seeks first to 
shed light on Rasmussen’s brief but remarkable journey 
to Chukotka in September 1924, and second to trace the 
origin of the FTE’s Siberian collection at the National 
Museum of Denmark (Nationalmuseet, NMD) in 
Copenhagen. It is also an attempt to challenge our tra-
ditional understanding of an expedition as a purposeful 
journey with a beginning and an end. For Rasmussen 
himself, as for his followers, the end of the FTE was in-
deed just the beginning of another journey.

rasmussen’s plans to visit east cape

The central aim of the FTE was to explore “the central 
part of the North American Polar Archipelago, which 
forms a natural bridge between Greenland and North 
America . . . , which belonged to the world’s most un-
known” (Rasmussen 1921:59; see Michelsen, this issue), 
and to collect ethnographic and archeological material 
about Inuit culture (Rasmussen 1921:57–58, 2020:26–31).

Rasmussen saw his travel to the northeastern edge of 
Siberia as an important element of the FTE. Following 
the key logic of other early-twentieth-century scientific 
expeditions (i.e., that “in-depth understanding only was 
to be obtained when you have all the ‘material’ collected 
and laid out in front of you in [a museum]” (Pedersen 
2003:37–39), Rasmussen believed that he could only ob-
tain a complete understanding of the Inuit language and 
culture through comparative studies of many Inuit groups 
(Thalbitzer 1927), possibly all of them. He moved west-
ward across North America toward Chukotka looking for 
cultural origins and connections along the Arctic Circle, 
in an attempt:

to complete an archeological and anthropologi-
cal survey of the “rest” of the extinct and existing 
Inuit cultures. . . . So to speak, to finish the Eskimo 
Circle by investigating the non-Greenlandic Inuit, 
and “a last chance possible” to document the not 
yet civilized Inuit groups who might bear a key 
to the past, and to shed light on a long history of 
human adaptation to the Polar regions. (Pedersen 
2003:36; see also Gruber 1970)

In Den Store Slæderejse, Rasmussen (1932:63) claimed: 

It is my task during the next one and a half years 
to visit all those Eskimo tribes that live along the 
coast of the Arctic Ocean . . . and the whole of 

America’s northern coast. . . . The distant target to 
the far west was East Cape, Alaska’s naked next-
door neighbors on the other side of the Bering 
Strait, where Asia ends.1 

It is also here, on the hills overlooking the Chukchi village 
of Uelen (Wahlen, in Rasmussen’s text), that he felt an 
overwhelming joy and satisfaction because the landscape 
and people “mean, to me, that I am in Siberia, west of the 
last Eskimo tribe, and that the Expedition has now been 
carried to its close” (Rasmussen 1979:IV 6).

Nonetheless, it is difficult to say whether Cape 
Dezhnev was indeed part of Rasmussen’s original expedi-
tion plans (see Michelsen, this issue). A map attached to the 
final itinerary of the expedition (Rasmussen 1921:58) did 
not show any detour to Russia. As we know now, plans re-
garding Rasmussen’s “grand journey” constantly changed, 
and as he himself pointed out, “It is difficult to say when 
the actual plan was born in my head, as it grew up on 
me and with me” (Rasmussen 2020:25). In a letter ad-
dressed to the chairman of the Thule Committee, Marius 
Ib Nyeboe, on July 29, 1921—that is, after the expedition 
had already started and the committee would be hard-
pressed to object to the plan—Rasmussen expressed his 
intention to go to Cape Dezhnev, but from Cape Prince of 
Wales rather than Nome.

In a letter Rasmussen asked Nyeboe to apply for en-
trance permission to the United States (Alaska) and to 
Russia. To this, Nyeboe replied in his telegram of May 
23, 1923: “That you in addition want to have a Russian 
authorization paper in Siberia, there is indeed no one in 
Siberia who would want to harm you—they all would be 
happy to greet you” (Knud Rasmussen’s Archive 1923). At 
this point Rasmussen and his two Inughuit companions, 
Qaavigarsuaq and Arnarulunnguaq, had already begun 
their journey.

Whether it was because of this unwarranted opti-
mism or because plans for the expedition were not final-
ized, Nyeboe procrastinated on approaching the Danish 
Foreign Ministry regarding Rasmussen’s request. On 
August 9, 1924, while in Kotzebue (just a month prior 
to his first attempt to cross the Bering Strait), Rasmussen 
sent a telegram to the Danish Science Committee: 
“Completing observation inlanders gathered Kotzebue 
Sound, summer trading across Bering Straits for east coast 
Asia. Plan return Denmark via Seattle early November 
after survey Yukon delta and Bristol Bay Eskimos. Will 
arrive Nome few days” (Rusk and Fitzhugh 2005:9). Not 
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a single word in that telegram referred to Rasmussen’s plan 
to cross the Bering Strait.

It seems that the closer Rasmussen got to Nome, the 
more determined he became to visit Cape Dezhnev. It 
was the summer trading season based on the well-estab-
lished trade routes and connections between Indigenous 
peoples of Alaska and Chukotka. While at Cape Prince 
of Wales, Rasmussen encountered some Siberian Yupiget 
visitors, who were on their way home from a trading trip 
to Teller on the Seward Peninsula: “a little gathering of 
 fantastically-looking skin boats that were jumping over 
Bering Straits choppy waves” and that “flew through 
the open water waves as basking seabirds” (Rasmussen 
2020:813). “Our meeting with these daring sailors was 
brief and adventurous,” Rasmussen wrote, “[and] I was 
now even more determined to get to know them in their 
country. In Siberia’s outermost corner towards the East the 
outermost western Eskimos live, and here and no other 
place should the Expedition end” (Rasmussen 2020:813).

As soon as he arrived in Nome, Rasmussen hired 
Captain Joseph-Fidèle (Joe) Bernard (1880–1972), a friend 
of Canadian polar explorer Vilhjálmur Stefansson and “a 
man worthy of notice,” to sail him to Chukotka. Bernard 
was the owner and captain of the trading schooner Teddy 
Bear, “a 15-ton auxiliary schooner, 54 feet long with a 14-
foot beam and drawing 6½ feet” (Barratt 1977:342–343). 
It was fitted with an auxiliary gasoline-fueled engine and 
was one of the few schooners that “carefully, and regularly, 
sustained operations between Nome, Anadyr, Uelen (in 
Chukotka) and the Arctic settlements in the years after 
the proclamation of the Soviet rule in Chukotka in 1921” 
(Barratt 1977:341).

Rasmussen was probably aware that the political situ-
ation in Soviet Russia was unstable. By 1922–1923, the 
Soviet government managed to put down the last armed 
resistance in the Russian Far East and was now trying to ex-
ert its firm control over commercial trade across the Bering 
Sea (Bockstoce 2018). Difficult relations with the United 
States were exacerbated by the many small trading compa-
nies that were operating in the Bering Strait region under 
the American flag while neglecting to pay for trade licens-
es required by the newly established Soviet government 
(Rasmussen 2020:814). When in Nome, Rasmussen had 
certainly heard about the Soviet officials’ unjust treatment 
of traders and local Native people (Rasmussen 2020:818). 
He therefore sent another telegram to Copenhagen asking 
for an entrance permit to Russia (USSR).

Rasmussen waited in Nome for three weeks but re-
ceived no answer. He was planning to spend about a 
month in the Yupiget community of Naukan at the East 
Cape, and he felt he was running out of time since he 
had to complete the trip while the weather still allowed 
it (Rasmussen 2020:814). In fear that he would have to 
give up the trip because of losing the weather window, 
he decided to take the risk and travel to Russia without 
the necessary papers. On September 11, he sent another 
telegram to Copenhagen from Nome, informing the com-
mittee that he would attempt to cross Bering Strait and 
try to obtain entry permission once in Chukotka (Knud 
Rasmussen’s Archive 1924b). “My interest in the project 
was so great that I had a hard time imagining why any-
one would not be convinced of its legitimacy,” Rasmussen 
(2020:813–814) would later write.

short chronology of rasmussen’s 
trip to chukotka

The most detailed description of Rasmussen’s journey to 
Chukotka is contained in the posthumous account based 
on his notes and diaries (Ostermann 1941; Ostermann and 
Holtved 1952:81–96; see also Nielsen 2007). Altogether 
the trip lasted about a week, but he spent less than 48 
hours in Chukotka (18 hours on land, according to his 
account), and he encountered difficulties from the start.

Rasmussen and Bernard set off from Nome on 
September 8, 1924, but were caught by a storm and had 
to shelter near Sledge Island, approximately 50 km west 
of Nome. After three days, the ship returned to Nome. 
On September 12, the captain made another attempt to 
cross Bering Strait. Again the ship was caught in a storm, 
and the crew had to anchor for four days near Teller, 
approximately 115 km (70 miles) northwest of Nome. 
Following these two unsuccessful attempts, on September 
16, Captain Bernard was finally able to leave Teller. That 
same evening the vessel passed Cape Prince of Wales, 
the westernmost point of mainland Alaska, then Little 
Diomede Island. At dawn on September 17, the Teddy 
Bear reached Big Diomede Island and set a course toward 
Cape Dezhnev (Fig. 1).

At around midday, Rasmussen and Bernard arrived at 
Dezhnev (also Dezhnevo, Kengisqun), which Rasmussen 
called “Emmatown,” a small trading post several miles 
south of Naukan, Rasmussen’s planned destination (see 
Shokarev, this issue). When they arrived, Rasmussen was 
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immediately taken into custody by a Russian border 
guard; since he did not have an entrance permit, he was 
escorted across the Chukchi Peninsula to Uelen to see the 
local governor and apply for one. Rasmussen traveled 15 
km from Dezhnev to Uelen by dogsled, through terrain 
consisting of barren marshy tundra, under heavy rain as he 
vividly described in his account (Ostermann and Holtved 
1952:87; Rasmussen 2020:817–818).

By nightfall of September 17, after three to four hours 
of travel, he finally reached Uelen, a small Native town 
with approximately 250 inhabitants. Uelen was an impor-
tant commercial center and, until 1940, had the status of 
a regional hub. In his diary, Rasmussen (1921–1924) il-
lustrated his first impression of Uelen with a small sketch, 
supplemented by an 1881 illustration by Aurel and Arthur 
Krause, who had visited the same area 43 years prior 
(Krause and Krause 1993:60; Nielsen 2007). Upon his 
arrival in Uelen, Rasmussen was escorted to Governor 
Nikolaus Losseff’s house, where he was questioned by 
the chief of police. It was a long and nerve-racking ne-
gotiation, which he documented in his diary (Rasmussen 
1921–1924). Afterwards he was invited to stay for dinner 

with the governor and his wife and a young teacher from 
Irkutsk. As a matter of fact, he wrote:

They all treated me with the utmost politeness—
so different from what I had expected of the new 
Soviet type; it seemed quite refreshing—after the 
excessive Canadian and American formlessness—
to see a man politely bow when introducing him-
self. (Rasmussen 2020:821).

Despite this courtesy, Rasmussen was not granted a per-
mit to stay. Before the end of the dinner, he was informed 
that he could stay in Uelen overnight but had to return to 
Dezhnev, then go aboard immediately and leave the next 
day (Rasmussen 1921–1924, 2020:823; see also Nielsen 
2007:91). The following afternoon Rasmussen was duly 
escorted back to Dezhnev, where Bernard was waiting 
on the Teddy Bear, and the next day they sailed back to 
Alaska. As the Teddy Bear was brought close to the cliffs of 
Cape Dezhnev, Rasmussen was greeted by some Yupiget 
residents from Naukan: 

Young men and children ran out on ice-pans and 
reached the ship. Some of them came aboard 
and stayed with us for about an hour; they knew I 

Figure 1: Knud Rasmussen (right) and Captain Joe Bernard (left) onboard the schooner Teddy Bear on the way to 
Chukotka from Nome, Sept. 1924. Photographer not identified. Courtesy of the National Museum of Denmark (NMD 
#5_thuleb_0125.tif).
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had been deported; . . . they regretted, as much as I 
regretted, that we were never to get a chance to get 
to know each other better. (Rasmussen 2020:832) 

In his diary he wrote about this encounter and “how be-
nevolent it was to understand him [a man from Naukan] 
and to be understood” (Rasmussen 1921–1924).

It is unclear when Rasmussen arrived in Nome, but 
the rest of the story is well-known. As the Teddy Bear ap-
proached shore, Rasmussen

saw a man with a piece of white paper in his hand, 
running up and down the beach. It was a tele-
gram . . . from the Danish Foreign Ministry and 
it contained a laconic message, saying that the 
Soviet Republic’s permit to [his] land entrance 
at East Cape [Cape Dezhnev] was now granted. 
(Rasmussen 2020:832)

On August 16, 1924, Nyeboe had finally contacted the 
Foreign Ministry of Denmark in Copenhagen, asking to 
approach the authorities in Moscow to seek permission 
for Rasmussen’s landing at East Cape. Five days later, 
the Danish Foreign Ministry sent a letter to the People’s 
Commissariat for Foreign Affairs in Moscow and on 
September 12, 1924, just a day after Rasmussen set off 
without a permit, Moscow granted the request (Knud 
Rasmussen’s Archive  1924a, 1924b).

narrative account

Rasmussen’s narrative account of the trip to Chukotka 
(Rasmussen 2020:813–832), although short and  limited 
in ethnographic substance, is vivid and exhilarating. 
Rasmussen provided descriptions of the places he visited, 
the landscape, the political regime, and ways of life at the 
beginning of the new Soviet era. He described his encoun-
ters with the Russian authorities, local traders, and the 
Chukchi and Naukan people. He listed details of local 
housing and clothing (women’s in particular), described 
weather conditions, outlined the yearly hunting cycles of 
the Inuit and Chukchi, and told about a place near the 
Chukchi settlement of Putun (Pouten/Pu’uten—ed.), 
where “hundreds of walruses go up on land,” and where 
it is “strictly forbidden by the natives’ chief to use guns” 
(Rasmussen 2020:830). He ventured into the origin of the 
Chukchi people and their relations and warfare with the 
Iñupiat of Big Diomede Island, alcohol abuse during the 
trading season, and Japanese “headhunting” of walruses to 
acquire the tusks (Rasmussen 2020:826–831).

Rasmussen’s account culminated with a brief but 
momentous encounter with the people of Naukan 
(Rasmussen 1921–1924), “whose dialect he understood 
and with whom he could converse” (Ostermann 1941:10). 
Rasmussen named the dialect “The East Cape Dialect” 
(Ostermann 1941:8). Along with a collection of words in 
the local dialect, this statement supported his major claim 
that all “Eskimo” vernaculars spoken across the Arctic, 
from Greenland to Alaska and Siberia, were mutually 
comprehensible dialects rather than isolated languages. 

Although he vividly described his experiences in 
Russia, most of his information on the Siberian “Eskimos” 
was picked from local stories and legends while he was 
in Uelen, or were collected in Nome, where Rasmussen 
spent a considerable amount of time after his short trip 
to Chukotka. Notably, he never acknowledged or prop-
erly documented his sources—whether in Chukotka or 
in Nome [where he most certainly collected parts of his 
story]—no names of Native Chukotkans are cited (see 
Krupnik’s comment to Bronshtein, this issue). Some of the 
information could even have been gleaned from the avail-
able photographic evidence, as explained below.2  

the fifth thule expedition 
chukotkan collection

photographs

Rasmussen’s collection of photographs from Cape Dezhnev 
is housed at NMD. It contains 54 photos, including 29 
that document his time in Chukotka. Copies of some pho-
tos are also held at the Danish Arctic Institute Archives in 
Copenhagen (Nielsen 2007, this issue). The collection con-
tains a series of portrait photos of Rasmussen and Bernard 
on the Teddy Bear, probably taken by photographer Earl 
Rossmann’s assistant Roy before Rasmussen’s depar-
ture from Nome (cf. Rasmussen’s letter to Leo Hansen, 
the Danish Arctic Institute Archives: A 075, package 1; 
Nielsen 2007, this issue); a series of landscape photos; a 
photo of Dezhnev; a single photograph of Russian border 
guard Allayeff (Fig. 2), whom Rasmussen encountered in 
Dezhnev (Rasmussen 2020:815–816); and a series of pho-
tographs of the local people approaching the Teddy Bear 
off Naukan. Despite Rasmussen’s claim that some of the 
Cape Dezhnev residents “came aboard and stayed with us 
for about an hour” (Rasmussen 2020:832), there is no pho-
tographic evidence of it, apart from a single photograph of 
men in a skin boat approaching the ship. In fact, as Bent 
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Cape people. Two of these photos (Rasmussen 1925–
1926:II 378 and 397) were taken by Ralph Lomen, one of 
four Lomen brothers (Carl, Harry, Alfred, and Ralph) who 
were renowned entrepreneurs and commercial photogra-
phers in Nome (Fig. 3). The Lomen brothers, originally 
from Norway, were involved in the reindeer meat trade 
(see Pratt, this issue), and Rasmussen met with them later 
in New York (Knud Michelsen, pers. comm., 24 February 
2019). Ralph Lomen also provided a series of photos from 
Alaska that were used as illustrations in the Danish pub-
lication of Rasmussen’s journey (Rasmussen 1925–1926). 
Other photographs show a Chukchi woman wearing 
a combination suit (Rasmussen 1925–1926:II 384), a 

Figure 2: The Russian border guard Allayeff, who 
took Rasmussen into custody in Dezhnev (East Cape) 
 (Rasmussen 1925–1926; [1927] 1999:372). September 
1924. Photographer unknown. National Museum of 
Denmark photo collection.

Figure 3: A young Naukan Yupik man. Rasmussen wrote, 
“The East Cape Eskimos have adopted the Chukchi tra-
dition to cut hair so that there are only two thin rings 
left” (Rasmussen 1925–1926:397). Photo: Ralph Lomen, 
courtesy of the National Museum of Denmark (NMD 
#5_ thuleb_0574.tif).

Nielsen (2007:245), director of the Danish Arctic Institute 
Archives, has pointed out, all of Rasmussen’s photos of 
Naukan and its people were taken from a distance.

In an earlier Danish publication (Rasmussen 1925–
1926:II), there were additional photos portraying the East 
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Chukchi boy with a harpoon (Rasmussen 1925–1926:II 
384), a yaranga (traditional Chukchi tent), a dog team 
(probably the one that brought Rasmussen from Dezhnev 
to Uelen) (Rasmussen 1925–1926:II, 384), and a single 
photograph of walruses, taken by Joe Bernard (Rasmussen 
1925–1926:II 384). In  a later Danish version, a photo-
graph by Leo Hansen of a Siberian Yupiget woman in 
front of a tent was added (Rasmussen 1934–1935:II 400–
401; 2020:816). A few additional photos from Chukotka 
are featured in Ostermann and Holtved’s (1952) English 
edition. Thus, the photos were spread across different pub-
lications, often without attribution to the photographer.

It is noteworthy that in Rasmussen’s photographs from 
Chukotka, there is not a single image from Uelen, although 
he spent a night there and communicated with local traders 
and elders. A simple explanation is that he was not permit-
ted to take pictures. Another explanation is that he often 
left photography to others (Nielsen 2007:240), and that he 
made his land journey to Uelen and back by himself, leaving 
his cameraman behind. To a certain extent, the absence of 
photographs from Uelen supports Rasmussen’s claim that 
he was not accompanied by anyone else to Chukotka but 
Captain Bernard. Nonetheless, it is contradicted by uncon-
firmed Russian reports. Russian journalist Nikolai Galkin, 
who visited Chukotka in 1924–1925 and who also stayed 
in Uelen and in Dezhnev, wrote about his meeting with 
“American” ethnographer Knud Rasmussen on September 
18, 1924, in Uelen. Galkin mentioned that Rasmussen 
did not travel to Chukotka alone but was accompanied 
by a Greenlandic Inuit who was a cameraman and who 
could speak freely with the Naukan people (Galkin 1931; 
Shokarev, this issue). If so, most of Rasmussen’s photos in 
Chukotka might have been taken either by Rasmussen’s 
Inuit companion Qaavigarsuaq (Miteq)3 or by Rossmann’s 
“young Eskimo” assistant Roy (see Nielsen, this issue), 
something Rasmussen never acknowledged.

archaeological collection

Apparently, during his short stay off East Cape (Cape 
Dezhnev), Rasmussen was able to obtain by trade or pur-
chase some archaeological items excavated by local Yupiget 
residents. The collection of 168 specimens includes har-
poon heads, stone harpoon blades, fish hooks, sinkers, a 
bladder mouthpiece, a drag-line handle, a bracer, sinew 
twisters, a needle case, a small ivory doll without arms or 
face, bird and bear figures, a toy ice pick, and other small 

objects made out of ivory, antler, and baleen. Most of these 
items were described by Mathiassen (1927, 1930), lead ar-
chaeologist on the FTE. We have no other accounts of 
contemporary archaeological work in the area nor any spe-
cific information regarding the sites that had been dug up 
by local people. There is not even definitive proof that the 
objects were obtained in Chukotka rather than purchased 
in Nome, Teller, Little Diomede, or Cape Prince of Wales 
during Rasmussen’s contacts with the “Siberian Eskimo.”

ethnographic collection at the  
national museum of denmark

As of today, the NMD collection database displays no eth-
nographic items registered as “originated in Chukotka” 
and/or acquired from Rasmussen’s collection “from 
Chukotka.” This does not literally mean that there are no 
items from Chukotka, only that they are not registered as 
such. Nonetheless, the NMD Fifth Thule  ethnographic 
collection contains some interesting Siberian items, in-
cluding two engraved walrus tusks (K.816 and K.817) and 
a model of a dogsled. These were donated by Rasmussen’s 
wife, Dagmar Rasmussen, in 1934. One of the tusks is 
depicted in Rasmussen (1934–1935:II) and is currently 
on display in the museum exhibit hall (see Bronshtein, 
this issue).

Although we cannot say with certainty that Rasmussen 
returned from his short trip to Chukotka empty-handed,4 
it seems unlikely that he brought with him a substantial 
number of ethnographic items directly from the area. In 
his travel account, he stated that he refrained from trad-
ing, as “it would be wise not to give reason to a conflict, 
taking the present conditions into account” (Rasmussen 
2020:818). It is evident that Rasmussen purchased at least 
some of his Siberian objects in Alaska, most probably in 
Nome or Teller. The origins of the engraved walrus tusks 
(Fig. 4), including those that remain in the ownership of 
the family and have not been shown to the public, remain 
unknown. One more tusk that recently surfaced in an-
other family collection could be direct evidence that he 
brought at least some items back with him from Siberia 
(Bronshtein, this issue). The tusk was most certainly pro-
duced in Uelen, where Rasmussen spent most of his time 
while in Chukotka (Igor Krupnik, pers. comm.).

An outstanding example of intercultural connec-
tions in the Bering Strait area is the woman’s parka 
(P32.1) from the NMD Alaskan collection (P32, Fifth 
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Thule Expedition) (Fig. 5b). The parka was worn by 
Arnarulunnguaq (Fig.  5a), Rasmussen’s female Inuit 
companion.5 It was made of white-mottled skins from do-
mestic reindeer, which were highly valued among Alaskan 
Inuit. Supposedly, the reindeer skins were bought from 
the Chukchi and later sewn together in Alaska (Schmidt 
2014; Schmidt et al. 2013; see also the NMD skin cloth-
ing online catalog at https://skinddragter.natmus.dk/). 
The design of the parka may have been influenced by 
Christian missionaries, in that the length and evenly cut 
lower line (instead of the normal side vents) served to hide 
the woman’s thighs. White walrus tusk-like insertions of 
fat-cured caribou skin were inserted on both sides of the 
parka’s hood.

Nevertheless, most items listed under the FTE’s 
Siberian collection were acquired after the expedition 
returned to Denmark. In 1927, the NMD obtained an 
additional series of Chukotkan items from the Moscow 
Ethnographic Central-Museum (Tsentral’nyi muzei nar-
odov), including a Chukchi women’s combination suit 
made of reindeer skin (K.607), described by Rasmussen 
during his journey to Chukotka (Fig. 6); a man’s parka 
(K.606) (Fig. 7); and man’s boots (K.608ab) (Fig. 8). 
Today, the Chukchi collection at the NMD features 
43 items, though only a few might be connected to 
Rasmussen and his 1924 visit (Table 1, search made on 
June 5, 2020).

“eugen alexander’s collection”:  
a new dimension to the  

fifth thule expedition legacy

the eugen alexander siberian collection at nmd

Whereas there are no “Chukotkan” ethnographic items 
in the NMD electronic catalog registered under Knud 
Rasmussen, his name is featured in connection with the 
so-called “Eugen Alexander’s Siberian collections” (K.1, 
K.2, and K.3). This is probably the most intriguing and 
the least-known aspect of Rasmussen’s ethnographic con-
tribution to the NMD from Siberia. We know that he 
acquired these collections in 1927, three years after his 
return to Denmark, from Friederike Alexander, wid-
ow of German-born philanthropist and antique dealer 
Eugen Alexander, who resided for most of his life in St. 
Petersburg, Russia. Rasmussen purchased the objects 
with money he borrowed from the Carlsberg Foundation, 
and then donated the collection to the NMD as an “ex-
tension” of his FTE accessions.

The Eugen Alexander Siberian collections at NMD 
come from three major Indigenous groups: Gilyak (today’s 
Nivkh) (K.1), Yakut (Sakha) (K.2), and Samoyed (Nenets) 
(K.3). Altogether, they total 1,061 objects (Table 2). Of 
these, 136 items are men’s, women’s, and children’s cloth-
ing. It should be noted that paired objects (e.g., footwear 
and mittens) are counted as separate items. The clothing is 
made of tanned fish skin (from trout and salmon, mainly 

Figure 4: Decorated walrus tusk that Rasmussen brought from Chukotka. Currently on display at the Danish National 
Museum (NMD #K.817). Photo by Søren Greve, National Museum of Denmark.
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the Nivkh objects) and fur-bearing animals (reindeer, dog, 
wolverine, and others, mainly the Sakha and Nenets ob-
jects), as well as commercially produced textiles. Among 
the clothing there is a full Sakha male shaman’s outfit, 
consisting of a skin coat with metal adornments, skin 
trousers and boots, a drum, and a drumstick. From the 
Nenets collection comes a woman’s reindeer coat of rein-
deer skin, with insertions of dog skin and dyed woolen 
textile (Fig. 9), and a full set of female shaman’s cloth-
ing, consisting of skin headgear, skin and textile coat, skin 
boots, and a drum and drumstick. The items can be stud-
ied, together with additional skin clothing in the NMD 
collection from other Siberian Indigenous people, Inuit 

from Greenland, North America and Alaska, and Sámi 
from North Scandinavia, via a special website (http://
skinddragter.natmus.dk/).

