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Abstract

The Eskimo yo-yo is a popular tourist art found in gift shops across Alaska. It is 

made in a variety of shapes, ranging from seals and dolls, to mukluks and simple balls. 

Many are plainly decorated; others display elaborate decorations, fine beadwork, and 

intricate details. Some shops carry only Native-made pieces, while others carry imitation 

pieces made in China. Though a true history of the Eskimo yo-yo remains “shrouded in 

mystery” (Ray 1977), Eskimos maintain that this game originated as an important and 

widely used hunting tool made simply with sinew and bones -  the bola. The gun has 

replaced the bola as a hunting tool, yet, the skills required to use a bola (dexterity, speed, 

aim, coordination, strength and stamina) remain important in areas where people subsist 

off the land; as such, the Eskimo yo-yo remains an important link to the past and speaks 

to a subsistence lifestyle. Natives and tourists alike recognize it as a marker of cultural 

heritage. This thesis details the enigmatic history of the relationship between the Eskimo 

yo-yo and the arctic bola and explores the influences each has as markers of indigenous 

identity in Alaska.
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Preface

“Man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun”

- Clifford Geertz

I -  Introduction

This study began with a simple interest in the changes of form, structure, and 

utility of traditional and authentic material cultural objects as they are made for the 

purpose of consumption, specifically as “tourist arts.” At the start, it was mere curiosity 

-  an observation of the similarities between the physical characteristics of the arctic bola 

and the Eskimo yo-yo. A preliminary literature review, however, revealed nothing, save 

Dorothy Jean Ray’s (1977) contention that the Eskimo yo-yo is a relatively recent 

phenomenon. Furthermore, an introductory survey of museums, both in Alaska as well 

as in the continental United States and Canada, revealed that the earliest object 

documented as an Eskimo yo-yo was no more than 60 years old. The fact remained, 

however, that gift shops around the state market the Eskimo yo-yo as the “traditional” 

Eskimo toy, stating that the Eskimo yo-yo originated as the bola -  an important hunting 

tool. This implication, that Eskimo yo-yos have been around much longer than museum 

collections suggest, drove me to develop a research design centered on tracing the social 

history of the Eskimo yo-yo as a potentially commodified object.

However, as my research progressed, I encountered some difficulties. 1 learned 

that historical documentation exists for neither the arctic bola nor the Eskimo yo-yo; nor 

does a documented relation between the two exist. Some (e.g., Ray)1 even contest that 

the Eskimo yo-yo is an indigenous object. At the same time, however, many Alaska 

Natives maintain that the Eskimo yo-yo did indeed originate as the bola. Yet, due to a 

time lapse between the appearance of the Eskimo yo-yo and the termination of active 

bola use, I was unable to definitively corroborate this. The absence of documented 

information posed a serious threat to the integrity of my research design. Researching the

1 In personal communication with the author, October 2005.
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social history of an object would be nearly impossible without the aid of historical 

documents and oral histories. I continued my fieldwork as I rethought the principal 

questions of my research design. This continued effort exposed new angles of my 

project: I interviewed countless Alaska Natives, tourists, and shop proprietors who all 

suggested that regardless of the object’s history, the Eskimo yo-yo’s importance stems 

from its status as a marker of cultural heritage.

II -  Objectives

Museums around the country2 house large collections of both traditional hunting 

bolas and Eskimo yo-yos. However, because so many of these objects were donated, and 

museums did not stress the need prior to 1960, the catalogue records consistently provide 

poor information. As a result, historical information on both the Eskimo yo-yo and the 

arctic bola lacks detail. Furthermore, prior to this research, no scholarly work existed on 

the Eskimo yo-yo or the arctic bola. Consequently, those interested in either object -  

tourists, Alaska Natives, other Alaskans, scholars, or school children -  had very few 

options to reference. Thus, the primary objective of the research became a monograph on 

the Eskimo yo-yo (with a detailed history of its so-called parent, the arctic bola). At the 

same time, the research contributes to the historical record of material culture in Alaska, 

through the development of an Eskimo yo-yo typology.

III -Methods

Lacking a body of literature to work from, the resulting monograph has been 

pieced together from field work in the Bering Sea region, interviews with seamstresses 

throughout Alaska, tourists, shop proprietors, curators, archival materials and Natives and 

non-Natives alike, who are interested and knowledgeable about the object’s abundance 

and history. It also includes information from correspondence with non-Alaskans 

knowledgeable in Alaskan art, and those with other relevant information. Additionally, I 

used photographic techniques to document many Eskimo yo-yos and bolas in museums I 

visited. The museum research, as well as the photo documentation, allowed me to 

explore Eskimo yo-yos as a form of artistic expression; I was able to catalogue

2 Refer to Appendix 3 for a complete list of these museums.
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similarities and differences in design and decoration of Eskimo yo-yos from different 

areas and from different seamstresses. In conjunction with the interviews and 

correspondence, I came to understand the Eskimo yo-yo as a greatly under-appreciated 

material object.

Collecting information on the arctic bola proved more challenging. While a vast 

amount of physical evidence of its use in the Arctic exists, it has been so long out of use 

that few elders could remember using it. And while it is better documented in the early 

literature than is the Eskimo yo-yo, explorers like Nelson and Murdoch pay it little 

attention, in favor of seemingly more exotic objects like kayaks, and toggle-headed 

harpoons. Consequently, much of the documentation for the arctic bola herein is pieced 

together from these brief literary references, interviews, physical collections in museums, 

and better-documented usage of the same tool in other parts of the world. Documenting 

the arctic bola was crucial to understanding the Eskimo yo-yo from a Native perspective, 

as an object relating to their cultural history. This short monograph on the arctic bola is 

by no means exhaustive; however, it lays the foundation for understanding the cultural 

context in which the Eskimo yo-yo evolved.

IV-Scope
The original scope of this project sought to determine whether or not there was 

any historical connection between the arctic bola and the Eskimo yo-yo. The lack of 

chronicled evidence made proving or disproving this notion impossible. Given this lack 

of written historical record, a large component of this paper is devoted to simply 

documenting historical use of these objects in Alaska. After making a record of bola and 

Eskimo yo-yo use in the Arctic, the main goal of this research was to understand the 

Eskimo yo-yo’s status in the tourist arena, for though it is widely popular, and many of 

those for sale display elaborate needlework, as a tourist art, they have been largely 

ignored.

The original range of research location for this project was limited to St. 

Lawrence Island, and particularly the village of Gambell. At the beginning, this was 

important, because, based on preliminary museum research, it seemed that most of the
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Eskimo yo-yos had come from this region. This initial research played a crucial role in 

informing my research design. Most of the art-making on St. Lawrence Island is 

confined to ivory carving -  artists there have been honing their carving skills for many 

generations. Their artistry is known across the state and artists work day and night, 

producing delicately carved renditions of Native life. Though many Eskimo yo-yos do in 

fact come from St. Lawrence Island, the women there are by no means supplying the 

entire market. While I was unable to gather a great deal of information about the Eskimo 

yo-yo while on St. Lawrence Island, the information that the people provided me was 

invaluable and my time spent there helped me to realize the necessity of a multi-sited 

approach for the project. Thus, I expanded my research to include the whole of Alaska. 

However, with limited funds available for research, I was unable to physically visit other 

villages from whence Eskimo yo-yos come. Therefore, this research focuses mainly on 

the largest tourist areas of the state, namely, Anchorage, Juneau, and Fairbanks, with 

added correspondence and telephone communication with artists around the state, 

including a few women from more remote areas.

After initial survey work in Gambell, I additionally broadened the scope of my 

research to include a more detailed survey of museum collections, gift shops in major 

Alaskan tourist cities, brief interviews with tourists in those same cities, interviews with 

gift shop proprietors, and historical research on objects similar to the Eskimo yo-yo 

outside Alaska. This multi-sited approach was necessary in order to gather data that 

would speak to a holistic understanding of the Eskimo yo-yo. During this research, I 

participated in the World Eskimo Yo-Yo Contest in Anchorage, in 2005 -  an opportunity 

that afforded me a better understanding of the object as it is viewed by Alaska Natives -  

both from the perspective of those sponsoring the event (the Alaska Native Heritage 

Center) and from those participating in the event (Natives and non-natives from various 

areas of the state).

From an economic standpoint, the Eskimo yo-yo is a tourist object, and as such 

provides some income to the women who make and sell their work. However, it is not a
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primary source of income. Therefore, discussion of the economics related to the Eskimo 

yo-yo will be minimal in this paper.

V -  Terminology

Throughout this paper, when using the term “Eskimo” I refer, in general, to the 

northern Native peoples of Alaska, because it is what they, as a general group, call 

themselves. However, it should be noted that the people of the same ethnic background 

in Canada find this term derogatory and prefer to be known by the name Inuit. For more 

information on this topic, please refer to the Alaska Native Language Center website: 

w w w .u af. edu/anlc.

Various terms for the bola exist. Some literature suggests that the number of 

weights on a bola determines its common name. However, the literature citing bola use 

in Alaska consistently refers to the object as “bola” or “bolas.” For uniformity’s sake, I 

will use the general term “bola” or “arctic bola” when referring to the tool used by the 

peoples of Alaska.

A unified terminology for the parts of an Eskimo yo-yo does not exist. As a 

result, I call the parts by their most commonly used names: the swinging parts are 

“weights,” the strings to which they are attached “cords” or “thongs,” and the piece that 

is held between the finger and thumb, is a “handle.” To use an Eskimo yo-yo is to “spin” 

it; and “spin control” refers to a person’s ability to continue the spin without bumping the 

weights. For further clarification, please see the diagram below.

Figure 1: Diagram of an Eskimo yo-yo
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XV

VI -  Conclusion

The chapters in this thesis weave together various important aspects and the 

relationship between the arctic bola and the Eskimo yo-yo. As an object on the tourist 

market, it is important to understand some of the theory that grounds the anthropological 

discussion of tourist arts. The first chapter in this thesis is devoted to an exploration of 

some main themes in the discourse on tourist arts. It examines the history of tourist arts 

and outlines several paths from which to discuss the Eskimo yo-yo within the tourist art 

framework. The remaining chapters weave together pieces of the Eskimo yo-yo’s past 

with its contemporary status, and in this manner elucidate its various cultural layers, and 

provides a palette from which to understand the complexities of authentically made arts. 

Chapter 2 sketches the cultural context from which the Eskimo yo-yo emerged; it briefly 

outlines geographic, climatic, and cultural conditions, and provides an historical narrative 

of the rise of tourist arts in Alaska. Chapter 3 provides a monograph on the arctic bola 

and explores the contexts from which the Eskimo yo-yo may have evolved from this 

useful tool. Chapter 4 provides the meat of the thesis. It explicitly discusses the Eskimo 

yo-yo and its various social positions since the late 1940s. This chapter paints the 

Eskimo yo-yo as both an important tourist novelty as well as a key marker of cultural 

identity. And finally, the monograph on the Eskimo yo-yo continues in Chapter 5, where 

I provide a typology of this fascinating object.

Consumers and artists alike use tourist arts as the physical embodiment of the 

“webs of significance” they weave about specific cultures. By examining a particular 

tourist art in its cultural context, we can better understand the object’s importance to both 

the people of its original culture and to those for whom it is made. This understanding 

sheds light on the interactions and relationships between the consumers and 

manufacturers of tourist arts; in turn, this leads to a more comprehensive perception of 

cultural and historical values. This research is important for its documentation of two 

important pieces of Alaska Native material culture. Furthermore, it compiles various 

aspects of the Eskimo yo-yo’s mysterious past and will be a useful reference to all 

interested in learning about this important marker of cultural identity.
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1

Chapter 1

Theory in the Anthropological Narrative on Tourist Arts

1.1 Introduction

To understand the Eskimo yo-yo’s importance, one must first become familiar 

with its primary context: as a commodity in the tourist arena. The tourist commodity has 

a variety of different values; tourist commodities speak to an ability to travel; people 

therefore create and acquire commodities not only for economic reasons, but also for 

their status value. Yet, these commodities are not automatically invested with status 

markers; nor do meanings, once given and accepted, remain static. As with most tourist 

arts, when pieces become more widely available, their meanings change. As a result,

“ ... meanings have to be maintained and constantly worked at, and whereas values and 

boundaries may well fall into disuse and disappear, they are also being replaced by new 

sets of values, new sets of boundaries” (Meethan 2001:71). In this manner, 

understanding the value of any object requires an understanding of the complexities of its 

context. Many scholars contend that artifacts and commodities themselves are mute and 

meaningless (Appadurai 1986; Errington 1998; Grabum 1976; Meethan 2001; Phillips 

and Steiner 1999a; Steiner 1999). The categories in which people place them and the 

social contexts in which they are used create their meanings. Therefore, a commodity’s 

social context speaks as much to its worth as its exchange value (Meethan 2001). More 

simply, the value of a tourist commodity comes not only from its exchange value, but 

also from the cultural significance placed on the object by both the consumers and the 

producers. The tourist commodity has thus come to represent the synthesis of reflexive 

experiences, fictions, and realities of the modem world (MacCannell 1976).

Given the size of the tourism industry, any discussion of it requires a definition of 

its boundaries. Thus, to understand the Eskimo yo-yo, one must first understand the 

boundaries of the tourist market into which it fits. Most useful is an implication that the 

tourist is involved with extraordinary experiences, and visits to places away from home 

(Gordon 1986; Smith 1977). The destinations are “sacred” spaces and times (Grabum
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1977; Mauss and Hubert 1964) wherein the tourist seeks out that which is in opposition 

to everyday life (Cohen 1993). The souvenir, or tourist commodity, then, is a tangible 

means of remembering the extraordinary experience after the tourist has returned home. 

“When one puts his hands on a souvenir, he is not only remembering he was there, but 

‘proving’ it” (Gordon 1986:136). In this way, the souvenir represents a tie to the exotic 

experience. The Eskimo yo-yo is just one of many objects that can provide visitors of 

Alaska with proof of his / her experience. As with other tourist arts, the iconic nature of 

the Eskimo yo-yo allows it to function as a sign, an object that has been coded in a 

particular way to convey a specific message.

An exploration of the Eskimo yo-yo, as with any discussion of tourist arts, 

however, raises some problems. Most prominent of these is the labeling of objects as 

“traditional” or “authentic.” Conceptualizing tradition begs an understanding of context 

and history, which few tourists actually possess. Given the large scale of the tourism 

industry, and because tourist arts are made strictly for outside consumers, their history 

and meaning are often lost without a context, thus, convoluting their meanings and 

values. This chapter examines the history of tourist arts, and the concepts of “tradition” 

and “commodification” in the discourse of Tourist Arts; further, it outlines the various 

avenues from which to discuss the Eskimo yo-yo within that discourse, thus providing a 

framework for the remaining chapters in the thesis. ,

1.2 The Historical Rise of Tourist Arts

The historical discourse of progress, common to Western industrialized nations, 

clearly shaped the history of tourism. During early colonial times, as explorers returned 

from the field, they placed exotic objects in cabinets of curiosity, cozy comers, and 

trading posts (Duncan 2000; Fabian 2001; Fitzhugh and Crowell 1988; Grabum 1976). 

“Objects became objects of desire, not only because they offered prospects of profit, but 

because they were, to use an expression coined by Claude Levi-Strauss ... ‘good to think’ 

-  good to label, classify, judge, attribute, [and] serve as evidence...” of savage otherness 

(Fabian 2001:122). Objects brought home from the field served as proofs of social 

evolution (Fabian 2001; MacCannell 1976; Vermeulen 2003). Compared with
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“civilized” tools and art, “primitive” tools were thought to be of crude design, and their 

marks of beautification assumed simple. In this post-Renaissance era, Europeans 

assumed a cultural superiority over “primitive” peoples; exotic objects brought home 

from the field were proof of their obligation to help “civilize” the savages. Seemingly 

simple tools represented not an adaptation to the land and resources, but instead a simple

mindedness in an inability to use modem technology and materials. The discourse of 

progress allowed for maintenance of social hierarchies with exotic artifacts and the 

people who produced them at the bottom of the chain (Cohen 1981; Errington 1998; 

Grabum 1976; Morgan 1964).

By the 18th century, proprietors of curiosity cabinets and directors of early 

museums had classified their collections to show, through material culture, a progression 

from savagery to civilization (Duncan 2000; MacCannell 1976; Sahlins and Service 

1960; Thomas 1991). Objects were arranged so that “primitive” tools seemed to give rise 

to modem technologies; “art” was positioned so that beautified tools eventually led to 

great European-style sculptures and paintings. In this manner, proprietors satisfied the 

public’s curiosity by displaying the objects, but maintained a discourse of Western 

superiority by placing the objects in a hierarchical display. The central message was 

“that progress, technological growth, and the exploration of natural resources were 

virtues and inevitable” (Duncan 2000:64). It became the “white-man’s burden” to help 

civilize the “savages.” Satisfying their own curiosities, continued explorations allowed 

for further collection of materials, but simultaneously served as a righteous path for those 

who deemed themselves saviors of the heathen others. While criticizing indigenous 

practices and ceremonies, explorers continued to collect the very objects needed for these 

same events. In this way, they exploited indigenous people’s tools and livelihoods.

Thus, the discourse of progress embedded in the displays justified continued explorations 

and exploitations (Morgan 1964).

Through the late 19th and early 20th centuries, explorers, travelers, and 

missionaries continued to collect objects based less on their “artistic” aesthetics than on 

their exoticism (Errington 1998). Social Darwinism dictated that the market for such
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objects as “art” did not exist because the Artistic Other had no place in the constructs of 

reality (Errington 1998; Grabum 1976; Phillips and Steiner 1999b). As a category, “art” 

is Western-derived. Labeling an object as “art” meant that it fit a set of prescribed 

characteristics, an ability and level of civility that The Other was presumed not to have. 

Prior to contact with people from European backgrounds, indigenous people did not 

beautify objects simply for the sake of decoration, whereas “art” as a Western category is 

meant simply to be admired. Although indigenous peoples have been beautifying objects 

for thousands of years (Black 1982; Gregg 2000; Mathiassen 1927; Nelson 1983; Oswalt 

1964; Park 1998; Rainey 1941; Ray 1980,1992), the objects themselves have always 

been useful. When Social Darwinism was at its height in the late 19th century, beautified 

artifacts did not fit the artistic categories because “they were neither fine art, nor natural 

curiosities, nor scientific instruments” (Errington 1998:12). People commonly believed 

that beautified exotic objects were anonymous, and “did not matter to the people of the 

culture where they were created” (Grabum 1976:21). One key component of the artistic 

category was the requisite signature. It was not common knowledge that people of any 

group could recognize particular designs, craftsmanship, or other characteristics of an 

individual’s work. As a result, artistically pleasing objects compared with signed pieces 

from Western societies were determined to be inferior. In consequence, art became “a 

Western category with no equivalence in most [indigenous] societies” (Morphy and 

Perkins 2006a:21). In turn, indigenous cultures came to be defined “in terms of [their] 

objects rather than [their] social, ceremonial, or spiritual aspects” (Duncan 2000:68).