Besides the relatively few clothing items, most of the 
collections consist of items connected to household life 
and transportation, hunting, and crafts. Other items are 
categorized as personal adornments and bags, toys, am-
ulets, and material samples (Table 2). The Nivkh collec-
tion includes tools for fishing (net, trap, hook, etc.) and 
hunting (dog harness, etc.), a textile tent, furniture, and 
vessels. A drum is counted as part of the amulets, and 
among the toys are small figures of dogs and a kayak. 
The Sakha collection includes saddles and other eques-
trian equipment, clothing patterns made of birch bark, 
and sewing tools, plus a substantial number of hand 
tools, a pair of skis, and food such as cakes and cheese. 
Among the amulets are so-called “shaman birds.” The 
Nenets nomadic tent life is represented by pair of skis 
and a sled, tent poles, and furniture, as well as bags 
made of reindeer skin and textile. The Nenets collection 
also includes toys, among them some 60 duck-beak dolls 
with extra clothing (Fig. 10).

Figure 5a: Arnarulunnguaq in the Alaskan Inupiaq 
parka (NMD #P32.1). Photo by Leo Hansen, National 
Museum of Denmark (katnr03_5_thuleb_008a).

Figure 5b: Inupiaq woman’s parka made of reindeer 
skins, worn by Inughuit Fifth Thule Expedition member 
Arnarulunnguaq in the National Museum of Denmark 
collection (NMD P32.1). Photo by Roberto Fortuna, Na-
tional Museum of Denmark.
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Figure 6: Chukchi woman’s combination suit of reindeer skin. National Museum of Denmark collection (NMD 
#K.607). Photo by Roberto Fortuna, National Museum of Denmark.

origin of the eugen alexander collections

Although the collections bear the name of Eugen 
Alexander, it is evident that Alexander did not collect any 
of these items himself. They were reportedly acquired by a 
Russian researcher named Nikolas Vasilyev who worked at 
the Ethnographic Department of the Emperor Alexander 
III’s Museum, today’s Museum of Anthropology and 
Ethnography (MAE) in St. Petersburg. Apparently, 
Alexander financed Vasilyev’s travels, along with several 
other expeditions by the Russian Academy of Science 
(Jacobi 1925).

In 1907, Alexander reached an agreement with the 
MAE director, Vasili Radlov, that he would financially 
support the MAE operations and field expeditions in 
exchange for a portion of the ethnographic artifacts, es-
pecially from Siberia and Asiatic Russia, which were in 
high demand on the European art market (Korsun 2015; 
Soboleva 2008, 2013). Reportedly, Alexander was given 
collections from almost all Siberian ethnic groups be-
tween the Ural Mountains and Sakhalin Island, includ-
ing (in German) Samojeden (today’s Nenets), Wogulen 
(Mansi), Sojoten (Soyot), Karagassen (Karagas), Mongolen 
(Mongol), Burjaten (Buryat), Jenisseher (Ket), Jakuten 
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Figure 7: Coastal Chukchi man’s parka made of reindeer skin, National Museum of Denmark collection (NMD 
#K.606). Photo by Roberto Fortuna, National Museum of Denmark.

(Sakha), Golde (Nanai), Giljaken (Nivkh), and Oroken 
(Orok) (Jacobi 1925), which he then tried to sell on the 
European art market.

The arrangement worked well until one of the MAE’s 
scientific field collectors, Andrei V. Zhuravski, learned that 
his objects had been mislabeled as part of the Alexander 
collections and subsequently used for exchanges with 
other museums, resulting in a public scandal (Teryukov 
2008).6 Alexander reportedly tried to sell the collections in 
large blocks, but only two museums bought parts of them 
following an exhibition in Leipzig in 1909 (cf. Martin 
Schulz, Igor Krupnik, pers. comm., 10 June 2020). 
After Alexander’s death in 1913, his widow, Friederike 
Alexander, finally gave a large part of the collections to the 
Dresden Museum.

Altogether, it seems that Alexander took with him to 
Europe more than 2,000 ethnographic items from vari-
ous Siberian aboriginal groups. Today, traces of these col-
lections can be found in European museums in Leipzig, 
Hamburg, Dresden (“a few hundred”), and Basel (around 
250 Nenets objects) (Krupnik and Schultz 2019:24), as 
well as in the Peabody Museum at Harvard University in 
the United States and at the NMD in Copenhagen.

Apparently, after his return from the FTE, 
Rasmussen visited Friederike Alexander and negotiated 
to buy approximately 1,000 Siberian items for 8,000 
Danish kroner (equivalent to about 284,000 Danish 
Kroner, or US$46,000, today). After long negotiations, 
the Carlsberg Foundation agreed to grant Rasmussen a 
loan, which he had to pay back with a yearly amount of 
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Figure 8: Pair of coastal Chukchi man’s boots of sealskin, 
National Museum of Denmark collection (NMD 
#K.608a and 608b). Photo by Roberto Fortuna, National 
Museum of Denmark.

720 Danish  kroner. He managed to repay almost the en-
tire loan before he passed away in 1933 (cf. note from the 
NMD, Inge Damm, pers. comm., 20 February 2019).

rasmussen’s reasons for purchasing the  
eugen alexander collection

It is not entirely clear why Rasmussen pursued the 
Siberian ethnographic objects in the aftermath of the 
FTE. Perhaps he was motivated by his failure to spend 
more time in Russia and displeasure with the way the 
Russian authorities prevented him from studying Siberian 
connections with the North American and Greenlandic 
Inuit groups (cf. Fitzhugh et al. 2005:42). In fact, years 
later, Rasmussen was still trying to promote archaeological 
and anthropological research around Bering Strait. In his 
address to the Fifth Pacific Science Congress, written in 
1933, the year of his death, he proposed an international 
archaeological project in Siberia and Alaska to investigate 
intercontinental cultural connections (Rasmussen 1934; 
see also Rusk and Fitzhugh 2005:10).

Rasmussen was certainly aware of, and might have 
been influenced by, the groundbreaking work of Danish 

archaeologist and cultural geographer Aage Gudmund 
Hatt (1884–1960), who undertook a study of traditional 
Saami skin dress in Lapland that paved the way for his 
seminal doctoral thesis on the typology of Arctic skin 
clothing in Eurasia and North America (Hatt 1914, 1969). 
Perhaps, inspired by Hatt, Rasmussen was seeking further 
evidence to support his vision of cultural and linguistic 
connections across the circumpolar region. However, as 
Hans Christian Gulløv pointed out (pers. comm., 19 June 
2020), Rasmussen was most interested in Inuit language 
and spiritual culture, and relied on Birket-Smith’s advice 
when it came to ethnographic collecting. Birket-Smith, in 
turn, was influenced by Hatt, his fellow student under their 
mentor, Hans Peter Steensby (Høiris 1986:153–238, 384–
386). Hence, Rasmussen could have sought Alexander’s 
Siberian collection upon Birket-Smith’s advice, with the 
aim of making it available for further study of Hatt’s ideas 
about stylistic variations in circumpolar clothing.

Indeed, a substantial component of the ethnograph-
ic collections acquired as a result of the FTE consists of 
clothing. Cumulatively, items of clothing from the North 
American Inuit make up about 20% of the total col-
lection (3,093 items; cf. Mathiassen 1945:110), whereas 
Siberian items from the Alexander collection comprise 
about 12%. However, the North American material was 
collected with precise information about provenance and 
cultural context, whereas far less information—especially 
regarding provenance—is available for Siberian objects 
in the Alexander collection, which therefore had less re-
search potential.

According to Gulløv, Rasmussen’s acquisition of 
Alexander’s collections may rather be viewed as a com-
pensational purchase, since he was unable to fulfill his 
dream of traveling across Arctic Siberia (Gulløv, pers. 
commun., 2019; Gulløv 2016). Rolf Gilberg, the former 
NMD curator of the Siberian collection, confirmed to 
us that Rasmussen’s long-held intention was to continue 
the FTE across the northern edge of Siberia to study lo-
cal Indigenous groups and to collect ethnographic items. 
When this plan became impossible, purchasing Siberian 
objects from Alexander was a way to fulfill his obligation 
to the National Museum (Gilberg, pers. comm., 2019). 
The collections purchased from Alexander thus served as 
a material “substitute” for fieldwork that was never done, 
due to the political impossibility of traveling in Russia. 
The actual content of such a substitute collection was of 
less significance; Rasmussen simply acquired what was 
then available on the market.
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Table 1: Ethnographic collection from Chukotka at the National Museum of Denmark (the “Chukchi collection”)

Year Accession Name or institution, connected to accession Classification of objects Number

1845 ? T. Branth Narcotics and stimulants 1
1883 Exchange Adolf Erik Nordenskjöld Hunting and trapping

Utensils
Three-dimensional art

4
2
3

1883 Exchange Erland Nordenskjöld Hunting and trapping 1
1911 Purchase from Vega 

Expedition
Hovgaard Hunting and trapping 6

1911 Donation Ole Olufsen Garments
Hunting and trapping

3
2

1913 Purchase I. F. Umlauff Hunting and trapping 3
1926 Purchase Victor Jacobsen Narcotics and stimulants 1
1927 Exchange Moscow Ethnographic Central Museum Garments

Three-dimensional art
Utensils

10
2
3

1934 Donation Dagmar Rasmussen Three-dimensional art 2
All numbers according to the National Museum of Denmark registration system Genreg (as of June 5, 2020). Garments are listed as two when a 

pair of boots is counted.

Table 2: Eugen Alexander’s Siberian collections at the National Museum of Denmark

People 
/OWC code

Inventory 
numbers

Total num-
ber of items

Clothing items Household items, hand and hunting tools, personal 
decorations, transport items, toys, material samples, 
amulets etc.

Gilyak 
(Nivkh) 

/ RX2

K.1-1 to 
K.1-191

220 33 items:
7 clothing for upper body (coats)  
13 footwear (7 pairs)
13 minor clothing (3 pairs mit-
ten, arm protection)

187 items:
58 household items
28 hunting tools
34 hand tools
13 toys
39 amulets, figures, and ornaments
15 material samples

Yakut 
(Sakha) 

/ RV2

K.2-1 to 
K.2-408

478 67 items:
12 clothing for upper body 
(coats, shirts)  
5 clothing for lower body  
21 footwear (11 pairs)
29 minor clothing

411 items:
28 personal adornments, and bags
105 household items
14 hunting tools
94 hand tools
31 transport items
32 toys
22 amulets, religious items, and pipes
30 clothing patterns
55 material samples

Samoyed 
(Nenets) 

/ RU4

K.3-1 to 
K.3-325

363 56 items:
11 clothing for upper body (par-
kas, coats, shirt, apron)  
34 footwear (17 pairs)
11 minor clothing

307 items:
43 personal adornments, and bags
17 household items
23 hunting tools
27 hand tools
90 transport items
80 toys
2 amulets
25 material samples

Note: The calculation and categorization of objects was done using the NMD registration system, Genreg, by A. L. Schmidt (June 20, 2020). 
In the database, the Alexander collections number a total of 1,061 items. It should be noted that a few items that were not identified by the 
recent return registration are included in the count. Numbers are thus approximate and may not indicate the actual number of items present.
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Figure 9: Front (left) and rear (right) views of Nenets (Samoyed) woman’s coat with sewn-on mittens in the Rasmussen/
Eugen Alexander collection at the National Museum of Denmark (NMD # K.3-6). Reindeer skin, dog skin, and red, 
yellow, and black woolen textile. Photo by Roberto Fortuna, National Museum of Denmark.

Figure 10: Nenets (Samoyed) “duck-beak doll” dressed in full woman’s winter coat (Rasmussen/Alexander 
collection, NMD #K.3-165a). Photo by Martin Appelt, NMD.



Alaska Journal of Anthropology vol. 19, no. 1&2 (2021) 189

conclusion: closing the inuit circle

In Rasmussen’s popular account of his journey across 
Arctic North America, which begins with a famous de-
scription of him standing on the slope of Cape Dezhnev, 
he writes that at that moment he was overwhelmed with 
joy because the expedition was complete (Rasmussen 
2020:836). Yet Rasmussen was obviously not really satis-
fied with the results. As this article reveals, his search for 
intercontinental connections did not end after his return 
to Denmark. Rather, his trip to the East Cape and brief 
encounter with the local people of the Chukchi Peninsula 
in 1924 opened a new dimension of his study—cultural 
and linguistic connections across Bering Strait and, far-
ther to the west, across the Russian Arctic.

This assumption challenges our traditional view of 
an expedition as a journey to a particular place, made for 
specific purposes, exploratory or scientific. In that sense, 
an expedition is a journey with a beginning and an end, 
and with a lifetime of its own, from the moment of depar-
ture until the expedition team returns home. Evidently, 
Rasmussen saw it differently. For him, the FTE and 
the work of exploration did not end upon his return to 
Denmark. Rather, it created new opportunities and con-
tinued via the collection of ethnographic objects. As he 
pointed out, “It is a comfort for any researcher [to know] 
that even the most comprehensive expedition never ends, 
but it is precisely through these investigations that new 
possibilities open up” (Rasmussen 1979:IV 293). Indeed, 
as with the Jesup North Pacific Expedition of 1897–1902 
(Krupnik and Fitzhugh 2001), work on the collections 
and publications from the FTE continued over many 
years  and contributed significantly to the Danish and 
European imagining of the North and the Inuit people. 
Although Rasmussen was unable to perform extensive an-
thropological studies in Chukotka and collected few rel-
evant artifacts in situ, he managed to expand his study 
through the purchase of ethnographic collections relevant 
to the expedition’s goals.

There is no doubt that what made the FTE ex-
ceptional, at least at the level of public awareness, was 
Rasmussen’s captivating travel account, which introduced 
strange and remote places and peoples to a large European 
and American audience. Another factor was Rasmussen’s 
pioneering work on collecting disappearing cultural 
forms (material and spiritual) related to the Inuit people. 
Although the collection of ethnographic and archaeologi-

cal objects during the FTE was mainly carried out by Kaj 
Birket-Smith and Therkel Mathiassen, Rasmussen also 
placed great emphasis on collecting, particularly from ar-
eas that Birket-Smith and Mathiassen did not visit—such 
as among the Netsilik Inuit (Netsilingmiut) (where he col-
lected important amulets), in the land of the Inuinnait 
(see Griebel et al., this issue), the Mackenzie River delta, 
and farther west into Alaska and Chukotka (Hastrup 
2010:259–261).

Following the pattern of Boasian scientific ethno-
graphic collecting that prevailed in his era, Rasmussen 
endeavored “to document all facets of life as it appeared 
and was used by the people” (Rasmussen 1921:59; 1925–
1926:II 56–61), which included collecting everything 
from needles to kayaks. An expedition like the FTE, as he 
argued, would give the NMD “an absolute[ly] unique col-
lection among the world’s Arctic museums, [and] a posi-
tion, it deserves, due to Denmark’s position within Arctic 
research” (Rasmussen 1921:60). Indeed, the considerable 
collection of Arctic ethnographic objects at NMD (over 
15,000 items), primarily amassed under Rasmussen’s 
leadership, together with archaeological objects from the 
North American Arctic, has supported further research 
on Inuit cultures in Greenland (Larsen 2007:28ff) and 
the Canadian Arctic (see Griebel et al., this issue). Together 
with texts, word lists, language recordings, songs, and 
photographs, it provides an important record of Arctic 
peoples’ historical, linguistic and cultural ties, their spiri-
tual and social life, and their cultural adaptations.

To this day, the legacy of the FTE continues to serve 
not only as a key contribution to Arctic cultural studies 
but also—by supporting Inuit connections around the 
Arctic Circle—as an important foundation for interna-
tional cooperation in science.

notes

1. In the Danish original: “Det fjerne Maal yderst mod 
Vest var East Cape, Alaskas nøgne Genbo paa den anden 
Side Bering Strædet, hvor Asien begynder” (Rasmussen 
1932:63). Translated by Daria Schwalbe. All transla-
tions from Danish are made by the authors.

2. During the 1909 Alaska-Yukon-Pacific Exposition 
in Seattle, several tinted lithographic postcard pho-
tos taken by Nome photographer Frank H. Nowell 
were sold, including a few featuring Siberian Yupiget 
people of Chukotka. Rasmussen most certainly 
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knew of them and could have used them for his de-
scription of Siberian Native clothing styles; we are 
grateful to one of our reviewers for this comment.

3. The question of whether Rasmussen was accompa-
nied to Chukotka by Qaavigarsuaq has been some-
what controversial. Rasmussen never stated that he 
took Qaavigarsuaq with him to Siberia. Yet, given 
that Galkin (1931) describes the cameraman as 
“Greenlandic,” one would assume that Qaavigarsuaq 
was there and took the photos (see Kleist, this issue).

4. The archaeological collection from the East Cape at 
the NMD suggests that Rasmussen might have re-
turned with at least some archaeological items, plus 
five decorated walrus tusks (Bronshtein, this issue). 
We also know from his account that he met with lo-
cal traders and Chukchi elders while in Uelen. In his 
travel account he acknowledged, “for the most part 
the [Soviet] police did not put obstacles in my way, 
so I was able to go where I pleased and speak with 
whomever I wished, for the roughly 18 hours, I spent 
on land” (Rasmussen 2020:823).

5. We do not know whether Arnarulunnguaq owned the 
parka, but she is depicted wearing it in a photograph 
from Nome (Fig. 5). The introductory note to this 
part of the collection at the NMD states:

Items from Northern Alaska and the Asian 
Eskimos (East Cape). (“Collected by Knud 
Rasmussen 1924. All items, the provenance of 
which is not specifically stated, with the exception 
of nos. 1–4, originate from a purchased collection; 
by the nature of the items, from the northern part 
of Alaska”). P32.1. Female fur of white, speckled 
reindeer skin with the hair side out etc. (Danish 
National Museum’s archives, Items from Northern 
Alaska and the Asian Eskimos [East Cape], P32)

6. Andrei V. Zhuravski collected primarily among 
the Nenets, Komi, and Russian Old Believers in the 
northeastern part of European Russia (Pechora River 
and Bolshezemelskaya tundra), but also among the 
Khanty (Ostyak) and Nenets of the Tobolsk region. 
Alexander took a significant portion of Zhuravski’s 
collection to Germany in 1909 for an exhibition at the 
Ethnographic Museum in Leipzig and later offered it 
for sale. Some of the items were later repurchased by 
the Ethnographic Department of the Russian Museum 
(today’s Russian Ethnographic Museum), which led to 
the discovery that part of the collection was actually 

made by Zhuravsky, provoking the scandal (Korsun 
2015:235–238; Teryukov 2008:96–97).
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abstract

This paper offers an overview of Knud Rasmussen’s short visit to Chukotka, Russia, which took place 
on September 17–18, 1924, during the final weeks of the Fifth Thule Expedition. Since Rasmussen 
did not receive official permission to visit Russia, his trip was abruptly terminated, and he could com-
plete only a small portion of the research he envisioned. Though Rasmussen’s trip was described in his 
popular narrative of the Fifth Thule Expedition, and in other publications based on his diaries, little 
has been known about the local communities he visited, Dezhnevo and Uelen, and the people he met 
there. This paper incorporates Russian sources to cover the history of the Russian-Chukchi trading 
village of Dezhnevo, where Rasmussen landed and from which he was deported to Alaska after a 10-
hour stay in the nearby district hub of Uelen, where he interacted with Russian officials, local traders, 
and Native residents.

arrival in dezhnevo

On September 17, 1924, Knud Rasmussen arrived in 
Chukotka on the schooner Teddy Bear and disembarked 
in the community of Dezhnevo (see Schwalbe et al., this 
issue). The voyage, according to Rasmussen’s plan, was 
supposed to present him with an opportunity to study the 
Asiatic Eskimo [known as “Yupik” or “Siberian Yupik” 
today—ed.] and was to serve as the culmination of the 
Fifth Thule Expedition (FTE). However, his research in 
Chukotka did not happen the way he envisioned it. He 
was immediately apprehended on the shore by a Soviet 
border guard, whose last name Rasmussen recorded as 
“Allayeff,” and was taken to the nearby community of 
Uelen, the headquarters of the local Soviet authorities. 
On the following day, Rasmussen was forced to leave the 
Soviet territory, as he did not have the appropriate docu-
ments allowing him legal entry to Russia.

Rasmussen described in detail the story of his visit 
to Chukotka in the first popular account of his travels 
(Rasmussen [1927] 1999:357–380); the English ver-

sion, unfortunately, lacks some details available in the 
earlier Danish publication (Rasmussen 1925–1926). A 
brief synopsis of this information was later included in 
the final report of the FTE (Mathiassen 1945:104–107). 
Unfortunately, no documents verifying Rasmussen’s pres-
ence in Chukotka have so far been identified in the State 
Archive of the Chukotka Autonomous Okrug (SAChAO) 
in Anadyr, the capital of Chukotka. Therefore, the main 
outline of events is presented below mainly in accordance 
with Rasmussen’s published description. Russian sources 
allow the addition of certain details to his accounts and 
enhance them with information about sites he visited and 
the people he encountered in Chukotka. The goals of this 
paper are to analyze surviving written records (mostly in 
Russian but some in English) about his trip to Chukotka, 
to compare different versions of the events, and to shed 
light on the reasons for discrepancies in how one and the 
same story was presented by Rasmussen and in the official 
Soviet narrative.
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In order to visit Russia (then USSR, the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics) from Alaska, Rasmussen need-
ed to have an entry permit from the Soviet authorities. 
He requested one while in Nome (or even earlier—see 
Schwalbe et al. this issue), but fruitlessly waited for it for 
almost three weeks. The navigation season in the Bering 
Strait was coming to an end, so Rasmussen decided to 
visit Chukotka without an official permit and chartered 
the schooner Teddy Bear under the command of American 
captain Joe Bernard. It was a risky move because the 
Soviet authorities were trying to limit American trading 
operations in Chukotka at that time and were imposing 
stricter rules on foreign vessels.

On September 17, 1924, the Teddy Bear crossed Bering 
Strait and arrived in Dezhnevo Bay near the settlement 
commonly known in Russian as Dezhnevo but which 
Rasmussen called Emmatown (Rasmussen 1999:360–361, 
365). The name “Emmatown” is cited in the final account 
and on the map attached to the FTE summary report 
(Mathiassen 1945:106). Soviet gazetteers (toponymical 
reference books) give other local names for the same com-
munity: the Chukchi name Ken’ isk’un (Kengisqun) and 
the Yupik name Kangisqaq, which translate as “located 
at a bend” and “the apex of a bay,” respectively (Leont’ev 
and Novikova 1989:181, 188; Menovshchikov 1972:105). 
Harald Sverdrup, a participant in Roald Amundsen’s expe-
dition who visited Dezhnevo in 1921, cited its misspelled 
Chukchi name as “Kengeskon” (Sverdrup 1930:232, 259).

One might think that Rasmussen simply made a mis-
take or cited a name that was common among American 
traders in Nome. However, versions of “Emmatown” 
are repeated in several other late nineteenth and early 
 twentieth-century sources, such as the Krause broth-
ers’ report of their trip in 1881 (as “Enmittan”) (Krause 
1882:4), and in many Russian sources as “Enmyyatin” 
(Kolbasenko 1899:48), “Il’mittaun” (Bogdanovich 
1901:55), “Enm’tag’n” [Ənmьtagьn] (Bogoraz 1934:15), 
“Ermitayn” [Ermitown] (Kalinnikov 1912, map), 
“Ermitayn’” (Galkin 1929, map), etc. Waldemar Bogoras 
translated the name from the Chukchi language as “the 
end of a cliff” but noted that “Eskimos” lived there 
(Bogoras 1904:15). According to Mikhail Chlenov and 
Igor Krupnik, Enmytagin was indeed a small Yupik set-
tlement on a steep slope between Dezhnevo (Keniskun/
Kangisqaq) and Nunak, the southernmost community 
of the group speaking Naukanski Yupik at Cape Paek 
(Chlenov 2020:363; Chlenov and Krupnik 2016:40). It 
is thus possible that Rasmussen confused the names of 

the two neighboring settlements, although it would not 
be prudent to exclude that “Enmytagyn” (Anglicized 
as Emmatown) was an alternative name for Kengisqun/
Kangisqaq that was in use at the time of Rasmussen’s visit.

the dezhnevo site:  
origins and early history

In the 1990s, Russian archaeologist Sergey Gusev ex-
cavated some early semisubterranean dwellings at the 
Dezhnevo/Kangiskak village site; according to his data, 
the site was occupied continuously from the fifth or sixth 
century to the nineteenth century ad (100–1400 bp) 
(Gusev 1995:26). Shortly after, Akradyi B. Savinetskiy and 
his team performed archaeozoological research at the site; 
according to their findings, its most ancient layers span 
from 2630 to 1270 years bp, thus indicating an almost 
unbroken 2700-year record of occupation (Savinetskiy 
2000:98). The site contained objects from several succes-
sive ancient Eskimo cultures: Old Bering Sea, Birnirk, 
Punuk, Early Thule, and Late Thule. Such a long period 
of occupation was due to favorable conditions for marine 
mammal hunting in the area, primarily for bearded seal 
and walrus (Gusev 1995:26; Savinetskiy 2000:99–100).