It was not until the late 20th century that these exotic “arts” earned a higher status 

among scholars. Grabum’s pioneering study (1976) gave voice to those objects now 

called “tourist art.” “Tourist arts,” or market arts as they are also known, are those 

objects that were once made specifically for consumption by the people making them, but 

are now made with modifications to fit an outside market. Publication of scholarly works 

on these commodified objects placed tourist arts in a different light (Capone and Drooker 

1998; Cohen 1993, 2004; Fair 2006; Grabum 1976,1977, 1995; Homer 1990; Jules- 

Rosette 1984, 1990; Lee 1998,1999b; Littrell, et al. 1993; Phillips and Steiner 1999b;
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Popelka and Littrell 1991; Ray 1977, 1980,1981, 1996). Instead of viewing tourist arts 

as a “lower” art form, scholars began to appreciate them as a valid form of expression. 

“Through their material possessions people produce an image of themselves in the world, 

and these material possessions also operate to create the stage on which people lead their 

daily lives -  they are markers of status, gender relations and so on” (Morphy and Perkins 

2006b: 10). Today, scholars recognize that tourist arts present an image of the group from 

whence they came; the objects are coded with meaning and therefore speak across 

cultural barriers and help to define the indigenous culture and people who make them 

(Grabum 1976).

1.3 Commodification

The discourse of progress is no longer embedded in the contemporary study of 

tourist arts. Nevertheless, tourists continue to associate a nostalgic notion of the Pristine 

Primitive in their search for extraordinary experiences. They seek objects that resemble 

their own contrived notions of the past, unaware that many of these “historic” items have 

been created just for them (Cohen 1993; Grabum 1976; Homer 1990; Jules-Rosette 1984; 

Kaufmann 1976; Littrell, et al. 1993; Popelka and Littrell 1991; Steiner 1999). While 

scholars recognize tourist arts as genuine objects from particular cultures, the tourist’s 

nostalgic search proves problematic for any discussion of the subject, especially 

considering the market value for indigenous objects -objects deemed to be truly authentic 

artifacts bring a higher market value than mere replicas. Thus, the consumer understands 

that the price of an object corresponds directly with its authenticity (Cohen 1993; Jules- 

Rosette 1984). The problem becomes most apparent when considering the various 

definitions and aspects of commodification and authenticity.

The Tourist Arts narrative necessarily assumes that objects will be made for 

outside consumers. In many cases, items once made for use within a culture have been so 

modified to fit an outsider’s desires, that they are no longer recognizable as “traditional” 

objects; consequently, any discussion of tourist arts must examine the concept and 

process of commodification. Commodification is the process by which an object or 

action becomes a product or service, resulting in a modification in the product form
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defined more by the needs of the market than by the needs of the laborer (Marx 1978). 

This results in a product heavily influenced by outside wishes.

Because tourist art has always had a commercial component, innovation relies 

heavily upon consumer feedback. If the artists are able to grasp new uses to 

which the consumers might put an object, they can tailor further products to those 

desires and experiment with redirecting the demand on their own. ... By 

removing or diminishing the ethnic cultural markers used in folk items, image 

creators expand the audience for the object while retaining a hint of its exotic 

appeal. (Jules-Rosette 1984:27)

Commodification, therefore, has shaped not only the form of tourist arts, but has also 

imbued them with suggestive meaning of a nature other than the artist’s original intent 

(Cohen 1993, 2004; Grabum 1976; Steiner 1999). The criticism of commodification 

holds that indigenous art objects have been reduced to mere commodities embodying a 

relative wealth in association to other goods (Cohen 2004; Phillips and Steiner 1999a). 

Consumers then associate cultural products with their exchange value rather than their 

cultural value (Appadurai 1986; Cohen 2004; Meethan 2001; Phillips and Steiner 1999a; 

Steiner 1999), leading some tourists to believe that whereas once indigenous peoples 

were great artists, they are now nothing but “commercial hacks” (Errington 1998:71).

To better understand the process of commodification and its implications in the 

Tourist Art discourse, I turn to specific examples. Navajo weavers have long been 

known for their blankets -  especially among other Native American groups who wore 

them. But, with Euro-American customers who were not accustomed to wearing 

blankets, Navajo weavings became larger and sturdier, so as to serve as bedspreads and 

floor mgs, and simultaneously smaller and finer, to become wall decorations (Capone and 

Drooker 1998). Moreover, the Navajo only recently adopted the natural and muted dyes, 

now commonly associated with these weavings; in textiles for their own consumption, 

they typically made the blankets with brighter, more vibrant dyes (Grabum 1976). 

“Similarly, the peasants of Ochumicho [Mexico] have found that there is a greater tourist 

demand for their “devil” figures than for their traditional whistles. Even the Canadian
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[Inuit] feel that they are encouraged to make imaginative or mythological figures by the 

white buyers” (Grabum 1976:18). Likewise, commodification of the Eskimo yo-yo has 

resulted in a variety of Alaskan-themed designs. Whereas early Eskimo yo-yos were 

simple spheres or balls, the majority of those found on today’s market represent a 

particular aspect of an seemingly exotic Alaskan lifestyle: seals, mukluks, fur-trimmed 

faces, uluaqs, etc. In the African art market, an object’s economic value depends less on 

its uniqueness than on its conventional expressions of an accepted style. Consequently, 

commodities are displayed in heaps of nearly identical objects; the tourist understands 

that the objects “fit the mold” (Steiner 1999:95) and therefore accurately represent the 

indigenous culture they have come to visit.

Commonly, all of these objects have been designed with the sole purpose of sale 

(external consumption). They are no longer imbued with their spiritual, ceremonial, or 

cultural values; instead they are imbued with an exchange value, which may or may not 

include outsider’s perceptions of cultural value and significance. Often people making 

the objects recognize an important link to the original object made for use within their 

culture (Jules-Rosette 1984; Phillips and Steiner 1999b). They themselves would never 

claim the object as having a specific cultural significance, however (Grabum 1976). The 

implications of commodification in this discourse are that the consumer unknowingly 

encourages a misinterpretation of the culture by purchasing, and thereby encouraging the 

production of, objects s/he assumes have a deep cultural significance, but in fact, do not. 

Whereas masks once were danced, and thereby held deep meaning in the community, 

those now being made for the market no longer carry the cultural importance because 

they have been made solely for the purpose of exchange (Grabum 1976; Steiner 1999). 

Their value is no longer in the cultural significance, but in their exchangeability.

Ironically, consumers often assume that adopting new technologies or materials 

represents a loss of traditional culture. In other words, they understand that truly 

“traditional” and “authentic” objects represent unchanged ancient customs (Capone and 

Drooker 1998; Littrell, et al. 1993; Morphy and Perkins 2006b; Phillips and Steiner 

1999a; Steiner 1999). Tourists fail to understand the dynamic nature of tradition, often
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asserting that commodified objects are somehow inauthentic because they would not 

have been recognized in the past; at the same time Western culture rewards innovation in 

its own arts and sciences, it laments change in “primitive” arts (Grabum 1976). This 

results from a failure to understand context. Tourist arts are commodities which have 

undergone metamorphosis in their social histories; they are objects whose aesthetic 

qualities have been selected and whose functionality (within the producing group) has 

been selected against (Appadurai 1986). “Tourists have sustained the weak fiction that 

the objects they purchase are the same, authentic pieces used by the [Natives]” (Lee 

1999b:271). In fact, the continued manufacture of historic objects is often a response to 

tourist demands (Cohen 1993; Grabum 1976; Homer 1990; Jules-Rosette 1984; 

Kaufmann 1976; Littrell, et al. 1993; Popelka and Littrell 1991; Steiner 1999). 

Commodification, then, increases a tourist’s ignorance to the historical context of an 

object and causes tourists to believe that their souvenir is direct evidence of an 

historically significant cultural discourse. Nevertheless, in order to be economically 

viable, souvenirs must symbolize (for the consumer) the culture from which the piece is 

purchased (Grabum 1976; Phillips and Steiner 1999a; Ray 1980). Thus, “consumers play 

a form-creative role, most obviously by accepting or rejecting art products” (Brody 

1976:70). In this way, the notion of commodification represents a complexity within the 

Tourist Art discourse, and insists on a discussion between the producers and consumers. 

Moreover, it complicates the concepts of “tradition” and “authenticity” within the 

discourse.

1.4 Tradition and Authenticity

Perhaps the most hotly debated concepts in the Tourist Art literature are 

“tradition” and “authenticity.” “Just as there is no one paradigmatic tourist, there is not 

one concept of authenticity” (Lee 1999b:271). Benjamin (1955) has argued that context 

predicates authenticity. Once an object is removed from its original context, it no longer 

possesses an authentic aura, because it has been removed from its time and space where it 

was imbued with particular values. Kopytoff (1986) and Appadurai (1986) also speak to 

the importance of context, but urge that an examination of an object’s social history
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enables an understanding of the changing values in a given society. Others judge 

authenticity on unique, essential qualities in material culture; these qualities appear in 

distinct styles of clothing, architecture, art forms, and indigenous crafts and souvenirs, 

which embody the official standard (MacCannell 1976; Meethan 2001). Like Benjamin, 

tourists assume that ‘tradition’ is a term that represents social practices and 

establishments that have survived for a prescribed number of years in a particular culture. 

When looking for a “traditional art” tourists typically seek a characteristic that they 

believe has been around since the beginning of time. However, people throughout the 

world have been beautifying functional tools and clothing for thousands of years (Black 

1982; Gregg 2000; Mathiassen 1927; Nelson 1983; Oswalt 1964; Park 1998; Rainey 

1941; Ray 1980,1992); and long before contact by Europeans, small indigenous 

communities had established strong trade networks with one another. As a result, even 

the very earliest objects collected by explorers, missionaries, and teachers were likely 

influenced by outside groups. Consequently, with this definition of tradition, it may be 

impossible to definitively identify an indigenous artistic characteristic as absolutely 

authentic (Bremer 2004; Chhabra, et al. 2003; Errington 1998; Homer 1990; Morphy and 

Perkins 2006a; Phillips and Steiner 1999a; Popelka and Littrell 1991; Ray 1977; Weiner 

1985). It is for this reason that the development of a social and historical context must be 

developed before discussing any one object.

To further elucidate the problem of conceptualizing “tradition” and “authenticity,” 

in the Tourist Art discourse, I turn to the recent phenomenon of heritage tourism. 

Although the discourse of progress is no longer en vogue, tourists possess a nostalgic 

view of the past, and seek experiences that fit their romantic perceptions (MacCannell 

1976). Historical tourism allows the tourist a “traditional” experience -  one that 

supposedly has not been touched by the market, or the forward movement of history 

(Errington 1998; MacCannell 1976). The intent of this “staged authenticity” is to get 

visitors to suspend disbelief in order to fabricate an experience that they accept as 

genuine -  an experience in which a person from the past era could be immersed without 

conflict from the passage of time (M acCannell 1976). Commodified, re-created venues,
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then, provide the tourist with a seemingly real experience, in much the same way that the 

assumed historical context of an object gives the tourist something “real” to take home 

(Cohen 1995; MacCannell 1976; Meethan 2001). For tourists, then, authentic value is 

based in the rituals associated with the original, as well as the object’s original context of 

meaning and worth (Steiner 1999). Therefore, while scholars may no longer speak to the 

discourse of progress in Tourist Arts, it is still very much alive in the tourist’s perception. 

In this sense, the notions of ‘tradition’ and ‘authenticity’ are static and tourist venues and 

arts created in a different context, but so labeled, are necessarily without context or time 

(Fair 2006). Accordingly, although scholars recognize the dynamic nature of these tricky 

concepts, the tourism industry itself continues to promote the discourse of progress, thus 

confounding the notions of “tradition” and “authentic.” “Thus, on the one hand, 

authenticity is measured generally through redundancy rather than originality. Anything 

that deviates too far from the accepted canons of a particular ethnic style is judged to be 

inauthentic” (Steiner 1999:101). Clearly, this is problematic.

To say that an object is inauthentic on the basis of its changed, commodified, 

form denies native artists a place in modernity; that is, it assumes that indigenous artists 

are somehow exempt from outside influence and the changing world around them 

(Phillips and Steiner 1999b). Tourist arts present an image of the group making them. 

“Through their material possessions people produce an image of themselves in the world, 

and these material possessions also operate to create the stage on which people lead their 

daily lives -  they are markers of status, gender relations and so on” (Morphy and Perkins 

2006b: 10). A tourist’s perception of tradition and authenticity is at odds with the 

actuality of these concepts. People and their cultures are not static, everything from art to 

tools, from spiritual practices to everyday activities changes through time. Because the 

tourist recognizes “tradition” as something unchanged does not necessarily make it so. 

Accordingly, authenticity cannot be defined by its immobility. Instead, the quality of 

authenticity must be characterized by the infusion of cultural aspects. Because no culture 

is without innovation, and because all are influenced by the world around them, authentic 

and traditional qualities are as apt to change as anything else. As a result, tourist arts
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must be seen as authentic, because the people making them ultimately decide what 

message will be portrayed (Brody 1976; Cohen 1993; Horner 1990; Jules-Rosette 1984; 

Lee 2003b; Littrell, et al. 1993; Popelka and Littrell 1991; Steiner 1999). In this way, 

tradition does indeed depend on context; but the issue is not that the objects become 

meaningless once they are taken out of the original context, as Benjamin (1955) implies, 

but that for specific audiences, they take on new meaning (Appadurai 1986; Cohen 2004; 

Kopytoff 1986). The concepts of tradition and authenticity, therefore, demand to be seen 

as categories in constant flux of creation and re-creation (Meethan 2001). If anything can 

be gleaned from the various notions discussed in the literature, it is that “authenticity” 

and “tradition” are dynamic concepts and understanding them requires a knowledge of 

both the historical and contemporary contexts.

1.5 Conclusion

The problem with any discussion of tourist arts is that while scholars have 

discarded the notion of progress, tourists still hold tight to it and seek out experiences and 

souvenirs that speak to the romantic notion of the “pristine primitive.” Scholars’ 

criticism of commodification maintains that reducing material culture (and the embedded 

spiritual, cultural, and ceremonial values) to mere commodities devalues the culture 

itself. Tourists have difficulty understanding that the process of commodification gives 

new value and objects and should therefore be judged from within its own culture, and 

not seen as culturally destructive. Tourist arts provide tourists with a tangible means of 

remembering an exotic experience. But, because the tourist pays little attention to the 

historical context or venue of the object s/he continues to cultivate the discourse of 

progress.

People search for authentic and traditional elements in native art, but they 

simultaneously seek out that which has been accepted and canonized as genuine. Tourist 

arts are the commodified objects that once held specific meaning in their cultures of 

origin, but which, having been altered for the market, carry meanings and values 

particular to the consumer and are less reflective of the original cultural significance. 

Nevertheless, it should be noted that the concept of authenticity is relative -  some would
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consider authentic any piece made by a person of a specific culture, regardless of the 

artist’s intended audience -  because s/he understands and has been trained with values 

specific to his / her heritage. Others would consider this example contrived and would 

argue that the only truly authentic pieces are those intended for use within the culture of 

the person who made the item. These combating notions lead to conflict and paradox in 

the discourse of Tourist Arts -  truly original objects may not be seen as authentic because 

they do not fit the prescribed form, while those mass produced, which do fit the 

prescribed form are considered equally inauthentic because of their manufactured nature. 

Tourist arts occupy space in the continuously changing modem world. That consumer 

preference and other economic implications influence alterations to form and 

construction of indigenous artworks should not, therefore, be surprising. As such, 

concepts of authenticity and traditionalism in this context must be viewed through a 

similarly broadly focused lens -  one that accepts the varied nature of what it means to be 

genuine.

As demonstrated in this chapter, understanding even a single piece of material 

culture requires an intimate knowledge of its social and historical context. The 

contemporary characteristics and values of an object depend on a relationship 

inextricably entwined with its value, both past and present. As a result, an object may 

possess several layers of value, which can only be understood by exploring these various 

social positions. Accordingly, a discussion of the Eskimo yo-yo requires a detailed 

examination of its social status and history. As a tourist art, its story depends on 

perspective: that of the artists, or of the tourists. Tourists seem to be attracted to the idea 

that the Eskimo yo-yo originated as a bola -  an exotic object of ancient use. Their appeal 

comes from a fascination with the perceived close relationship between primitive people 

and nature that industrialized cultures have lost (Lee 1991). Consequently, little attention 

is paid to the intricate skill with which the object is crafted. Tourists presume that the 

authenticity of the object comes from its tie to the ancient tool, instead of its 

contemporary value in the culture. As a tourist art, then, little can be understood about 

the Eskimo yo-yo by simply examining its status in the tourist arena; to fully understand
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Chapter 2

Cultural Context of the Arctic Bola and Eskimo Yo-Yo

2.1 Introduction

To speak to an object’s significance requires an understanding of the 

environmental and social perspectives in which it is situated (Appadurai 1986). Through 

time, objects attain various positions of status, and these fluctuate based on social and 

cultural values and political trends. Various examples throughout history support the 

importance of comprehending context. Depending on its frame of reference, for 

example, Native American pottery could be seen as “curiosity, ethnological evidence, 

souvenir, decorative handicraft, or art” (Capone and Drooker 1998:6). Likewise, to 

understand the balance of trade between the Pueblo people and their nomadic neighbors, 

it is crucial to understand the context in which their textiles rose to such elite status; 

during the seventeenth century, under Spanish Colonial rale, the Spanish demanded their 

textiles as tribute. Thus, the textiles came to be recognized as markers of prestige and 

power (Capone and Drooker 1998). Similarly, the ivory figurines of the Inuit and 

Eskimo were once presumed to hold symbolic positions in their respective cultures. It 

was not until the publication of scholarly research that people came to realize most of 

those carvings were made specifically for consumer purchase (Ray 1977, 1980). Without 

understanding the historical significance of these examples, one might be inclined to 

misinterpret their cultural value. In this vein, while it is beyond the scope of this thesis to 

provide a detailed analysis of the geography, climate, and rich history of settlement 

patterns in the Arctic, a rudimentary outline is necessary to have a basic understanding of 

the arctic bola and the Eskimo yo-yo’s cultural contexts. Thus, the goal of this chapter is 

to present an overview of the geography, distinct cultural groups, and economic forces 

that shaped the setting for the contemporary Eskimo yo-yo and its status as a marker of 

cultural identity.
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2.2 Geographic Description of Alaska

The Eskimo homeland stretches from Greenland across Canada, through Alaska 

to the North Cape of Siberia and down the 

Alaskan coast to Prince William Sound. Given 

the Eskimo yo-yo’s cultural affiliation, its 

geographic and cultural setting rests strictly in 

Alaska. The state itself is bordered on three 

sides by water -  its coastline extends 33,000 

miles, long enough to stretch across the 

Continental United States from the east to west 

coasts (fig. 2). Alaska’s official area is 586,412 

square miles; it contains 375 million acres of land, making it larger than Texas,

California, and Montana combined (Hickock, et al. 1990).