For the later period of the 1800s and early 1900s, writ-
ten sources contain important data on the population size 
of the community residing at the site of ancient Kaniskak/
Kengisqun: four dwellings in 1881 (Krause 1882:34, 113), 
eight dwellings in 1896 with a total population of 42 
(Kolbasenko 1899:48), 10 dwellings ([Chukchi] skin tents, 
yarangas) in 1912 (Kalinnikov 1912:48), and 18 dwellings 
(yarangas) in the 1920s (Galkin 1929, map). The begin-
ning of the historical settlement of Dezhnevo and its rapid 
growth in the first years of the twentieth century happened 
thanks to the establishment of a logistical and trade base 
for the Russian North-Eastern Siberian Society (NESS), 
formed in 1900. The society was actually a commercial 
company headed by retired Russian imperial guard colo-
nel V. M. Vonlyarlyarsky. As envisioned by the Russian 
authorities, it was supposed to curb American commercial 
expansion from Alaska into Chukotka following the gold 
rush and the build-up of the city of Nome after 1899; but 
in fact it became a “middle man” for promoting American 
interests (Garusova 2001:67, 68; Tul’chinskiy 1906). 
Vonlyarlyarsky received exclusive rights for the explora-
tion and extraction of mineral resources on the Chukchi 
Peninsula, primarily gold; however, the NESS did not re-
ceive any special dispensations for conducting trade.
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In 1902, the NESS established outposts at three con-
venient harbor sites on the Russian coast of the Bering 
Sea: St. Michael (Sviatogo Mikhaila) in Dezhnevo Bay, 
St. Nikolay (Sviatogo Nikolaya) in St. Lavrentiya Bay, 
and St. Vladimir (Sviatogo Vladimira) in Provideniya 
Bay (Kalinnikov 1912:175; Krupnik and Chlenov 
2013:10–12). The St. Michael post (commonly called 
Mikhailovski Station) soon received the name Dezhnevo 
due to its location close to Cape Dezhnev (East Cape), 
named after Semen Dezhnev—who first navigated the 
strait between northeast Asia and North America in 
1648. The NESS selected this site as one of its bases 
because of its location in the bay, which was also named 
Dezhnevskaya Bay, and its relative proximity to Nome, 
which served as a convenient hub to upload trade goods 
and construction materials.

Russian engineer Konstantin N. Tul’chinsky (1865–
1939), sent to Chukotka in 1905 to audit NESS activities, 
described the Dezhnevo station in the following manner: 

“Based on the Society’s activity in Chukotka, I cannot call 
the structures depicted in the photo by any other name, 
except ‘wine trading warehouses of the North-Eastern 
Siberian Society’” (Tul’chinsky 1906:21). Unfortunately, 
the photos were not attached to Tul’chinsky’s published 
report. However, the warehouses can be seen in many 
of the later photos (Figs. 1 and 2; see also Krupnik and 
Chlenov 2013:11, fig. 1.7). In 1924, Knud Rasmussen cer-
tainly could see the same warehouse structures being used 
for their main purpose of storing imported goods.

Russian police captain Nikolay F. Kalinnikov, who 
visited the area in 1910, asserted that the purpose of these 
NESS stations “was twofold: to serve as base points and 
stockpiles for mining equipment and to be shops for 
trade with Natives” (Kalinnikov 1912:175). According 
to Tul’chinsky’s report, the stations primarily conducted 
trade, including the exchange of spirits for marine mam-
mal products, pelts, polar bear skins, and other  trophies, 
even though it was strictly prohibited. In 1905, Baber, 

Figure 1. A group of Native people next to the newly built warehouses at the Mikhailovski station of the Northeastern 
Siberian Society in Dezhnevo. Heritage of Chukotka, Museum Center, Anadyr, Russia. #NV-18-210-01.
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an American, was the manager of the Dezhnevo post. 
Someone named “Cossack Mishka” (Mikhail L’vov 
Bashanin) was the only representative of the Russian gov-
ernment in the area. Tul’chinsky reported that in 1904–
1905, Dezhnevo post brought 50,000 rubles in profit 
to the NESS (Tul’chinsky 1906:19–22, 26–31, 98–101, 
115). Kalinnikov (1912:175) wrote that NESS activity 
was carried out “irrationally and, as a result, its affairs 
went downhill.” During the last year of the concession 
(1910), the NESS stations were closed due to lack of trade 
goods, and soon the NESS ceased to exist (Kalinnikov 
1912:175–177). One reference indicates that the conces-
sion was terminated because NESS pursued the interests 
of the Americans (Garusova 2001:68).

dezhnevo settlement and its 
inhabitants in the 1910s to 1920s

In 1910, another Russian trading company, the Karaev 
Brothers, began operations in Chukotka. Alexander 
I. Karaev (1886–1961), an Ossetian, was its founder. 
Contrary to many other traders, the Karaev Brothers ex-
cluded spirits from their trading inventory (Amundsen 
1936:324). The main office was in Vladivostok, and the lo-
cal stations or “satellites” were in Chukotka, in the villages 
of Ryrkaypii (North Cape), Vankarem, Enurmino, Uelen, 
Dezhnevo, Yandogay, Chaplino, and Zaliv Kresta (Holy 

Cross Bay). Thanks to the presence of the abandoned 
NESS warehouses, Dezhnevo became the center of the 
Karaevs’ trading empire in Chukotka. Boris A. Karaev, 
son of Alexander Karaev, wrote in his memoirs:

. . . the Company’s business was going well; the 
sale volume, profits, and capital increased. The 
company became famous not just in the Russian 
Far East, but also in Alaska. The Karaev Brothers’ 
business was carried out in harsh competition with 
American traders. The Karaevs aimed at estab-
lishing dominance of Russian trading capital and 
provided support to new Russian entrepreneurs. 
(Karaev 2003:6)

Further he wrote about his father:

Alexander Karaev who headed the company was 
noted not just for his business skills, but also for 
his wide interests. He knew the Chukchi and 
Eskimo languages well, learned in detail the habits 
and ways of the local population, and was friends 
with Vladimir K. Arsen’ev, famous Russian natu-
ralist and researcher of the Far East [who lived 
in Khabarovsk—ed.]. He wrote articles that were 
published in the regional journal, The Economic 
Life of the Far East, printed in Khabarovsk (e.g., 
Karaev 1926). For the time, he was considered to 
be a very decent photographer. The photographs 
that he took in Kamchatka, Chukotka, Alaska, 
USA, and Vladivostok, which depicted the life of 

Figure 2. Mikhailovski Station at Dezhnevo, ca. 1910. From Nikolai Kalinnikov (1912:18), Nash Krainii Severo-
Vostok (Our Far Northeast). Photographer: unknown.
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people in the area in 1910s–1920s have been pre-
served to this day. (Karaev 2003:17)

Some photos from the Karaev family archives were 
published in Boris Karaev’s memoirs (2003). Some other 
photographs were also published in a Live Journal blog 
by a user named Odynokiy (Vitaliy Yastremsky), who 
collected various materials on the history of the Karaev 
family and the village of Dezhnevo, including from the 
Karaev family collection (Fig. 3, left, right; Figs. 4, 5). The 
family’s contribution to the local culture is evident from 
Alexander Karaev’s report that:

[the] Eskimo [Yupik—ed.] in the vicinity of 
Provideniya Bay and Cape Chaplin correspond 
among themselves not just in Russian, but also in 
their Native language. The written language was 
introduced by us, the Karaevs, who took advantage 
of the fact that we, the Ossetians, Eskimo, and 

Chukchi have the same sounds [in our languag-
es—ed.]. (Karaev 1926:153)

Karaev also carried out meteorological observations in 
Dezhnevo in 1916, 1917, and 1918 (Leont’eva 1937:90).

As the Russian Civil War (1918–1921) started, 
Karaev trading company stores were robbed repeatedly 
by the Bolsheviks and the White Guard regiments alike. 
However, the Karaevs chose to take the side of the Soviet 
authorities. On December 23, 1922, Fyodor Karaev, 
Alexander Karaev’s younger brother, was appointed the 
Kamchatka Revolutionary Committee’s authorized rep-
resentative in the Anadyr’ Uezd [district—ed.] and the 
Chukotka Peninsula, starting from January 3, 1923. He 
was assigned:

to begin organizing a reliable local guard (militia) 
made of local people, to undertake decisive ac-
tions to protect the valuables and to apprehend the 
White bandits who escaped with stolen furs from 

Figure 3. Karaev family photos. Left: The Karaev brothers, with Alexander (left) and Fyodor (right), January 1910. 
Right: Fyodor Karaev (left), Khariton Karaev’s daughter (center), and Alexander Karaev (right) in Chukchi winter fur 
coats. Karaev family collection, courtesy Alexey Karaev. 
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Figure 4. Karaev Brothers warehouses in Dezhnevo. The big sign in Russian on the leftmost building reads “Karaev.” 
Photo taken presumably by Moisei Karaev, ca. 1921–1922. Karaev family collection, courtesy Alexey Karaev.  

Figure 5. Arctic fox, red fox, and wolf pelts drying at the Karaev Brothers’ trade station at Dezhnevo, February 1918. 
Left to right: unknown person; Charley Carpendale; Alexander Karaev; Petr Penkok, Chukchi carver; Russian para-
medic Golovko. Karaev family collection, courtesy Alexey Karaev. 
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the Kolyma Region and intended on  sneaking 
across the Bering Strait to America. (Bor’ba za 
vlast’ Sovetov 1967:141)

Fyodor Karaev organized a “citizen guardsmen” de-
tachment, composed of local traders and trade post workers 
(including several immigrants from the Russian Northern 
Caucasus—Ossetians, Dagestanis, and Ingush), and lo-
cal Indigenous hunters. Moisey Kharitonovich Karaev, 
the nephew of Alexander Karaev, was a commander of 
one of the detachments. Grigoryi Z. Kibizov’s detach-
ment, from Markovo, participated in armed confronta-
tion with the White Guardsmen (in Amundsen’s diary, 
Kibizov was mentioned as one of Karaevs’ business part-
ners; Amundsen 1936:320, 322–325, 328). After uniting 
with the Red Army troops, Kibizov’s home guard partici-
pated in the defeat of V. I. Bochkarev’s White detachment 
in Gizhiga and Nayakhan on April 10 and 13, 1923.

In December 1959, Alexander I. Karaev wrote a let-
ter to the (then) Soviet leadership, in which he recounted 
his contributions to the establishment of Soviet rule in 
Chukotka.

I, A(lexander). I. Karaev, one of the three Karaev 
brothers, still alive at 74 years old, a sick and dis-
abled person since 1958, would like to know why 
the USSR historians, to this day, are silent about 
our role in the bloodless [sic] Sovietization of the 
Chukotka-Anadyr’ Region when it is even men-
tioned in American publications. We, the Karaev 
brothers, mainly with the help [from Alaska—
crossed out] from our countrymen, the Ossetians 
and the local population, defended this remote 
region from the Whites invasion and Sovietized it 
without any cost to the Soviet Gov[ernment]. In 
the interest of regional history and for the sake of 
truth and in order to avoid any misinterpretations, 
it is time to highlight this issue. (Odynokiy 2018)

Fortunately, the Chukchi District, where the Karaevs’ 
trade stations were, was spared clashes with the White 
Army detachments, and Fyodor I. Karaev, the new Soviet 
administrator, mostly battled with unscrupulous traders 
and moonshiners. He issued trading certificates, collected 
fur tax, provided assistance to starving local people, and in 
many ways strived to establish law and order in Chukotka 
(Bor’ba za vlast’ Sovetov 1967:165–175; Garusov 1963:100; 
Krupnik and Chlenov 2013:15–16). During the winter of 
1923, he conducted a detailed survey of Chukotka’s coastal 
population by traveling via dogsled from Uelen to Anadyr, 
during which he collected data on the settlement size and 

ethnic composition of each Native community, the num-
ber of skin boats, sled dogs, etc. (Materialy po statistike 
1925). But as soon as the Civil War was over, Karaev, an 
alien to the new Soviet rule, was displaced from his posi-
tion as an authorized Soviet representative in the area.

The Karaev brothers left Dezhnevo in 1923, a  pivotal 
year for the region. After the Bol’sheviks’ victory, it  became 
apparent that individual traders were no longer welcome 
in Soviet Chukotka. Already in 1921, Alexander Karaev 
considered liquidating his trade operations, after his 
warehouses in Anadyr’ and Kolyma were robbed by the 
Bol’sheviks (Boreish 1921:4 [reverse side]). The Karaevs’ 
property was nationalized in 1923, and the new district 
authorities proposed to make Dezhnevo the center of 
Soviet trade in the area (Kolomiets 2018:280). The Karaev 
family relocated to Vladivostok, and in 1925 Alexander 
Karaev moved to Japan, where he organized a company to 
trade with the USSR. In 1947, he and his family returned 
to the USSR, and he died in the city of Sverdlovsk (now 
Ekaterinburg) in the Urals (Karaev 2003:18–19, 116–
117). He left diaries and detailed memoirs that have not 
yet been studied or published. In the 1920s, Fyodor and 
Moisey Karaev participated in various Soviet polar expedi-
tions in the Chukchi and East Siberian Seas. However, it 
is known that Moisey Karaev eventually returned to the 
USSR. There is some information that in 1939 Moisey 
Karaev was arrested, then acquitted, and died soon there-
after (Odynokiy 2020).

From 1904, another colorful character named Charley 
Carpendale (Clarendon Coulson Carpendale, 1874–1951; 
Karpendel’ in Russian), a trader from Australia and a 
partner of Olaf Svenson, an American entrepreneur, 
lived in Dezhnevo. In 1900, he had started prospecting 
for gold in Alaska and soon arrived in Chukotka with a 
party of American gold prospectors. Carpendale owned 
a warehouse in Dezhnevo and a fur trade post (station) 
in Uelen. The flamboyant persona of Charley Carpendale 
is depicted in many sources: in Swede Harald Sverdrup’s 
and Russian Nikolai A. Galkin’s memoirs, he is described 
as a wise expert on northern people and customs, whereas 
in Tikhon Z. Syomushkin’s and Yuriy Rytkheu’s novels 
he is featured as a ruthless predator and exploiter (Galkin 
1929:38, 40–41; Rytkheu 1982; Sverdrup 1930:259, 260; 
Syomushkin 1947). Galkin offered the following descrip-
tion of Carpendale’s character and appearance:

He is the Peninsula’s old timer that arrived here 
twenty-four years ago as an employee of the 
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Russian-American Gold Concession. Later, just as 
all Europeans that reside here, he had his trading 
[company] and currently lives off of his savings. In 
the span of a quarter of a century, Charley went to 
America two to three times, but, as he says, “the 
noise of life” does not attract him and he has no 
desire to leave. He considers the Chukchi to be 
good people whose moral qualities are higher than 
among the civilized inhabitants of the New and 
Old worlds. Charley looks somewhat as a Chukchi 
European. . . . He is dressed in an embroidered, 
short, neatly fitted Chukchi torbaza [skin boots ] 
and a plaid shirt tucked into his pants. He smokes a 
fragrant Capstan [a British brand of unfiltered cig-
arettes] and does not let the pipe leave his mouth. 
(Galkin 1929:37–38)

Carpendale was married to a Chukchi woman named 
Poong-ya (Chukchi: Pun,aya or Pan,aya); according to 
other sources, his wife was a Yupik woman named Tonanik 
(Tunangik?). Nine children were born from this marriage. 
He called his wife Jessi, perhaps in honor of his mother, 
Jessi Anne Terner. When the status of foreign traders wors-
ened in 1926, Carpendale’s family moved across Bering 
Strait to Alaska. During the later years, Carpendale lived 
in Canada, where he had a poultry farm; his wife Jessi died 
in 1971 (Yarzutkina 2012:223–225).

During the winter of 1921, when the Norwegian 
expedition vessel Maud was ice-bound off the Chukchi 
Peninsula, its leader, Roald Amundsen, visited Dezhnevo. 
He became friends with Carpendale and his family. 
Amundsen gifted Carpendale with the Norwegian flag 
that was issued to him. The flag was signed by the roy-
als of England and Norway and was (reportedly) taken 
by Amundsen to the South Pole, the North Geomagnetic 
Pole, and across the Northwest Passage. Amundsen ad-
opted Camilla, Carpendale’s 11-year-old daughter, and 
took her to Norway along with another local girl, a four-
year-old Chukchi named Kakonita (Nita Kakot). The girls 
became very famous; in Norway they attended school, 
and Amundsen, his friends, and his servants took care of 
them. However, after Amundsen’s bankruptcy, he sent his 
adopted children back to Chukotka. In 1925, Camilla re-
united with her parents and Carpendale’s family adopted 
Nita Kakot as one their own children (Ytreberg 2018a; 
2018b:34–36). In 1926, Nita moved to Alaska with the 
Carpendale family.2

Several other traders—the Swede (?) Sil’vermar (local 
agent of Olaf Svenson), the Russian Pyotr Samsonovich 
Bryukhanov, and a certain Kazakov—were reportedly also 

living in Dezhnevo in 1923. However, Bryukhanov most 
probably lived in Uelen at that time. Perhaps, it was the 
same “Bryukhanov” who talked to Rasmussen in Uelen 
in September 1924. Rasmussen described Bryukhanov as 
“an old trader named Gobrinoff” (Kolomiets 2018:277; 
SAChAO, col. R-37, inv. 1, file 8, p. 24; col. R-186, inv. 1, 
file 1, p. 35).

knud rasmussen in dezhnevo and 
uelen: september 17–18, 1924

Charley Carpendale was the first person to meet 
Rasmussen’s boat on the beach in Dezhnevo (Rasmussen 
1999:361), but nothing else is said about him in FTE 
published accounts. Rasmussen also did not mention 
Carpendale’s links to Amundsen [although he was car-
rying a letter from Amundsen to Carpendale—ed.]. 
Apparently, their interactions were short-lived (but see 
Bronshtein, this issue). Carpendale introduced Rasmussen 
to Russian policeman Alyaev (Alyaeff), who arranged for 
Rasmussen’s move to his superiors’ headquarters in Uelen 
to process his entry permit.

According to Rasmussen, Dezhnevo was then a small 
settlement, inhabited by Chukchi, several destitute ex-
traders, and a representative of the Soviet government. 
Nikolay A. Galkin, who visited Dezhnevo during the 
same period, described Dezhnevo as follows:

The “European” section is right at the shore, (is 
made of) five small American-style houses; the 
Chukchi settlement is further up the shore cliff, 
twelve  yarangas. Five people inhabited the European 
section, which does not include the Chukchi fam-
ily of Charles Carpendale. The structures, in which 
we are supposed to spend the winter, appear to be 
very unsubstantial. (Galkin 1929:37)

Russian journalist Boris Lapin, who visited Dezhnevo 
in 1928, echoed Galkin’s account: “The village looked 
pathetic and forsaken” (Lapin 1929:72). According to 
the Russian Polar Census of 1926–1927, the population 
of Dezhnevo was then 78 people (36 men, 42 women). 
A much larger community of 269 people (147 men, 122 
women) resided in nearby Uelen on the Arctic coast. A 
still larger group of 349 people lived in Naukan, near East 
Cape (Cape Dezhnev), Rasmussen’s intended destination 
(Spisok naselennykh mest 1929:225, 227–228).

From Dezhnevo, Rasmussen was brought to Uelen by 
dogsled across the marshy tundra (see Schwalbe et al., this 
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issue). In his book (Rasmussen 1999:366–368), he men-
tioned the names of several Uelen residents, among whom 
were representatives of the Soviet administration and trad-
ers alike. Three of the mentioned names can be identified: 
“Governor” Nikolaus Losseff, “police-constable” Maxim 
Penkin, and trader and interpreter Piter Cossigan. For the 
first two, Rasmussen made a mistake in their first names 
but provided correct last names.

Grigoriy Nikolaevich Losev (Losseff, according to 
Rasmussen) was the Chukchi district head (authorized 
representative) appointed by the Kamchatka Regional 
Revolutionary Committee as Fyodor Karaev’s replace-
ment beginning January 1924. In 1918–1922, he fought 
in the Civil War in the Russian Far East. From 1923, 
Losev served in the Worker-Peasant Inspection (WPI); 
that same year he was assigned to Chukotka as a repre-
sentative of the WPI’s Kamchatka branch. As a district 
head, Losev performed the same duties as his predeces-
sor Karaev. He apprehended American small trading ves-
sels and levied taxes on their goods, collected taxes, is-
sued trading licenses, provided goods to local residents, 
collected statistics, fought the moonshiners, and tended 
to ongoing management issues. On March 13, 1925, the 
first Chukotka Regional Congress of Indigenous Peoples 
Representatives took place in Uelen while Losev was there 
(Krupnik and Chlenov 2013:227). In the summer of 
1925, Losev returned to Petropavlovsk in Kamchatka, and 
until the 1950s he worked at a local supply agency. Losev 
reportedly spoke the Chukchi and Koryak languages, 
was familiar with local lifestyle and traditions, and drove 
a dogsled team (Galkin 1929:69, 127–128, 132; Vo imya 
naroda 2011). Tikhon Syomushkin depicted Losev under 
the last name Los’ (Russian moose) in his fictional book 
(Syomushkin 1947). According to Rasmussen’s descrip-
tion, “governor” Losev was very friendly toward him, in-
vited him to his house, introduced him to his family, and 
fed him dinner, but was unable to grant him permission 
for a continued stay in Chukotka.

Ivan Egorovich Penkin was senior police officer of 
the Chukchi district. He was a man of towering size; 
Rasmussen called him “a giant,” and Lapin remarked 
that he was “a tall, freckled chap.” He also fought against 
American and Japanese contraband (in the way it was 
perceived by the Soviet authorities), investigated crime, 
and maintained law and order in the region entrusted 
to him. Boris Lapin portrayed Ivan Penkin in his novel 
Pacific Diary under the last name Pyatkin and made him 

a hero of Chukchi legends (most likely concocted by the 
journalist himself) (Lapin 1929:28–32; Nikiforov 2014; 
SAChAO, col. 188, inv. 1, file 3, p. 27).

Pyotr Vasil’evich Kosygin, who settled in Chukotka in 
the first years of the century, was Karaev’s companion. He 
had his own warehouse in the community of Ryrkaypiy 
(North Cape), which the Soviet authorities had planned 
to deem “abandoned” in 1929 (Kolomiets 2018:278; 
SAChAO, col. R-155, inv. 1, file 2, p. 42). Possibly, Kosygin 
participated in fighting against the White Guard as a part 
of “the Karaev’s militia” (Vo imya naroda 2011). He was 
of Kamchadal origin [Russian term for the Russified 
Kamchatka Natives and inhabitants of the Markovo com-
munity on the Anadyr River—ed.] and was married to 
a local Chukchi woman. He resided in a Chukchi skin 
tent (yaranga) with his wife’s family. Galkin wrote about 
Kosygin: “He says he wanted to go to the mainland (Russia) 
or to America, but his Chukchi mother-in-law does not 
agree and would not let her daughter and granddaughter 
go” (Galkin 1929:69). In 1924, Kosygin was mentioned 
in a [criminal] case of drunkenness and moonshining in 
Uelen; the local police suspected him of producing spirits 
(SAChAO, col. R-191, inv. 1, file 2, pp. 10, 12–13, 17). 
He remained in Uelen long after Rasmussen’s visit and 
was listed “in charge” of local weather observations from 
December 1928 to August 1930 (Leont’eva 1937:88).

The 1930 report of a border guard officer, A. A. Kampan 
(often his name is mistakenly spelled as “Kaltan”), con-
tains the last known information about Kosygin. At that 
time Kosygin was listed as a salesman at the Dezhnevo 
trading post of the Kamchatka Joint Stock Company:

[Kosygin] is a person who is quite popular in 
Chukotka. He is a Kamchadal himself, traveled 
to America, studied there, they say he gradu-
ated from a college in San Francisco. [He] knows 
English (American) language very well. He vis-
ited Chukotka a long time ago. [He] used to be a 
 promyshlennik (fur hunter) and a trader. [He] used 
to have his semi-subterranean dwellings and cur-
rently owns a boat. [He] knows Chukotka well. 
[He] worked at the revolutionary committee, and 
then at the Worker-Peasant Inspection. [He] is 
quite old now. [He] annually awaits to be sent out-
side of Chukotka. [He] was very eager to provide 
various background information on Chukotka. 
(Kaltan 2008:297)

Rasmussen made a valuable observation after his 
meeting with several former traders in Uelen (Rasmussen 
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1999:371). At that time, traders ended up without any 
means to support themselves; the Soviet administration 
did not allow them to trade but also restricted them from 
leaving the area or emigrating to America. After a discus-
sion with the bankrupt traders, Rasmussen came to Pyotr 
Kosygin’s Chukchi yaranga, where he got acquainted with 
the Chukchi way of life and heard a story about the ori-
gin of the Chukchi and the Eskimo. Rasmussen recorded 
about one hundred words in the Naukan (Naukanski 
Yupik) dialect that he had heard from Yupik speakers 
(Mathiassen 1945:107; Rasmussen 1941:8, 36–41).

On September 18, Rasmussen, accompanied by 
Penkin, left Uelen and returned to Dezhnevo, then went 
aboard the Teddy Bear, which departed shortly thereafter. 
Because of the drifting ice, the vessel was forced to stay 
for a while offshore from Naukan, which Rasmussen de-
scribed as “the promised land” (Fig. 6). Some Yupik men 
from the village reportedly walked over the ice close to the 
vessel, conversed with Rasmussen, and expressed regrets 
about his departure (Rasmussen 1999:379). At that time, 
he was able to add to his knowledge of the Naukanski 
Yupik dialect.

In an ironic twist of fate, when Rasmussen arrived in 
Nome, a person was waiting for him on the shore with a 

telegram stating that he had received permission from the 
Soviet government to visit Chukotka. However, it was too 
late in the season to go back. Instead, Rasmussen obtained 
in Nome a small collection of archaeological objects from 
the “East Cape” area, that is, from somewhere in the vi-
cinity of Naukan; it is described in the expedition reports 
(Mathiassen 1927:177–178; 1930; 1945:107). Regarding 
other objects presumably obtained by Rasmussen in 
Chukotka, see Schwalbe et al. (this issue) and Bronshtein 
(this issue).