Concerning geography and weather, Alaska is a land of severe extremes. In 

northern reaches, a two-month period of 24-hour sunlight marks the brief summer season; 

these long days quickly decline into months of darkness during the winter season 

(Hickock, et al. 1990). Some areas of the state have high levels of precipitation, while 

others reach temperatures of 50° F below zero and colder, and still others are known for 

howling gales and winds exceeding 100 knots (Langdon 2002).

Given the immensity of the state, the diversity in landscape is not surprising; it 

varies from gravelly beaches with rocky outcroppings, to marshy tundra speckled with 

lakes, and rainforests housing conifers of gigantic size. Additionally, permafrost in the 

northern latitudes covers nearly a third of the state (Hickock, et al. 1990). Great 

mountain systems divide this landscape and the state into four major physiographic 

divisions: the Sitkan Zone, the Aleutian Zone, the Arctic Zone, and the Interior Zone. 

Each is marked by unique climate and vegetation; whereas the Sitkan Zone in the 

southeast consists of a temperate rain forest, the Arctic Zone to the north is famous for its 

tundra landscape and extremely cold temperatures (Langdon 2002). The Brooks Range, 

separating the Interior from the Arctic, stretches 600 miles from Canada to the Chukchi

Figure 2
Map shows size of AK in relation to the 
“lower 48.” Courtesy o f the State of 
Alaska.
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Sea and reaches elevations as high as 9,000 feet. The varied landscape creates an 

environment for diverse weather patterns, which are marked by extreme variation in 

summer and winter temperatures. In turn, this range of temperature provides a unique 

environment for vegetation and animal life; this northern mountain range is inhabited by 

mostly shrubby plant species like Betula nana (dwarf arctic birch), Empetrum nigrum 

(black crowberry), and Salix fuscescens (bog willow), large game animals, including 

Ursus arctos middendorffi (Alaskan brown bear) and Ursus americanus (black bear), 

Canis lupus (wolf), Gulo gulo (wolverine), Rangifer tarandus (caribou) and Ovis dalli 

dalli (Dali sheep), as well as smaller mammals like Marmota caligata (marmot), Vulpes, 

vulpes (red fox) and Alopex lagopus (arctic fox), and Spermophilus lateralis (ground 

squirrel) (Hickock, et al. 1990). At the southern border of the Interior Zone, which is 

marked by the Boreal Forest and vast flatlands, rests the Alaskan-Aleutian Range. This 

range extends 400 miles along the Alaskan Peninsula and Aleutian Islands and west into 

Canada. It is home to the largest mountain in North America: Denali, also known as Mt. 

McKinley. Like the Brooks Range to the north, the Alaskan-Aleutian Range is home to a 

variety of plant and animal species. While its vastness and harsh and varied climate may 

sound inhospitable, indigenous people have been calling Alaska home for thousands of 

years.

2.3 Culture Groups and Traditional Lifestyles of Alaska

Collectively called Alaska Natives, indigenous people inhabited the Arctic region 

as early as 20,000 years ago (Wardwell 1986). Contemporary Eskimo culture traces its 

roots to Paleoeskimos, the first people to culturally adapt to the Arctic. Archaeological 

evidence from the last of these peoples, known as the Dorset culture, is scattered from 

“Victoria Island in the west to Greenland in the northeast and to Newfoundland in the 

southeast” (Park 1998:269). With long distance movement and changes in cultural 

adaptation, Neoeskimo cultures displaced those of the Paleoeskimos (Kenyon and Arnold 

1983; Wardwell 1986). “The last prehistoric phase of the Neoeskimo continuum, the 

Thule, represents the culture of the immediate ancestors of the present day Inuit and 

Alaskan Eskimo” (Kenyon and Arnold 1983:347). Archaeologists believe that though
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the Thule culture developed in northwestern Alaska, it had origins in previous cultures 

who inhabited the shores of the Chukchi Sea and islands in the Bering Strait (Park 1998). 

The landscape and resources greatly affected people’s adaptation and influenced cultural 

variation.

Today, Alaska Natives divide themselves into twenty distinct language groups: 

Haida, Tsimshian, Tlingit, Eyak, Alutiiq, Aleut, Tanaina, Ahtna, Upper Tanana, 

Tanacross, Han, Tanana, Upper Kuskoquim, Deg Hit’an, Central Yup’ik, Siberian 

Yup’ik, Holikachuk, Koyukon, Gwich’in, and Inupiaq3. Together, these language 

families make up six distinct cultural groupings: Pacific Eskimos (including Unangan and 

Sugpiaq groups), Bering Sea Eskimos (Yupiit), Northern Eskimos (Inupiat), Interior 

Indians (Athabascans), and Southeast Coastal Indians (Tlingit and Haida) (Langdon 

2002). The vastness of the state, in addition to the variation in landscape and resources, 

influenced each group’s adaptation of different technologies for maintaining a livelihood 

in the region. Accordingly, it is not surprising that only two of these groups have ties to 

the Eskimo yo-yo. These groups include the Yupiit people of St. Lawrence Island, the 

Bering Sea coast, and inland up the Kuskokwim, Yukon, and Nushagak Rivers, and the 

Inupiat, who inhabit the Seward Peninsula, the North Alaskan coast, and northern inland 

areas (Langdon 2002).

For thousands of years, continuing to the present day, Alaska Native groups have 

practiced a subsistence lifestyle, heavily dependant on the land (Langdon 2002); in turn, 

this resulted in specialized technologies particular to certain regions. Coastal groups, as 

well as inhabitants of St. Lawrence Island, depended (and continue to) predominantly on 

large sea-mammals such as Odobenus rosmarus (walrus), Balaena mysticetus (bowhead 

whale), Ursus maritimus (polar bear), and Erignathus barbatus (bearded seal) and Phoca 

hispida (ring seals) (Murdoch 1892; Nelson 1983), in addition to smaller species like 

Clupea harengus (herring), Coregonus lavaretus (whitefish), Dallia pectoralis 

(blackfish), and Stenodus leucichthys (sheefish), as well as some migratory waterfowl.

3 This information was gathered from the Alaska Native Language Center, at the 
University of Alaska Fairbanks, in 2005.
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Consequently, coastal groups developed intricate systems for harvesting large marine 

mammals (e.g., toggle-head harpoons, special waterproof clothing, and boating 

technologies). By contrast, inland Yupiit groups supplemented their diets by hunting and 

snaring (Rangifer tarandus (caribou), Alces alces (moose), Spermophilus lateralis 

(ground squirrel), Bonasa umbellus (grouse), Lagopus lagopus (willow ptarmigan), and 

migratory waterfowl) as well as actively gathering and storing various greens, roots, and 

berries (Langdon 2002). As a result, inland groups focused on technologies particular to 

snaring animals and collecting vegetal matter (e.g., small mammal snares and grass and 

birch bark baskets).

Given the diverse needs throughout the area, Alaska presents a complex 

archaeological record, consisting of an amalgamation of practices, tools, and strategies. 

As a result of the long habitation of the area and the heavy dependence on the land, 

“Eskimos are rightfully regarded as ingenious technologists whose inventions made it 

possible to survive the harsh living conditions of the arctic” (Langdon 2002:68). Among 

their tools archaeologists have found such objects as stone and ivory objects intended for 

a variety of activities; these include butchering, drilling, tanning and inscribing. Many of 

these objects were made from bone, ivory, and antler and were often beautified with 

intricate carvings and detail. Anthropologists know that many of these decorative motifs 

were part of ritualistic practices, meant to bring good fortune during subsistence activities 

(Rainey 1941; Ray 1968,1980, 1981, 1987; Wardwell 1986).

Collectively, Yupiit, Inupiat, and Athabascan contact with Europeans and 

Americans came much later than for groups living farther south, near the Gulf of Alaska. 

Excluding Bristol Bay, where American entrepreneurs developed a salmon canning 

industry in the 1890s (Langdon 2002), the lack of developable resources kept the 

American and Russian presences at bay. Nonetheless, in the early 19111 century, a number 

of exploratory voyagers made minor contact with Alaska Natives. Trade goods brought 

with these early contacts impacted seasonal activities and more permanent residences 

were developed (Langdon 2002). The era of considerable and continued interaction with 

Euro-Americans began as whalers followed the bowhead whale (Balaena mysticetus)
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through the Bering Strait in the mid 1800s (Gregg 2000; Langdon 2002; Lee 2001). By 

this time, explorers had developed active trading with Native groups in southeast Alaska 

and were accustomed to collecting Native artifacts.

2.4 Early Collecting in Alaska

Long before the arrival of Euro-American explorers, missionaries, and traders, the 

Eskimos of the arctic north had established trade networks across the Bering Strait (Lee 

2001). Therefore, the manufacture and sale of curios to non-Natives in Alaska began at 

least as early as the 1700s, if not sooner (Lee 2001; Ray 1980). The earliest ethnographic 

collections, documented with northern explorations, come from James Cook’s 1778 

expedition, although detailed documentation of objects’ cultural statuses were poor. 

“After 1800, recognition of the importance of documentation and preservation increased 

the value of ethnographic collections and set in motion the great collecting era of the 19th 

century” (Fitzhugh and Crowell 1988:12). Non-Native esteem for unique arctic 

technologies and aesthetic appeal were high; “competition for artifacts was intense” (Lee 

2001:97) and explorers like Frederick Beechey, Edward W. Nelson, and John Murdoch, 

among others, made sizeable collections. In addition to explorers, school-teachers and 

missionaries posted in Alaska made private collections of great importance. Upon arrival 

at his or her post, a new teacher or missionary could expect to spend the first few days 

trading Western supplies for Native-made curios (Doty 1891-1899 cited in Lee 2001:97). 

This early period of contact greatly impacted the Native arts of Alaska and set the stage 

for the heavy period of collecting that would follow in later years.

At the advent of the Alaskan Gold Rush, heavy contact and a strong curio trade 

had already been developed with outsiders. By 1900, 30,000 prospectors had inundated 

Nome and the town soon replaced St. Michael and Kotzebue as the principal center for 

curio trade (Lee 2001; Ray 1987). Gold prospectors infiltrating the town and market 

inspired Eskimo carvers’ innovations. Artists melded consumer fancies with traditional 

techniques and styles; artists like Happy Jack created cribbage boards, chess sets, and 

animal figurines that previously were absent from the prototypes (Lee 2001; Ray 1987, 

1996). As prospectors returned home, news of the burgeoning market in Nome traveled
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fast and before 1910, tourists were traveling the same route as the prospectors before 

them -  long journeys to Alaska culminated in extended trips on the railway, followed by 

paddling down the Yukon River, and ending with a steamer ride to Nome (Lee 2001). 

The early 20th century brought with it collectors concerned with salvaging something 

they perceived to be vanishing. Even after the intensity of the Gold Rush had passed, its 

influence on Alaska Native art remained; curio shops were among the few to remain in 

business during the slow economic period of the 1920s (Duncan 2000; Lee 2001).

2.5 The Market for Tourist Art from Alaska

Perhaps the best-known and most documented commoditizer of Alaska Native 

arts was the missionary Sheldon Jackson (Lee 1999b). In the early 1880s, Jackson 

realized that in order to encourage further assimilation, and convert the Natives to 

Christianity, Alaska Natives needed to enter the money economy. Consequently, he 

persuaded the U.S. government to allow him to found government funded trade schools 

in the name of Christianity. He ultimately founded the Sitka Industrial and Training 

School, where Natives learned, among other skills, carving and sewing (Lee 1999b). In 

addition to publishing articles in the popular press, Jackson lobbied Congress and made 

public appearances dressed in an Eskimo parka in order to publicize the plight of Alaska 

Natives; in so doing, he popularized Native artifacts and became a leading advocate of 

Alaskan tourism (Lee 1999c, 2001). As a tour organizer, Jackson created contexts in 

which travelers had a chance to purchase Alaska Native art -  never minding that these 

were often commodified pieces created specifically for tourists by students at the 

Industrial and Training School (Lee 1999b). As Ray has noted (1960), many of the 

objects collected after the 1890s were indigenous prototypes -  not necessarily articles of 

everyday use. Jackson’s success in popularizing tourism in Alaska was evidenced by 

John Muir, who in 1889 documented tourist behavior in Wrangell, Alaska: “There was a 

grand rash on shore to buy curiosities and see totem poles. The shops were jammed and 

mobbed, high prices being paid for shabby stuff manufactured expressly for the tourist 

trade” (Jonaitis 1999). Evidently, Jackson’s role in the commodification of Alaskan arts 

was far-reaching and had a significant impact on the Native cultures and their arts.
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Jackson’s encouragement of tourism and the burgeoning market brought with it, 

also had dire effects on many Alaska Native communities and traditions. In Southeast 

Alaska, known for its numerous and striking totem poles, collectors and excursionists 

enthusiastically collected and removed the poles without regard for their symbolic value 

to the cultures in which they belonged (Jonaitis 1999). Sadly, because of the overly 

enthusiastic market for these distinctive poles, sites that once contained abundant clusters 

of them are now vacant or nearly so; the original artwork has disappeared into museums 

and private collections. The cultural devastation, witnessed by the loss of Southeastern 

totem poles, was duplicated in other areas, where missionaries forbade traditional masked 

dances and other spiritual rituals, which they assumed to be hedonistic (Fienup-Riordan 

1991,1996; Linn 1999). Evidently, while early collectors coveted Native-made arts, they 

also damaged the very traditions for which the objects were made. Another problem 

fostered by the growing market for Alaskan arts was the fabrication of these traditional 

arts by imposters from outside the Alaskan Territory. By the early 1910s, carvers in 

Seattle and Japan were imitating ivory carvings, and subsequently selling them as 

“authentic” Alaskan art works, for prices much lower than a genuine art would bring 

(Schrader 1983).

To stymie these devastating effects, “The Indian Arts and Crafts Board (IACB) 

was established by an Act of Congress (49 Stat. 891) on August 27, 1935,” with the 

intention of promoting “the economic welfare of the Indian and Eskimo tribes through 

the development of their arts and crafts and the expansion of the market for these 

products”4. During the 1930s the IACB operated a central office in Juneau, where it 

employed “specialists” who directly advised Native individuals and groups on the 

production and sale of their work. Its goal was to develop high standards of 

workmanship that would be recognized by outside interests, and eventually to “have the 

Indian and Eskimo craft groups become self-sufficient in their operations and sales”2. To

4 Administrative History of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board 1935-1983; Records of the 
Indian Arts and Crafts Board, Alaska Field Office; Juneau Records 1935-1983; Record 
Group 435; Box 2 of 18; National Archives and Records Administration, Pacific Alaska 
Region, Anchorage, AK.
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this end, the board established the Alaska Native Arts and Crafts Clearinghouse (ANAC), 

in 1937. ANAC acted as a wholesale distributor and intermediary between Native 

craftspeople and retailers in Alaska as well as the lower-485. Charles Hawkesworth, of 

the Department of the Interior, wrote to Rene d’Hamocourt, Manager of the Arts and 

Crafts Board, in a letter dated 6 February 1940, that before the initiation of the Arts and 

Crafts program, “younger people were gradually losing their interest in perpetuating the 

art of their people”6 but that the program increased the pride in making Native crafts.

Several letters in the records of the IACB indicate that by the late 1950s, there 

was a great curiosity about Alaska among people living in the continental United States. 

Several shop proprietors and government officials indicated an interest in obtaining and 

influencing Native made crafts, of design and material that would suggest (to the 

outsider) Alaskan life. To this end, ANAC played a paramount role in shaping Alaskan 

arts for the tourist market. In various letters to the Native crafts people, the 

Clearinghouse directors instructed artists to design certain objects in specific styles, 

colors, and patterns -  those that would sell well2. Comments like the following abound 

in the archival records: “It occurred to me that the Alaskian [sic] handicrafts would be 

able to turn out some very interesting items if they were styled in a more adapted way for
n

the metropolitan market” , and We feel that miniature masks in the fossil ivory, the 

same types as your dance and ceremonial masks, could be used as jewelry. Small ones,

5 Letter from Frank Long, Production Specialist, to Dennis Swan, Store Manager,
Kivalina Native Store. Dated 28 October 1952; Alaska Native Arts and Crafts 
Clearinghouse; Records of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, Alaska Field Office, Juneau 
Records 1935-1983; Record Group 435; Box 2 of 18; National Archives and Records 
Administration, Pacific Alaska Region, Anchorage, AK.
6 Letter from Charles W. Hawkesworth to Rene D’Hamoncourt, Manager of the Arts and 
Crafts Board. Dated 6 February 1940; United States Department of the Interior, Office of 
Indian Affairs Field Service; Records of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, Alaska Field 
Office, Juneau Records 1935-1983; Record Group 435; Box 2 of 18; National Archives 
and Records Administration, Pacific Alaska Region, Anchorage, AK.
7 F. A. Picard, St. Moritz, NY, to Rene D’Harnocourt, Indian Arts and Crafts Board, 
Department of the Interior, Washington D.C. Dated 16 May 1940. Bureau of Indian 
Affairs; Records of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, Alaska Field Office, Juneau 1935
1983; Record Group 435; Box 2 of 18; National Archives and Records Administration, 
Pacific Alaska Region, Anchorage, AK.
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in pairs, could be used on ear rings [sic] ... larger ones, up to the size of a half dollar, 

could be used for pins”3. In addition to recommending styles, ANAC promoted training 

of artisans so as to develop a higher quality of work that would be recognizable by 

consumers. From a contemporary perspective, these initiatives seem overly patronizing, 

as some of their goals were to encourage “progress” among Native groups. Nonetheless, 

it cannot be denied that outsiders greatly shaped the market for and arts of Alaska 

Natives.

2.6 Placing the Eskimo Yo-Yo in Context

Numerous contributors shaped the setting for the creation of Alaska Native tourist 

arts, and particularly the Eskimo yo-yo. Understanding the object itself requires at least a 

moderately well-defined understanding of its geography, concerned cultural groups, and 

economic factors which shape its context. Geographically and culturally speaking, the 

Eskimo yo-yo evolved in a relatively harsh climate, where simple amusements were also 

intended to build the skills needed to survive in the environment. The diverse landscape, 

difficult access to resources and the people’s ingenuity certainly factor into a 

determination of the importance of this cultural object. As a child’s toy, the first Eskimo 

yo-yo may have been used as a practice implement for the bola, a weapon crucial to 

snaring small animals and birds. As a modem day tourist art, it seems evident that the 

economic influence of tourism and the push to develop recognizable arts and crafts had 

something to do with the ubiquity of the Eskimo yo-yo in tourist shops across the state. 

The earliest appearance of the Eskimo yo-yo on price lists was in 19548, and judging by 

its appearance in the ANAC catalogue (Catalogue 1968) and commercial radio 

advertisements9, it increased in popularity through the years. Understanding the cultural 

context from which this artistic piece emerged is cmcial to realizing how the Eskimo yo

yo survives as a marker of cultural identity.

8 Wholesale Price List. Dated 9 September 1954. Nome Skin Sewers, Administrative 
Correspondence 1949-1955; Records of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, Alaska Field 
Office, Juneau Records 1935-1983; Record Group 435; Box 2 of 18; National Archives 
and Records Administration, Pacific Alaska Region, Anchorage, AK.
9 The Eskimo Yo-Yo Sale; Alaska Native Arts and Crafts Association. Oral Histories 
Collection, University of Alaska Fairbanks. Tape Number H2000-76-02
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2.7 Summary

This chapter has developed a context from which the contemporary Eskimo yo-yo 

evolved. Non-Natives to Alaska may find it a harsh and inhospitable area to live. 

However, as I have outlined in this chapter, Alaska Natives have successfully made a 

living here for thousands of years. Part of their success can be credited to their ingenuity 

in creating tools and weapons for subsistence. Additionally, interaction between groups 

encouraged innovation and an economic system heavily reliant on trade between groups. 

One such useful tool, which developed in areas where birds were important dietary 

resources, was the bola, which has cultural connections to the Eskimo yo-yo, an 

intriguing tourist object.

European contact brought many changes to the various Native cultures in Alaska. 

However, their well-established trade systems enabled easy trade with the newcomers.

As contact with outsiders increased, so too, did the demand for artistically-made Native 

crafts. As a result, tourist arts have been important to the economy of Alaska Natives 

since at least the early 1900s.

As many scholars have noted (Appadurai 1986; Capone and Drooker 1998; 

Errington 1998; Grabum 1976, Ray 1977, 1980) understanding an object’s cultural 

context is crucial to comprehending its value. As Errington (1998) so rightfully stated, 

without context, “artifacts themselves are mute and meaningless” (4). Material objects 

have little significance without a cultural discourse to support them. This chapter, 

therefore, has provided the context from which to examine the arctic bola and the Eskimo 

yo-yo.
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Chapter 3

From Hunting to Playing: The Arctic Bola And the Eskimo Yo-Yo

3.1 Introduction

Both climate and landscape can make Alaska a difficult environment to inhabit. 

Though visitors may find it inhospitable, indigenous peoples have made a successful 

living in the region for thousands of years. They have expressed extreme ingenuity in the 

development of specialized technologies to aid their dependence on a subsistence 

lifestyle. Though certain periods have yielded less abundance than others, the 

relationships the people craft with the natural world, as well as with family and 

neighbors, have continued to ensure both a prosperous life and thriving hunting seasons.

Most Alaska Native worldviews center tightly on the natural world and ancestral 

ties. Children are often given the name of someone who has recently passed, but the 

person’s name is not the only inheritance. It is believed that with the name also comes 

personal characteristics and skills; consequently, if a child is given the name of a great 

hunter, it is believed that the child will inherit those same great hunting skills and carry 

on the work of his ancestor (Langdon 2002). In this way, many indigenous communities 

think of children as small adults who simply need to relearn their skills (Birket-Smith 

1929; Boas 1964; Briggs 1970). Historically, this meant that in many Native societies 

children’s “play” and “toys” were often practice games for adulthood (Birket-Smith 

1929; Boas 1964; Briggs 1970; Chagnon 1983; Jenness 1970; Park 1998).

Of the many objects that have been labeled “traditional toy,” one is the Eskimo 

yo-yo. Hard evidence of its past does not exist; accordingly, documenting its true history 

is impossible. Nevertheless, the Eskimo people of northern Alaska, to whom the game is 

credited, claim it as a child’s toy that originated as an important and widely used 

subsistence-hunting tool -  the bola. The bola’s use has been widely documented around 

the world, although the Arctic literature has dealt with it unevenly. Regardless,
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archaeological collections cite its important historical role in Alaska Native subsistence10. 

The goal of this chapter, therefore, is to provide a synthesized historical record of the 

bola and its use in the Arctic, to briefly outline the significance of play in this locality, 

and simultaneously to provide a more detailed context for the development of the Eskimo 

yo-yo in Eskimo communities.

3.2 The Arctic Bola

The bola, variously known as a bolo, bolas, and / or boladeros, is an ancient 

hunting weapon used by peoples throughout the world, including those in some parts of 

the Arctic and Alaska. Bolas are made in various shapes and sizes and with a variety of 

materials. The number of weights a bola has dictates its common name11; whereas a bola 

with one weight is called a perdida (lost one), a bola with two is known as an avestrucera 

o nanducera (ostrich hunter), a bola with three weights is called a boleadora (“three 

weighted bola” in Spanish), and a bola with four or more weights is known by the 

Eskimo name Ka-Lum-Ik-Toun (“bola” in Inupiaq) (Butler and Osborne 1959; Fosbrook 

1952; Hutton 1948; Laughlin 1943; Nami 1995; Tapia 2005; Willey 1952)12. The 

weapon consists of two to sixteen weights (plates 1, 2, and 3 show three Arctic 

variations), each attached to its own string or thong, which is then tied, banded, or 

connected together by means of twining or a handle-type implement. Sometimes the 

handle consists of bunched feathers, which Murdoch (1892) speculated might help direct 

the flight. Often, it is carried tied up in a series of slip-knots (plate 3); when needed, it is 

pulled taught, releasing the knots, and is then swung above and around the head. Once 

released, the weights spread and as the weapon hits its target, momentum propels the 

weights to wrap together, effectively snaring or entangling the prey (Murdoch 1892).

10 Museum collections and corresponding collection files at the Alaska State Museum, 
the Burke Museum, the National Museum of Natural History, the National Museum of 
the American Indian, and the UA Museum indicate that bola was an important tool in the 
arctic, especially for coastal groups who depended on birds as part of their diet.
11 The majority of bolas still in use today can be found in South America; consequently, 
many of the common names have a Spanish origin.
12 Eskimo terminology in an e-mail from Lawrence D. Kaplan, professor of linguistics 
and director of the Alaska Native Language Center at University of Alaska Fairbanks, 23 
March 2006.
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Typically, the bola has been used to hunt small game animals, such as rabbits, squirrels, 

and especially migrating fowl13 (Murdoch 1892; Nelson 1983), although, in some areas it 

has also been used to capture larger animals like flamingos and ostriches. The gauchos of 

South America, for instance, continue to use the weapon as an effective tool for herding 

cattle (Fox and Rudler 1875; Cowboys o f the Americas 1999).

In Alaska, little written information exists concerning the extent of regions where 

the tool was used; although its existence and use are documented archaeologically14. One 

reason for this absence in the literature may be the early introduction of firearms to the 

region15 (Gregg 2000). Gregg also cautions that “the presence of firearms parts does not 

necessarily indicate firearms use” (63), and it is likely that traditional tools continued to 

be used well after the introduction of new technologies. Another reason for the paucity 

of information on the bola might be explorers’ and early ethnographers’ fascinations with 

technology for hunting large subsistence animals, like walrus, whale, and seal; 

technologies for smaller, supplemental species were less exotic and therefore less 

interesting (Boas 1964; Gregg 2000; Murdoch 1892; Nelson 1983)16. Thirdly, and 

importantly, the bola’s presence may have been too ubiquitous to seem important. 

Murdoch (1892) noted that the tool was neither gendered nor age-determined; especially 

in cases where people did not have access to firearms, women and children used bolas as 

frequently as adult males. So omnipresent and useful was this weapon that rarely did

13 Anders Apassingok, Siberian Yupik elder in Gambell, Bryant Koonooka, Siberian 
Yupik resident of Gambell, and Willis Walunga, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, in 
discussion with the author, July 2005.
14 The archaeology departments at the following museums have large collections of arctic 
bolas, especially from St. Lawrence Island, Northwestern Alaska, and the Aleutians: the 
Alaska State Museum, Juneau; the Burke Museum, Seattle; the National Museum of 
Natural History, Washington D.C.; the National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington D.C.; UA Museum, Fairbanks.
15 Collections material at the Alaska State Museum, the Burke Museum, the National 
Museum of Natural History, the National Museum of the American Indian, and the UA 
Museum indicate that firearms were introduced in the 1800s in Alaska, although Native 
groups may not have had regular access to ammunition until later.
16 This idea was also posited by Anders Apassingok, a Siberian Yupik elder in Gambell, 
to the author in July 2005.
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people leave their homes (especially during migration periods) without carrying several 

(Murdoch 1892; Nelson 1983).

Most information on the arctic bola comes from expedition journals like those of 

John Murdoch and E.W. Nelson. Archaeological material culture records indicate that 

this tool was at least used by the Inupiat, Yupiit, and Aleut. In his research from the 

Point Barrow Expedition (1892), Murdoch indicates that bolas were known throughout 

the Arctic region. He also documents other explorers’ contacts with the tool. For 

instance, in their 1837 expedition, Dease and Simpson did not notice the use of bolas 

until they reached Point Barrow; whereas, Beechy (in 1826) noticed them at Kotzebue 

Sound (Murdoch 1892). “Nelson’s collections show that they [were] used from Point 

Barrow along the Alaskan coast, at least as far south as the Yukon Delta, and on St. 

Lawrence Island” as well as on the coast of Siberia (Murdoch 1892:246). The bola’s 

prevalence, however, seems to have clouded the lenses of ethnographic observers -  while 

museums throughout the country house hundreds of bolas, the corresponding accession 

data is weak or lacking. Thus, understanding its importance in Alaska Native history is 

difficult.

My research into historical documents, as well as museum and library 

collections17, indicates that the Yupiit and Inupiat discontinued using bolas sometime 

between the late 1890s and the mid 1910s, though, explorers, travelers, missionaries, and 

teachers continued to collect samples well into the 1950s. Because the object was in 

disuse at the time of its collection, few were accompanied by ethnographic data; they 

appear to have been collected as novelties. This has resulted in archaeological and 

ethnographic collections with little to no descriptive documentation.

17 This information was compiled from file documentation on bola collections in the 
Alaska State Museum, Juneau, the Burke Museum, Seattle, the National Museum of 
Natural History, Washington, D.C., and the UA Museum, Fairbanks.
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Today, few elders can remember using the bola when they were young. Some 

admit to using it purely for skill building18. Willis Walunga, a Siberian Yupik elder of 

the village of Gambell on St. Lawrence Island recalled, “I remember using them when I 

was a young boy. I could catch several birds at one time, but had to hurry so the birds

wouldn’t free themselves”19. Yet, others remain adamant about the tool being less useful
20than guns and therefore a non-use item when they were young . “Everything changes 

with time. People shouldn’t assume that because some people are isolated, they don’t 

have modem technology. They just have to adapt it to fit their environment”21. 

Nonetheless, most elders, and many of younger generations, regardless of gender, 

recognize the bola as having been significant in the past22. To this end, museums 

specializing in Arctic material culture habitually display bolas in exhibits documenting 

subsistence implements23. Murdoch suggests that though most Native men had adopted 

firearms as a practical tool for subsistence living by the late 1890s, young children 

continued to use traditional items like bows and bolas to practice their aim (Murdoch 

1892). Clearly then, written accounts of bola use in the Arctic are scattered; but, 

compiling data from oral histories, museum collections, and expedition journals, clarifies 

the bola’s important role in the early subsistence activities of people in the Arctic and

18 Chris Kiana Jr., author of 100 Eskimo Yo-Yo Strategems, Malcom Oozevaseuk, a 
Siberian Yupik resident of Gambell, and Willis Walunga, a Siberian Yupik elder of 
Gambell, in interviews with the author, July 2005.
19 Willis Walunga, in interview with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
20 Anders Apassingok and Winnie James, Siberian Yupik elders of Gambell, in 
interviews with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
21 Anders Apassingok, in interview with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
22 Anders Apassingok, Sally Campbell, Siberian Yupik resident of Gambell, Clara 
Iyakitan, Siberian Yupik elder, Dana James, Siberian Yupik resident of Gambell, Winnie 
James, Siberian Yupik elder, Chris Kiana Jr., Bryant Koonooka, Siberian Yupik resident 
of Gambell, Patty Koozaata, Siberian Yupik elder, Malcom Oozevaseuk, Ila Ungott, 
Siberian Yupik elder, and Willis Walunga, in interviews with the author, July 2005, 
Gambell, AK.
23 Direct reference to the exhibits at the Alaska State Museum, in Juneau, AK, the 
Anchorage Museum of History and Art, in Anchorage, AK, and the UA Museum, in 
Fairbanks, AK.
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explains why Natives today view it as a marker of heritage: the bola provides a solid link 

to the past.

3.3 Miniature Modifications as Play and Practice

In order to understand how and why the Eskimo yo-yo could have evolved from 

the arctic bola at a time when its practical use may have been replaced by firearms, it is 

crucial to understand the importance of childhood and, more significantly, play in Alaska 

Native communities. As a subject of study, play has been widely investigated by 

anthropologists and psychologists alike. Scholars have examined “play” in indigenous 

communities as an activity for skill building and cite various examples of children 

participating in games and using miniaturized adult implements to build valued adult 

skills and characteristics (Birket-Smith 1929; Boas 1964; Briggs 1970, 1990; Caillois 

1961; Cameron 1996; Cohen 1987; Guemple 1965,1979; Linn 1999; Park 1998). As 

adults, children would use these same “playful” skills to assist in daily subsistence 

activities.

“Learning” in many Alaska Native cultures meant becoming re-acquainted with 

skills and knowledge a person already possessed. In most Native communities, newborns 

were given a name (and thus the spirit and attributes) of a dead ancestor. In this way, 

“growing up” was not a “new” experience -  instead, “the business of socialization 

[became] one of assisting the new member (who was really an old member) to realize the 

potential of his or her pre-established identity” (Guemple 1979:135). Children were not 

“blank slates;” instead, they needed to be “reminded” of the skills they already possessed. 

Social norms, like obedience and respect, were taught not through punishment, but by 

chiding and public shame or disapproval (Briggs 1970; Guemple 1979; Jenness 1970). 

Likewise, accomplishments were publicly marked with praise “especially when a child 

performed a task successfully for the very first time” (Park 1998:272). Predominantly 

though, adults re-educated new / old members indirectly; children learned through 

observation and participation with adults. Because children were expected to perform 

chores requiring some skill, much of their childhood was devoted to fun and games 

intended to develop these (Briggs 1970,1990). Thus, implements used in every day life
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were scaled down and made more accessible to small hands; in archaeological 

collections, many of these miniatures are tentatively labeled “toys,” although it is difficult 

to know for certain what purpose their role may have served in society (Park 1998)24.

Archaeologically, a few items have been identified strictly as toys, “but otherwise 

[play-learning] activities are likely to be archaeologically invisible” (Park 1998:273). 

Without correlating ethnographic evidence, it is impossible to know with certainty which 

objects were used strictly by children and which were used in adult ceremonial activities. 

Museum collections, for example, hold thousands of miniaturized adult implements; 

however, “as is so often the case in early museum collections, it is difficult to distinguish 

[objects] made for play from those made for ritual” or everyday use (Linn and Lee 

1999:10). This notwithstanding, ethnographers have determined that many children’s 

games mimicked adult activities and were carried out with miniature adult implements 

(Birket-Smith 1929; Briggs 1970; Guemple 1979; Jenness 1970; Mathiassen 1927; Park 

1998). In Not Just a Pretty Face (Lee 1999a), for instance, we see dolls in their adult 

roles, as likenesses to promote fertility, fill absences at feasts, or inflict harm on others.

At the same time, dolls are shown to be girl-toys; they are dressed and cared for in ways 

that promote a child’s ability “to gain control over compelling aspects of [her] life, which 

promoted the growth of self-confidence. These various factors helped the child grow into 

an adult who could readily accept the use of human figurines for rituals” (Linn 1999:47). 

Similarly, other miniature implements promoted learning in daily life skills; Birket-Smith 

(1929), Boas (1964), and Jenness (1970) all witnessed children launching their arrows at 

imaginary deer or play-hunting marine animals with miniature tools. Boas (1964) cites 

boys using pieces of sealskin (to represent seals) and seal hip bones (to represent blow

holes in the ice) in practicing their hunting skills. Play objects also guided the transition 

between childhood and adulthood; when a child reached the age of adulthood, s/he had to

24 Although archaeological and ethnographic records indicate that everyday tools were 
modified and miniaturized for children’s use, it must also be noted that miniaturized 
objects were also used in ceremony and as shamanistic paraphernalia (see Linn 1999 and 
Park 1998). Also, Jenness has indicated that miniatures were left on graves, if the objects 
were badly needed in the society (Jenness 1970).
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“put away” or hand down his / her toys to younger children before participating in adult 

activities or receiving full-size tools (Fienup-Riordan 1991). In this way, the 

miniaturized objects represented an end to childhood and “play” and an introduction to 

“everyday adult life.” Thus, a child’s play recreated the adult world in an accessible way 

-  this then promoted his or her development and prepared the child for the serious roles 

s/he would have as an adult.

Murdoch (1892) and Nelson (1983) also cite evidence of other types of games, 

including tops, balls, and hoop and stick games. Though both describe these games as 

amusing pastimes, other scholars (cf. Briggs 1990; Caillois 1961; Cohen 1987; Culin 

1975; Glassford 1971; Linn 1999) have examined these types of activities as avenues for 

skill-building. Alaska Native oral history suggests that the Eskimo yo-yo developed as 

both a game of merriment as well as a useful element with which to practice and build 

skills needed for adulthood tasks: dexterity, coordination, stamina, and strength, to name 

a few. The Eskimo yo-yo, therefore, would have developed in a context of play, though 

it refined the skills and muscles needed for a practical tool . Although direct evidence of 

the Eskimo yo-yo’s long history does not exist, the use of the bola, in conjunction with 

scholarly documentation on play and oral histories, provides a solid context for its 

development even after its supposed ancestor, the bola, ceased to be a daily tool.

3.4 Linking the Arctic Bola and the Eskimo Yo-Yo

Although its exact history remains “shrouded in mystery,” (Ray 1977) evidence 

exists that points to the Eskimo yo-yo’s original use as a child’s game meant for play, but 

' one that also emphasized practice hunting. The Eskimo yo-yo itself closely resembles 

two-weighted bolas: it is composed of two weights, often made of stones wrapped in 

seal-fur, each with its own cord, which come together at a common handle. The object 

involves swinging two weights in opposite directions for as long as possible. Variations 

include trick moves, like maintaining the spin of the yo-yo while raising it above one’s 

head or banging the weights on the ground. The object itself can be found in a variety of

25 Likely, the first Eskimo yo-yo was not embellished in the way that contemporary 
versions are. The embellishments so common on today’s Eskimo yo-yos were likely the 
invention of an entrepreneurial-minded Eskimo familiar with the tourist market.
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different shapes and sizes; many are simple geometric designs, while contemporary 

tourist pieces often resemble seals, mukluks, or mittens (plates 5, 6, 7, and 8). This 

section elucidates evidence I discovered during my research that may provide a crucial 

missing link between the arctic bola and the Eskimo yo-yo.

Murdoch (1892) observed children using the bola with similar frequency as 

adults. His writings do not indicate, however, whether the bolas used by children were of 

the same size, shape, and weight as those used by adults . The poor corresponding 

ethnographic documentation, therefore, makes it impossible to know whether the first 

Eskimo yo-yo looked any different from a bola. Some museums27 house arctic bolas 

with only two weights (plate 4), and others that have been designed so that the multiple 

weights hang in two distinct groups (plate 1) -  like an Eskimo yo-yo. Two-weighted 

bolas are not uncommon throughout the world, though they seem to have been rare in the 

Arctic.