Nikolai A. Galkin, representative of the Soviet trade 
organizations in the area, described Rasmussen’s visit in a 
short entry in his diary dated September 18, 1924:

The schooner Teddi bear [sic] arrived from the 
American shore. Knud Rasmussen, a Danish 
traveler and ethnographer arrived [on it]. From 
1921, he has been studying Greenlandic Eskimos 
and has now arrived here with the same goal. He 
submitted a request to Moscow for permission [to 
 enter] but started travelling before receiving it; 
therefore, the local authorities suggested to him 
to go for two or three days to Naukan accompa-
nied by a militia man, but he refused and returned 
back. (Galkin 1929:44)

Figure 6. The Yupik village of Naukan at East Cape. Photo taken on September 18, 1924, from the Teddy Bear. Pho-
tographer undetermined. Danish Arctic Institute, RS157612_25099. 
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Galkin’s statement contradicts Rasmussen’s own report 
that he was ordered to leave Chukotka the next day. 
Obviously, Rasmussen’s record reflected the situation 
more accurately: it was highly doubtful that he would 
have declined a visit to Naukan, his ultimate destination, 
even if for a short period of time. Another inaccurate and 
highly politicized statement is available in a short 1926 
report by Vladimir G. Bogoraz (Waldemar Bogoras) fol-
lowing the 21st International Congress of Americanists in 
1924, at which Rasmussen’s partners, Kaj Birket-Smith 
and Therkel Mathiassen, presented the preliminary results 
of the FTE (Lowie 1925:172):

In 1924, Rasmussen on an American whaler did 
indeed approach the Eskimo settlement of Nookan 
on Chukotsky Cape. At that time, our relations 
with the Americans were escalated because of a 
bold attempt by American commercial hunters and 
traders to occupy (Soviet) Wrangel Island, devoid 
of human population but full of natural riches. The 
Russian steamer Dekabrist removed the American 
poachers from Wrangel Island. Since the other 
whalers had felt that they had broken the trade 
rules, they became more cautious in approaching 
the Russian shores. Thus, in the end, Rasmussen 
was not able to come ashore on the Chukotsky 
Cape. (Bogoraz 1926:125)

Rasmussen rightly linked the cautious attitude of Soviet 
authorities toward his visit with Vilhjálmur Stefansson’s 
recent activities related to Wrangel Island, and he regret-
ted that without knowing it he got caught in a “politi-
cal wasps’ nest.” The Soviet removal from Wrangel Island 
of the small American “colony” of one American and 13 
Inupiat Eskimo from Nome indeed took place during 
the same days in the late summer and early fall of 1924 
when Rasmussen tried to visit Naukan to study the Yupik 
Eskimo.

the last days of dezhnevo

Rasmussen visited Dezhnevo on the eve of rapid social 
transformations that eventually turned this economic 
hub of international connections into a backwater Native 
hamlet of the Soviet era. Its location in a snug bay, the 
cohabitation of Russians, Americans, and Chukchi in 
the  same community, the influence of the Yupik from 
nearby Naukan, and contacts with sailors and Alaska 
Natives contributed to transforming Dezhnevo into a pe-
culiar “little Uelen” open to various cultural influences. 
As Soviet authorities imposed a tight grip on all interna-

tional contacts and started to expel traders like the Karaev 
brothers, Carpendale, and Kossygin, that spirit of cultural 
connection was short-lived.

Nikolay Galkin, who arrived in Dezhnevo prior to 
Rasmussen’s visit, offered a detailed description of every-
day local life in his diary from 1924–1925 (Galkin 1929). 
He lived and worked at the Karaev Brothers’ former 
trading post that was transferred to the Soviet commer-
cial trust called Okhotsk-Kamchatsk Industrial Fisheries 
Society (OKIFS). He described trade with the Chukchi 
and Yupik and the arrival of hunters from both the near-
by and remote communities such as Uelen, Naukan, 
Inchoun, Yandagay, Akkani, and others. He noted that 
the presence of the Soviet trading post in Dezhnevo had 
an influence on the traditional lifestyle of local people.

In 1926, OKIFS ceased to exist (Kaltan 2008:318). 
Then, for a short time, the trading post was under the 
management of another Soviet agency called Dal’gostorg 
(the Far Eastern State Trading Bureau), and in 1927, it 
was transferred to the Kamchatka Joint Stock Company 
that existed until 1945. Dezhnevo also served as a site for 
coal supplies for steamships, apparently created during the 
Russian Hydrographic Expedition of the Arctic Ocean 
(1911–1915), that explored sea ice and navigation regimes 
in the Chukchi and East Siberian Seas. In October 1924, 
the steamer Red October (Krasnyi Oktyabr’ ), while return-
ing from its mission to Wrangel Island, obtained coal from 
piles stored on shore in Dezhnevo (Galkin 1929:50–51).

In the 1920s, a distinctive Native walrus tusk carv-
ing tradition developed in Dezhnevo (see Bronshtein, this 
issue). In 1931, a small carvers artel’ (Russian for work-
ers’ cooperative) was established in Dezhnevo as a part 
of the Uelen carving workshop. At that time, it included 
10 carvers, all Chukchi. One of the best-known art prod-
ucts of the Dezhnevo carving school was a four-sided tusk 
made by carver Stepan Ettugi featuring an image of the 
settlement with eight trading post buildings on the spit 
and 14 Chukchi skin houses (see Fig. 7). It is signed (in 
Russian) “Chukotsky. Peninsula. Ca[pe]. Dezhnev. 1926, 
Dal’gostorg trading post. Stepan. Fachele. Walrus. Kliku. 
rapoti” (Kaltan 2008:336–337; Tishkov 2008:28–41). 
According to the online catalog of Chukotka Native carv-
ers, out of the 276 carvers listed, 26 Chukchi and Eskimo 
carvers originated from Dezhnevo.3

Starting in 1931, a hunting cooperative was estab-
lished in Dezhnevo, and around 1933–1934 it was trans-
formed into a collective farm (kolkhoz) called “New Path” 
(Russian Novyy Put’ ). At various times it had one or two 
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marine hunting crews (“brigades”) of six to eight hunters. 
During a September 1936 meeting in Uelen, Ettugi, the 
carver, reported that “it was very difficult to organize a 
collective farm; people did not want to join.”

In 1932, the USSR participated in the activities of the 
second International Polar Year. As a part of this interna-
tional program, meteorological observations were started 
in Dezhnevo on October 1, 1932. For this, three round 
prefabricated residential buildings and a separate structure 
of the same type for a magnetic pavilion were erected on 
the spit for meteorological, aerological, and other obser-
vations. In August 1933, the Dezhnevo meteorological 
station structures and installations were moved to Uelen; 
however, parallel observations continued in Dezhnevo un-
til August 1935 (Leont’eva 1937:89–92).

In the late 1930s and the 1940s, Dezhnevo var-
ied little from other small Native coastal settlements 
in Chukotka. The 1947–1951 minutes of the monthly 
Village Council meetings (preserved in the Chukchi 
Area archives4) contain discussions of issues typical for 
this era: the organization of marine mammal hunting, 
winter trapping for Arctic fox, work of the village el-

ementary school, the functioning of a small village shop 
and a reading room, the sanitary conditions of the set-
tlement and of individual skin-covered houses, prepara-
tions for Soviet holidays (March 8, May 1, and others), 
etc. As was typical everywhere else in coastal Chukotka, 
hunters from the Dezhnevo small collective farm had 
annual plans to catch a certain number of marine mam-
mals and fur-bearing animals, and the implementation 
of these plans was duly discussed at the Village Council 
meetings. Even a socialist “competition” with the neigh-
boring collective farms in Uelen and Naukan was debat-
ed. It is difficult to say to what degree these discussions 
had influenced the fulfillment of the annual catch out-
put. The 1948–1949 decision to achieve “total literacy” 
with the help of one local schoolteacher and scores of 
school students was another ambitious project. Heavy 
drinking was a perennial problem, including that of a 
Russian store manager. Following customer complaints, 
the Village Council adopted a resolution prohibiting the 
store manager and warehouse manager to “participate in 
drinking” during working hours (SAChAO, col. R-176, 
inv. 1, file 14, pp. 11, 56).

Figure 7. Chukchi tents (yarangas) in Dezhnevo, ca. 1930s. Heritage of Chukotka, Museum Center, Anadyr, Russia. 
#2755-240-01.
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It is difficult to determine from the Village Council 
documents how Dezhnevo inhabitants lived because 
these documents were compiled in accordance to the 
boiler plate language of the time (Shokarev 2017). 
Between 1930 and 1950, the population of Dezhnevo 
remained below 100 people; there were 96 people in 
1930 (Kaltan 2008:296) and 91 in 1939 (SAChAO, col. 
R-15, inv. 1, file 7, pp. 19, 90). It dropped to about 80 
people in 1950 (73 Chukchi, 6 Russians) (SAChAO, col. 
R-15, inv. 1, file 18, p. 57), mostly due to the continuous 
movement of individual families and school-age chil-
dren to nearby Uelen, a much larger community that 
had a boarding school.

When the Soviet policy of Native settlement consoli-
dation (“enlargement”) began in Chukotka in the early 
1950s, the residents of Dezhnevo were quickly moved 
to the community of Uelen some 15 km to the north-
northeast. It happened sometime in late 1951 or early 
1952. According to the minutes of the Village Council 
meeting, the idea of closing the settlement and moving 
to another community did not encounter any opposi-
tion in Dezhnevo.5 Apparently, long-standing family and 
economic connections with Uelen played a decisive role. 
As the site of Dezhnevo became vacant, the authorities 
for a short time entertained the idea of using it to build 
new housing for the neighboring Yupik community of 
Naukan, which was also scheduled to be relocated. That 
plan got no traction; instead, in 1958 people from Naukan 
were moved farther south, to the Chukchi community of 
Nunyamo (Krupnik and Chlenov 2013:273–278).

dezhnevo today

After the Chukchi settlement was closed, a Soviet bor-
der guard post remained in Dezhnevo for several more 
decades, but in 1995 it burned down, and only a lonely 
watchtower remains today (Fig. 8). One intact wooden 
house is still standing; this is all that remained from the 
former trading post structures and other buildings built 
in their stead. There is another rather sturdy house on the 
slope. Hunters from Uelen who come here to hunt marine 
mammals keep the house in order. In contrast to many 
other hunting cabins, it has two stoves, bunk beds, and 
a small amount of food on the shelves and is kept rather 
clean and cozy. During the last few years, the number of 
visitors to this place has increased during the summertime, 
as Uelen hunters and fishers come on four-wheelers and 
along the coast, and there is a tourist walking tour route 
from Lavrentiya Bay to Cape Dezhev (Naukan) and Uelen.

Rusty barrels, bricks, and other debris litter the shore 
next to the house, and an old border guard watchtower 
is still towering nearby (Figs. 9, 10). Barren tundra is all 
that is left around, and the dark overlooking chain of 
Dezhnevo Mountains is seen to the northwest. It is hard to 
imagine that at some point in the past, life was once bus-
tling here. Polar bear skins were drying, Alexander Karaev 
conducted his weather observations, Charley Carpendale 
read the Bible to his children, and Knud Rasmussen came 
ashore to complete his FTE. It is here where his long-held 
dream to travel across “the Eskimo’s land” from Greenland 
to Northeast Asia finally ended.

Figure 8. View of Dezhnevo from the sea, summer 2018. Photo: Sergei Shokarev.



Alaska Journal of Anthropology vol. 19, no. 1&2 (2021) 207

Figure 10. The ruins of Dezhnevo, summer 2018. Abandoned border guard tower is to the left. Photo: Sergei Shokarev.

Figure 9. View of Dezhnevo, summer 2018. Photo: Sergei Shokarev.
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notes

1. Translated from Russian by Katerina Wessels.
2. A Russian blogger “Odynokiy,” author of an online 

blog, collected and published a lot of valuable informa-
tion about Carpendale, his family, and his descendants 
(including Amundsen’s so-called “Eskimo girls”).

3. State Archives of the Chukotka Autonomous Okrug 
(SAChAO), col. R-176, inv. 1, file 14, 15 (City of 
Anadyr).

4. Online source http://remeslachukotki.edu87.ru/ pride-
uelen-bone-carving-workshop/127 (accessed June 7, 
2020).

5. Decision to approve this consolidation was made 
during a general meeting of all residents of Dezhnevo 
on August 24, 1951 (SAChAO, col. R-23, inv. 1, file 
22, pp. 1–2).
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prologue

“Only the fool does not know, how much more the half is than the whole.”

—Isak Dinesen [a.k.a. Karen Blixen] in “The Poet,” Seven Gothic Tales (1934)

It is striking that after 100 years, there is still a consid-
erable body of material collected during the Fifth Thule 
Expedition (FTE) that has not been reactivated in our ef-
forts to understand the histories and life worlds of north-
ern communities at that time. It is a joy to realize that the 
echoes of the past can serve as inspiration for our own 
time, and for the futures we would like to build. And it 
is the silent spaces between the echoes that entice us to 
revisit the published and unpublished material created by 
Inuit community members in concert with the foreign 
visitors who joined them during the expedition.

During the more than three years of the FTE, Knud 
Rasmussen persistently recorded oral narratives and col-
lected material objects for museum study and exhibition. 
Drawings, as well as photographs and film, were also 
produced along the way but seemingly not placed in the 
same category as other ethnographical materials, either by 
Rasmussen or the other expedition members. The visual 
media had high priority for Rasmussen, and he was curi-
ous to explore the potential of the celluloid film medium 
(see MacKenzie and Stenport, this issue), but images never 
entered the published reports as starting points for analysis, 
only as illustrations to the magnificent myths and stories. 
Yet, when considering the totality of the numerous and 
detailed drawings, one understands that Rasmussen—and 
possibly the other Danish scientists on occasion—must 
have spent a lot of time and effort on this material. Inuit 
men and women talked and drew for hours by the light 
of the blubber lamp on topics that Rasmussen requested. 
Through these conversations, his understanding of the ex-

periential world of each individual widened, and together 
they contributed to his deeper understanding of the Inuit 
world. Drawing and chatting evoked memories and sto-
ries, allowing Rasmussen to ask for explanations of why 
and how this and other persons behaved in certain ways. 
Could this have been the actual objective of the drawing 
sessions, rather than the production of tangible end results? 
Obviously, talking and drawing together may sometimes 
have simply contributed to a congenial atmosphere, 
as one may read from portraits that the hunter Taparti 
[Taparte] drew of himself and anthropologist Kaj Birket-
Smith (Fig. 1).

It is in the nature of visual media to reveal the in-
dividual, even when scholars are working in the most 
systematic scientific regimes. The expedition’s obsession 
with ethnic categorization and explanatory models not-
withstanding, Rasmussen couldn’t restrain his curiosity 
toward individual people and his appreciation for a good 
narrative. The personal stories therefore shine through in 
all of his writings. Luckily, they supplement the other sci-
entific approaches and may even be said to eclipse them in 
our times. Contemporary history writing in the regions 
touched by the expedition seeks to reconstruct the biog-
raphies of individuals and their family connections, and 
Rasmussen’s detailed descriptions are especially valuable 
because other sources are so few. Visual documentation 
collected by the FTE, especially when cross-referenced 
with written sources, can make a valuable contribution to 
such research.
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The National Museum of Denmark (NMD) recently 
scanned the entire collection of drawings done by, or in 
collaboration with, Central Arctic Inuit during the FTE. 
Composed on some 205 individual sheets of paper,1 the 
drawings cover a wide range of subjects, including vari-
ous types of maps, hunting and fishing scenes, people 
and their tattoos or clothing, tools and technologies, prey 
animals, spirit beings, architecture, scenes from daily life 
in  the Inuit summer camps and winter snow house vil-
lages, and communal activities such as drum dancing, 
playing, and sports.

Of these drawings, about 155 can be attributed to 40 
individuals, five of whom stand out as particularly pro-
ductive: Saamik, Anarqaaq (variously spelled Anarqâq, 
Anakao, Anarqaoq), Iqaalliuq (Eqâtlioq, Eqatdlijôq), 
Pakak, and Usugtaaq (Usugtâq, Usugtaoq). Some of the 
drawings have previously been published in scientific and 
popular reports from the expedition (e.g., Rasmussen 
1931), but have mostly been used as either ethnographic 
“documentation” or as illustrations of particular research 
themes. In addition, a significant number of the drawings 

can be considered practical: that is, the expedition mem-
bers needed maps of the areas they were to visit, as well 
as local place names in order to communicate with the 
people they would encounter.

We suggest that the drawings should be understood as 
stemming from a process of co-creation between members 
of the expedition, primarily Knud Rasmussen, and the 
people they encountered on the way. Rasmussen is not ex-
plicit about the process, yet we speculate that he requested 
these drawings to establish conversations that would evoke 
experiences, memories, and explanations of daily practices. 
In other words, we propose that rather than understand-
ing these drawings as works of art for display or exhibi-
tion, we may align better with their genuine purpose if we 
perceive them as working tools for collaborative learning.

Rasmussen already knew of the utility of “ethno-
graphical” drawings as a relevant source of illustration 
and documentation from his participation in the Danish 
Literary Expedition of 1902–1904 (Strandgaard 2004; see 
Michelsen, this issue). Other members of the FTE would 
also have been aware of the genre, which in various forms 

Figure 1. Drawing by Taparte. Top: Portrait of Kaj Birket-Smith. Below: Self-portrait “as he could see himself in a 
tin-can” (NMD ES 106140a). National Museum of Denmark.
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was used in Greenland from the late 1850s (Geersten 
1990; Thisted 1999).

It is stated in the expedition’s reports that some of the 
people they encountered had never seen paper or used a 
pencil before, but on the other hand it is clear that writing 
and pencil drawing had been introduced to other Inuit 
communities by that time. Early ethnographers, expedi-
tion members, and whalers were asking local people to 
make drawings already in the 1820s (Carpenter 1997; 
Jenness 1922). It should further be mentioned that the 
style of many of the drawings has considerable overlap 
with the Inuit artistic “etching” tradition most often en-
countered on various implements made from walrus tusk, 
dating back at least to the 12th century ad.

In the present essay, we take an initial step to revisit 
the NMD’s unique collection of Inuit drawings from the 
FTE. A selection of the drawings is highlighted as a prism 
for discussing the artwork in its own right, contextualizing 
the drawings in new ways, exemplifying possible analyti-
cal approaches, and drawing attention to the contributions 
of the sometimes “voiceless” Inuit individuals participat-
ing in or encountered by the expedition a century ago. 
Through these approaches we aim to create broader aware-
ness of the collection and its potential and to make it more 
accessible for future research and collaboration with Inuit 
source communities.

the unknown drawings  
of saamik [sâmik]:  

angakkuq , hunter, and artist

Among the Inuit pencil works presented by Rasmussen in 
his monograph on the Nattilingmiut (Rasmussen 1931) 
there is a modest drawing of the six helping spirits (sing. 
apersaq) of an angakkuq (shaman). Each spirit is briefly 
named and explained, and the artist’s name, Saamik, is 
mentioned (Rasmussen 1931:294). This was hitherto the 
only published drawing by this individual. However, 
Rasmussen added Saamik’s name to three other drawings 
in the NMD collection, and at least three more “unsigned” 
examples can be ascribed to him through comparative 
analyses of style and details. Two remarkable drawings 
with few or no attached metadata are found among these 
artworks. They are complex and very expressive, but they 
were never mentioned, let alone published, by Rasmussen.

Rasmussen based his ethnographic work on co- 
creation, as we would characterize his methodology in 
modern terms. His written records of oral tradition were 

edited on the spot in close collaboration with each infor-
mant, a painstaking method described in his ethnograph-
ic notes at the Knud Rasmussen Archive in Copenhagen 
(KRA) (KRA 1921–1924b, 3:54). Rasmussen does not 
inform us about the process behind the production and 
collection of drawings, but through analysis of Saamik’s 
graphic works we argue that they were likewise co-created 
through a dynamic collaboration between the ethnogra-
pher and the artist. Moreover, we suggest that a biographi-
cal approach to individual artist informants adds new 
 context and insight to interpretations of their work.

By combining over 50 pieces of information dispersed 
in Rasmussen’s unpublished diaries and ethnographic 
notes in the Knud Rasmussen Archive, as well as in pho-
tos and published records, we are able to create a personal 
profile of Saamik as a hunter, father, storyteller, poet, art-
ist, and angakkuq.

The most direct impression of Saamik is provid-
ed by the full-page portrait published as the last il-
lustration in Rasmussen’s Nattilingmiut monograph 
(Rasmussen  1931:525). The photo was probably taken 
by  Rasmussen him self during his stay (August 5–12, 
1923) in the summer fishing camp at Amittuq (Amitsoq) 
in the interior of King William Island. However, his first 
encounter with Saamik and his family took place May 
20–25, 1923, at the snow house settlement at Kuggup 
Paanga (also Kuggup Paa) “on the ice outside the mouth 
of Murchison River” where seven families resided, in to-
tal 28 “souls”: seven fathers, eight wives (Qaqurtingniq 
[Qaqortingneq] had two wives), 10 boys, a young man, 
and two girls, as well as 30 dogs (KRA 1921–1924a, 
Diary No. 3:153 f., 170–171; Rasmussen 1931:86–87). 
We learn that one of the families included “sâmik (the 
left-handed), his wife tieksaq (?), their sons ulikatak 
(the  one with a cover over him), qaqortingneq (the one 
who has turned white) and manomatluk (the one who 
is stuck into something).” Saamik is briefly described as 
a “shaman and hunter, not a very characteristic type [of 
Inuit]—his wife Tiagssaq cheerful and smiling, playful” 
(KRA 1921–1924a, Diary No. 3:163; all diary notes trans-
lated by the authors). In later notes we are informed that 
Saamik is an elderly hunter who has sweet nicknames for 
his wife and sons (Rasmussen 1931:192), who were among 
the children who made the greatest impression of happi-
ness and joy on Rasmussen (KRA 1921–1924a, Diary No. 
4:78; Rasmussen 1931:62, photo p. 167). Thus, Saamik 
was a family father and a caring one as well, according to 
other notes in the diaries (e.g., KRA 1921–1924a, Diary 
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No. 4:63, 66). This is  underlined by a photo of Saamik 
(Rasmussen 1931:392) as he carefully and smilingly ar-
ranges amulets on the  anuraaq (parka) of one of his boys 
while resting during a sled journey (Fig. 2).

That Saamik was indeed among the best hunters was 
documented by Rasmussen at their subsequent meeting 
at the settlement of Malirualik (Malerualik) between 
June 14 and late July 1923. Here the Nattilingmiut met 
for spring caribou hunting, and families gathered before 
proceeding inland for summer hunting and fishing. What 
was probably Saamik’s first drawing for Rasmussen was 
done on June 16, when he contributed to a joint illustra-
tion by seven men of the seals they had caught during the 
just-completed breathing hole hunting season (Rasmussen 
1931:231). In contrast to the published drawing, the origi-
nal (KRA 1921–1924b, Ethnographic Notes No. 2:87) 
includes several informative pencil notes. Among these, 
an inscription below the lowermost row of 25 ringed and 
bearded seals says: “Saamik’s from January to June.” This 
was the largest catch recorded by the group.

Saamik’s profound knowledge of hunting technologies 
is demonstrated by his unpublished drawing (signed with 
his name by Rasmussen) of seven different traps for birds 
and furbearing animals. This sketch is probably also from 
mid-June at Malirualik (KRA 1921–1924b, Ethnographic 
Notes No. 3:28). Saamik must have been Rasmussen’s main 
informant on the topic of traps, and his drawing (NMD P 
34.219b/ES 106177a) could have nicely supplemented the 
published written descriptions (Rasmussen 1931:187–189) 
but was never used. His unpublished, somewhat technical 

depiction of fishing for Arctic char with leisters at a weir, 
“Amitsume saputit” (NMD P 34.221a/ES 106180a), was 
most likely drawn at Rasmussen’s request during August 
at Amittuq (Amitsoq), King William Island. Stylistically, 
this scene is among the strongest pieces of evidence for 
arguing that Saamik was the artist behind the two unre-
corded, and hitherto unknown, expressive drawings that 
we return to below.

Saamik and his wife, Tiagssaq, were among 
Rasmussen’s key informants on Nattilingmiut rules of 
life, morals, tales, myths, and legends. Important aspects 
of Saamik’s personality appear through analysis of his 
contributions to Rasmussen’s written ethnography, but 
here we limit ourselves to concluding that Saamik, behind 
his joyful appearance, had a serious mind. His descrip-
tions of hunger are famous even today and among the 
most touching parts of the entire Nattilingmiut ethnogra-
phy (Rasmussen 1931:135–139, 144). Moreover, Saamik’s 
 stories and animal fables contain moral guidelines for 
structuring social life (e.g., on incompetent hunters and 
warnings to obstinate women) but most have a humor-
ous touch (e.g., Rasmussen 1931:196, 397–399, 416–417). 
This material shows Saamik as a compelling storyteller, 
and we can add poet and performer to his personal quali-
fications, noting the happy song he composed and sang 
about women, renowned hunting sites, and the genuine 
joy of hunting fat seals (Rasmussen 1931:334).

Finally, the myths that Saamik told, and in particu-
lar a dramatic spiritual episode during his autumn stay at 
Malirualik (KRA 1921–1924a, Diary No. 4:96; Rasmussen 

1931:81), reveal that he was an im-
portant  angakkuq, even if he himself 
claimed that “I am nothing compared 
with my grandfather Titqatsaq” (cf. 
“The two great shamans who met 
in the air” in Rasmussen 1931:299–
300). Saamik’s role as an angakkuq is 
expressed in the published drawing of 
his helping spirits, mentioned above 
(NMD P 34.220a/ES 106178a). 
Importantly, he made another ver-
sion of this sketch, somewhat more 
elaborate and with an additional spirit 
(NMD P 34.220b/ES 106179a), but 
this drawing was never published.

Through the information dis-
cussed above, we may form an idea of 
Saamik’s character—his complex and 

Figure 2. Saamik [Sâmik] sorting out the amulets of his son, Tertaq (NMD 5_
thuleb_0835e). Photo by Knud Rasmussen. National Museum of Denmark. 
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expressive personality, his deep knowledge of his culture, 
his exceptional abilities as a hunter, and his prominence as 
a spiritual practitioner. These understandings inform our 
interpretation of two of the most elaborate and expressive 
artworks in the FTE collection, which we attribute to his 
hand. The two unsigned, whole-page drawings are shown 
here as Figure 3 (NMD P 34.243a/ES 106219a) and Figure 
4 (NMD ES 106224a). It is possible to ascribe them both 
to Saamik through the analysis of several key features:
1. The depiction of the Arctic char harvest at Amittuq 

on the signed drawing discussed above (NMD ES 
106180a) is almost identical to Quadrant 2 of the sec-
ond unsigned drawing (Fig. 4).

2. The characteristic protruding “hooked arms” and 
square hoods depicted in Saamik’s two drawings of his 
helping spirits, discussed above (NMD ES 106178a 
and NMD ES 106179a), are similar to the profiles of 
the persons (filled in with dark gray pencil) shown in 
both unsigned drawings (Figs. 3 and 4);

3. There are similarities between the depictions of the 
ringed and bearded seals on the signed drawing by 
Saamik of his hunting bag (KRA 1921–1924b, 

Ethnographic Notes No. 2:89) and the seals shown in 
the two unsigned drawings (Figs. 3 and 4).
To consider these works more fully, the first full-page 

drawing (Fig. 3), made on blue-lined graph paper, is di-
vided into four quadrants by folds. We believe it was done 
by Saamik either in June 1923 at Malirualik or in August 
1923 at Amittuq. Quadrant 2 is the most obvious result of 
co-creation, probably a mutual teaching process between 
Rasmussen and Saamik. We interpret the progress of the 
session as follows. Rasmussen begins by making Saamik 
comfortable with the unfamiliar medium by drawing his 
own characteristic profile, then the face of a woman, also 
in profile, on one side of the folded paper (Quadrant 2). 
He then pushes the paper over to Saamik, who is facing 
him. Rasmussen’s two portrait sketches are upside down 
in relation to the Inuit artist, who makes a few trial sketch-
es of his own beside Rasmussen’s drawings, right side up 
from his perspective. Then, probably on request, Saamik il-
lustrates what we interpret as his closest social group—the 
men, women, and children whom Rasmussen enumerated 
at the snow house village of Kuggup Paanga. A line of 11 
male persons is shown in profile, all walking in the same 

Figure 3. Drawing by Saamik [Sâmik] (NMD P 34.243a/ES 106219a).  National Museum of Denmark.
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Figure 4. Drawing by Saamik [Sâmik] (NMD ES 106224a). National  Museum of Denmark.

This leads us to Quadrants 3 and 4, where Saamik’s 
approach completely changes. He draws as if he were pos-
sessed, not respecting the folded “borderline” between the 
quadrants. We suggest, admittedly in a speculative mode, 
that the angakkuq in him takes over at this point. Two 
or three overlapping sequences of free and probably rapid 
scribbles, some forming outlines comparable to Saamik’s 
helping spirits (depicted in drawing NMD P 34.220a/ES 
106178a, referenced above) cover a layer of more substan-
tial, filled figures. The most striking of these is a large being 
with bristling hair, seen en face in Quadrant 3. This figure 
is surrounded by the outline of a helping spirit, a person 
(perhaps the angakkuq), a large seal, and a goose-like bird. 
It appears that the angakkuq Saamik now narrates through 
the pencil about his experiences on the strenuous and dan-
gerous journey to the sea spirit, Nuliajuk—the mother of 
the sea animals (Rasmussen 1931:225–229)—where he 
combs her lice-infested, felted hair to bring back the game 
to the world of humans. According to this interpretation, 
the drawing may represent one of the rare Inuit depictions 
of this fundamental myth.

direction, each with an extended, hooked arm. The largest 
male figure (the third from the right) could be a leader or 
prominent person, perhaps Saamik himself. Saamik then 
proceeds to fill in this quadrant with depictions of what we 
interpret as his wife and sons and other group members or 
visitors, probably from one of the Iglulingmiut subgroups, 
as two of the women wear kamiks with stripes and “sack-
shaped” extensions (Mathiassen 1928:172f). In total, 20 
male and three female persons are depicted in Quadrant 
2. A seal, a dog, and a spirit-like being are added, and thus 
we are introduced to Saamik’s world.

The topic of the interview session now changes. 
Rasmussen probably asks about bird names and fowling 
(Rasmussen 1931:187, 329), and Saamik draws the mo-
tifs of Quadrant 1: two men in characteristic Nattilik 
kayaks with long pointed bows and short protruding 
sterns, and their summer prey, no less than 38 birds, 
primarily geese with goslings but including loons and 
ravens with chicks. He adds a dog, a child seen from 
behind, sketches of a man and a woman, and a skeleton-
like motif, perhaps a spirit.
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The narrative in Quadrant 4 is uncertain. It overlaps 
with Quadrant 3 and seems to show a troll-like figure and 
spirits inside and below linear and looping lines, along 
with large, prominent hunters in profile and a woman seen 
from the front. Perhaps the scene reflects other ventures 
into the spiritual world. Strangely enough, Rasmussen 
chose not to describe or publish this folded drawing, and 
we cannot know his reaction to Saamik’s strong expres-
sions of encounters with spiritual forces by “letting the 
pencil loose” on the paper.

The second drawing (Fig. 4) was done on the same 
type of paper, also divided into four quadrants by folding, 
but here Saamik’s pencil work respects the divisions. The 
main themes of Quadrants 1, 2, and 4 in Figure 4 seem 
to be closely connected with Quadrant 2 of Figure 3; in 
each there is a line of 10 or 11 persons seen in profile (all 
rows including one woman) along one of the long sides 
of the drawing space. The proportion of male and female 
figures and the total number of persons in each quadrant 
also show a certain homogeneity: Quadrant 1 has 23 men/
boys and two women (25 total), Quadrant 2 has 24 men/
boys and two women (26 total), and Quadrant 4 has 21 
men/boys and three women (24 total). We see similar 
numbers of individuals in Quadrant 3, although the ar-
rangement is less linear: 19 men/boys, two women, and 
one hybrid depiction (22 total). Thus, the number of males 
varies from 19 to 24 and women from 2 to 3.

This is quite close to the number of human figures 
in Quadrant 2 of Figure 3, and it is reasonable to suggest 
that Saamik again depicted his social group from Kuggup 
Paanga—his fellow hunters, his wife, his children, and a 
few significant other women—in several different seasonal 
situations. The birds shown in two quadrants and the scene 
with char fishing at the weir at Amittuq in Quadrant 2 of 
Figure 4 suggest that these events took place from early 
spring into the summer. This determination of season is 
not contradicted by the large and small seals (probably 
bearded and ringed seals, respectively) and caribou that 
appear in each quadrant. The kayak in Quadrant 1 repre-
sents a summer activity, whereas the breathing hole seal-
ing (or ice fishing) scene in Quadrant 3, and perhaps the 
scene with the man and woman with dogs on leashes in 
Quadrant 4, could fit into spring activities (May and June) 
on the sea ice.

At first sight, Saamik’s preference for depicting per-
sons in profile with their hook-like arms gives an impres-
sion of uniformity. However, a closer look reveals that 
each profile probably represents a specific man, woman, 

or child in the social group. The frame of this essay does 
not provide space for a thorough analysis, but we draw 
attention to the observation (parallel to that made for the 
Figure 3 drawing) that several men and women may be af-
filiated with an external group, the Iglulingmiut, as shown 
by the design of their outfits. Also of interest is that the 
human figures, as mentioned above, are not uniformly de-
picted. In each quadrant there is at least one man and/or 
woman who is of considerably greater stature than others, 
and some wear more elaborate garments. This convention 
may indicate individuals who were of greater importance 
in Saamik’s mind than others.

drawings of helping spirits  
as a window into the spiritual 

world of the nattilingmiut

The drawings suggest the potential for a gallery of biog-
raphies such as Saamik’s, through a “follow the person” 
method of cross-referencing the drawings with expedition 
photographs, diaries, notes, and the published reports and 
books. One may similarly trace a given theme through 
the drawing collection across various artists, writers, 
time periods, and geographies, for example, the helping 
spirits of the angakkut. Other than Saamik’s drawings, 
depictions of helping spirits were made by two women, 
Simigaq (Simigéq) and Arnanngusaq (Arnángussaq), 
and three men, Niaqunuaq (Pujaraq), Unaleq (Inerneq/
Inernerunashuaq), and “the spirit drawer,” the outstand-
ing artist Anarqaaq (Anakaok/Anarqaoq). Except for 
Niaqunuaq, one finds a photograph or two of each in the 
collections (Figs. 5 and 6), and their drawings of helping 
spirits are published in the expedition reports.

A comparative look through the collection of draw-
ings makes it clear that as a rule no one drew self- 
conceived motifs. In his insistent quest to understand 
the spiritual world of the Inuit, Rasmussen urged each of 
these  angakkut to draw their helping spirits. One by one 
they evoked and designed visual representations of their 
personal spirits in these co-productive drawing and talk-
ing situations. Along the way Rasmussen numbered each 
spirit, noted its Inuktitut name on the drawing, and then 
wrote longer entries about it in Inuktitut and/or Danish 
in his books of ethnographic notes. In the expedition re-
ports, these names are edited out of the original drawings, 
the notes translated, and the information condensed into 
image captions.
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Digressions from this procedure and genre only hap-
pened when Saamik let his pencil loose and drew Nuliajuk, 
the sea spirit,2 and then repeatedly in Anarqaaq’s expres-
sive solitary drawings of spirits. When creating these, 
Anarqaaq would meditate for a long time, and then 
with a firm and clear line draw a creature, always of im-
mense expressiveness, and only afterward relate its story 
to Rasmussen, probably receiving a gift in return.3 This 
was a radical break from the steering that Rasmussen 
did in drawing sessions with other angakkut. Anarqaaq’s 
drawings have been published in the expedition reports, 
republished repeatedly, and attracted wide attention (e.g., 
Laugrand and Oosten 2015). Only two out of the total 
of 16 have, to the best of our knowledge, been left out of 
international attention,4 and both are published here for 
the first time, albeit one of them only as a section of the 
full drawing.

Through the drawing sessions, the angakkut offered 
Rasmussen glimpses into their visual perceptions of the 
powers that ruled their world. Neither intelligence nor great 
skill or physical strength defined the angakkuq. Rather, a 
person would become an angakkuq by mastering the agen-
cies of her or his personal helping spirits, who would then 
act on the shaman’s command to bring the world back in 
order when famine or illness swept through worlds of the 
living. Taming and appropriating spirits to become one’s 
own was therefore a crucial part of the process of becom-
ing an angakkuq. As he or she roamed around in deserted 
landscapes, a spirit in the shape of an animal or a human, 
or of a creature at any stage between these two categories, 
would appear to the prospect. Life and death would be at 
stake, and on at least two occasions an evil spirit had mate-
rialized before Anarqaaq and frightened him to the extent 
that he forgot to secure it as his helping spirit and simply 

Figure 5. Anarqaaq [Anarqâq] (NMD ES no. unknown). National Museum of Denmark.
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took flight from it. Two drawings portray these unfortu-
nate encounters (Rasmussen 1929:176, 192). Anarqaaq 
probably had better luck with taming two helping spirits 
that he drew enclosed within a circle (Fig. 7), published 
here for the first time. The circle motif might lead one to 
reflect on whether these are water creatures, on a par with 
the encircled sea spirit (Rasmussen 1929:145) deep in the 
ocean; yet on the basis of another of Anarqaaq’s drawing 
of spirits inside a circle (Rasmussen 1929:177), this is not 

so obvious to deduce. The unpublished 
notes offer no clue as to what creatures 
are depicted in Figure 7, and this may 
explain why this little drawing of just 
about 11 x 11 cm never found its way 
into the reports.

Anarqaaq falling short of cour-
age to confront the evil-looking spirits 
underlines the point that becoming an 
angakkuq is determined by such en-
counters, and not by a person’s everyday 
practices, skills, or strengths. Anarqaaq 
was part of a group that lived for long 
periods at Blæsebælgen (the FTE head-
quarters on Danish Island near Repulse 
Bay) and hunted, worked for, or trav-
eled with the expedition. Intermittently, 
the family of a third angakkuq, Unaleq, 
dwelled there too. The Blæsebælgen sta-
tion diary5 records that he and his fam-
ily were always hungry and poorly clad, 
and soon became a burden to the expe-
dition. Rasmussen described Unaleq as 
“the most credulous man” and “one of 
the poorest and most helpless wastrels 
in the district” (Rasmussen 1929:42), 
yet speculated that his very ignorance 
and incapability in the physical world 
were the reason that the spirits were 
drawn to him. And while Unaleq’s 
shamanic performances were poorly 
and obviously staged using seal blood 
and improvised languages, Rasmussen 
could see that his group unanimously 
trusted him and believed in his spiritual 
powers. Unaleq’s helping spirits includ-
ed two deceased Chipeweyan Indians; 
a mighty bear with fangs called Nanoq 
Tulorialik, who obeyed him totally; and 

one woman from the Tuniit people who inhabited these 
Arctic areas long before the Inuit arrived. In the ordinary, 
or even the poorest figure, a great angakkuq may dwell.

Engaging local experts to create maps was crucial for 
the numerous separate sled journeys that together made 
up the totality of the FTE. Furthermore, co-creating 
maps enabled the progress of scientific and geographical 
knowledge, and these maps served as models for the fi-
nal cartography. Figure 8 (NMD P34.137a/ES 106084a) 

Figure 6. Unaleq [Inerneq/Inernerunashuaq] (NMD 5_thuleb_0814a). 
Photo by Therkel Mathiassen. National Museum of Denmark.
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Figure 7. Two of Arnaaqaq’s helping spirits? The note 
reads “Drawing by Arnarkaok” (NMD ES 106083a). 
National Museum of Denmark. 

shows the upper half of a large map of 43 x 35 cm that 
exemplifies this practice, from the hand of Anarqaaq. The 
complete map covers twice the land area shown here, but 
the region it represents has not been determined.

In the top part of the map, Anarqaaq drew creatures 
in the shapes of humans, animals, and spirits, and it is 
possible that we have here the first spirit sketches that 
he ever made. The style of drawing is much looser than 
in his other works, and a half-drawn head and some 
scratching out suggest that this was an early experiment 
in how to render subjects realistically. We speculate that 
when Rasmussen sat down with Anarqaaq to draw the 
map, they talked about the cliffs and slopes, the plains, 
the paths, and the coastline. At one point they recalled 
a certain day when sledding6 through the landscape that 
one of them fell off his sled, passed out, and was awak-
ened by a dog licking his face. It seems that Anarqaaq 
then told Rasmussen about another journey through 
these lands when he encountered two spirits and tried 
to turn them into his helpers. The biggest one had long, 
wild hair and something on his nose, and he lifted his 
arm as if to throw something. On the drawing we see 

Figure 8. A section of a map drawn by Arnaaqaq, with the following original note “Map-sketch of the land by . . . legssuak” 
(NMD P34.137a/ES 106084). National Museum of Denmark.



222 inuit pencil drawings and co-creation

a slightly smaller female figure behind this being, with 
three legs, her parka hood pulled up, and making the 
same gesture with her arm as the larger spirit. Anarqaaq 
has depicted himself facing them, in a manner simi-
lar to his self-portrait in another drawing (NMD ES 
106068a; Rasmussen 1929:192). Anarqaaq inscribed 
these two helping spirits into this specific landscape, as 
any  angakkuq would always know the exact location of 
any such encounter. It is, however, the only drawing of 
its kind in the entire collection, a preparatory work that 
was never published yet fortunately never thrown away.

arnarulunnguaq and the tattoo 
drawings: nuliajuk and the way to 

the worlds of the dead

This is all we know of Nuliajuk, the sea spirit, who 
gives seals to mankind, it is true, but who would 
much rather that mankind, from whom she once 
received no pity when she lived on earth, perished 
too. (related to Knud Rasmussen by Naalungiaq 
[Nâlungiaq], Rasmussen 1931:225–227)

One of the key participants in the expedition was 
Arnarulunnguaq (Fig. 9), who like her cousin Qaavigarsuaq 
Miteq seems to have been a constant powerhouse, tak-
ing on not only her very extensive “woman’s duties” but 
also housebuilding, hunting, and driving the dogsleds. 

She was judged even by the standards of the 1920s to be 
very humble, and by present-day thinking she seems re-
markably uninterested in any sort of glory. We only hear 
of her through the praising voice of Rasmussen; we never 
hear her own voice. In an interview for the weekly journal 
Tidens Kvinder in 1925, Rasmussen related the following 
comment from Arnarulunnguaq when she received the 
royal medal of honor following the expedition: “I was only 
on this expedition as a woman and have only walked in 
the tracks of men. The ones that broke the trail, and not 
those who just followed, should be honored [translation by 
the authors].”7 

The almost complete silence of Arnarulunnguaq 
means that we have very limited information as to the 
full extent of the multifaceted role she must have played 
throughout the expedition. One faint echo does reach 
us, however, through her drawings. Six of the drawings 
portraying tattooed women can be directly attributed to 
Arnarulunnguaq, and another three (out of a total of 15 
drawings on this theme8) were very likely from her hand.

Her incentive and inspiration to do these drawings 
probably came from seeing sketches of tattoos done by 
Kaj Birket-Smith, the ethnographer of the expedition. 
In the early days of the FTE, the two would have been 
 together in Blæsebælgen, and she accompanied him on the 
first journey inland to the west of Hudson Bay. Two of 
the “new” drawings we here attribute to Arnarulunnguaq 

seem to show her own develop-
ment in the style of depiction, 
which includes the “unfolding” 
of tattoo patterns to let us see 
their full extent on the shoulders 
and around the elbow (Figs. 10 
and 11).

Tattooing in the eastern 
Arctic seems to have been an 
exclusively female domain, done 
by women on other women. 
Arnarulunnguaq appears to 
have had particular access to 
some of the Inuit women she en-
countered during the FTE and 
to have gained their confidence. 
Her  drawings not only include 
depictions of facial tattoos and 
those on the arms but—unlike 
Birket-Smith’s drawings—also 
show tattoos on the thighs.

Figure 9. Arnarulunnguaq and Arnanguaq (NMD 5_thuleb_0156a).  National 
Museum of Denmark.
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Figure 10. Two unnamed tattooed women. The drawing may have been done by  Arnarulunnguaq 
(NMD P34.247a/ES 106225). National Museum of Denmark.
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Figure 11. An unnamed tattooed woman. The drawing may have been done by Arnaru-
lunnguaq, while the muskoxen were probably drawn by Kaj Birket-Smith. (NMD P34.247d/
ES 106228a). National Museum of Denmark.
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Most, if not all, of Arnarulunnguaq’s drawings 
were probably done between May and November 1923. 
The notes on the drawings name only two of the wom-
en she portrayed, Naalungiaq and Manilaq. We know 
very little of Manilaq, except that when Rasmussen and 
Arnarulunnguaq met her at the Malirualik site on King 
William Island, she was about 60 years old, had given 
birth to 12 children (of which seven girls had been killed 
immediately after they were born), and that she related a 
number of important myths to Rasmussen.

The echo of Naalungiaq (Fig. 12) is some-
what louder. We know that when Rasmussen and 
Arnarulunnguaq met her and her husband, Inugtuk, in 
May 1923, they were living with her two young boys 
from her former husband, whom Inugtuk had killed. 
According to Rasmussen’s story, it was a family in har-
mony, even though the two boys would one day have 
to revenge their biological father and kill Inugtuk. We 
also know that she had an older daughter, Quertilik 
(Quertilik), who in October and November 1923 was 
living at the Malirualik site, and whom Naalungiaq and 
her family met there after traveling with Rasmussen 
and Arnarulunnguaq for about half a year. The oldest 
of Naalungiaq’s sons, Hallariina (Hadlareena/Hatlaqé/
Satlaqé), was interviewed in 1973 in Taloyoak (Spence 
Bay) and remembered the travels well.9

In several places Rasmussen highlights Inugtuk as 
an excellent traveling companion and one of the finest 
hunters he had met during the expedition. In contrast, 
Rasmussen’s only mention of Naalungiaq’s qualities was 
when he wrote about an evening near the end of their trav-
els together when she decided to convey her knowledge 
about the major forces governing the world. Naalungiaq 
began the story by stressing that she possessed no spiri-
tual abilities of her own but would only relate what she 
had learned from others. Her knowledge, however, seems 
to have been both considerable and coherent. Her humil-
ity also contrasts with the way Rasmussen portrayed her, 
namely as eloquent, with words flowing easily and natu-
rally about the great mysteries of life. One of the stories 
she told was about how the orphan became Nuliajuk: the 
Mother of the Sea and the Ruler of the Prey of the Land.

The sources do not reveal anything about the relation-
ship between Naalungiaq and Arnarulunnguaq. We only 
know that the two women spent several months together, 
and that at some point Arnarulunnguaq had the opportu-
nity to draw an image of Naalungiaq’s tattoos.

In most of Arnarulunnguaq’s drawings, two sets of 
double lines are shown tattooed horizontally across each 
of the fingers of both hands. While we have no direct con-
temporary information about the meaning of the various 
tattoo designs, it seems likely that the lines symbolize the 
origin myth of Nuliajuk, whose fingers were chopped off 
and became the various prey animals of the sea, and which 
she controlled. One drawing by Pakak, probably redrawn 
by Birket-Smith, was published by Rasmussen with the 
following caption:

Great significance was attached to tattooing, espe-
cially in former days; for the woman who had hand-
some tattooing always got on well with Nuliajuk 
when, after life on earth, she passed her house 
on the way to the land of the dead. (Rasmussen 
1929:148)

Figure 12. Naalungiaq [Nâlungiaq] (NMD 5_thuleb_0789b). 
Photo by Knud Rasmussen. National Museum of Denmark.
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The quote points to a direct connection between 
Nuliajuk and tattooing. In other captions (e.g., Rasmussen 
1931:313) and in the notes on one of the drawings, we 
learn that beautifully tattooed women after death will live 
in either the “Land of the Blessed” or the “Land of Eternal 
Homecoming” (Angerlartarvik [Angerdlartarfik]), and 
thus avoid ending up in the “Land of the Crestfallen” 
(Nuqummiut [Noqúmiut]). From the above quote it 
seems that Nuliajuk played a significant role in deciding a 
woman’s fate, and that the Mother of the Sea could be ap-
peased by handsome tattoos. In this we discern a possible 
reason for Arnarulunnguaq’s special interest in tattoos, 
but we can only wonder what she might have learned from 
the women whose tattoos she drew about the meanings of 
their particular designs.

In contrast to tattoos, which were the domain of 
women, amulets belonged nearly entirely to men. Women 
would only wear amulets on behalf of their sons, and they 
seem to have served as a way to “borrow” powers from 
various other-than-human beings to protect against ma-
lignant spirits. If we accept this interpretation, it could 
explain why women did not need their own protective 
amulets: they already had them permanently ingrained in 
their skin.

There may have been multiple, different, or overlap-
ping meanings attributed to tattoos by the women whom 
Arnarulunnguaq and Rasmussen met during the course of 
the FTE. We will, however, continue along our one line of 
speculation by suggesting that among Central Arctic Inuit 
groups, the tattoos not only served as spiritual protection 
in a threatening world (much like men’s amulets) but also 
played a very significant role in ensuring a strong and posi-
tive relationship with the most important being in their 
universe—Nuliajuk, the mistress of the animals in the sea 
and on the land.

With increasing frequency, Inuit tattooing practices 
are being rediscovered, reinterpreted, and reshaped to fit 
both personal and societal needs. A number of women, 
mostly nonacademically trained northern scholars, are 
now unfolding new perspectives on tattoos, based on a 
combination of the old ethnographical sources, conver-
sations with knowledgeable elders who remember their 
meanings, and personal experiences. Their work also 
seems promising for gaining deeper scientific insights into 
the life-worlds of Inuit communities then and now. Thus, 
Arnarulunnguaq’s drawings have gained new relevance 
and meaning for northern communities, bridging north-
ern women across 100 years.

epilogue

This essay hints at the potential for new “readings” of 
the unique Inuit drawings produced during three years 
in the early 1920s, at a time when the voices of many 
Arctic communities were only heard through modulations 
tuned by outsiders. Obviously, the drawings cannot stand 
alone as we attempt to paint a fuller picture of the life-
worlds of the individuals and the communities visited by 
the FTE. It is very fortunate, however, that the fieldwork 
that Rasmussen and other members of the FTE carried 
out was so productive that it has provided information 
and inspiration for anthropology throughout a century. 
The lives and travels of the expedition were dependent on 
the goodwill its personnel encountered among Inuit com-
munities, and this dependency made it inescapable that 
they meet people at eye level and, at least to some extent, 
continuously evaluate and revise preconceived ideas about 
Inuit cultures across Canada and Alaska. The grandest 
notion of the FTE—that the Inuit are one people from 
Greenland to the Bering Strait—was upheld by the ar-
chaeological, ethnographical, and linguistic data gathered 
by the expedition. However, the most impressive quality 
of the expedition’s scientific and popular writings may be 
the amazing diversity they reveal. This diversity makes it 
possible for us, and others, to question and reconfigure 
how observations made by members of the expedition can 
be interpreted and categorized.

We have provided a few examples of biographical and 
thematic readings of the FTE material but have touched 
only briefly on the amazing possibilities that await oth-
ers who invest in correlating and connecting the draw-
ings, photographs, diaries, field notes, ethnographical 
and archaeological artifacts, and vast body of published 
materials, which together comprise a rich record of travel, 
 interpersonal encounters, and scientific investigation in 
the Inuit world of a century ago.

For some time, northern administrations, institu-
tions, communities, and individuals have been reach-
ing out to museums and offering their collaboration. A 
number of these initiatives have very substantially en-
riched understandings of both northern and southern 
communities and their connectedness. Some of the most 
productive initiatives take their starting point in creat-
ing what one could call “an overlapping horizon,” which 
permits integrity of the participating parties and the 
inclusion of diverse genres of insights. Even if the dif-
ferences between the FTE and some of the present-day 
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collaborative efforts are striking, there is nonetheless a 
strong co-creative element in both. We not only con-
sider the FTE as a joint Danish-Greenlandic expedition 
but also as a co-creation with the individuals and com-
munities they encountered on the way “from Greenland 
to the Pacific Ocean.”

notes

1. The drawings from the FTE related to the Canadian 
Arctic are recorded as P34.122–P34.298 in the ar-
chives of the Modern History and World Cultures 
Department of the National Museum of Denmark. 
The drawings included in the series P34.1–P34.121 
include some 130 depictions from Alaska, of which 
119 specifically refer to Nunivak Island. Sixty-two 
of these can be attributed to six named artists from 
Nunivak Island. Four of the Alaskan drawings por-
tray a “Wolf Dance” performed by Ukiuvangmiut 
(King Islanders) in Nome, in August 1924. The ma-
jority of the Alaskan drawings are published in Sonne 
(1988; see also this issue).

2. Nuliajuk has several names across the Arctic, and 
in the expedition’s reports she is also referred to 
as “Takánâluk arnâluk” and “Takánakapsâluk” 
(Takannaaluk arnaaluk and Takannakapsaaluk, in 
modern Canadian Inuktitut).