Because early collectors, like teachers and missionaries, were unconcerned with 

detailed documentation, they failed to report how the objects they obtained were used. 

Thus, the difficulty presented by the object in plate 4: whereas the materials suggest that 

this is a bola, and indeed, the donor listed it as a bola, a museum collections manager 

accessioned and labeled it as an Eskimo yo-yo, presumably, because of its two-weighted 

design. No other Eskimo yo-yo exists whose weights are made from ivory; therefore, if it 

is an Eskimo yo-yo, it may be one of the first. Without evidence of how the object was 

used and to what purpose, it cannot be definitively determined whether it was used as a 

game, a training tool, or a weapon. However, this nebulous contrast may lend credence 

to the Alaska Native contention that the Eskimo yo-yo did in fact originate as the bola. 

According to Eskimo folklore, the Eskimo yo-yo was invented when a young boy was 

out hunting birds with his bola. In this story, two weights from his bola comprised the

261 assume that the bolas used by children were at least of the same size as those used by 
adults. Excepting a single example at the Burke Museum in Seattle, (catalogue number 
2-4145) miniature bolas do not exist. I deduce that this particular object was designed as 
a toy -  it is too small and too light-weight to have been useful in capturing prey.
27 These include, but are not limited to, the UA Museum, the Alaska State Museum, and 
the National Museum of Natural History.
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first Eskimo yo-yo28. It seems likely that the first two-weighted bola designed to be used 

as an Eskimo yo-yo would have been made from the same material as a bola. That 

physical evidence, in the existence of two-weighted bolas, exists to support this, marks a 

crucial key for the plausibility of the connection between the bola and the Eskimo yo-yo.

Another important correlation between the two exists: Eskimo yo-yos are not 

made in parts of the state where the bola was unknown. Today, Eskimo yo-yos made for 

sale come mainly from Shishmaref, the Bethel area, and the Bering Strait region, places 

where the bola’s presence has been documented. Eskimo yo-yos are not made in the 

Athabascan or Tlingit parts of southeast Alaska, nor does any documentation exist of 

bolas having been used there in the past.

Indeed, supporting this physical evidence of a link between the arctic bola and the 

Eskimo yo-yo, villagers remember playing with Eskimo yo-yos as children in a fashion 

similar to that of a bola: one would be thrown into the air as another child twirled his own 

and let it fly, in an effort to entangle the first one29. Today, Siberian Yupik children in 

Gambell occasionally use Eskimo yo-yos during Yupik day in events that simulate bola 

usage. Twirling the Eskimo yo-yos over their heads, they aim at a target, and then let the 

yo-yo fly. Thus, though it cannot be determined with absolute certainty that the Eskimo 

yo-yo originated as a bola, some corroborating physical evidence must not be ignored.

3.5 Summary

The arctic bola was a widely used and important tool. Evidence suggests that it 

was habitually used by men, women, and children alike. Literature reveals that the bola 

has been used in various parts of the world as an implement of warfare as well as a tool 

for herding. In Alaska, the bola was used primarily to hunt waterfowl and small animals.

28 Clara Iyakitan, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, Bryant Koonooka, Siberian Yupik 
resident of Gambell, Francine Taylor, organizer of the World Eskimo Yo-Yo Contest 
2005; Mary Taylor proprietor of various gift shops in Anchorage, AK, between the 1950s 
and 1970s, and Willis Walunga, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, in interviews with the 
author July -  September 2005.
29 Bryant Koonooka, Siberian Yupik resident of Gambell, and Willis Walunga, Siberian 
Yupik elder of Gambell in interviews with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
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Crucial to understanding any cultural object, one must first grasp its context and 

cultural value. That the Native people of Alaska (including Athabascans and people from 

Southeast) claim the Eskimo yo-yo as a child’s toy that originated as the bola, provides 

an interesting frame of reference. In an effort to develop a context for understanding the 

Eskimo yo-yo as a commodified version of the arctic bola, then, I have pieced together 

information regarding bola use in the Arctic and have outlined the significance of play, 

such as its use in building skill, in Alaska Native cultures. Additionally, in this chapter, I 

have provided a brief monograph on a widely used tool, that to date, has been largely 

ignored in the Arctic literature. This background provides an underlying support for 

realizing the various layers of cultural importance surrounding the Eskimo yo-yo.
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Plate 1: Six-weighted bola.
UA Museum Catalogue # UA76-002-0001AF
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Plate 2: Seven-weighted bola.

UA Museum Catalogue # UA80-022-0033.
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Plate 3: Four-weighted bola - slip-knots. 

UA Museum Catalogue # UA63-040-0004
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Plate 4: Two-weighted bola (possibly an Eskimo yo-yo?) 
UA Museum Ethnology Catalogue # 0900-0201.
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Plate 5: Eskimo yo-yo, ca. 1960.
UA Museum Catalogue # UA98-005-0003.
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Plate 6: Eskimo yo-yo, ca. 1943.

UA Museum Catalogue #UA91-004-0015.
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Plate 7: Eskimo yo-yo, ca. 1990.
UA Museum Catalogue # UA98-005-0001.
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Plate 8: Eskimo yo-yo, ca 1960.
UA Museum Catalogue # UA2006-019-0005.
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Vignette: The Eskimo Yo-Yo in Folklore

The following vignette is a compilation o f stories told to me during my field work in 

Gambell, at the World Eskimo Yo- Yo Contest in Anchorage, and by Mary Taylor, a shop 

proprietor who was first told a similar story by the Native family she was staying with, 

when she was snowed in at Nome during the winter o f 1947.

It was early dawn and the sun had just begun to penetrate the fog at the top of the 

mountain. Only the sea crashing on the gravely beach disturbed the sleeping village. On 

the tundra, a chilly wind licked its way through low-lying shrubs. Anuniaq left his 

sleeping platform, dressed quietly and grabbed his hunting bolas as he headed out the 

entrance. He shivered as he left the warmth of his home, called mangyteaq, the brisk 

morning air slapping him sharply. As he headed toward the cliffs, the gravel shifted, 

crunching softly under his feet. Today, he would snare a migrating bird; yesterday 

evening, he had promised his sisters and auntie that he would bring home something 

fresh for supper. It was spring time, and it had been a hard winter. The fall cache of 

walrus, seal, and whale meat had long since been depleted.

The gravel thinned as he approached the cliffs near the water’s edge. The light 

was still dim, and gave the surrounding rocks and water a surreal look -  almost as if the 

colors had been washed out of them, leaving the world painted in varying shades of grey. 

Anuniaq hopped gently from boulder to boulder, until he was high enough that he had to 

start climbing -  using both his arms and legs to propel him up the cliff. He had knotted 

each of his bolas in a series of slipknots; one, he had wrapped around his forehead for 

easy access, the others he had placed in a pouch on his hip; they would be easy to grab 

and deploy should a flock fly over unexpectedly.

As he climbed higher on the cliff, the stones became slippery from the moist air of 

the fog that still rested on the mountain. In a rocky outcropping, he noticed a nest, in it 

laid three eggs. He marked the place mentally, and vowed to take an egg on his way back 

home later that evening. It would make a special treat for his sisters. He reached a flat
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spot on the side of the cliff, and determined that this would make a good spot to wait for 

the flock. The fog was still thick and he could not see down to the water, nor out to his 

village, but he could hear the waves crashing madly on the rocks below. He listened 

intently for the sounds of birds, but there were none.

Soon, the sun pierced the clouds; the fog swirled around him as the sun melted it 

off the cliffs. He anticipated now that the birds should be flying over soon, so he 

extracted his bolas from the pouch at his hip. As he waited, he amused himself by 

swinging first one, then another string on his bola. With time, he discovered that he 

could make two strings sail in opposite directions. His amusement passed the time, and 

soon, a flock of cormorants flew over. His wrists were warm from the playful exercise; 

he swung his bola quickly around and over his head, taking careful aim at the 

approaching flock. He let it fly; it sailed through the air, hit its mark and wrapped tightly 

around the wings of the bird, bringing it plummeting to the earth. As he clambered down 

the cliffs to reach his prey, Anuniaq readied and let sail another bola. It too hit its mark. 

His family would eat well tonight.

Though the days were getting longer, the sun still did not stay very long in the 

sky. As it sank toward the horizon, the fog began to roll in again off the water. The air 

chilled him, and he knew it was time to head home. He gathered his catch, wrapping his 

bolas neatly around the legs of the fowl, he slung them over his shoulder and started his 

descent down the cliffs. He remembered to stop at the nest and carefully placed two eggs 

in his hip pouch; they would make a tasty treat for his sisters. After trudging back 

through the thick gravel, Anuniaq reached home; he presented his sisters and auntie with 

his catch and the special gift of an egg. They were proud and congratulated his good 

skill.

Though he was pleased that they should eat well tonight, he anxiously anticipated 

sharing his new amusement with them. They all watched with delight as he swung first 

one and then another string from one of his bolas. He explained that after playing like 

this for a while, his wrist felt warmed, and it had helped his aim when the flock flew

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



over. That evening, after a filling meal, his sisters sat down to make their own new 

practice toy -  a bola with only two weights.

And that was the first Eskimo Yo-Yo.
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Chapter 4

“Ga m e  o f  M u c h  F u n :”  T h e  E sk im o  Y o -Y o A s A  M a r k er  o f  C u lt u r a l  Id en t it y

4.1 Introduction

In the academic world, the history and origin of the Eskimo yo-yo remains 

contentious. Certainly, parallels can be drawn between it and the bola -  in size, shape, 

and use30. However, the exact date of its appearance continues to be elusive; apart from 

Dorothy Jean Ray’s (1960, 1977) brief mention of this object type, it remains absent from 

the literature. Nevertheless, Mary Taylor, a proprietor of various gift shops in Nome and 

Anchorage between the 1940s and 1970s, first heard the legend of the Eskimo yo-yo’s 

creation when she was snowed in at Nome, during the winter of 1947: “I was staying 

with a family there, and one of the boys told me the story when he showed me an Eskimo 

yo-yo”31. Ray contends, however, that the Eskimo yo-yo did not exist when she was in 

Nome in the 1940s (Ray 1960). She vehemently denies that it is of Native origin, and
' l ' j

instead claims it had been invented by a Wisconsin man in the late 1940s , and later 

made its way to Alaska33. Supposing this to be true, that it was invented outside and later 

appropriated by Alaska Natives, it must have been invented long before the late 1940s in 

order for Mary Taylor to hear its legend in 1947. Further hampering the discovery of the 

Eskimo yo-yo’s history is the vague nature of historical records: most Eskimo yo-yos 

deposited in museum collections have little documentation to dates of manufacture and 

collection, artists, and areas of origin34. More importantly, however, Alaska Natives

30 See also Appendix 4.
31 Mary Taylor, in a phone interview with the author, September 2005.
32 In correspondence with author. October 2005.
33 Ray bases this opinion largely on a 1996 Oregonian article titled “Spin Control” 
(Trappen 1996). However, after interviewing the informant in the article, it is my 
opinion that the Eskimo yo-yo was not invented, nor influenced, by Paul Drummond, as 
Ray suggests. For more information on this subject, please refer to Appendix 2.
34 Stylistic characteristics exist between artisans and regions of manufacture. Skin- 
sewers, like other artisans (Duncan 2000; Lee 1998, 1999a), often develop 
distinguishable features in their work; additionally, certain elements, like colors and use 
of unique materials indicate specific regions of manufacture. Thus, it is occasionally
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contend that the Eskimo yo-yo is an ancient game, which originated as the bola, and 

existed long before the tourist market for it developed35. It may be that the first Eskimo 

yo-yo looked so much like a bola that we would find them indistinguishable today.

Object 0900-0201 in the collections at the UA Museum (plate 4, chapter 3) embodies this 

ambiguity. Although it is labeled as an Eskimo yo-yo, it identically resembles two- 

weighted bolas. It is possible that two-weighted bolas were more common in the Arctic 

than archaeological records indicate -  many bola parts lay disassociated in museum 

collections -  and that this object has been mis-categorized. It is also possible that this 

object is in fact an Eskimo yo-yo -  an object that was used for practice and play. Due to 

the lack of documentation regarding its use and origin, it is impossible to know its true 

function and category. However, to my knowledge, no other ivory or stone Eskimo yo

yos exist. That it is made of ivory (and not of fur or hide like all other Eskimo yo-yos) 

leads me to suspect that it is either the earliest Eskimo yo-yo (and thus a definitive link 

between the bola and the Eskimo yo-yo) or that it has been mislabeled and is actually a 

bola. As this object indicates, distinguishing the very first Eskimo yo-yo from a two- 

weighted bola may be impossible.

The absence of a solid past does not, however, detract from its importance as a 

marker of cultural identity. To view the Eskimo yo-yo as a marker of cultural identity, it 

is important to understand the context of this commodity; “commodities must be not only 

produced materially as things, but also culturally marked as being a certain kind of thing” 

(Kopytoff 1986:64). Understanding how the Native community marks the Eskimo yo-yo 

requires placing it in its context of origin. “It is not sufficient -  or perhaps possible -  to

possible to identify an Eskimo yo-yo’s probable area and date of origin by examining 
these features.
35 Primary source data, collected during author’s fieldwork in Gambell, Alaska, July 
2005, and in phone interviews, conducted during autumn 2005. Sources include: Anders 
Apassingok, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, Sally Campbell, Siberian Yupik resident 
of Gambell, Clara Iyakitan, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, Chris Kiana Jr. author of 
100 Eskimo Yo-Yo Strategems, Bryant Koonooka, Siberian Yupik resident of Gambell, 
Patty Koozaata, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, Ila Ungott, Siberian Yupik elder of 
Gambell, Nancy Walunga, Siberian Yupik resident of Gambell, and Willis Walunga, 
Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell.
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understand its immediate effect or significance without first understanding the historical, 

social, and cultural backgrounds to its production” (Morphy and Perkins 2006b: 17). 

Throughout its documented history, the Eskimo yo-yo has held a variety of social 

positions: as toy, novelty, and as a marker of cultural identity; and with its shifting status, 

it has also changed in design and decoration. Whereas the Eskimo yo-yo may once have 

been a simply-decorated, practical tool, today gift shops sell many that equal intricate 

works of art. Scholars contend that ‘icons’ such as the Eskimo yo-yo continue to work 

because their consumers and designers have imbued them with significant and symbolic 

meaning (Jonaitis 1999; Kopytoff 1986). The iconic Eskimo yo-yo embodies what 

tourists and other consumers think about Alaska Natives, their history, the authenticity of 

their art and the environment in which they live. The materials, the designs, and the 

folkloric history of the Eskimo yo-yo speak to a specific way of life that is identified as 

uniquely Alaskan. Whereas consumers might idealize things that have changed little 

over time, most artisans recognize the dynamic nature of authenticity, recognizing that 

“tradition is not simply of and about the past, it is the present and the future” (Fair 

2006:7). As a tourist art, the Eskimo yo-yo illustrates the complex dynamic between how 

creators and consumers understand “authenticity” and “tradition.”

Through commodification, the process by which people adapt objects in order to 

make them more attractive consumer products, people invest old objects with new values 

(Errington 1998; Meethan 2001). As evidenced by their absence in the literature, one 

might assume that Eskimo yo-yos were made exclusively as commodities, and that the 

popularity of the toys in the tourist market motivated Alaska Natives to create a space for 

them in their history. By contrast, one might be more inclined to assume the Eskimo 

version of the object’s past, and view it as a traditional implement that has morphed 

through time. Regardless of whether or not this is true, the Eskimo yo-yo is a fascinating 

object that displays intricate needlework and as such is an important piece deserving of 

academic attention. In this chapter, I detail the specific contexts in which the Eskimo yo

yo is found and explore its status as a commodified object, outlining its various social 

positions (as toy, novelty, and marker of identity), from pre-1940 to the present.
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4.2 Game of Much Fun, Chuk-Chuk: A Child’s Practice and Plaything

As an implement of Native use, little is known, historically, about the Eskimo yo

yo, also called “chuk-chuk” and “game of much fun.” Scholars of Eskimo play (Culin 

1975; Eger 1983; Glassford 1971) have briefly cited the game as a basic amusement, 

worthy only of simple description. The object of the game is to twirl the cords in 

opposite directions without letting the weights touch, for as long as possible. Expert 

players can twirl one in each hand, while doing other tricks, such as jumping, spinning, 

and banging the weights to the floor. Variations on the game include twirling one and 

then aiming it at other Eskimo yo-yos which have been thrown into the air (Kiana 2004), 

as well as dancing with them37.

Alaskans of Eskimo heritage claim the game as a “traditional child’s toy” meant 

to develop the muscles, skill, and stamina needed to use the bola38. From an Eskimo 

perspective, it is an important link to the past. Some Natives from around the state can 

remember playing with the toy when they were young39; others remember helping their 

mothers make and demonstrate the toy for tourists and retail markets40. Chris Kiana Jr.

36 Specific terminology associated with this object is addressed in the Preface, under the 
“terminology” heading.
37 Robert Crumley, an Athabascan man, who participated in the World Eskimo Yo-Yo 
Contest 2005, demonstrated impeccable skill in dancing with Eskimo yo-yos. Other 
participants also attempted dancing and spinning while using an Eskimo yo-yo. 
Witnessed by the author, November 2005, Anchorage, AK.
38 Primary source data collected from interviews during author’s fieldwork in Gambell, 
Alaska, July 2005. Sources include: Anders Apassingok, Siberian Yupik elder, Bryant 
Koonooka and Malcom Oozevaseuk, Siberian Yupik residents of Gambell, and Willis 
Walunga, Siberian Yupik elder.
39 In separate interviews with the author, July-September 2005, sources include: Chris 
Kiana Jr., author of 100 Eskimo Yo-Yo Strategems, Willis Walunga, Siberian Yupik elder 
of Gambell, and Bryant Koonooka, Siberian Yupik resident of Gambell.
40 Primary source data collected from interviews during author’s fieldwork in Gambell, 
Alaska, July 2005. Sources include: Sally Campbell, Siberian Yupik resident of 
Gambell, Clara Iyakitan, Siberian Yupik elder, Chris Kiana Jr., and Patty Koozaata, 
Siberian Yupik elder.
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remembers41 playing with the Eskimo yo-yo much in the way that a bola would have 

been used: boys would gather, taking turns at “catching” an opponent’s yo-yo that had 

been tossed into the air, by swinging their own Eskimo yo-yo, then hurling it into the air 

after the first one. Today in Gambell, on St. Lawrence Island, children have competitive
A Oevents with the Eskimo yo-yo solely during Yupik Day . They challenge each other in a 

manner similar to the events at the newly-reinstated World Eskimo Yo-Yo Contest43. 

During these events, only the simplest yo-yos are used; spin control is important and 

contestants use their Eskimo yo-yos roughly; and it is not uncommon to find simple, 

unadorned, cone and cylinder shapes being used in this arena.

As a toy, the Eskimo yo-yo holds no more importance than any other toy that 

Native children might use. In fact, Sally Campbell, of Gambell, Alaska, suggests that 

other than its use during Yupik Day and at the World Eskimo Yo-Yo Contest, it is not a 

very popular toy among Native children. In a conversation about children in Gambell 

and the games and activities they enjoy, she said, “Kids don’t play with [the Eskimo yo

yo] much. Just sometimes during Yupik Day. They really like battery-operated toys.

The ones that make noise.”44 As a toy, its status is inconspicuous, and seemingly 

unimportant. This may be one reason it has been largely ignored in the literature -  

having little importance to the Eskimo children, to whom it supposedly belongs, may 

indicate to some an overall lack of esteem in the Eskimo community as a whole. Its 

legacy both on the market and in its folkloric past suggests otherwise, I believe. Its 

history as a tourist object spans at least 60 years, from the early-1940s to the present; this 

persistence suggests an importance worth exploring.

4.3 Appearance of the Eskimo Yo-Yo on the Tourist Market

The long history of trade between Alaska Natives and non-Alaskans provides 

crucial background for understanding the status of the Eskimo yo-yo as a tourist art.

41 Chris Kiana Jr. in telephone interview with the author, September 2005.
42 From interviews with Siberian Yupik residents of Gambell, Sally Campbell and Patty 
Koozaata, with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
43 Refer to section 4.4.2 on the World Eskimo Yo-Yo Contest for more information.
44 Sally Campbell, Siberian Yupik resident of Gambell, in interview with the author, July 
2005, Gambell, AK.
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Trade between Alaska Natives and commercial whalers began as early as the 1850s 

(Duncan 2000; Lee 1998). For over half a century, trade between whalers, other ship 

crew, and Natives remained steady; many of the curios collected for museums and 

curiosity shops were collected during this time (Birket-Smith 1976; Burch 1981; Duncan 

2000; Fair 2006; Krech III and Hail 1999; Lee 1998, 1999c). With the invention of 

plastics as a substitute for baleen, commercial whaling in Alaska died out by the mid- 

1910s (Duncan 2000); however, many whalers continued to occupy Alaskan waters and, 

in fact, expanded their business of trade with Natives after whaling ceased to be a 

profitable industry. Curiosity shops and early museums were desperate to obtain Native- 

made trinkets, and found that former whalers made excellent suppliers (Duncan 2000).

The assumption is that Eskimo yo-yos, like other crafts and Native goods, which 

were purchased or traded by seamen, missionaries, and teachers (cf. Duncan 2000), were 

subsequently sold to curio shops. Proving this would require archived catalogues, and 

inventory lists, however, which are difficult to find. “Curio catalogs are ephemera that 

were issued, perused, used, and discarded. For this reason early ones are rare, and 

today’s collectors search hard for them” (Duncan 2000:189). The earliest, dated, written 

documentation of the Eskimo yo-yo for sale is the mid-1950s, where it is found penciled 

in at the bottom of an inventory list: “YO-YO’s Plain $2.65, Fancy $3.40”45. The Nome 

Skin Sewers list yo-yos for sale on their wholesale price list as early as 195415; and shop 

proprietors in the lower-48 were requesting the small novelties in the late 1950s46 and 47.

45 Wholesale Price List; Nome Skin Sewers, Administrative Correspondence, 1949-1955 
Records of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, Alaska Field Office, Juneau Records 1935
1983; Record Group 435; Box 2 of 18; National Archives and Records Administration, 
Pacific Region, Anchorage, AK.
46 Arts and Crafts Suggestion List from Arts and Crafts Sale, Fall 1956; Alaska Native 
Arts Clearinghouse; Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Bethel Indian Agency, 
Mission Correspondence, Tribal Census Files, ca. 1929-1968; Record Group 75; Box 5; 
National Archives and Records Administration Pacific Alaska Region, Anchorage, AK. 
Letter from Daniel M. Burlison, Arts and Crafts Specialist, to Greta’s Art Shop, Juneau 
Alaska, dated 1 May 1958; Records of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, Alaska Field 
Office, Juneau Records 1935-1983; Record Group 435; Box 3 of 18; National Archives 
and Records Administration, Pacific Alaska Region, Anchorage, AK.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



53

These dates suggest that the Eskimo yo-yo was not popular among outsiders until the late 

1950s. However, museum collections establish that they were collected as early as 

193048. Teachers and missionaries who lived in remote villages in Alaska were 

effectively the first “consumers” of the Eskimo yo-yo as it was made for the tourist trade.

Today, a casual investigation of most Alaskan tourist towns yields an abundance 

of Eskimo yo-yos49. Some stores display them prominently in the front of the shop, 

while others pile them in baskets near the rear of the store. If the proprietor knows how 

to use an Eskimo yo-yo, and if the store is stocked with “good spinners,” s/he often gives 

a demonstration for the patrons. Eskimo yo-yos can also be found at most street festivals 

and Native craft fairs around the state. Typically, they are displayed off to the side of the 

vendor’s table, making room for larger, more expensive wares. And yet, their appeal 

does not go unnoticed. Robert Crumley, an Athabascan man, often spends his time

Letter from Larry T. Calvin, Manager of Snowpine Lodge, Alta, Utah, to Dan Burrus, 
Manager ANAC, dated 15 February 1959; Records of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, 
Alaska Field Office, Juneau Records 1935-1983; Record Group 435; Box 3 of 18; 
National Archives and Records Administration, Pacific Alaska Region, Anchorage, AK. 
Letter from F.A. Picard, New York, to Rene D’Hamocourt, Indian Arts and Crafts Board, 
Department of the Interior, dated 16 May 1940; Records of Indian Arts and Crafts Board, 
Alaska Field Office, Juneau Records, 1935-1983; Record Group 435; Box 2 of 18; 
National Archives and Records Administration, Pacific Alaska Region, Anchorage, AK.
47 Correspondence between shop proprietors and the Alaska Native Arts and Crafts 
Clearinghouse briefly mention them among other small, easily transportable items, like 
dolls and slippers. When found on price lists, they are usually not found under a title of 
“skin-sewing;” instead, they are listed under the heading of “miscellaneous.”
48 The oldest Eskimo yo-yo on record is housed at the Alaska State Museum, in Juneau; it 
was made circa 1930, by students and teachers at the Holy Cross mission on the Yukon 
River (catalogue number 94-35-5).
49 Eskimo yo-yos are difficult to find in Southeast Alaska. Some gift shops in Juneau, 
Skagway, and Sitka do sell them, but they are not found in the same abundance as in 
tourist locations farther north, like Anchorage, Denali, and Fairbanks, for example. I 
posit that this results from the Eskimo yo-yo’s historical connection with the bola. The 
bola was not used in Southeast Alaska. Assuming the Yup’ik and Inupiaq history of the 
Eskimo yo-yo, it is not surprising that it did not evolve in Southeast as a form of play 
meant to practice the skills needed to use the bola, for the bola was not used in Southeast.
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practicing and developing his yo-yo spinning technique as a means of attracting buyers to 

his table50.

As a tourist novelty, the Eskimo yo-yo has changed little in the past 60 years. 

Manya Wik, a school teacher, who lived in Ambler, Alaska between 1965 and 1985, 

remembers the Eskimo yo-yo’s popularity when she first came to the state: “It was a fun 

game. What I remember about yo-yos was visiting a local Eskimo friend, Maude 

Foxglove. I remember seeing stacks of the round tops and bottoms that had been 

carefully cut from natchaq, harbor seal skin. Some of the tops had been beautifully 

beaded. Maude was making yo-yos to sell to earn cash for daily living.” She also 

remembers the children coming to her house to play with them. And sharing them with 

students when she was student-teaching in Fairbanks during the winter of 1965. 

Apparently, tourists were also keen on the toys and found them fascinating51.

Visitors to Alaska continue to view the Eskimo yo-yo as an exotic novelty, but 

one that represents a particular way of life. Indigenous-made Eskimo yo-yos are 

typically made with sealskin, seal fur, polar bear fur, sinew, baleen, and ivory, in a 

variety of combinations. For tourists, these materials speak to an exotic lifestyle. Several 

tourists I spoke with hinted that the materials showed the objects were authentic; in both 

Fairbanks and Anchorage tourists echoed Bernard Mandelbaum from Redmond, 

Washington, whom I met at a gift shop in Anchorage: “I like things that are made from 

skin and fur -  it shows they’re really real -  that they really came from the people who 

live here”52. Many tourists also expressed an interest in Eskimo yo-yos because they are 

available in shapes that they associate with the north. Eric Hinton, who curiously 

fingered a pile of Eskimo yo-yos in an Anchorage gift shop said, “I don’t know. I guess

50 Robert Crumley in a conversation with the author at the World Eskimo Yo-Yo Contest, 
November 2005.
51 Manya Wik, and American-Russian school teacher, in an e-mail with the author, 
January 2007.
52 Bernard Mandelbaum and his wife Jean in conversation with the author, at “Cabin 
Fever” gift shop, in Anchorage, AK, 29 July 2005.
Sentiment echoed by other tourists: Dave Wasserbach, in conversation with the author in 
Fairbanks, AK, 18 June 2005; Celeste Young, in conversation with the author in 
Fairbanks, AK, 18 June 2005.
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if I got one, it would be an animal shape, ‘cause I would think of my adventures here in 

the great north”53. Eleanor Pugh, puzzled and intrigued by a basket of Eskimo yo-yos at 

the back of an Anchorage gift shop mused, “I really like the seals and little Eskimo dolls. 

I don’t know why. I guess I just think about Alaska when I see them.” She went on to 

tell me how she did not know what the objects were until someone showed her how to 

use them54. Meanwhile, Celeste Young, who spoke to me in Fairbanks expressed awe 

and concern at the abundant use of fur: “All this fur is so unlike anything we have at 

home”55. Perhaps the most telling account of the Eskimo yo-yo’s iconic nature came 

from a young boy named lan Chang, traveling with his mother. When I asked him why 

he liked the Eskimo yo-yo he said, “I wanna moose, because that’s what I saw in Denali. 

We saw lots ‘a moose. But 1 couldn’t find one. So, next, 1 like the seals, ‘cause I saw 

lots ‘a those [from the ship]”56. Contextually, consumers desire proof of their having 

seen and experienced a different “reality” where the people, environment and worldviews 

are different from their own (MacCannell 1976). For consumers, the Eskimo yo-yo 

signifies their experience in an exotic setting.

In gift shops, the Eskimo yo-yo often goes unnoticed, unless it is demonstrated. 

However, once done, tourists are invariably impressed by it. After witnessing a 

demonstration of Alaska Native games at the UA Museum, Travis Miller, traveling with 

his parents Jan and Bill exclaimed, “Mom! You gotta try this. I bet you can’t do it. It’s 

really hard. It’s fun, can I have one?”57 Reluctantly, his mother picked one up and

53 Eric Hinton, in conversation with the author at “Once Upon a Blue Moose,” in 
Anchorage, AK 1 August 2005.
54 Eleanor Pugh, in conversation with the author at “Once Upon a Blue Moose,” in 
Anchorage, AK, 1 August 2005.
55 Celeste Young, in conversation with the author at “Arctic Wonder Gift Shop,” in 
Fairbanks, AK, 18 June 2005.
56 Ian Chang, a young boy traveling with his mother, Linda, in conversation with the 
author at “Once Upon a Blue Moose,” in Anchorage, AK, 1 August 2005.
57 Travis Miller, traveling with parents Jan and Bill, in conversation with author, at UA 
Museum gift shop, Fairbanks, AK, 16 June 2006.
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started to swing it. “Wow!” she exclaimed, “This is hard!”58 Back in Anchorage, Ian 

Chang played with the Eskimo yo-yo while his mother and I spoke; interrupting our 

conversation he said, “I think [Eskimo] yo-yos are hot! They’re tricky”59. Every tourist I 

interviewed who had tried to spin an Eskimo yo-yo was awed by the difficulty and the 

amount of practice it would take to operate it successfully. Nevertheless, tourists seem to 

be separated in how they view the Eskimo yo-yo: there are those who seek a souvenir and 

those who are more interested in the artistic aspect of the implement60. Those who seek a 

mere souvenir find the Eskimo yo-yo curious and challenging. Often, it is children who 

encourage adults to try swinging the toy. These tourists are typically interested in and 

purchase plain Eskimo yo-yos or seal patterns without decoration. They want a souvenir 

that will make a “good story,” but one that will not put a dent in their pocket book, and 

will not be difficult to pack (Ray 1980). Some parents, purchasing an Eskimo yo-yo for 

their children, even lamented that they feared it would sit at the back of the closet and be 

forgotten once they returned home. At the UA Museum gift shop, Belinda Relieghy told 

her son, “I don’t want to buy something expensive for you that you’re just going to toss 

in the back of your closet!”61

Other tourists are interested in purchasing a piece of Native art, but are 

unprepared to spend the hundreds to thousands of dollars for a carving, basket, or mask . 

They become intrigued by intricate Eskimo yo-yos for their fine needlework, elaborate 

detail, and comparatively low price. Some tourists are interested in the “talking points” 

of their purchase. After witnessing his son’s excitement and his wife’s difficulty in

58 Jan Miller, in conversation with author at UA Museum gift shop, Fairbanks, AK, 16 
June 2006.
59 Ian Chang, in conversation with the author, Anchorage, AK, 1 August 2005.
60 This information is based on brief, informal interviews I conducted with tourists in 
Anchorage and Fairbanks, during the 2005 and 2006 summer tourist seasons.
61 Belinda Relieghy, to her son, in conversation with the author, at the UA Museum gift 
shop, Fairbanks, AK, 18 June 2006.

Many tourists do not understand the various factors that go into the pricing: availability 
of materials, time spent in hunting or gathering the materials, and the subsequent 
processing, in addition to the time to make the actual piece and the cost of getting it from 
a remote Bush location to a “metropolitan” area like Anchorage or Fairbanks.
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operating the toy, Bill Miller told me, “I’ve never seen anything like this. I can’t wait to 

tell people about i t ... and then get them to try it! They’ll never be able to do it. I’m 

going to have to practice myself!”63 From a different angle of interest, his wife, Jan, 

added, “I’m really impressed by the amount of detail that goes into these little things. Of 

course, I’d love to have a larger carving, but I just can’t afford it. But these little yo-yos! 

Some of them have such fine detail! It’s really amazing that these people can sew on this 

type of material and make it look so good!”64 At the end of our conversation, Eleanor 

Pugh, who was at first perplexed by the basket of Eskimo yo-yos, told me, “I’m really 

surprised by the low cost of these in comparison to the other things. I mean, they are a 

lot smaller, but so many are made with such fine detail! And to think that traditional 

clothing was made this same way, well, it’s just really impressive”65. It seems that while 

one type of tourist is interested in a souvenir that will briefly remind them of their 

experience, the other type seeks to memorialize their wanderings with a “traditional” art 

form.

Conceptually, the Eskimo yo-yo has changed little in the minds of tourists in the 

past 50 years66. Some tourists are beginning to appreciate more detailed and finely 

crafted Eskimo yo-yos as an alternative art form, though most continue to view it as an 

amusing novelty that will make a good story upon returning home; they seem to view the 

Eskimo yo-yo as being symbolic of Alaska Native cultures. In this way, they view it as 

an important cultural marker.

63 Bill Miller, in conversation with the author at the UA Museum, Fairbanks, AK, 16 June 
2006.
64 Jan Miller, in conversation with the author at the UA Museum, Fairbanks, AK, 16 June 
2006.
65 Eleanor Pugh, in conversation with the author at “Once Upon a Blue Moose,” 
Anchorage, AK, 1 August 2005.
66 Archival records from museums and the Bureau of Indian Affairs indicate that in the 
1950s and 60s, Eskimo yo-yos were novelties appreciated for their exotic qualities. The 
craftsmanship and level of detail seems to have been overlooked in favor of the oddity of 
the object.
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4.4.1 Cultural Identity: Skin Sewing as Artistic Craft and Cultural Heritage

Tourists continue to be the primary consumers of the Eskimo yo-yo, yet most 

Eskimos identify with them as evidence of their cultural heritage. A variety of aspects 

and characteristics give this miniature skin-sewing figurative importance. The work that 

goes into making an Eskimo yo-yo may be far less challenging than that of a larger 

sewing project like a fancy parka or mukluks, yet the care and detail seamstresses give to
fatheir project is no less important. Very few women make use of the Silver Hand , an 

authenticating program designed to guarantee genuine craftsmanship and materials, when 

selling their Eskimo yo-yos68. The permitting process is quite laborious, and women 

often ration their identification tags for larger projects. In general, skin sewing provides a 

venue for creative exploration, learning and teaching, and practice of skill. Symbolically, 

both the materials of which yo-yos are made, as well as the designs themselves indicate 

Eskimo life (cf. Alaska Historical Commission Studies; Wilder 1976). The designs 

represent traditional subsistence elements, like tools and animals on which the people 

depend, and also show the immaculate detail and art of skin sewing that Alaskan women 

have mastered throughout their lives.

Skin sewing has been a crucial aspect of the Alaska Native household economy 

for hundreds of years (Alaska Historical Commission Studies 1982; Langdon 2002; Lee 

1999a; Linn and Lee 1999). If a woman could not sew, her family would not be properly 

outfitted for the winter; and in turn, the men could not spend long hours hunting in the

67 The Alaska State Council on the Arts regulates the Silver Hand Permit Program. Its 
purpose is to guarantee consumers that an object has been hand crafted, with natural 
materials, by an Alaska Native. The permit is issued after a series of requirements have 
been met, and it is valid for only two years, after which time, the permit must be 
renewed. For more information on this program, contact the Alaska State Council on the 
Arts.
68 This information is a direct result of my research. Of the 213 Eskimo yo-yos I 
observed during the course of this research, only two had a Silver Hand tag. Both of 
these were in museum collections.
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cold, on which the family depended for survival69 (Alaska Historical Commission Studies 

1982). In the late 1890s, sewing also provided a means of reciprocity between Natives 

and the white men encroaching on their territory. During early years of historic contact 

when U.S. Revenue Cutters (precursors to the U.S. Coast Guard) patrolled the coasts of 

Alaska, Eskimo women were hired to sew mukluks and parkas for the crews (Duncan 

2000). Today, this work is regarded as art, for the finished projects include fine detail, 

intricate patterns, and beautiful decoration that only a master could accomplish.