3. According to Vorano (2014:89), Anarqaaq was initially 
reluctant, yet “soon gave way after they negotiated a pay-
ment and terms were deemed equitable to both parties.”

4. Anaarqaq’s landscape drawing was published in 
Jørgensen (1993).

5. Knud Rasmussen Archive (KRA) 1105/39–11.
6. The sled type with back supports was unknown in 

Canada yet typical in the Thule area, and therefore 
also used by the expedition.

7. Hvem var Arnarulunnguaq? (Who Was Arnaru-
lunn guaq?), http://makko.dk/greenland/hvem- var- 
arnarulunnguaq/.

8. The “tattoo-drawings” have the following National 
Museum of Denmark (NMD) inventory numbers: 
P34.173a, P34.222a+b, P34.223a+b, P34.224a, 
P34.226c, P34.233a+b, P34.245a+b, P34.247a+d.

9. The interview was done by graphic designer Louis 
Mackay and interpreter Theresa Qauqjuaq in Taloyoak 
(Spence Bay) in January 1973. The interview is on 
file at Inuit Heritage Trust (Yellowknife) and at the 
National Museum of Denmark (NMD 21/00818).
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Bent Nielsen
Danish Arctic Institute, Strandgade 102, 1401 Copenhagen K, Denmark; arktisk@arktisk.dk

abstract

The first part of the essay is a guide to the major collections of Fifth Thule Expedition photographs, 
documents, maps, and objects at six Danish museums and archives, including directions for online ac-
cess where available. The second section is an overview of the expedition’s photographic legacy, created 
principally by Leo Hansen and Therkel Mathiassen, with minor contributions from others.

introduction

Knud Rasmussen, who initiated and conducted the Fifth 
Thule Expedition (FTE), spent his early childhood years 
in Ilulissat, Greenland, but at the age of twelve he moved 
to Denmark to attend a boarding school (Michelsen, this 
issue). In the same way that Rasmussen’s upbringing was 
influenced by elements from Greenlandic and Danish 
cultures, the FTE was rooted in the ethos of both coun-
tries. Its Greenlandic roots were in Indigenous language, 
strong interest in culture and oral tradition, and the use of 
Indigenous-derived techniques for travel and survival in 
the Arctic that contributed to the realization of the expedi-
tion plans and to the richness of its ethnographic results. 
Yet Rasmussen’s Danish background was as important to 
the FTE success as his Greenlandic one, albeit in a com-
pletely different way. The organizational and scientific ele-
ments of the FTE, as well as its financial basis, were the 
products of Rasmussen’s experiences and of his broad so-
cial networks in Denmark.

Arising from this dual foundation, the outcomes of 
the FTE have differed in these two critical areas; they 
also were differently distributed between Greenland 
and Denmark. In the spirit of Rasmussen’s journey, 
the Greenlandic people took their first steps to reestab-
lish their age-old connection with the Inuit and Yupiit 
peoples across northern North America. That contact 
has strengthened over the years and in 1980 resulted in 
the establishment of the Inuit Circumpolar Conference 
(ICC), today the Inuit Circumpolar Council. Yet almost 
all the expedition’s scientific “products,” including its field 

records and published articles and reports, were produced 
and circulated in Danish or in English—while collections 
of objects, documents, photographs, films, and maps as-
sembled by the FTE are found primarily in Danish ar-
chives and museums. The distribution and availability of 
these diverse collections is the topic of this article.

Various materials resulting from the FTE work (name-
ly artifacts, photographs, documents, and maps) were 
not handed over to the National Museum of Denmark 
(NMD) en masse after the expedition was completed but 
followed several paths. As a rule of thumb, ethnographic 
and archaeological objects collected by FTE members 
were given to the Nationalmuseet (NMD) (see Mathiassen 
1945). Rasmussen’s field diaries from the FTE years were 
deposited in the Royal Danish Library; most of the ex-
pedition photographs are currently stored at the Danish 
Arctic Institute (also at NMD); and his personal docu-
ments ended up at the Knud Rasmussen Archive after his 
passing in 1933.

However, this general rule of distribution was not that 
simple! The following sections provide brief overviews of 
the relevant institutions and their collections. A detailed 
register of all the expedition’s records has been prepared 
and is available at the Danish Arctic Institute website 
(https://arktiskinstitut.dk/index.php?id=111&L=1). As a 
special supplement to this general overview, this article 
provides a brief introduction to the FTE photographic 
collections and its prime photographers.
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major collections of fifth thule 
expedition archival materials

hm the queen’s reference library

Contact information: Christian VIII’s Palace, Amalien-
borg, DK-1257 Copenhagen, Denmark. Librarian: Nanna 
Claudius Bergoe, nb@kosa.dk. www. kongernessamling.
dk/en/hm-the-queens-reference-library/ 

The Danish King Christian X (1870–1947) was the of-
ficial patron of the FTE, and Knud Rasmussen’s first ob-
ligation as the head of the expedition was to send reports 
and other official information to the royal family. Hence, 
in the Queen’s Reference Library there is a collection of 
final reports from the expedition, including the finished 
and draft summary report written by Rasmussen, the of-
ficial “Expedition Report to the King,” and individual 
reports of the FTE members (Kaj Birket-Smith, Therkel 
Mathiassen, Peter Freuchen, all in Danish). In addition, 
the library contains an extensive collection of letters ex-
changed between Rasmussen and the royal family, as well 
as the telegrams he sent to the king during the expedition’s 
travel in North America, mainly from Alaska.

knud rasmussen archive

Contact information: Industrimuseet, Torvet 1, DK-3300 
Frederiksvaerk, Denmark. www.knudrasmus.dk 

The Knud Rasmussen Archive was originally located in 
a small public library near Rasmussen’s country house 
in Hundested but was later moved to a central location 
in the nearby town of Frederiksvaerk, about 12 km to 
the east. In his last years, Rasmussen lived in the family 
house at Hundested that was subsequently transformed 
into a museum, and the Knud Rasmussen Archive con-
tains almost everything that was left behind there when 
he died in 1933. The archive is quite extensive (Fig. 1), 
with an emphasis on records of the trading station in 
Thule for the years 1910 to 1933. The FTE materials are 
richly represented by reports and correspondence prior 
to and during the expedition, including much informa-
tion pertaining to practical matters such as funding, 
filming, publications, appointments with authorities, 
and more. The archive is very well-organized and its full 
finding aid (catalog) of over 280 pages (Tiemroth 1996, 
in Danish) is accessible for download (http://img.kb.dk/
ha/reg/rasmussen_ papirer.pdf). However, new collec-

tions of documents have been accessioned after 1996 that 
are not listed in this catalog; updated information may 
be obtained directly from the archive staff. The Knud 
Rasmussen Archive also has a photographic collection 
(www.arkiv.dk), discussed below.

royal danish library

Contact information: Det Kongelige Bibliotek, Soeren 
Kierkegaards Plads 1, DK-1221 Copenhagen, Denmark. 
www.kb.dk

The Royal Danish Library was created as a merger of four 
separate libraries; today its main branch is in downtown 
Copenhagen. The library has a small but valuable collec-
tion of records pertaining to the FTE, most importantly 
all of Rasmussen’s personal expedition diaries (Fig. 2). 
These include 11 handwritten diaries and 21 handwrit-
ten booklets with ethnographic and other notes, as well as 
about 120 photographs from the expedition.

There are two online pathways to the Royal Danish 
Library’s FTE collections:
• Go to www.kb.dk/editions/any/2009/jul/editions/da/ 

In the search box type: 5. Thuleekspedition
• The Tiemroth (1996) catalog (pp. 267–275) is accessi-

ble at http://img.kb.dk/ha/reg/rasmussen_papirer.pdf

Figure 1. A section of Knud Rasmussen Archive, with 
books from his personal library in Frederiksvaerk. Photo: 
Bent Nielsen.
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national museum of denmark

Contact information: Nationalmuseet, Ny Vestergade 
10, 1471 Copenhagen, Denmark. Senior Researcher, Cu-
rator Martin Appelt. www.natmus.dk/

Located in the center of Copenhagen, the NMD houses 
the majority of the collections gathered during the FTE 
fieldwork. Included are some 11,000 archaeological arti-
facts, 3,100 ethnographical artifacts, 1,975 photographs, 
more than 150 drawings by Canadian and Alaskan Inuit, 
and the original notebooks of Kaj Birket-Smith 
and Therkel Mathiassen (see Griebel et al., this 
issue; Sonne, this issue; Schwalbe et al., this issue; 
Appelt et al., this issue).

In 2019 the museum fully digitized the FTE 
photographic collection, tagged with available 
metadata. All ethnographic objects and draw-
ings have been photographed as well and are 
recorded in the museum’s internal database; in 
2020 the archaeological artifacts were supposed 
to be added as well. At this time, only a small 
portion of the massive FTE ethnographic col-
lection may be accessible via the museum web-
site, the one specifically related to Indigenous 
clothing (http://skinddragter.natmus.dk). In the 
coming years, the rest of the FTE collections are 
to be digitally published and made accessible on 
the museum site.

danish arctic institute

Contact information: Strandgade 102, 1401 Copenha-
gen, Denmark. Email: arkiverne@arktisk.dk; www. 
arktiskinstitut.dk 

The Danish Arctic Institute (DAI) is in downtown 
Copenhagen, in a historical building that for many cen-
turies belonged to the Royal Greenlandic Trade Company 
(Fig. 3). The institute’s archival holdings are first and 
foremost concentrated on Danish Arctic explorations 
and  polar expeditions. The most remarkable holdings are 
the photographic collection, which includes more than 
200,000 historical images from Greenland and other 
parts of the Arctic (Fig. 4).

Unfortunately, all information provided for individual 
items is in Danish only. English-reading users have to se-
lect “English” and choose either the “Document Archive,” 
“Photo Collections,” or “Art, Graphics, and Map Archive.”

To search specifically for photographs from the FTE, 
visitors have to access another site (www. arktiskebilleder.
dk), and uncheck “Arktisk kunst og genstande” and 
“Arktisk lyd” (but leave “Arktiske fotografier” checked). 
The search under “5. thule ekspedition” yields 1,061 indi-
vidual photographic entries, available either as thumbnails 
or as larger images. One may also use other search terms 
for photographs, such as place names, people’s names, and 
expedition activities.

Figure 3. Historical building that once belonged to the Royal Green-
landic Trade Company and now houses the Danish Arctic Institute 
in Copenhagen. Photo: Bent Nielsen.

Figure 2. Knud Rasmussen’s diary collection at the Royal 
Danish Library. Front page of one of the diaries with 
the text (in Danish) “Diary VIII. The East Cape-travel. 
Knud Rasmussen.” Photo: Bent Nielsen.
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greenland national museum and archives 
(nunatta katersugaasivia allagaateqarfialu)

Contact information: Manutooq 1, P.O. Box 1090, 
3900 Nuuk, Greenland. Email: arkiv@arkiv.gl; https://
en.nka.gl/the-archive 

The Greenland National Archive is on the campus of 
Ilisimatusarfik/University of Greenland on the northern 
outskirts of Nuuk. Even though the archive has no physi-
cal collections from the FTE, the staff has undertaken 
to transcribe and translate Jacob Olsen’s expedition dia-
ries and notebooks (Fig. 5, left and right). Jacob Olsen, a 
Kalaallit (Greenlandic Inuit) man, served as an assistant, 
interpreter, and dogsled driver; he also meticulously filled 
many small notebooks with field observations, local myths, 
and his own diary, all in the Greenlandic (Kalaallit) lan-
guage (see Kleist, this issue). It was published in 1927 as a 
small book using the old (West) Greenlandic orthogra-
phy of the era (Olsen 1927). According to the museum 
plans, the text will be transcribed and converted to mod-
ern Greenlandic orthography, translated into English, and 

published. The book is expected to be released in 2021, 
marking the 100th anniversary of the start of the FTE.

photography from the  
fifth thule expedition

Photographic documentation was an important part 
of Knud Rasmussen’s concept for the FTE, and he in-
cluded images from the trip in all his subsequent publi-
cations. Readers of his English-language popular travel 
book, Across Arctic America (Rasmussen [1927] 1999) 
are familiar with some of these iconic photographs, such 
as “The first man to greet us in these new lands” (p. 
3), “Arnarulunnguaq, the young Eskimo woman from 
Greenland” (p. 158), and “Leo Hansen, the film photog-
rapher” (p. 243). Rasmussen was aware that photographs 
convey messages that cannot be told in words, but as 
far as we know, he never operated the camera himself. 
While the expedition was based in eastern Canada, ar-
chaeologist Therkel Mathiassen served as its prime pho-
tographer. When Rasmussen and his two companions, 

Figure 4. Photo collection storage at the Danish Arctic Institute. Photo: Bent Nielsen.
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Qavigarssuaq Miteq and Arnarulunnguaq, left for the 
long sled journey to Bering Strait, Rasmussen engaged 
a professional Danish photographer, Leo Hansen, to 
join them (MacKenzie and Stenport, this issue). Hansen 
rendezvoused with Rasmussen and two Inughuit at the 
Hudson’s Bay Company post on Kent Peninsula in the 
central Canadian Arctic in November 1923 and traveled 
with them for the rest of their route to Nome, Alaska, and 
then to Seattle, New York, and Washington, DC, record-
ing hundreds of still images along the way (on Hansen’s 
movie camera work, see MacKenzie and Stenport, this is-
sue). Hence, most of the photos from the FTE were taken 
by Leo Hansen’s camera.

No one knows at this time the precise total of the 
photographs taken on the expedition: the number is close 
to 2,000 or even more, which provide an extensive visual 
documentary record (Figs. 6, 7, 8). Comparison of the 
four main collections in Danish archives shows a great 
deal of overlap and demonstrates that the information 
linked to the images is not always accurate. The Danish 
Arctic Institute holds 1,061 images from the FTE, based 

on its website (www.arktiskebilleder.dk/). This number 
comes from a compilation of several original collections 
that have been donated to the institute by descendants 
of the FTE members and others with close connections 
to FTE participants. If one takes a further step to ex-
amine the original prints, negatives, and identifying 
information, some intriguing discrepancies are evident. 
For example, there are listings for several photographers 
and their output in the DAI collection (Table 1), besides 

Figure 5. Cover (left) and a page (right) from Jacob Olsen’s notebook at the Greenland National Archives (Nunatta 
Katersugaasivia Allagaaterqarfialu, NKA) in Nuuk. Photo: Bent Nielsen.

Table 1: Photographs from the Fifth Thule Expedition at 
the Danish Arctic Institute, by photographer 

Leo Hansen 611
Therkel Mathiassen 369
Knud Rasmussen 11
Kaj Birket-Smith 3
Helge Bangsted 3
Holger Dan Møller 4
Harald Lindow 2
Unknown 58
Total 1,061
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Figures 6, 7, and 8. These three photos were published as 
illustrations to Knud Rasmussen’s Across Arctic America 
(1999), but the text did not provide the photographers’ 
names. From the Danish Arctic Institute’s archive, we 
know that the first photo (p00101) was taken by Therkel 
Mathiassen and the other two (p00039 and 24692) by 
Leo Hansen.

Figure 6. “The first man to greet us in these new lands” 
(Rasmussen 1999:3). Danish Arctic Institute #p00101. 
Photo: Therkel Mathiassen.

Figure 7. “Arnarulunnguaq, the young Eskimo woman 
from Greenland” (Rasmussen 1999:158). Danish Arctic 
Institute #p00039. Photo: Leo Hansen.

Figure 8. “Leo Hansen, 
the film photographer” 

(Rasmussen 1999:243). 
Danish Arctic Institute, 

#24692.  Photo: Leo Hansen.
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Hansen and Mathiassen. Broadly speaking, this infor-
mation is not surprising, since Hansen and Mathiassen 
were the designated photographers on the FTE and are 
credited with the majority of the images in the DAI col-
lection for 1923–1924 and 1921–1923, respectively. But 
who were the other people?

Danish photographers Harald Lindow and Holger 
Dan Møller did not participate in the expedition and 
were only present to photograph its departure from 
Copenhagen in 1921 and its return three years later. More 
puzzling are the three images credited to Helge Bangsted, 
three to Kaj Birket-Smith, and 11 to Knud Rasmussen 
himself. Of course, we may assume that, from time to 
time, Mathiassen or Hansen gave instructions to a col-
league about how to “click the button.” A second possi-
bility, which I find more likely, is that many years later, 
some descendant family members provided the Danish 
Arctic Institute with collections of their “grandfather’s 
photos from the Fifth Thule Expedition,” supposing that 

“grandfather” might personally have taken the pictures 
but not knowing the full circumstances. For example, ac-
cording to the institute’s records, an album donated by 
Helge Bangsted’s family has an attribution that it “comes 
from the expedition participant Helge Bangsted, who is 
also a photographer for some of the photos. Leo Hansen, 
Therkel Mathiassen, et al. are photographers for the other 
images.” One picture from that album, in this instance 
labeled “photographer unknown,” is shown in Fig. 9, left.

Turning to the other Danish archives, besides the DAI 
and NMD, Knud Rasmussen’s House has a small but in-
teresting collection of about 60 expedition photographs, 
of which approximately half are portraits of the explorer 
himself (Fig. 9, right). Some of these are repeated in other 
collections, but in most instances the photographer is un-
known. The photographs are accessible at www.arkiv.dk, 
although a search on “5. thule ekspedition” will also pro-
vide access to 129 photos, of which about half are from 
Greenland and other venues not related to the FTE.

Figure 9. Two photos by “unknown” photographers of 
Knud Rasmussen in the field. Left: Danish Arctic Insti-
tute, #p48892. Right: Knud Rasmussen Archive B10075. 
As far as we know, this is the only portrait of Rasmussen 
with a beard. 
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The Royal Danish Library’s photo collection is acces-
sible online (www.kb.dk/editions/any/2009/jul/editions/
en/). A search for “5. Thuleekspedition” yields 120 entries 
and for “5. thule ekspedition” 118 entries; however, only 
about 75 of these images are actually related to the FTE. 
A number of beautiful portraits of Inuit are a highlight 
of the Royal Danish Library (RDL) collection, and one 
photo is remarkable thanks to its content and caption: 
“The Eskimo-Members of the 5th Thule-expedition af-
ter they were home in Thule. They have got decorated by 
the Danish King for their work on the Expedition” (Neg. 
88643; see Fig. 8 in Kleist, this issue). There are additional 
pictures of the expedition’s departure from and arrival to 
Denmark, and here the work of another photographer is 
represented, Copenhagen journalist Holger Damgaard. 
Most of the photographs at the RDL are labeled on the 
back as donations from Peter Freuchen’s family.

As mentioned above, the NMD possesses almost 
2,000 Fifth Thule photographs. A small portion of this 
collection is of special interest because it introduces an 
American commercial photographer and filmmaker, Earl 
Rossman,1 and his contribution to the FTE documen-
tation along with his Inupiat assistant Roy, whose last 
name was not even recorded (see Krupnik’s comment 
to Bronshtein, this issue). Early on the morning of 17 
September 1924, Knud Rasmussen was ready to board the 
Teddy Bear in Nome to set out for East Cape in Chukotka, 
then the Soviet Union, when Rossman and his assistant 
Roy appeared on the dock to record the event. Rasmussen 
later wrote in a telegram from Teller to Leo Hansen: “Now 
Rossman is leaving us—and he wants the young Eskimo 
to photograph for us. I don’t believe in this arrangement 
much” (Rasmussen—DAI, Arktisk Institut A 075/1).

However, it appears that Rasmussen relented, since 
the NMD’s set of 30 photos of Rasmussen’s brief excur-
sion to Siberia (a portion of it is also available at the DAI) 
includes several attributed to Roy (Fig. 10, top, bottom; 
also Fig. 6 in Shokarev, this issue). Hansen himself did not 
accompany Rasmussen on this final leg of the expedition; 
so all “Siberian” photos might have been taken by Roy. 
Unfortunately, all we know is his first name, and that he 
was a young “Eskimo” (Inupiaq?) man, and came with 
Rossman from Nome.2

The abovementioned collections constitute the photo-
graphic legacy of the FTE as it exists today. Hopefully, 
thanks to the renewed focus on the expedition during 
its 100th anniversary, some new collections of historical 
documents and photos may be recovered in descendants’ 
store rooms and attics to expand the wealth of the FTE 
resources preserved in Danish archives.

notes

1. On Rossman, note the following short entry in 
the online catalog of Karl Thiele Photographic 
Collection, 1924–1926, Alaska State Library (https://
alaska. libraryhost.com/repositories/2/ resources/357): 

Earl Rossman recorded his Alaska experiences in 
the book, Black Sunlight; a Log of the Arctic (New 
York, Oxford University Press, 1926). In 1923, af-
ter photographing Southeast Alaska natives and 
losing the motion picture footage in a sinking boat, 
Rossman decided to see more of Alaska and photo-
graph Eskimo life. Assisted by Governor Scott C. 
Bone and Karl Thiele, Rossman traveled to Nome 
and Barrow (today’s Utqiaġvik) with William T. 
Lopp on the vessel, Boxer. The plan to produce a 
motion picture film of Eskimo life had problems 
with the participants. However, the contacts made 
by Rossman in the North led to photography work 
on the Detroit Arctic Expedition of 1926 headed 
by Captain Sir Hubert Wilkins, but only one pho-
to of this work is included in the Collection.

2. When this issue was in the final stage of prepara-
tion, it was brought to my attention that “Roy” may 
have been Robert Mayokok (1903–1983), an Alaska 
Native who later became a well-known artist. Born in 
Wales and orphaned during the flu epidemic of 1918, 
Mayokok published a short popular memoir, Eskimo 
Life: Told by an Eskimo Artist, in which he stated that he 
“made three or four trips to eastern Siberia, once with 
Knud Rasmussen, the Danish scientist and explorer” 
(Mayokok 1951:i). An Inupiaq resident of Nome in 
1924 when he was twenty-one years old, Mayokok is 
an obvious candidate to be the “young Eskimo named 
Roy” who accompanied Rasmussen to Chukotka. I 
am grateful to Knud Michelsen, Igor Krupnik, Aron 
Crowell, and Ken Pratt for this information.
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Figure 10. Two photos from “Roy’s Collection” at the National Museum of Denmark taken during Rasmussen’s short 
trip to Chukotka in September 1924. Top: East Cape (Cape Dezhnev) is at the right edge of the photo, and approxi-
mately in the middle, on a high cliff, is the Yupik village of Naukan (#2741). Bottom: People ventured onto the shore 
ice in front of the village of Naukan to greet Rasmussen’s boat (2676). 
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rasmussen’s five engraved walrus tusks from chukotka1

Mikhail M. Bronshtein
State Museum of Oriental Art, 12A Nikitsky Blvd, Moscow, Russia, 119019; bronmi@list.ru

(With Comment by Igor Krupnik)

abstract

On his short visit to the Chukchi Peninsula, Russia, in September 1924, Knud Rasmussen was able 
to purchase (or received as gifts) five decorated walrus tusks with engravings made by local Chukchi 
and Yupik artists. Except for one tusk that was partly represented in Rasmussen’s public account of his 
journey and is currently on display at the National Museum of Denmark, none of the other decorated 
pieces have been seen or analyzed since the time of their purchase. This paper compares Rasmussen’s 
five tusks with the known objects from the same era in museum collections and assesses their artis-
tic and ethnographic quality, the prospective location of their origin, and even the likely Indigenous 
artists who could have made them. The analysis illustrates that Rasmussen was very cognizant about 
acquiring objects that would offer the broadest possible representation of local art styles and cultural 
traditions in Chukotka at the time of his visit.

introduction

The ethnographic collection gathered by Knud Rasmussen 
and other participants of the Fifth Thule Expedition (FTE) 
includes several pieces of artwork that Rasmussen acquired 
on his brief trip to the Chukchi Peninsula (Chukotka), 
Russia, or from Chukchi community members on their 
visits to Alaska (see Schwalbe et al., this issue). One of the 
most famous of these objects is an engraved walrus tusk 
that depicts scenes from the life of marine hunters and 
reindeer herders, now in the collection of the National 
Museum of Denmark (NMD) in Copenhagen. The tusk 
(Fig. 1) was included in Rasmussen’s earliest popular ac-
count of his short visit to Russia and can currently be seen 
on display at the NMD (Rasmussen 1925–1926:390–391, 
394; see also Schwalbe et al., this issue, fig. 4).

Since 2018, thanks to the studies prompted by the 
FTE centennial program, we learned that Rasmussen 
acquired not one but five engraved walrus tusks from 
Chukotka. In addition to the tusk displayed at NMD 
(Tusk 1), three tusks are currently held in the private col-
lections of Rasmussen family descendants (Tusk 2, Tusk 
3, and Tusk 4—see Igor Krupnik’s comment at the end 

of this paper). Another decorated tusk (Tusk 5) has been 
kept in the NMD collections (Schwalbe et al., this issue) 
but was never exhibited or studied.

The stylistic features of the walrus tusks in this small 
sample—and, in one case, the inscribed place names in 
Russian—indicate that the carvers were Indigenous in-
habitants of Chukotka. From the turn of the twentieth 
century, Siberian Yupik (Asiatic Eskimo) and Maritime 
Chukchi carvers created engraved drawings or “thematic 
compositions” on tusks that included images of people 
hunting seals, whales, and polar bears; herding reindeer; 
racing; or dancing in the village. Although decorated tusks 
were made exclusively for sale to visitors and art collectors, 
the subject matter and techniques and skills for etching on 
ivory originated from the precontact artistic traditions of 
the Arctic people (Bronshtein and Shirokov 20082).

It is hard to say where exactly Rasmussen acquired the 
five tusks. This could have happened in Nome, where he 
spent a relatively long time in September–October 1924 
and where people from Chukotka commonly came to 
trade. But it was more likely he bought them in Chukotka 
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during his short trip to the Cape Dezhnev [East Cape—
ed.] area, although he stayed less than two days (September 
17–18, 1924) (see Krupnik, comment; Schwalbe et al., this 
issue; Shokarev, this issue).