Some Eskimo yo-yos are indicative of the same artistry women have displayed in 

their skin clothing. While it is true that many are made simply from scraps of skin, others 

show intricate detail in dyed and appliqued skins, delicate embroidery, and fine 

beadwork. Some women use their skills to portray daily village activities, like men 

hunting, children playing, and women preparing hides, on their Eskimo yo-yos (Fair 

2006)70. Other women create yo-yo weights that are miniatures of fish-skin boots, 

mukluks, seals and even tiny dolls. As with larger projects, they take pride in being able 

to continue the legacy of family patterns used in miniature versions on yo-yos71, which 

have often been passed down through familial lines. Sally Campbell, Clara Iyakitan, 

Patty Koozaata, Ila Ungott, and Nancy Walunga, in separate interviews revealed that

69 Oral History: Luke and Alice Demientieff, interviewed by Tessie Paul, Eugene Paul, 
and Karen Brewster; Holy Cross Community Jukebox; University of Alaska Fairbanks, 
Project Jukebox; Tape Number H2002-10-02; Holy Cross, Alaska; 17 April 2002.
Oral History: Betty Johnson, interviewed by Karen Brewster and Debbie Turner; Holy 
Cross Community Jukebox; University of Alaska Fairbanks, Project Jukebox; Tape 
Number H2002-10-01; Anchorage, Alaska; 13 January 2002.
Oral History: Lillian Walker, interviewed by Debbie Turner and Karen Brewster; Holy 
Cross Community Jukebox; University of Alaska Fairbanks, Project Jukebox; Tape 
Number H2002-10-09; Anchorage, Alaska; 2 September 2003.
70 Nancy Walunga and Clara Iyakitan, both elder Siberian Yupik women of Gambell, told 
me of Hazel Omwari who was a well-respected seamstress in Gambell; she was well- 
known for her detailed applique on a variety of canvases, including kick balls and 
Eskimo yo-yos. Her Eskimo yo-yos can be easily identified and are outstanding 
examples of the kind of skill some women practice when making yo-yo weights. Of 
particular beauty is an Eskimo yo-yo in the collection of the Alaska State Museum in 
Juneau: catalogue number 80-30-295.
71 Ila Ungott and Nancy Walunga, elder Siberian Yupik women of Gambell, in interviews 
with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
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sewing skills and patterns are typically passed on in apprentice-type fashion through 

familial lines; girls typically learn the techniques and shapes from their mothers and 

grandmothers, who teach them to sew at a young age72. Although, depending on where 

they live, women may no longer need73 to make large parkas, mukluks, or mittens, those 

patterns are remembered and carried on in miniature (dolls, Eskimo yo-yos, etc.) and are 

thus symbolic of rich cultural history (cf. Alaska Historical Commission Studies 1982; 

Park 1998)74.

Early Eskimo yo-yos display a variety of styles, but were always made from a 

diverse source of materials collected during subsistence activities. Frequently, those 

made by Siberian Yupik or Inupiat women were made from scraped and bleached 

sealskin, or seal fur. Often, they were decorated with dyed skin or neo-natal seal fur, 

embroidery thread, and trade beads. The handles were almost always baleen or ivory 

tabs. Interior Yup’ik women typically made their versions from a variety of land-animal 

furs or wove them out of grass; sometimes they incorporated ptarmigan claws for use as 

handles. The earliest known Eskimo yo-yos are simple styles -  usually round balls, 

cylinders, or cones75. By the late 1950s, new shapes began to emerge: seals and faces 

surrounded by fur ruffs became popular76.

72 Sally Campbell, Siberian Yupik resident, Clara Iyakitan, Siberian Yupik elder, Patty 
Koozaata, Siberian Yupik elder, Ila Ungott, Siberian Yupik elder, and Nancy Walunga, 
Siberian Yupik elder, in separate interviews with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
73 According to the villagers I spoke with in Gambell, fancy mukluks and parkas are 
reserved for special occasions. The availability of high quality, commercially made 
outdoor gear has made some traditional-style clothing unnecessary. Nevertheless, many 
elders maintain that traditionally-made clothing is much warmer, and therefore of higher 
quality, than anything that can be store bought. Additionally, the traditional-style parkas 
made for long exposure to the elements are no longer needed where people have moved 
to urban areas and spend minimal time in the cold.
74 At craft fairs today, some women sell individual versions of Eskimo yo-yo weights as 
zipper pulls; they also sell them in pairs, on a shorter cord, as ornaments.
75 This information came from the research and interviews conducted for this thesis. 
Many of these interviews took place in Gambell, AK, on St. Lawrence Island.
76 Reference collection files on Eskimo yo-yos at the Alaska State Museum, in Juneau, 
the Burke Museum, in Seattle, the National Museum of National History, in Washington
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Today, most women continue to use the scraps from materials collected during 

subsistence activities. When explaining what kinds of materials she uses to make her 

Eskimo yo-yos, Patty Koozaata, an elder woman in Gambell, told me, “I just use left over 

pieces. Usually [preparing a new skin] takes a long time, because you have to clean the 

skin, soak the skin, dry the skin, and only then you can use it”77. Even if they cannot 

physically participate in subsistence activities, or have moved to more urban areas, 

people maintain connections with their home villages and thus are able to obtain the 

necessary traditional materials (Lee 2003a)78. Whereas in the past most weight-shapes 

were simple, today they include miniature examples of larger practical gear, like fish-skin 

boots, fur mukluks and baskets, in addition to arctic animals that are associated with the 

Far North; in this way, they have the chance of attracting buyers. By continuing to make 

miniature versions of more traditional items, women maintain a strong connection with 

their heritage and continue to build the skills they once needed for survival (Alaska 

Historical Commission Studies 1982).

Plainly, cultural heritage plays an important role in Alaska Native sewing. While 

it is true that certain yo-yo patterns have changed little through time, it is also true that 

innovation is an important aspect of tradition. This becomes clear when one examines 

the Eskimo yo-yo as a commodified art form, instead of a mere curiosity. 

Commodification has played a dramatic role in the Eskimo yo-yo’s status as an artistic 

object. Recently, there has been an increase in the variety and availability of shapes, 

sizes, and decorative motifs. The income women earn from their Eskimo yo-yo sales is
7 Q  orv

not great, but they are still concerned with designing them so that they will sell well .

D.C., the National Museum of the American Indian, in Washington D.C., and the UA 
Museum, in Fairbanks, AK.
77 Patty Koozaata in an interview with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
78 Also from Molly Lee, in conversation with author, March 2005.
79 Women make Eskimo yo-yos as a form of hobby -  when they have spare time and left
over scraps. Thus, the number a single woman makes in a year can vary, and so, 
therefore, will the profit she makes. Most women I spoke with in Gambell expressed that 
they view their income from Eskimo yo-yo sales as an added bonus to the other sales they 
make during the year. Making yo-yos allows the women to practice their skills, innovate 
new patterns, and use the leftover scraps from larger projects.
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At the same time, several factors limit the yo-yo’s success on the market: pattern 

repertoire and skill, material, and time. Nancy Walunga, an elder resident of Gambell, 

talked to me about the different styles and shapes that women create: “Simple shapes are 

easier. Mukluks and seals take longer”81. Nonetheless, women seem to understand that 

tourists have a particular idea of Alaska Native life, and often seek souvenirs and Native 

arts that speak to this lifestyle (cf. Bremer 2004; Brody 1976; Cohen 1993; Grabum 

1976; Littrell, et al. 1993; MacCannell 1976; Phillips and Steiner 1999b). In a 

conversation about different shapes and patterns, Clara Iyakitan, an elder resident of 

Gambell, told me, “Different styles can be difficult. Sometimes they are good [people 

like them] and sometimes they are bad. But, people like to see something different”82. 

Consequently, women innovate with new patterns and decorations, but always with 

respect to what buyers consider “traditional.” Most women claim, however, that this is to 

develop their sewing talent, rather than to hit a particular tourist niche83. Emphasizing 

this idea, while telling me about teaching her granddaughters to sew, Clara Iyakitan said, 

“I like to practice new designs. Then I can teach my granddaughters”84.

The Eskimo women who make yo-yos contend that commodification is not the 

primary factor driving changes in the form. When asked where she came up with her 

patterns, Clara Iyakitan said, “A lot of patterns are from my mother. But, some women, 

like Ila, get new ideas from their head”85. Patty Koozaata, meanwhile suggested that the 

different patterns were dependent on the type and shape of scrap material. “This year I

80 Sally Cambell, Clara Iyakitan, Patty Koozaata, Ila Ungott, and Nancy Walunga, in 
separate interviews with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
81 Nancy Walunga, Siberian Yupik elder in Gambell, in interview with the author, July 
2005, Gambell, AK.
82 Clara Iyakitan, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, in interview with the author, July 
2005, Gambell, AK.
83 Sally Campbell, Clara Iyakitan, Ila Ungott, and Nancy Walunga, each in separate 
interviews with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
84 Clara Iyakitan, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, in interview with the author, July 
2005, Gambell, AK.
85 Clara Iyakitan, in interview with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
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couldn’t make other shapes, only this, because I didn’t have any seal skin”86. However, I 

suggest that commodification has likely played a significant role in the shapes of Eskimo 

yo-yos currently available on the market. Whereas earlier models were simple balls and 

cones, today, women make them in a variety of shapes and sizes, with a number of 

different embellishments; in fact, it could be said that the Eskimo yo-yo provides a 

miniature canvas on which to highlight their artistic capabilities. Patty Koozaata stressed 

this idea when we discussed how children learn to sew. “The kids start to learn at school. 

Usually they learn something easy, like a yo-yo. Then they can make any kind of 

decoration. This way they practice. And then they become good”87. Many yo-yos on 

today’s market display elaborate decorations in bead work, embroidery, and applique. In 

turn, these more intricate Eskimo yo-yos bring not only a higher price, but also higher 

esteem from tourists and fellow seamstresses. Clara Iyakitan did not hesitate when she 

told me that it was not difficult to pinpoint the best yo-yo maker in Gambell. “We all 

know who is the best. You go look at Ila’s. You’ll see”88. Before its commodification, 

the Eskimo yo-yo was regarded as a simple child’s toy, but since, these intricate and 

detailed examples are compared with recognized “higher arts” like fancy parkas and 

mukluks. Thus, the process of commodification is beginning to shift the Eskimo yo-yo’s 

status from one of mere souvenir to something of a more artistic nature.

Although Eskimo artisans make the yo-yo primarily for tourist consumption, it 

nonetheless presents itself as a marker of cultural identity in the Eskimo community. The 

Eskimo yo-yo is a symbolic connection to a past household economy dependent on a 

seamstress’ skills. Today, those same skills are economically viable from a different 

aspect: women capitalize on tourists’ desires for “traditional” articles associated with life 

in the past. They highlight their talents on easily transportable canvases that invoke a 

subsistence lifestyle. This manifests itself in different ways: it may take the shape of

86 Patty Koozaata, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, referring to a cone-shaped polar-bear 
fur yo-yo, in interview with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
o n

Patty Koozaata, in interview with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
88 Clara Iyakitan, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, in interview with the author, July 
2005, Gambell, AK.
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“authentic” aspects of life (like hunted animals, and traditional clothing), or it may 

transpire in the quality of design and decoration. In this way, Eskimo women maintain 

some of the aspects of their cultural heritage.

4.4.2 Cultural Identity: Re-emergence of the World Eskimo Yo-Yo Contest

Though the Eskimo yo-yo has, for half a century, been treated as a commodified 

object made strictly for use outside its culture of origin, its use and meaning are 

beginning, again, to change. In 2005, the Alaska Native and American Indian Heritage 

Month Organization arranged the first World Eskimo Yo-Yo Contest since its hiatus from 

the Fur Rendezvous, in 1969. The event was open to people from all backgrounds and 

ages. It was designed as an educational program to promote awareness and to celebrate 

the diversity of the Native population in the state, and especially in Anchorage (“Alaska 

Native and American Indian Heritage Month” 2005). It included a day-long workshop 

where participants learned to make a basic cone-shaped Eskimo yo-yo. Participants were 

then able to use this Eskimo yo-yo (or one they had purchased or made elsewhere) in the 

competition the following day. The competition was divided into several different 

events, separated by age. Participants included approximately 150 children and adults of 

both Alaska Native and non-native backgrounds. At the event, the Eskimo yo-yo was 

described as a traditional Eskimo toy that evolved from the bola, and participants were 

invited to share memories and stories of their childhood. Prizes for each competitive 

event included a medal, and a picture in the Anchorage paper. The event is scheduled to 

occur again in 2006 and 2007, during Alaska Native and American Indian Heritage 

Month. In 2005, it was organized by the Alaska Native Heritage Center, and designed by 

Francine Taylor, who has been involved with the Native Heritage Center for a number of 

years.

Francine Taylor wants to continue the contest annually, in hopes of renewing 

interest in the cultural object. Though proud of the high visibility nature of the Eskimo 

yo-yo, Taylor believes it has been slowly losing its place in Alaska Native history; so 

many urban-dwelling Natives are unaware of its history, especially considering that its 

link, the bola, was replaced by firearms many generations ago. Nonetheless, she believes
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the Eskimo yo-yo remains a powerful object of cultural identity and wants to help 

strengthen its place in the community; she hopes that even those who are unfamiliar with 

it will come to recognize it less as a tourist novelty and more as an object of historical
OQ

value . “I think of the Eskimo yo-yo as a game of skill. The more you practice, the 

greater the skill. It has almost limitless possibilities, particularly when combined with 

gymnastics, dance, and competition between individuals as well as teams of people. I 

can see it replace baton twirlers in Alaska bands. I could see it replace the pompoms of 

cheerleaders at Alaskan sports events”90. Taylor shares the views of many others in 

thinking the Eskimo yo-yo is a dynamic object whose importance is seen in a variety of 

settings.

4.5 Summary

The Eskimo yo-yo has had a variety of social positions since the 1930s when it 

first appeared as an object of interest to travelers. Primarily, it has been recognized as a 

tourist item; but it is also highly significant as an object of cultural heritage -  it has been 

recognized as a toy, as a crucial link to the past, and as a way for women to highlight and 

innovate their sewing skills. As a tourist art, the Eskimo yo-yo is iconic; its designs and 

materials encode an Alaskan lifestyle dependent largely on subsistence. As a marker of 

cultural heritage, it is associated with the intricate skin sewing for which Alaska Native 

seamstresses are renown. Whether or not it evolved from the bola, the Eskimo yo-yo is 

an important link to the past. The World Eskimo Yo-Yo Contest represents a communal 

time of gathering and sharing, and a general time to leam about the diversity of Alaska 

Native groups. In these ways, the Eskimo yo-yo is more than a tourist art, it is an 

important marker of cultural heritage.

#

89 Importantly, Eskimos recognize the importance of the Eskimo yo-yo in the tourist 
arena. However, Taylor’s hopes are of extending the significance of the object beyond 
tourism, and back to its past, as well as into the future.
90 Francine Taylor, organizer of the 2005 World Eskimo Yo-Yo Contest in e-mails to the 
author, 26-28 February 2006.
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Chapter 5 

A n E sk im o  Yo-Yo T y p o lo g y

5.1 Introduction

Regardless of the setting in which the Eskimo yo-yo is sold, there seems always 

to be a variety to choose from. Most women sell their products at craft-fairs and festivals 

around the state throughout the year. Women who sell a few on occasion, when they 

have them, typically supply gift shops. Typically, these same women sew larger projects 

or make a variety of smaller objects, like zipper pulls. Usually the designs, materials, and 

colors are indicative of the maker’s native home. In addition to the Native-made versions 

available since at least the 1950s, the Eskimo yo-yo’s popularity has spawned a handful 

of mass-produced, machine-made-in-China varieties; these are typically made from felt 

and faux fur, in the shape of mittens and mukluks, often with the word “Alaska” 

embroidered in the middle. Typically, these are marketed right alongside the hand-made 

Eskimo versions and are labeled as the “traditional Eskimo toy.” Because the Alaska 

Native art market places fewer restrictions on artists’ creativity today than in the past91 

(Ray 1977), there is no one formal style of the Eskimo yo-yo.

To locate Eskimo yo-yos for this study, I began by examining a collection of 46 

yo-yos at the UA Museum, in Fairbanks, Alaska. From there, I visited the village of 

Gambell, on St. Lawrence Island, where I learned that Eskimo yo-yos are made around 

the state. Consequently, I extended my search to include the entire state; I canvassed 

museums, scoured gift shops and Native craft fairs, and queried museums, via phone and 

e-mail, throughout the United States92 to determine whether or not spatial and temporal 

changes could be identified in the design characteristics.

Archaeological typologies are defined by relationships between form, space, and 

time (Burch 1981; Mathiassen 1927; Murray 2004). At the beginning, I thought that

91 Reference the Records of the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, Alaska Field Office, 
Juneau935-1983; Record Group 435; Boxes 1-18; National Archives and Records 
Administration, Pacific Alaska Region, Anchorage, AK.
92 Refer to Appendix 3 for a complete list.
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these same measurements would also be appropriate for typing the Eskimo yo-yo.93 As a 

result, I began by listing distinguishing characteristics from a trial sample of 40 Eskimo 

yo-yos at the UA Museum. I photographed the collection and also noted relevant 

provenience information (when it existed), including dates of collection and manufacture, 

areas of origin, and makers’ identities.

For the purposes of this study, I define Eskimo yo-yos as any two-weighted94 

implement meant to swing in opposite directions without touching, which is hand-made 

by a resident or former resident of any Alaska Native village. I exclude those that are 

machine-manufactured and imported for the souvenir market. I assume that those 

Eskimo yo-yos I examined without provenience information were made in the state of 

Alaska by a resident, or former resident, of any Alaska Native village. This chapter 

develops a typology for Eskimo yo-yos and makes a distinction between those that an 

anthropologist might study as tourist art, and those which she would study as souvenir. 

Crucially, this distinction does not reduce the Eskimo yo-yo’s importance as a marker of 

cultural heritage.

For statistical frequencies, this research uses a sample size of 213 Eskimo yo-yos 

from national museums, gift shops, Native craft fairs, and individual artists from Alaskan 

villages. All statistical frequency tables discussed in this chapter can be found at the end 

of the chapter.

5.2 Patterns and Shapes

The Eskimo yo-yo consists of two weights, each attached to a cord of sinew, 

leather, or braided yam. These cords are then attached to a common handle, from which 

the weights and cords hang asymmetrically. The weights can be any shape; so-called 

traditional models are dmms or cylinders, but skillful seamstresses have designed an

93 Most Eskimo yo-yos housed in museums have little to no provenience information. As 
the data exhibits (see table 11 at the end of this chapter), too little chronological 
information exists to effectively chart spatial and temporal changes in design.
94 Again, consult the “terminology” section in the preface for a definition of terms and a 
diagram of an Eskimo yo-yo.
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assortment of styles indicative of Alaskan life; seals, mukluks, and Eskimo faces are the 

most popular.

The amount of material a woman has primarily greatly influences the shape her 

Eskimo yo-yo will take95; of equal importance, however, is the amount of time she has to 

devote to the project. Because most materials used to make Eskimo yo-yos are left-over 

scraps from larger projects, they have already been worked. That is to say that the skins 

have already been stretched, scraped, and dried, and where applicable, dyed. Under these 

conditions, a skillful seamstress, can make an undecorated, cone-shaped Eskimo yo-yo in 

about an hour (this is with the assumption that she will use a synthetic cord, and not 

sinew, which takes much longer to braid to the proper width)96. More difficult patterns, 

like seals and mukluks, take much longer, for time is needed to properly cut and stitch the 

pattern, attach tiny flippers or add fur trim. Still more time consuming, are those that are 

intricately detailed with beadwork, embroidery, applique, or neo-natal seal fur. A fully 

beaded yo-yo weight can take up to a month to complete97.

The design of an Eskimo yo-yo is limited only by a woman’s creativity and skill. 

The following list details the different designs of all Eskimo yo-yos I examined.

5.2.1 People Related

Although the number of designs is potentially infinite, most (24%) are what I call 

“People Related” designs. This group includes various patterns of or relating to human 

activity: mukluks (including both ankle-height and boot-height shapes), mittens, other 

clothing (like pants), faces, tiny dolls, and ulus (table 2).