As for the Indigenous communities where the tusks 
could have originated, at least one was made in Uelen—
which Rasmussen visited on September 17–18, 1924—as 
indicated by the Russian inscription “Chukotsk Peninsula. 
1924” and “v. Uelen” (Uelen village). It is more difficult 
to determine the communities of origin of the other four 
tusks because they lack inscriptions. However, one can 
rely on the stylistic characteristics of Chukchi decorative 
ivory carvings in the 1920s that might reflect a specific 
home community of individual artists. Because the pho-
tos that were at my disposal did not provide complete 
information, the following description is brief and, cer-
tainly, preliminary.

tusk 1
This tusk (NMD, K.817; see Fig. 1) is a thin full-size tusk 
(length 69.0 cm, width 7.5 cm, height 3.8 cm). It fea-
tures a two-part composition common to the artwork of 
Indigenous carvers of Chukotka, with scenes from the life 
of marine hunters on one side and a reindeer herders’ camp 
on the other. Similar illustrations are present on numerous 
tusks in museum collections (e.g., Bronshtein et al. 2002; 
Bronshtein and Shirokov 2008; Tishkov 2008). Based 
on the details of the herders’ camp images (see below), 
the author was probably a Chukchi artist rather than a 
Siberian Yupik. This assumption—as well as stylistic simi-
larity to the engraving work of the prominent Chukchi 
master artist Stepan Ettugi (Etugyi, ca. 1890–1940s; see 
Dezhnevskaya shkola n.d.), who resided in the village of 
Dezhnev (Dezhnevo or Kengisqun), where Rasmussen 

Figure 1. Tusk 1: Rasmussen’s tusk from Chukotka on display at the National Museum of Denmark. Photo: Igor 
Krupnik, September 2019.
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landed on September 17, 1924—suggests the tusk origi-
nated in Dezhnev. In the 1920s, the Dezhnev population 
was primarily Maritime Chukchi, who maintained close 
connections with the tundra herders (Shokarev, this issue).

Two scenes of the life of marine hunters are depicted 
on the “maritime” side of the tusk (Schwalbe et al., this 
issue, fig. 4 bottom). On the left side, a skin boat (Russian 
baidara) with six hunters approaches two swimming wal-
ruses. One hunter stands on the bow with a spear in his 
hands; four are rowing; and another holds inflated sealskin 
floats used as buoys. The next scene takes place in a coastal 
settlement. This scene occupies the largest part of the tusk 
and is separated from the hunting scene by a wide, slightly 
curved vertical line. It features hunters butchering a wal-
rus while men, women, and children sit and stand nearby. 
The rest of the maritime side shows dwellings (yarangas) 
and meat storage pits lined with rocks.

The other side of Tusk 1 features activities that take 
place in a herders’ camp (Schwalbe et al., this issue, fig. 4 
top). On the left side two sled teams—a reindeer team in 
the front followed by a dog team—run toward the camp. 
The mushers are dressed in different types of clothing and 
are sitting differently on the sleds: one astride and the oth-
er on the left side. The latter is a maritime style of riding; 
it suggests a coastal dweller is riding on the sled following 
a reindeer herder. Reindeer figures fill the central portion 
of the composition and are seen standing, walking, and 
lying on the snow. Herders with lassos are nearby, and in 
the distance on the right side of the tusk are herders’ tents, 
sleds, and other camp dwellers returning from the tundra 
or standing near a dwelling entrance.

This type of narrative composition is the most com-
mon version of the “classic” Chukchi and Yupik two-part 
tusk engraving. Even in the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, Indigenous artists depicted marine mammal hunting 
scenes on one side of a walrus tusk and tundra hunting for 
arctic fox, caribou, or bear on the other. Over time, this 
artistic style changed, and scenes of reindeer herders were 
used instead of inland tundra hunting. Decorated tusks 
with two-sided “hunter-herder” content were created until 
the last decades of the twentieth century.3 It has been ar-
gued that this theme appeared in Chukotka ivory carving 
art in the 1920s (Mitlyanskaya 1976:64). If this date is 
correct, Tusk 1 was created no later than 1924 and may 
be one of the first signs of this new artistic tradition, and 
perhaps a prototype for its use from the 1930s onward.

Russian ethnologist Valeryi A. Tishkov has an early 
engraved tusk in his personal collection of Chukotka 

ivories. It has an inscription that indicates it was creat-
ed in 1926 by Stepan Ettugi and features the settlement 
of Dezhnev (Tishkov n.d.; 2008:36–39; see also www.
culture-art.ru). When comparing Tishkov’s tusk with 
Rasmussen’s Tusk 1 the images of meat pits and skin 
dwellings are very similar, and the same can be said about 
people’s clothing and their knapsacks. The Tishkov collec-
tion also contains an ivory napkin ring, which presumably 
was engraved by Petr Pen’kok (1889–1944), Ettugi’s elder 
brother, also a talented artist from Dezhnev (Bronshtein 
2018; Tishkov 2008:34; see also Shokarev, this issue). The 
images of reindeer on the ring resemble the reindeer en-
graved on Tusk 1. At the same time, Tusk 1, the Tishkov 
tusk, and the napkin ring have some notable differences. 
They are prominent enough that if we assume Tusk 1 was 
engraved in Dezhnev, then we should exclude Ettugi and 
Pen’kok as potential artists.

A decorated ivory ink stand, another object made by 
an unknown artist in the Tishkov collection, serves as in-
direct proof that Tusk 1 was engraved by a Dezhnev-based 
artist. The catalog indicates it was made by a “Dezhnev 
resident” in the 1920s, with no personal name provided 
(Tishkov 2008:32). Images of Native hunters chasing and 
butchering a walrus are engraved on the ink stand base. 
The images and style have much in common with Tusk 1. 
Some parallels can be drawn between the images of rein-
deer on the tusk and the sketches for the engravings dated 
from the 1930s by a Chukchi carver from Dezhnev named 
Roshilin (Efimova and Klitina 1981:10). These and other 
comparisons with objects created at Dezhnev in the 1920s 
and 1930s (or by artists descending from that community) 
corroborate that Tusk 1 originated in Dezhnev.

tusk 2
This tusk from a private collection has a three-part com-
position on one side with the action unfolding from right 
to left.4 On the right side, where the name “Uelen” (in 
Russian) is inscribed, there is a line of skin-covered tents 
(Chukchi, yarangas) and wooden houses, one of which has 
a radio mast and a flag (Fig. 2, top). Uelen is located on a 
narrow spit, and in the beginning of the 1920s there were 
several wooden structures, including a prominent house 
with a mast, so there is no doubt that this is an engraving 
of the Uelen village.

A dogsled team with a man sitting on a sled is carved 
in the middle section. On the left portion a hunter (judg-
ing from his clothes, it is the same person sitting on the 
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sled) approaches a trap holding a wolverine. He has a club 
in his hands, and the hunter is ready to strike the ani-
mal, which has drawn back and bared its teeth. Above is a 
second inscription in Russian: “Chukotsk Peninsula. Year 
1924” (Fig. 2, bottom). The letter “y” is absent in the word 
“Chukotsky,” which shows that the person who engraved 
it did not know Russian well. The front side of the tusk 
depicts the stages of the hunter’s tundra trip checking 
his traps. The reverse side of the tusk presents a different 
story—a walrus hunt unfolding from left to right (Fig. 3). 
A skin boat approaches two swimming walruses on the 
narrow (left) end of the tusk, and a hunter on the bow is 
preparing to throw a spear. The composition ends with an 
image of a six-person hunting crew butchering a walrus on 
the sea ice.

This Uelen tusk is a classic example of Chukotka mar-
itime hunters’ art, using the shared Chukchi and Yupik 
style of narrative engraving. It demonstrates the main 
composition principles that Chukotka artists followed at 
that time and continue to follow today. One of these prin-
ciples is to depict events taking place in a coastal setting 
separately from those in an interior reindeer herding camp 
(as in Tusk 1). The second principle is to feature themes 
that are most important from a cultural perspective, such 
as marine hunting and reindeer herding. The third prin-
ciple is to show people and animals together in one com-

position. And, finally, the most important principle is a 
multi-element narrative showing successive events.

Tusk 2 was created almost one hundred years ago, 
when the Yupik and the Chukchi were still developing 
their decorative art on ivories for commercial purposes. 
Thus, Tusk 2 may be considered one of the earliest pieces 
demonstrating the evolution of Chukotka Native art in 
the twentieth century. The author of the tusk was a true 
artist, as evidenced by his commitment to tradition as 
well as by his highly skilled creation. In a masterly fash-
ion, he builds the composition on a curved, thin walrus 
tusk. He finds the optimal place for each component of 
the storyline. A settlement depicted on the front side is 
on the narrow portion of the tusk. The carver lines up the 
dwellings in a row, which ends with a Russian language 
inscription “s. Uelen” [“s.” is a common abbreviation for 
Russian selo, village—ed.]. The artist was most probably 
not familiar with the concept of linear perspective; yet he 
was able to simulate distance by creating an image of a 
settlement stretched in a line via the placement of skin 
houses and wooden structures in relation to each other, 
and via their various sizes and colors. The houses closer to 
the composition centered in a wider part of the tusk have a 
more intense color and are carved closer to each other than 
the dwellings in the distant part of the village. As a result, 
the drawing conveys the depth of space, i.e., perspective.

Figure 2. Tusk 2, tundra hunting side. Top: the town of Uelen; bottom: hunter and wolverine. Private collection.
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By placing an image of a hunter on a dogsled in the 
central section, where the tusk’s curve is most noticeable, 
the artist was able to make him the main character of the 
story. Hunters pushing a boat into the sea are depicted on 
the reverse side at the same point of the curve. The curved 
surface helps show the people’s dynamic movements. A 
scene of a walrus being butchered is placed in the widest 
portion at the tusk’s base, where it was possible to create an 
image rich in detail. On the other side of the engraving, on 
the tusk’s widest part, is the most dramatic scene, a story 
of a hunter and a wolverine.

These well-thought-through details that add an emo-
tional tinge attest to the mastery of the creator of Tusk 
2. In the wolverine hunt scene, the dogsled is shown as 
stationary. The dogs are frozen in strained poses, look-
ing forward. Their heads are raised, and their mouths are 
open. The dogs themselves are shown differently, with the 
leading pair having the most intense appearance com-
pared to the rest. The wolverine image is just as expressive. 
The artist carved a bloodied reindeer carcass (torn by the 
wolverine) that served as bait. According to the stories of 
northern people, the wolverine is a strong and dangerous 
animal; it is also highly prized for its fur. It is also consid-
ered to be smart and cautious and rarely gets into a trap. It 
is likely that the artist purposefully included a scene with 
a wolverine because it was an unusual event.

There is another key geographic element to the scene 
in which the hunter is checking his traps against the back-
drop of an easily recognizable landscape—a flat plain 
with a mountain range that has a tall mountain descend-
ing steeply into the sea. This view depicts a valley a few 
kilometers south of Uelen with mountains to the west. I 
remember seeing old, rusted hunting traps when visiting 
this area in the early 2000s.

The more artistic merit we find in Tusk 2, the more 
disappointing it is that we don’t know the author’s name. 
The oldest ivory carving workshop in Chukotka, in exis-
tence in Uelen for 90 years, was only established in 1931 

(Mitlyanskaya 1996), seven years after Rasmussen’s 
visit. The names of the first professional Indigenous 
Chukotka artists are known, but they mostly carved fig-
ures and animals from walrus ivory and did not engrave 
on tusks.

Generally, Tusk 2 is unique among other Indigenous 
compositions created during the first decades of the twen-
tieth century. Stylistically, it is somewhat close to the carv-
ing style of the “Dezhnev school” (see Tusk 1); however, it 
is notably different in composition as well as in its images 
of skin dwellings, people’s clothing, and other objects. 
Perhaps certain correlations can be found between this 
tusk and the works of early professional ivory engraving 
artists in Uelen of the 1930s–1950s, like Ichel’, Mikhail 
Vukvol (1914–1942), and Vera Emkul’ (1919–1985) (see 
Bronshtein 2018). Still, it would be difficult to discern di-
rect continuity in stylistic techniques.

A comparison of Tusks 1 and 2 reveals noticeable dif-
ferences: the choice of scenes, the scale of images, the na-
ture of the composition, and the use of color dots to con-
vey the size of the objects. On Tusk 1, the dwellings as well 
as the people and animals are much larger. In general, the 
“Uelen” composition is not as densely filled with details 
as the images on Tusk 1. Also, on Tusk 1 the artist used a 
combination of dark and light tones to make objects more 
believable, whereas the creator of Tusk 2 hardly used this 
technique at all. On Tusk 2 the narrative unfolds from 
right to left on both sides, while on Tusk 1 both narratives 
proceed from left to right.

Can these differences be explained only by the indi-
vidual styles of two artists, or were they products of artists 
from different communities? I prefer the latter explana-
tion. In my opinion, Tusks 1 and 2 were created by crafts-
men from two nearby villages—one living in Dezhnev 
and the other in Uelen. The comparison also supports 
the assumption that Tusk 1 was made by an artist from 
Dezhnev or one who lived in that community with its 
unique artistic tradition.

Figure 3. Tusk 2, maritime hunting side. Private collection.
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tusk 3

Tusk 3 also comes from the private collection of a 
Rasmussen descendant. Unlike the first two tusks, its 
graphic composition is simpler. One side shows a po-
lar bear hunt (Fig. 4, top) and the other, flowers and the 
inscription “1923” (Fig. 4, bottom), which we assume is 
when the carving was created. The bear hunt unfolds from 
left to right. The left side of the narrative shows a comical 
situation: a hunter falls from his sled, loses his snowshoes 
and gun but manages to hang onto the sled, while the 
dogs drag him along through the snow. The tusk’s right 
side features two hunters with guns shooting two polar 
bears, one of which is dead and the other, wounded, falls 
on its back.

Tusk 3 differs from Tusks 1 and 2 in artistic style, 
although there are similarities in the storylines of Tusks 
2 and 3. In both cases, the events pictured are unusual: 
a wolverine rarely gets caught in a trap, and a hunter 
rarely falls from his sled and loses his gun. However, cer-
tain details are similar, such as the way the numbers—1, 
9, and 2—are written on Tusk 3, matching the numbers 

of the date “1926” on the abovementioned tusk from 
Dezhnev by Stepan Ettugi in the Tishkov collection 
(Tishkov 2008:36).

An attempt to find matching images to the hunting 
scene on Tusk 3 did not yield obvious results. The only 
parallel comes with an ivory tobacco pipe in the Museum 
of Anthropology and Ethnography (MAE, St. Petersburg) 
that depicts a polar bear hunt. The bear stands on its hind 
legs, and two hunters are armed with spears while the 
third hunter has a gun. This pipe dates to the late 1800s or 
early 1900s (Mitlyanskaya 1976:39, 205). The hunter with 
a gun shoots the bear “from his knee,” just like the hunter 
on Tusk 3. Based on many engraved tusks I have seen in 
the collections, Chukchi artists rarely depicted hunters 
shooting while kneeling; rather, the shooters stand upright 
or shoot from a sitting position.

An engraved tusk from Chukotka in a collection of 
the State Museum of Oriental Art (SMOA, Moscow), dat-
ed to “the beginning of the twentieth century” (according 
to the catalog record), also features hunters and polar bears 
(Fig. 5). On one side, three polar bears feed on a walrus 
carcass while two hunters approach. On the reverse side, 

Figure 4. Tusk 3. Left: polar bear hunting side; right: “flower side.” Private collection. 

Figure 5. Tusk from the State Museum of Oriental Art collection, Cat. #173. Left: hunters and dogs chasing three polar 
bears; right: polar bear hunt. 
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a hunter sneaks up on the bears while the other shoots 
them from a sitting position. One of the bears stands on its 
hind legs, as on Tusk 3 (Bronstein and Shirokov 2008:97). 
However, there are differences between Tusk 3 and these 
images in the way the composition is constructed and how 
the drawing is executed.

A polar bear hunt is shown on another item in the 
SMOA Chukotka collection: an inkstand carved from 
a walrus tusk (Fig. 6) also probably dating to the 1920s 
(Bronshtein and Shirokov 2008:122). Among its images 
are two hunters and two polar bears, one of which is dead 
(as on Tusk 3). Other details of the hunt vary significantly; 
however, the flowers look very much like those on Tusk 3, 
having long stems and arrow-shaped leaves, and painted 
in similar pinkish and green tones. Other similarities in-
clude using well-defined outlines and small strokes to fill 
in the outlined areas. Flowers were rarely used as motifs in 
Chukchi and Yupik engraved tusks, so it is not just the 
narratives that coincide but also their manner of execu-
tion. The inkstand is believed to have been made in Uelen 
and was probably intended as a souvenir for one of the 
“administrators.” In Chukotka in the 1920s, these people 
were located only in Uelen, the administrative hub for the 
Chukchi District (see Shokarev, this issue).

However, one notable detail supports an assumption 
that the inkstand originated in Naukan, rather than in 
Uelen or Dezhnev like Tusks 1 and 2. There are no rein-

deer in the inkstand decor. Instead, it contains images of 
polar and brown bears, walruses, seals, and a bird, and two 
hunting scenes—a polar bear and a whale hunt—but nei-
ther reindeer herders nor reindeer. Artists from the Yupik 
community of Naukan rarely placed reindeer on their en-
gravings, since their contacts with herders were less intense 
than those of people from Dezhnev and Uelen, who al-
most always featured reindeer and herding camps on their 
objects. If the inkstand with a bear hunt scene and flowers 
was created in Naukan, there is a high probability that 
Tusk 3 with similar images was also created in Naukan.

During his 1924 trip to Chukotka, Rasmussen spe-
cifically wanted to visit Naukan, the only Siberian Yupik 
settlement accessible directly from Nome (see Schwalbe 
et al., this issue). Since Soviet authorities did not allow him 
to reach Naukan, perhaps for this reason it may have been 
important for him to acquire in Uelen or Dezhnev any art-
work produced by Naukan Yupik craftsmen, like Tusk 3. 
Another indirect argument is the level of artistry on Tusk 
3. Today, almost one hundred years later, this tusk is of 
great historical value even if it is not as refined in terms 
of storyline, composition, image detail, and harmony of 
its color scheme compared to the other tusks Rasmussen 
brought from Chukotka. Rasmussen could not help but 
see these differences and probably acquired this tusk be-
cause it was made in Naukan (which he could not visit—
see Shokarev, this issue; Schwalbe et al., this issue).

tusk 4
Tusk 4 is also held in a private collection of Rasmussen’s 
descendants and, like with Tusks 2 and 3, I only had ac-
cess to a few photographs featuring its two sides (Fig. 7). 
Hardly any other information is available regarding its 
history and provenience, except that it is 55.8 cm long and 
approximately 8.9 cm in diameter and has blue and red 
pigments along with the usual black-colored engraving 
grooves. Nevertheless, the photos confirm that Tusk 4 was 
almost certainly created in Chukotka, most likely in the 
community of Dezhnev, where Rasmussen’s visit began 
and ended. We may even guess the name of the artist or 
the family group to which he belonged (see below).

On one side (Fig. 7, bottom) there is a marine hunting 
scene, while the other features two Native villages on the 
shore and a boat sailing along the coast. One settlement is 
a reindeer camp with reindeer grazing by the skin tents, 
while the other, judging by the bowhead whale jaws, is a 
village of maritime hunters. The dwellings of the coastal 

Figure 6. Ivory inkstand. State Museum of Oriental Art, 
Moscow, Cat. #210.
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people and herders are separated by a wide river, suggest-
ing the artist was depicting two different settlements, but 
it is also possible that the river is an accurate representation 
of an existing village (Fig. 7, top).

My belief that Tusk 4 originated from the commu-
nity of Dezhnev is based on its stylistic features. The 
combination of blue and red colors with black pigment 
is typical of many engraved ivories from Dezhnev in the 
Russian Ethnographic Museum (REM, St. Petersburg) 
(Mitlyanskaya 1976:56–57, 60–63, 66–67, 205). The 
tusks made by Uelen artists in the 1920s and 1930s usually 
used fewer and less vivid colors (see Tusk 2). The large size 
of the walrus images also points toward Tusk 4 belong-
ing to the “Dezhnev school.” The animal figures appear 
disproportionately large compared to those of people and 
boats. Such an exaggeration of proportion was a strong 
feature of the Dezhnev artistic tradition (Mitlyanskaya 
1976:60–63; Tishkov 2008:38). It is also worth noting 
the angle in which the two walruses lying side-by-side 
are depicted on Tusk 4: one is drawn in profile and the 
other en face. This was often the way Dezhnev artists por-
trayed groups of walruses (cf. Mitlyanskaya 1976:60–62; 
Tishkov 2008:38).

It is less likely that we may identify the individual art-
ist from Dezhnev who authored Tusk 4. Yet our choice is 
rather limited. In the 1920s Dezhnev had a small fam-
ily carving workshop (see Shokarev, this issue). A Chukchi 
carver named Petr Pen’kok (1889–1944; see Tusk 1 discus-
sion, above) is considered its founder. His younger brother, 
Stepan Ettugi (Etugyi), as well as their sons, Kalyat and 
Laivy’yat, worked in the same workshop. The peak of the 

Pen’kok-Ettugi family’s activity was in the 1920s–1930s 
(Dezhnevskaya shkola n.d.). Perhaps other active carvers 
lived in the village, but they would have been few in num-
ber, since there were no more than 15 to 20 adult men in 
Dezhnev at that time, or even fewer (see Shokarev, this 
issue). Women were not engaged in ivory carving at that 
time. Laivy’yat, Ettugi’s son, was reportedly born in 1912 
(Mitlyanskaya 1976:196), therefore he can be excluded 
from the list of possible artists. Kalyat, the son of Pen’kok, 
was several years senior and theoretically could have been 
the artist.

It is possible that the artist was Petr Pen’kok him-
self. On the abovementioned napkin ring he engraved 
(Tishkov 2008:34), the herder tents and reindeer are 
etched in much the same way as on Tusk 4. However, 
I lean toward naming Stepan Ettugi as the artist. His 
works, even if relatively few survive today, displayed fea-
tures now considered “typical” of the Dezhnev art tradi-
tion, like the combinations of red, blue, black, and white 
colors, large-scale images, and depiction of characters 
both in profile and en face (Mitlyanskaya 1976:65, 68–
71). This is exactly how Tusk 4 is executed. Some other 
details of Tusk 4 bear similarities to works attributed to 
Ettugi. On the abovementioned tusk with the Russian 
signature “Stepan” in the Tishkov collection, the dwell-
ings in the coastal village are drawn in almost the same 
way as on Tusk 4 (cf. Tishkov 2008:36–37). The tusk 
from the REM collection, which reportedly was created 
by Ettugi, depicts a hunter butchering a whale in the 
same pose as a hunter bending over a walrus carcass on 
Tusk 4 (cf. Shokarev 2020).

Figure 7. Tusk 4. Bottom: maritime hunting side; top: herders’ camp side. Private collection; photo by Kaitlin Campbell.
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The abovementioned image of a boat on Tusk 4 pass-
ing the villages of marine hunters and herders separated 
by a river may have special significance because it is in 
the center of the composition. A man is standing on the 
bow with his arm stretched toward the reindeer herders’ 
camp; the boat is clearly heading toward the camp. A sail 
suggests the hunters have traveled from a great distance, 
not from a nearby settlement; otherwise they would have 
been paddling.

The elongated island near the mouth of the river is 
worth noting. Neither Dezhnev nor Uelen have islands or 
large rivers. The only large river with an island offshore is 
100 km northwest of Dezhnev, near the former Chukchi 
village of Chegitun, which existed until the early 1960s. 
Therefore, I venture to suggest that Rasmussen acquired 
a tusk with an image of a “trade expedition” of coastal 
hunters sailing to a herder camp to exchange goods. Trips 
involving exchanges between coastal and tundra people 
was a regular occurrence in Chukotka in the early twenti-
eth century and persisted until not long ago (Krupnik and 
Chlenov 2013).

tusk 5

It is hard to say much about the last tusk from Rasmussen’s 
collection, which is now at the National Museum of 
Denmark (K.816). It is not a full-size tusk but rather a por-
tion cut off the wide side of the tusk (20.9 cm long, 7.5 cm 
wide, 5.0 cm high) with engravings (Fig. 8). This tusk, once 
again, features marine hunters on one side and reindeer 
herders on the other. This classic two-element composition 
indicates it was almost certainly created on the Asian side 
of Bering Strait. The character of its images differs notice-
ably from other Rasmussen tusks in general composition 
and details of people, animals, boats, and dwellings. There 
are also notable differences in the types of boats and the 
way the dog and reindeer teams are depicted.

The frieze-like composition is the main feature. The 
image is divided into 10 horizontal segments, five on each 
side. In some cases, this division can only be guessed, but 
more often it reads clearly, thanks to the thin straight lines 
drawn between each scene. The mixture of scenes is the 
most notable feature of the images. As noted, on most 
of the Chukotka tusks of the 1920s and 1930s, the themes 
of sea and tundra occupy different sides, as on Tusks 1 and 
2. To the contrary, on the side of Tusk 5 where the marine 
theme predominates, tundra hunting images are also in-
cluded. It also features many more images of people than 
the other tusks. The “flatness” and sketchiness of the carv-
ing is another distinguishing feature. The artist was not 
trying to convey the objects’ volume or to create realistic 
images. People, marine mammals, reindeer, and sled dogs 
look more like schematic drawings or pictograms.

Differences in skin boats and dog teams are also no-
ticeable. Several boats are shown under large rectangular 
sails on Tusk 5, while on the other tusks a boat under sail 
appears only once (on Tusk 4), and the sail is depicted dif-
ferently. On Tusk 5 six dogs are harnessed to one sled, as 
on Tusk 2, and eight dogs are harnessed to another, which 
is more than on other tusks acquired by Rasmussen. Also, 
on Tusk 5 reindeer are harnessed to a cargo sled, which is 
absent on other tusks.

Of course, Tusk 5 has many similar features with 
other tusks from Rasmussen’s collection: for instance, the 
Chukotka “classic” choice of themes like the dichotomy of 
the sea and the tundra; and the resemblance of many sub-
jects, like a hunting boat approaching swimming walrus-
es, a hunter at the bow with a harpoon, reindeer breeders 
and hunters walking across the tundra with walking sticks 
in their hands, etc. These differences in style and compo-
sition are due to the different time of the tusk’s creation. 
Obviously, Tusk 5 should date not to the early 1920s (like 
Tusks 1–4) but perhaps to the early 1900s, if not to the 
late 1800s.5

Figure 8. Tusk 5. Left: sea and shore side; right: “reindeer” side. National Museum of Denmark K.816.
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Several details support such a date: for example, a sim-
ilar frieze-like structure of the composition, and its satura-
tion with details like images of people and “flatness” with 
extreme schematic rendering; presence of geometric orna-
mental motifs; and a multitude of images of humans are 
featured on an ivory tobacco pipe in the MAE collection 
dating from the late 1800s or early 1900s (Mitlyanskaya 
1976:39, 205). Several ivory handles of ritual buckets from 
Chukotka in the MAE collection dated to the same period 
are covered with drawings depicting reindeer and boats 
under sail in much the same way as Tusk 5 (Bronshtein 
et al. 2002:26). There are also similarities between Tusk 
5 and two walrus tusks from the early twentieth cen-
tury in the SMOA collection (Bronshtein and Shirokov 
2008:97), as well as numerous ivory objects in collections 
from Alaska dating to the late 1800s (Fig. 9), includ-
ing from Seward Peninsula, located directly across from 
Chukotka and Cape Dezhnev (East Cape). These draw-
ings were made primarily on ivory drill bows (see Chan 
2013; Collins et al. 1977: 88–89; Fitzhugh and Kaplan 
1982:256, 258–265; Nelson [1899] 1983). The stylistic re-
semblance of Tusk 5 to the traditional images created by 
Alaskan Inupiat in the late 1800s is an additional argu-
ment in favor of the tusk’s earlier origin compared to other 
Rasmussen pieces.

conclusion

Summarizing this description of five engraved walrus 
tusks collected by Rasmussen in Chukotka in 1924, it 
seems that despite his brief visit, he acquired objects rep-
resenting different artistic traditions. It is highly probable 
that the tusks originated in three different communities: 
Dezhnev, Uelen, and Naukan. The tusks were executed 
in different artistic styles, and at least one, Tusk 5, is no-
ticeably older than the other four based on its style and 
subject matter.

The introduction of these masterpieces of early 
Indigenous art dating to 1923–1924 (Tusk 5 was evidently 
produced slightly earlier) may help determine the age of 
many decorated objects in Russian and Western muse-
ums, as well as in private collections. More accurate dat-
ing will expand our understanding of the evolution of the 
Yupik/Asiatic Eskimo and Chukchi decorative ivory carv-
ing, making our knowledge of their artistic development 
more complete. The publication of the tusks brought by 
Rasmussen from Chukotka will also help contemporary 
Chukchi and Yupik artists better understand the artistic 
traditions and find inspiration from engraved walrus tusks 
of the past.

Analysis of the Rasmussen Chukotka tusks also adds a 
new dimension to our understanding of Knud Rasmussen 
himself, whom we now see possessed a fine artistic taste 
and a deep appreciation of Indigenous Arctic art. I would 
like to express my admiration for this man, who while un-
der an extremely stressful situation managed to assemble 
an informative collection of Chukotka Native art in a 
short period of time.

notes

1. Translated from Russian by Katerina Wessels.
2. The art of walrus tusk engraving and sculptural carv-

ing has existed for centuries also among the Alaskan 
Inuit and Yup’ik people (see Collins et al. 1977; 
Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982). In the early twentieth 
century, the folk craft (carving) developed in Alaska 
where local artists engraved graphic compositions pri-
marily on objects that had practical or souvenir use, 
such as pipes (e.g., Stein 2018), cribbage boards, letter 
openers, etc., but rarely on whole tusks, as was a pre-
ferred practice in Chukotka.

3. Today, Chukotka artists continue to produce engraved 
tusks showing scenes with reindeer and  reindeer  herders 

Figure 9. Bone tobacco box acquired by Sheldon Jackson, 
Alaska, late 1890s. NMNH #E316801.
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but generally just replicate earlier prototypes and do 
not create new styles or compositions (Bronshtein et al. 
2002; Bronshtein and Shirokov 2008).

4. In accordance with their request, the names of the 
tusk owners are kept confidential. Tusks 2 and 3 are 
in Copenhagen; Tusk 4 is in the U.S.—ed.

5. “Tusk 5 fits squarely in the style of engraving being 
produced across the Bering Strait for the emerging 
tourist market during the 1880s–1890s; specifi-
cally it relates to similar carvings with small sketch-
ily engraved figures crowded onto tusks, pieces of 
bone, etc. that were coming out of Port Clarence 
where Inupiat and Chukchi community members 
were camping  and trading with whalers (see Chan 
2013:85–86, 370–371, 408–409; VanStone 1976). 
What might have prompted Rasmussen to acquire 
or purchase this earlier carving (Tusk 5)? Perhaps he 
had wanted to illustrate the stylistic development of 
pictorial engraving from the region: from the earlier 
pieces to the origins of a tourist market for engraved 
ivory, and the ability for that market to evolve and 
endure, along the political and economic changes” 
(Amy Phillips-Chan, pers. comm., 9 October 2020).
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Michael Bronshtein’s meticulous assessment of five decorat-
ed ivory tusks that Knud Rasmussen presumably brought 
from Chukotka on his visit in September 1924 warrants 
a short postscript. Thanks to this and other papers that 
explore Rasmussen’s journey to Chukotka (Nielsen 2007; 
Schwalbe et al., this issue; Shokarev, this issue; Michelsen, 
this issue; Nielsen, this issue), besides the high artistic qual-
ity of the tusks, we know much more today about the con-
ditions under which they were acquired; from whom, even 
if tentatively; and why they ended up in the Rasmussen 
family’s possession. In fact, we have a better vision of his 
short trip than at any time since September 1924, when he 
returned to Nome, thwarted by the Soviet authorities who 
expelled him at the doorstep of his long-coveted dream (cf. 
Mathiassen 1945:105–107).

I share Bronshtein’s praise for Rasmussen’s achieve-
ment in Chukotka. Being restricted in his movement, 
certainly watched (if not followed) most of the time, 
he expressed his frustration in his diaries and writings 
(Rasmussen 1925–1926, [1927] 1999). He was also wise 
to soften certain details, and he never disclosed any names 
of Chukotka Native people from whom he obtained infor-
mation, something he duly noted during other segments 
of the expedition (Griebel et al., this issue). Nor did he ever 
report the names of those who provided or sold objects to 
him. All the people he listed by name in Chukotka were 
Russian administrators and local traders, Russian- and 
 foreign-born (Shokarev, this issue). Because of this discre-
tion, we have no names of Chukotka people who produced 
the five decorated tusks or narrated the legends he recorded 
(Ostermann 1952), contributed more than 150 words in 
Naukanski Yupik (Ostermann 1941), or procured the 168 
archaeological objects Rasmussen reportedly purchased at 
“East Cape,” i.e., from Naukan (Mathiassen 1930:72–78). 
Thus, we know little about his local sources during his 
two-day Chukotka trip.

As Schwalbe et al. (this issue) noted, Rasmussen was 
prudent while in Uelen not to make any purchases of eth-
nographic objects, so that he could preserve his image 
as a “scientist” (rather than a “trader”) in the eyes of the 
Russian authorities. It probably explains why the National 
Museum of Denmark has hardly any ethnographic objects 

from Chukotka from that trip, but also why Rasmussen 
was keen on making additional purchases of ethnographic 
items from Siberia after the expedition. Nor did he take 
any pictures in/of Uelen and of its people. Instead, he 
made good use of some commercial Siberian ethnograph-
ic photographs at the Lomen Brothers’ studio in Nome 
(Rasmussen 1925–1926; Schwalbe et al., this issue).

This background helps explain why Rasmussen even-
tually purchased at least five (?) walrus tusks in Chukotka 
engraved by Native carvers. The tusks were quintessential 
ethnographic objects, each telling multiple stories with 
great details, as Bronshtein describes. They were easy to 
carry in Rasmussen’s specific circumstances, unlike bulky 
skin clothing or fragile archaeological objects. They re-
quired minimal procurement information while being “au-
thentic” illustrations of Native life and art styles. This high 
information value of decorated ivory tusks, compared to 
other ethnographic objects, should not be underestimated.

Yet, while Rasmussen was detained and taken to Uelen, 
two of his travel companions—Capt. Joe Bernard and a 
Native youth from Nome called Roy—evidently stayed 
behind in Dezhnev (“Emmatown”). They could have gone 
ashore, mixed with the locals, and performed certain ac-
tions on behalf of Rasmussen or upon his instructions. 
Bernard, a seasoned Arctic captain (see Bockstoce 2018), 
who knew literally everyone on both sides of Bering Strait, 
certainly had connections among traders and Natives 
alike. He was also an avid collector of Indigenous ethno-
graphic objects that he later sold to various museums (Amy 
Phillips-Chan, pers. comm., October 8, 2020). Rasmussen 
never acknowledged Bernard’s contribution to his scholar-
ly mission, except for references to some Chukchi stories he 
reported were obtained from him (Ostermann 1952:146–
147). Bernard could have been the very person who pur-
chased the tusks for Rasmussen, certainly in Dezhnev 
(Tusk 1 and Tusk 4, per Bronshtein’s assessment).

The young man Roy, who highly likely was Robert 
Mayokok (1903–1983) a twenty-one-year-old Inupiaq 
man born in Wales who later became a renowned art-
ist (see Nielsen, this issue), served as the expedition pho-
tographer in Chukotka and took most of the photos on 
that voyage (Nielsen, this issue; Schwalbe et al., this issue). 

new insights to an old story

A Comment by Igor Krupnik
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Roy might have served as Rasmussen’s interpreter dur-
ing a short interaction with the Naukan people aboard 
the Teddy Bear on September 18, 1924, when a few local 
young men marched over drifting ice to the boat and in-
teracted with Rasmussen off the East Cape (Ostermann 
1952:96). Again, his contribution was not acknowledged, 
yet we should not discount his input, including potentially 
in securing the tusks in Dezhnev.

Additionally, there was the possibility of gifts. 
Rasmussen might have been cautious not to purchase 
anything under the watchful eyes of Russian policemen, 
but he could receive gifts or claim certain objects as gifts. 
The decorated ivory tusks would indeed have made per-
fect gifts—sturdy, easy to carry, high-value, and known 
to function as the best local souvenirs, even at that time. 
My guess is that at least some tusks from Chukotka were 
given to Rasmussen as gifts. The rather indirect evidence 
is that Rasmussen was conscious about depositing the eth-
nographic and archaeological objects from the FTE at the 
National Museum of Denmark. Nevertheless, out of five 
Chukotka tusks, three ended up with his family and are in 
the possession of his descendants, and the other two were 
donated to the museum by his wife, Dagmar, in 1934, af-
ter his passing (Schwalbe et al., this issue), thus also being 
originally held in the family. I have no explanation for this 
trajectory other than that Rasmussen viewed the tusks as 
his personal gifts.

Two local men were particularly suited to give 
such  gifts to Rasmussen and to select the best objects 
for such gifts: Charley Carpendale in Dezhnev and Petr 
Kosygin (“Cosigan”) in Uelen. The former was expected 
to serve as Rasmussen’s host in Chukotka; the latter be-
friended him in Uelen and acted as his guide and in-
terpreter (Ostermann 1952; Shokarev, this issue). Both 
were local holdovers married to Native women, with 
deep knowledge of the area and its people. Most of what 
Rasmussen recorded in Uelen about Native traditions 
and lore, both Chukchi and Yupik, he learned from 
Kosygin or via his translation, obviously from Chukchi 
into English (Ostermann 1952:88–94, 144–145). Both 
Carpendale and Kosygin knew the best local carvers (e.g., 
Stepan Ettugi, Petr Pen’kok) and could have selected, 
even paid for, their artworks to be given to Rasmussen. 
They also had special reasons to seek Rasmussen’s favor: 
Carpendale as a sign of gratitude and apology for being 
unable to assist him, in spite of Rasmussen’s carrying 
a photo of Carpendale’s daughter Camilla and a letter 
from Amundsen from Norway (Ostermann 1952:86; 

Yetreberg 2019; Shokarev, this issue), and Kosygin seek-
ing a potential source of support in a remarkable foreign 
man who happened to come to his doorstep.

Again, Rasmussen never acknowledged how he ob-
tained the tusks or from whom. Nonetheless, the un-
questionable artistic quality of the tusks from Chukotka 
supports the view that they had been selected by a knowl-
edgeable local hand. I salute Michael Bronshtein on his 
excellent analysis and thank other authors of this collec-
tion—Bent Nielsen, Sergei Shokarev, Daria Schwalbe 
et al., Knud Michelsen—and also Amy Phillips-Chan, 
whose writings offered critical evidence and insight to 
this comment.
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As a distracted Dartmouth College undergraduate in 
the early 1960s, I was introduced to the Fifth Thule 
Expedition (FTE) by Professor Elmer Harp in his class on 
Arctic peoples. At the time I absorbed little from the thick 
gray FTE Report volumes other than their photographs. 
Later, I came to see these volumes as foundation blocks 
for modern Arctic anthropology. Today, they seem more 
like a scientific veneer—important but obscuring a deeper 
reality. Little attention has been paid to the inside story of 
the expedition: the personalities, events, aspirations, ad-
versities, and decision-making that determined its course 
and the profoundly significant interactions that took place 
between its personnel and Inuit peoples of the Central and 
Western Arctic.

This centennial compilation expands our appre-
ciation for what Knud Rasmussen and his Danish and 
Greenlandic colleagues accomplished, allowing us to see 
their work more fully as revealed through archival studies 
of expedition records, photographs, films, and family his-
tories. The authors in this issue consider many new themes: 
Rasmussen’s continuing search for Siberian connections 
after his FTE fieldwork, the character of his Alaskan en-
counters and value of the ethnographic data he recorded 
there, insights into Alaska Native cultures at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, new information about the 
Greenlandic Inuit team, and a host of other original top-
ics, all providing fresh perspectives on the results and con-
duct of the FTE and its relevance today.

Centennials like the anniversary of the FTE (1921–
1924) are occasions to assess major contributions and take 
stock of where a field has been and where it is headed. 
The Jesup North Pacific Expedition (1897–1902) centen-
nial some twenty years ago inspired the Smithsonian ex-
hibition Crossroads of Continents: Cultures of Siberia and 
Alaska, and was commemorated by research, publications, 
and public programs (Chaussonnet and Fitzhugh 1994; 

Fitzhugh and Crowell 1988; Kendall and Krupnik 2003; 
Kendall et al. 1997; Krupnik and Fitzhugh 2001). The 
century mark of the FTE is shaping up as a similar mile-
stone for anthropology, history, and cultural studies in the 
Arctic, with engagement of a new cohort of international 
and Indigenous scholars, new access to collections, and 
the involvement of Inuit communities in the recovery of 
cultural knowledge recorded by the expedition five gener-
ations ago. The FTE was—and remains—one of the most 
important and innovative anthropological research enter-
prises ever undertaken in Arctic North America, and the 
studies presented here demonstrate that it contains riches 
still to be mined. In a time of rapid environmental change 
and cultural, social, and political awakening, we may re-
flect on what the future may bring and anticipate some of 
the answers from these essays.

pathways to the  
fifth thule centennial

Inuit are no strangers to scientific scrutiny; in fact, they 
may be one of the most-studied Indigenous populations 
in the world. Their adaptation to an environment seen as 
hostile by outsiders and sometimes by the Inuit themselves 
(e.g., statements by Nattilingmiut about the precarity of 
their existence in Rasmussen 1931:134–139); their relative 
isolation from the transformations wrought elsewhere in 
the world by agriculture, industrialization, and empire; 
and their “discovery” by Europeans during the Age of 
Exploration all stimulated inquiry into their culture, life-
ways, and history. Fundamental questions such as, Who 
are the Inuit? Where did they come from? How ancient is 
their culture? were asked as early as the 1570s by Martin 
Frobisher (Stefansson and McCaskill 1938). Little by lit-
tle, answers began to emerge as information accumulated 
from explorers and missionaries, and, after the 1850s, 
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through purpose-driven investigations by naturalists, eth-
nographers, archaeologists, and linguists.

None were more influential in shaping this research tra-
dition than the Danes, starting with their colonization of 
Greenland in 1721 and early descriptive works by mission-
ary Hans Egede ([1818] 1973) and his sons and continuing 
through the FTE, which codified what became known as 
“Eskimology” and later as “Inuit studies” (Krupnik 2016). 
Scholarly investigation of Inuit origins and cultural history 
began with Danish studies in Greenland by Rink (1873, 
1875; see Marquardt 2016) and Thalbitzer (1914), con-
currently advanced in Alaska by Smithsonian naturalists 
(Murdoch 1892; Nelson 1899) and in Canada by Turner 
(1894) and Boas (1888) (Fitzhugh 2009; Krupnik 2016). 
This explosion of ethnography provided John Murdoch 
(1892) with data for the first comparative analysis of Inuit 
artifact types, demonstrating widespread cultural connec-
tions across the North American Arctic.

These studies raised the question of how to account 
for the many common features of Inuit cultures from 
Alaska to Greenland, including language, domestic archi-
tecture, watercraft, hunting equipment and practices, and 
mythology. Rasmussen was intrigued by Rink’s (1886) 
hypothesis that Inuit culture originally developed in the 
subarctic interior and spread across the Arctic from Alaska 
to Greenland, modified by later views that this expansion 
essentially occurred twice, the first via an interior route by 
the so-called Paleoeskimos and the second along the coast 
from Bering Strait to Greenland by the maritime-adapted 
Neoeskimo culture (Gulløv 2016; Steensby 1905, 1916). 
It was this hypothetical second wave that explained the 
cultural continuities that Rasmussen expected to find and 
sought to prove with the FTE, shaping his grand multi-
disciplinary survey of living Arctic peoples and, through 
archaeology, their ancestry.

Inuit research blossomed in the decades after the 
FTE, including archaeological excavations by Diamond 
Jenness (1928) at Wales and Little Diomede, Alaska, and 
Henry Collins (1937) on St.  Lawrence Island that veri-
fied the Bering Strait origin of the Thule/Neoeskimo, and 
studies by Jenness (1925) and Collins (1956) that built a 
new understanding of older pre-Thule (Paleoeskimo) cul-
tures in Canada known as the Pre-Dorset and Dorset. 
Ethnographic, archaeological, and linguistic investiga-
tions of the Arctic appeared in Meddelelser om Grønland, 
while in Canada and the United States a wide variety of 
anthropological studies were initiated (see Damas 1984; 
Krupnik 2016; Krupnik, this issue).

knud rasmussen: avocational 
anthropologist and national hero

One major contribution of this collection of papers is a 
more complete introduction to Rasmussen and the FTE 
for North Americans. In these essays we learn much about 
his life, his quest, and his style of personal leadership. 
Although Rasmussen has been long revered by Danes as 
a cultural hero and visionary (Hastrup 2016), he is not 
well known in North America outside of anthropologi-
cal circles. By the 1920s he was a part of Danish national 
identity, personifying a huge wild place and unbound 
people, compared to small, civilized, bucolic Denmark. 
Rasmussen skillfully exploited his exoticism through pop-
ular media to become, at a very young age, a cherished 
figure in Danish society. His intellect and drive, project 
management, communication, and political skills and 
his empathy for Indigenous people made him a model 
explorer-anthropologist far ahead of his time. Building on 
the  vision of Rink and Steensby, he conceived of a uni-
fied Inuit culture and history and undertook the fieldwork 
necessary to test this grand idea (see Michelsen, this issue).

intellectual culture

Rasmussen’s focus on “intellectual culture” is considered 
in several contributions in this collection (see Crowell, 
Griebel et al., and Sonne, this issue). His documentation 
of shamanic practices and the poetics of Iglulingmiut 
and Nattilingmiut ritual was a momentous step forward 
in understanding not only the worldviews of traditional 
Central Canadian Inuit cultures but the belief systems 
of northern hunting peoples in general (cf. Shirokogoroff 
1935). Yet Rasmussen’s preoccupations during the FTE 
were not unique, either personally or scientifically. His 
earlier Thule expeditions had been devoted to Inughuit 
and Ammassalimmiut myth and oral literature, and 
this approach had a long Danish tradition via Rink, 
Kleinschmidt, and others, including the Danish Literary 
Expedition of 1902–1904.

This type of work, however, had never been conducted 
in a dedicated manner in Canada, although Boas briefly 
summarized Baffin Island Inuit myths and rituals and 
Jenness acquired limited information on these matters 
among the Inuvialuit. Rasmussen’s knowledge of Inuit 
languages allowed him to record and report with great nu-
ance; it also gave him unprecedented appreciation for the 
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Inuit spirit world as seen through their eyes. This type of 
insightful study did not reemerge until the 1960s to 1980s 
with Saladin d’Anglure’s (2006) work on Iglulingmiut 
mythology and Jean Briggs’s (1970) psychological studies.

archives and museum collections

For too long, anthropologists have seen the value of the 
FTE primarily through the medium of its published vol-
umes, while the extensive museum and archival collec-
tions it produced have largely been neglected (however, 
see Houmard and Grønnow 2017). I recall a similar situ-
ation with respect to the Smithsonian’s nineteenth- and 
early twentieth-century collections from the Arctic. When 
I arrived at the National Museum of Natural History 
(NMNH) in 1970 as a new curator, I discovered no re-
cord of academic researchers or Alaska Natives ever having 
visited to study important ethnographic collections from 
Alaska made by Edward Nelson, John Murdoch, William 
Dall, Lucien Turner, and others, which together number 
over 13,000 items at the NMNH alone.

The present volume demonstrates the value of mak-
ing better use of FTE museum collections and archival re-
cords, which are extensive and distributed among a num-
ber of institutions in Denmark (Nielsen, this issue). We 
can learn much by dissecting even a single photograph, let 
alone the plethora of still and moving images from FTE, 
about the daily lives of Danish and Inuit team members 
and their relationships with local Inuit people. An exem-
plary use of FTE photographs and archival records is be-
ing made by the Pitquhirnikkut Ilihautiniq/Kitikmeot 
Heritage Society to build its online atlas of Inuinnait 
(Copper Inuit) knowledge (Griebel et al., this issue).

In the realm of museum studies, Bronshtein’s presen-
tation of Rasmussen’s engraved Chukchi tusks (this issue) 
and Engelstad’s essay on Central Arctic Inuit clothing (this 
issue) clearly demonstrate the value of museum collections. 
Yet such studies have only begun (see Griebel et al., this 
issue), and the greater part of the FTE collections, includ-
ing Kaj Birket-Smith’s and Therkel Mathiassen’s ethno-
graphic and archaeological collections, have unrealized 
potential for research on culture change, trade, art, ritual, 
and many other subjects. Neglect of large, old collections, 
so carefully curated and preserved in museums, was a glar-
ing omission of late-twentieth-century scholarship and has 
contributed to the alienation experienced by Indigenous 
people toward anthropological studies in general.

The Smithsonian began addressing the issue of “for-
gotten” collections in the 1980s by bringing its spectacu-
lar nineteenth-century Alaskan material to prominence in 
the exhibition Inua: Spirit World of the Bering Sea Eskimo 
(Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982), followed by Crossroads of 
Continents: Cultures of Siberia and Alaska (Fitzhugh and 
Crowell 1988). Both were presented in Alaskan, nation-
al, and international venues, accompanied by illustrated 
catalogs, popular media, and educational materials. The 
approach of “reaching out with collections” continues   
through the Arctic Studies Center’s (ASC) active engage-
ment with community artisans, Indigenous scholars, and 
students across the circumpolar world from  Hokkaido 
to Greenland (Hennessy et al. 2013; Krupnik and 
Kaneshiro 2011; Loring 2009; Lyons et al. 2012), while 
in Alaska ASC’s Anchorage office has, since 1994, un-
detaken collaborative exhibitions, heritage workshops, 
and media programs (Crowell 2020; Crowell et al. 2001; 
Crowell et al. 2010). Similar engagement is seen in the re-
turn of Danish ethnological and archaeological collections 
to Greenland under Home Rule and in the repatriation 
of human remains and sacred objects to northern com-
munities by American and Canadian museums (Bray and 
Killion 1994). 

Today, access to collections is a central part of the 
new terms of engagement between Indigenous peoples 
and museums, engendering new forms of discourse and 
representation (Clifford 2004; Crowell 2004; Mossolova 
and Knecht 2018; Phillips-Chan 2013). During the past 
three decades museums have begun to “turn fieldwork on 
its head,” to borrow a phrase from Ann Fienup-Riordan’s 
(2005) description of collaborative research on Yup’ik col-
lections in Germany. Accessibility is enhanced by digital 
technology, and researchers and Indigenous groups are 
partnering with museums and archives to find new ways 
to use collections for cultural recovery and decoloniza-
tion. No longer are researchers traveling their own paths, 
gathering data and publishing it only for “the increase 
of knowledge,” isolated from the current conditions and 
interests of Arctic communities whose cultures and lan-
guages have been eroded by Western society.

This FTE compilation reflects many of these trends, 
not only in the continuing work of traditional scholarship, 
using new research tools and heightened understanding 
of anthropological and historical science, but also in col-
laborative projects initiated by Indigenous communities. 
Heritage programs and the digital Fifth Thule Atlas  created 
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by the Pitquhirnikkut Ilihautiniq/Kitikmeot Heritage 
Society of Cambridge Bay are described by Griebel et al. 
(this issue), who conclude:

Over the last five years, PI/KHS has delivered 
multiple programs to assist Inuinnait with the 
access and recovery of Inuit knowledge so care-
fully documented by Rasmussen. By merging this 
documentation with the experiences of contempo-
rary Elders, language experts, and younger gen-
erations, we have provided an avenue for critical 
Inuit knowledge to reawaken and activate within 
the minds, teachings, and practices of Inuinnait 
communities. The value of Rasmussen’s work for 
Inuinnait, in accordance with his original goals of 
cultural preservation, ultimately lies in this ability 
to reunite Inuinnait with themselves.

After 100 years of solitude, FTE artifacts and archi-
val collections are finding new voices and new paths in 
the twenty-first century as Inuit discover the value of 
the past for their future. The FTE centennial thus serves 
as a call for new opportunities at a crucial time, as the 
Arctic itself awakens to the dawn of the new globalized 
world and its changing climate. Rasmussen would be 
pleased to know that the FTE, the crowning achieve-
ment of his life, was not merely a way station in the 
advance of knowledge but a foundation that stimulated 
the furtherance of Inuit culture, language, knowledge, 
and leadership “across Arctic America.”
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