5.2.2 Animals

The most popular animal design is by far the seal (representing 11% of the total 

shapes, and 62% of the animal shapes). Other animal designs include fish, bears, dogs,

95 Information revealed by Nancy Walunga, a Siberian Yupik elder in Gambell, in an 
interview with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
96 Information given by Patty Koozaata, a Siberian Yupik elder in Gambell, in an 
interview with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
97 Clara Iyakitan and Nancy Walunga, Siberian Yupik elders in Gambell, in separate 
interviews with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
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geese, mice, voles, and rabbits. Animal designs account for 14% of all designs (table 1, 

table 2, table 3).

5.2.3 Baskets

The Yup’ik artists who weave baskets in Southwest Alaska have expanded their 

repertoire to include Eskimo yo-yos. While these weights are not actually in the shape of 

baskets (an open coffer with a lid), they are made using basket weaving skills and 

materials. Typically, they resemble other yo-yo weights -  they are either conical or 

cylinder-shaped. Basket-type Eskimo yo-yos are made using single-rod coiling (cf. Lee 

1998). They make up the smallest percentage of shapes at 7% (table 1).

5.2.4 Cones

Perhaps the simplest and least time consuming of all designs is the cone. This 

design was taught at the World Eskimo Yo-Yo Contest in Anchorage, in 2005. Also 

included in this category are tear-drop shaped Eskimo yo-yos. Although this design is 

not the most abundant, it most closely resembles bola weights, and before 

commodification, may have been the most traditional form. Many cones are 

undecorated, although, examples exist that are highly decorated with dyed neo-natal seal 

fur, beads, and embroidery. As a whole, cone shapes represent 18% of all designs (table 

1).

5.2.5 Cylinders
Cylinders, consisting of columns and drum shapes (with both short and long fur)

g o
are considered the most traditional shape by the women who make Eskimo yo-yos . 

Because little provenience information exists in museum collections, this cannot be 

statistically corroborated. Nonetheless, the “cylinder” design is as common as the 

“People Related” category, representing 24% of the total population of designs (table 1).

5.2.6 Shapes

This category encompasses geometric designs that do not fit into any other 

category. They include, cubes, baseball-type balls (those cut and stitched like a baseball),

98 Clara Iyakitan, Patty Koozaata, Ila Ungott, and Nancy Walunga, Siberian Yupik elders 
in Gambell, in separate interviews with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
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globe-type balls (all other balls that are not cut like a baseball), flat circles (made from 

two circle shapes sewn together), ovals, and stones that have simply been wrapped in fur 

or cloth. Together these shapes make up 13% of the total Eskimo yo-yo designs (table 1).

5.3 Decorations

Eskimo yo-yos can be categorized into those that have decoration and those that 

do not. Approximately 65% of all Eskimo yo-yos are decorated (table 4). Decorative 

motifs include the following: beading, applique, embroidery, fancy patterns, and aniline 

designs.

5.3.1 Beading

Beading is defined as any pattern of beads on the Eskimo yo-yo; this includes 

beaded trim and beaded applique, but does not include single beads used for eyes. 

Beading also includes the use of sequins. This category represents 48% of all decorated 

Eskimo yo-yos, and 31% of all Eskimo yo-yos (table 4, table 5).

5.3.2 Applique

Applique is the technique of sewing or attaching small pieces to the larger project. 

This definition includes dyed pieces of skin cut into particular shapes, attached pieces of 

neonatal seal fur, rick-rack applique, and yam applique. It does not include beaded 

applique, as that fits into the “Beading” category. Applique represents 14% of all 

decorated Eskimo yo-yos, but only 9% of all Eskimo yo-yos (table 4, table 5).

5.3.3 Embroidery

Embroidery is defined as any design on an Eskimo yo-yo done with thread. On 

face-style designs, embroidery typically composes the details of the face: eyes, nose, 

mouth, and sometimes hair. Other embroidery examples are floral patterns on dyed 

skins, or geometric patterns on fur. Embroidered decorations make up the second largest 

group of decorative motifs at 23% (table 5).

5.3.4 Fancy Patterns

Fancy patterns are thus called because of the name given to similar designs on 

larger projects like parkas, mukluks, and mittens (Wilder 1976). These patterns are 

generally found on the mukluk-style weights, but are occasionally seen on cylinders, as
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well. Fancy patterns are not common on Eskimo yo-yos and make up only 6% of all 

decorated weights (table 5).

5.3.5 Pigment or Aniline Designs

Pigment (usually made with aniline dye) designs are only found on basket-style 

Eskimo yo-yos. Pigment designs are defined by the use of dyed grass (whether by 

natural sources, use of aniline dye, or use of naturally occurring Platinum grass). These 

decorations occur in entire rows of color or small squares of color. All basket weights 

used in this sample had some type of decoration. Most (80%) had a pigment design; the 

remaining 20% used an applique of dyed seal gut for decoration. Pigment designs 

account for only 9% of the total decorative motifs (table 5).

5.4 Materials

The type of materials used to make an Eskimo yo-yo are as diverse as the designs. 

Most women continue to use traditional materials gleaned from subsistence activities 

(skins, furs, sinew, baleen, ivory, bone, etc.) (Lee 2003a; Wilder 1976). When they have 

moved to urban areas and no longer have immediate access to these materials, they are 

often supplied by someone from their home village (Lee 2003a). Occasionally, women 

will substitute non-Native materials for those used in the past; these include things like 

yarn, cotton, nylon, or other synthetic cord (in place of sinew) and felt or commercially 

made suede (in place of skins and fur). Because the materials needed to make an Eskimo 

yo-yo come from the scraps of larger projects, the Eskimo yo-yo project does not require 

added preparation time (to scrape, dry, bleach, dye, or otherwise process the skins)99.

The most distinguishable material characteristics on Eskimo yo-yos are the handle types 

and the cord types. For this reason, frequency analyses of the handle and cord 

characteristics follow.

5.4.1 Handle Types
Nearly all Eskimo yo-yos have some implement meant to be used as a handle. 

These include walrus teeth, baleen, ivory (both new and mineralized), tabs of fur and felt,

99 This is true, except in the case of real sinew cording, which makes the process more 
arduous. See commentary on “cord types” for more detail.
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ptarmigan claws, antler, bone, toggle-head harpoons, and plastic. Plastic is not a 

common handle type, in fact, it occurred in only one of the 213 samples. As a result, its 

presence is not statistically important, and can be discarded. More detailed descriptions 

follow.

5.4.1a Walrus Teeth

Walrus teeth account for 6% of all handle types (table 7). Typically, a hole is 

drilled toward the root of the tooth and the yo-yo cord is then inserted and looped, created 

a “sling” attachment to the tooth. Sometimes the tooth is highly polished while other 

times the surface is quite rough and dull.

5.4.1b Baleen

Baleen handle types come in many sizes and shapes. Sometimes the baleen has 

been worked so that it is a long stick-like implement; other styles are rounded on the 

ends, and yet others are small rectangular tabs that barely fit between the thumb and 

forefinger. Nevertheless, baleen represents 11% of all the handle types in the sample 

(table 7).

5.4.1c Ivory and Harpoon Heads

Like baleen, ivory handles are presented in many styles, shapes, and degrees of 

working. Most are simple rectangular pieces; others have been shaped to grip easily. 

Some pieces of ivory are old tool pieces. In the statistical frequencies, I have 

distinguished between ivory and toggle-head harpoon heads. I make this distinction 

because the so-called ivory handles do not display a high level of workmanship, whereas 

the toggle-head harpoons do. Additionally, those with a harpoon head, that are found on 

the tourist market, typically bring a higher price. Ivory style handles make up 24% of the 

Eskimo yo-yos with handles, while those with harpoon heads make up a mere 2% (table 

8).

5.4. Id Material Tabs

Material tabs are defined as being either felt or fur (typically seal fur, though 

occasionally a tanned skin). The design is the same in both cases, however. A piece of 

material is folded over the cord and then stitched across the bottom; sometimes the tab is
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also stitched down the middle, making it easier to grasp. Tab-style handles represent 

40% of the total handles (36% for fur-type and 4% for felt) (table 8).

5.4. le  Ptarmigan claws

Ptarmigan is the Alaskan state bird; rarely, its claw is used as an Eskimo yo-yo 

handle. A handle of this type usually consists of the claws and a portion of the lower leg. 

While not many Eskimo yo-yos use this type of handle, they do account for 3% of the 

total handles (table 8).

5.4.1f Antler and Bone

Slices of antler or bone make easy to hold handles. Occasionally, an entire tarsal 

bone is used, but more often, a bone-type handle is a mere slice from a bone. These types 

make up 13% of all handle types (table 8).

5.4.2 Cord Types

Most Eskimo yo-yo cords are made from braided sinew; however, other types of 

cordage were identified in the sample: yam, hide, cotton, nylon, and other synthetics. 

Detailed descriptions follow.

5.4.2a Sinew

Many women continue to use sinew, or synthetic sinew, for the cords on their 

Eskimo yo-yos. Sinew comes from the ligaments and tendons, typically from the 

backstrap, of an animal. It is useful for its strength, and in traditional Alaskan sewing is 

often used in place of thread. However, using sinew adds time and effort to the 

preparation process of making an Eskimo yo-yo. To be a useful cord for the yo-yo, 

several strips of sinew are braided together to make a strong cord. But the process is 

tedious. Sinew must be worked while it is wet and pliable; it frays easily and becomes 

brittle and difficult to work when it is dry. In Gambell, Patty Koozaata told of the 

challenges of making a good braided-sinew cord; “Braiding sinew takes a long time to 

make. It often frays and snags. So you must work quick to make a good one before it 

dries out”100. Synthetic sinew is typically made from a heavy guage polyester waxed

100 Patty Koozaata, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, in interview with the author, July 
2005, Gambell, AK.
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thread. It has a strength similar to that of real sinew, but is much easier to work with. 

Many women use synthetic sinew, because of its wide availability, its workability, and its 

relatively low cost. Because the two look so similar, I do not distinguish between real 

sinew and synthetic sinew in this study. Braided sinew accounts for 54% of the cord- 

types found in the sample.

5.4.2b Yarn

Some women have replaced sinew cordage with twisted yam. Typically, the yam 

is of two to three different colors; on occasion, however, a woman will only use a single 

color. Twisted yam is the second most common type of cordage used. It accounts for 

26% of all types (table 9).

5.4.2c Hide

Hide, typically tanned and sometimes dyed, is used rather infrequently as a 

cordage type. It represents only 1% of the total type (table 9). About half of these do not 

have a handle. Interestingly some two weighted bolas display cordage and the lack of a 

handle in a similar fashion.

5.4.2d Cotton, Nylon, and Other Synthetics

19% of Eskimo yo-yos have cordage made from a length of cotton, nylon, or 

different synthetic textile (table 9). Those with cotton (4%) and those with nylon (11%) 

are usually a sturdy weight. The “other synthetic” styles are generally thinner twists, 

giving the yo-yo a more fragile appearance.

5.5 Commercially-made Replicas

There is a small market for commercially-made Eskimo yo-yo replicas. These 

types are machine-made overseas, typically in China, and are then imported to the state 

and marketed in airport-style tourist shops. These yo-yos are made with synthetic fabric 

and are designed like mittens, mukluks, and uluaqs -  designs that speak to a non- 

Alaskan’s symbolic understanding of Alaskan life. Through interviews with tourists, I 

came to understand that these are most often purchased as a gift-type souvenir for 

children, by parents who do not want to spend $20-$40 on a Native-made style, and who 

assume their child will quickly lose interest. Although I documented a rather alarming
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number of these impostor Eskimo yo-yos, I did not center my research on these types, 

and in fact, I do not classify these machine-made types as true Eskimo yo-yos. Perhaps 

an interesting avenue for future research would be to determine how these commercially- 

made replicas affect the sale and longevity of Native-made Eskimo yo-yos.

5.6 Conclusion

Defining “art” is a tricky business, particularly given that evolutionism, which 

spoke to a progression of art from “primitive art” at the bottom to “high art” at the top, 

rests in the not-so-distant-past of anthropological discourse. Further, defining “art” 

outside the Western ideal becomes problematic when the notion of art itself is in fact a 

Western-conceived paradigm. That said, perhaps the best way to conceive of “art” is as 

Morphy and Perkins (2006a) have done. That is, to understand art as a process, as “a 

particular kind of human activity that involves both the creativity of the producer and the 

capacity of others to respond to and use art objects, or to use objects as art” (Morphy and 

Perkins 2006b: 12). Thus, using the working definition of art, developed by Howard 

Morphy (1994), an art object is understood as having aesthetic and semantic qualities that 

are used for “representational and presentational purposes” (Morphy 1994:655). This 

definition then assumes that the art of any society must first be understood from its 

original context, rather than from an outside perspective. Using this logic, many Eskimo 

yo-yos should be conceived as miniature works of art.

The Eskimo yo-yo is an object that was historically meant for play. Certainly,

simple-patterned undecorated yo-yos attract tourists’ eyes and require only minimal skill

to create; these Eskimo yo-yos should be understood from their contextual background -
101as a traditional Native toy, that makes an intriguing souvenir . Simple, plain Eskimo 

yo-yos account for a mere 35% of the total. The remaining 65% display detailed needle 

work that can take a lifetime to master (table 6) (Fair 2006; Wilder 1976). Contextually 

speaking, they are miniature versions of skin sewing, a highly respected art. Consumers 

and makers of the Eskimo yo-yo maintain that the highly decorated versions are more

101 Clara Iyakitan and Patty Koozaata, Siberian Yupik elders of Gambell, in separate 
interviews with the author, July 2005, Gambell, AK.
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often thought of as art than as toy or game. Natives and non-Natives alike display them 

as light pulls, curtain rod ornamentation, and general wall art102. In the Native 

community, they act as a canvas on which to explore new patterns and designs, and to 

demonstrate intricate skill. Further, denoting the Eskimo yo-yo as art gives agency to the 

community as a whole. “Art objects embody complex intentionalities and mediate social 

agency” (Gell 1998). In this way, the designs and patterns influence how consumers 

conceptualize Native lifestyles. Although comparatively tiny by the standards of other 

skin-sewn works (parkas, dresses, mukluks, etc.), the Eskimo yo-yo is a valuable art 

form. To support this, approximately half of all Eskimo yo-yos have maker identification 

(table 10); today, many seamstresses either sign their creations (typically on the handle) 

or attach a descriptive tag with their signature. In the past, a signature has been one way 

anthropologists have distinguished between art and non-art103. While it has not been 

recognized as such in the past, the seamstresses and weavers who create delicately 

designed Eskimo yo-yos deserve recognition for their beautiful art.

The purpose of this chapter has been to develop a typology for Eskimo yo-yos and 

to distinguish between those that fit an anthropological category of art and those that do 

not. This distinction should not distract from the importance of the Eskimo yo-yo as a 

cultural marker, however. Even those that are simply-made speak to a Native connection

102 Clara Iyakitan, Siberian Yupik elder, in interview with the author, July 2005, Gambell, 
AK.
Bernard and Jean Mandelbaum, in conversation with the author at “Cabin Fever” gift 
shop, 29 July 2005, Anchorage, AK.
Francine Taylor, in conversation and e-mail correspondence with the author, November 
2005, and February 2006, Anchorage, AK.
Ila Ungott, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, in interview with author, July 2005, 
Gambell, AK.
Nancy Walunga, Siberian Yupik elder of Gambell, in interview with author, July 2005, 
Gambell, AK.
Wasserbach, Dave, in conversation with the author, 18 July 2005, Fairbanks, AK.
103 Molly Lee, Ph.D. in conversation with the author, October 2005.
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with the past. And it is this connection that the makers seek to convey to their 

audience104. The frequency tables used for this analysis follow.
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104 Clara Iyakitan, Siberian Yupik elder, Patty Koozaata, Siberian Yupik elder, Malcom 
Oozevaseuk, Siberian Yupik resident of Gambell, Ila Ungott, Siberian Yupik elder, and 
Nancy Walunga, Siberian Yupik elder, in separate interviews with the author, July 2005, 
Gambell, AK.
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5.7 Statistical Frequency Tables

The following statistical frequency table represents the entire set of Eskimo yo-yos 

counted for this project. I have grouped them into like shapes, based on details of the 

design style. This analysis gives a broad look at the many different designs available.

Table 1 -  Designs of 213 Eskimo Yo-Yos

Design n %
Ball (globe) 5 3%
Ball (baseball) 9 6%
Column 19 12%
Drum 28 17%
Cone 33 20%
Tear Drop 3 2%
Circle 10 6%
Basket 15 9%
Drum, long fur 6 4%
Oval / Wrapped 3 2%
Seal 18 11%
Mukluk (short) 21 13%
Mukluk (boot) 10 6%
Sea Bird 2 1%
Fish 1 1%
Mittens 6 4%
Mouse 1 1%
Vole Head 2 1%
Bear 1 1%
Dog 2 1%
Goose 1 1%
Cube 1 1%
Face 13 8%
Rabbit 1 1%
Uluaq 1 1%
Pants 1 1%
Total 213 100%
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The following frequency table represents the entire set of Eskimo yo-yos counted for this 

project. For this frequency set, I have grouped the yo-yos on a stricter style-definition, 

for a more useable data set. “Shape” yo-yos are those geometric designs that did not fit 

easily into another category, they include cubes, balls, ovals, etc.; “cylinder” yo-yos 

consist of columns and drum shapes; “cone” yo-yos are exactly that -  cone-shaped; 

“basket” yo-yos are those that are coiled or woven out of grass; “animal” yo-yos include 

all animals except people; and finally, “people related” yo-yos are those that fit into an 

anthropomorphic category and include tools, clothing, and people shapes. For more 

detailed descriptions of each category, refer to the discussion of frequencies in section 

5.2.

Table 2 -  Grouped Categories of 213 Eskimo Yo-Yos

Grouped Design n %
Shape 28 13%
Cylinder 51 24%
Cone 38 18%
Basket 15 7%
Animal 29 14%
People Related 52 24%

Total 213 100%
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This frequency table represents an analysis of the different yo-yo designs within the 

“animal” category. I analyzed this specific category because many tourists indicated that 

they were most interested in these types. For a detailed discussion, refer to section 5.2.

Table 3 -  Shapes of 29 Animal-Shaped Eskimo Yo-Yos

Animal Shape n %
Seal 18 62%
Sea Bird 2 7%
Fish 1 3%
Mouse 1 3%
Vole Head 2 7%
Bear 1 3%
Dog 2 7%
Goose 1 3%
Rabbit 1 3%
Total 29 100%
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This frequency table details an analysis of the different types of design implements 

observed on the entire set of Eskimo yo-yos counted for this project, including those 

without decoration of any kind. For a detailed discussion of each decorative motif, refer 

to section 5.3.

Table 4 -  Decorative Motifs on 213 Eskimo Yo-Yos

Decorative Motif n %
Applique 21 10%
Embroidery 32 15%
Beading 67 31%
Fancy Pattern 7 3%
Pigment Design 12 6%
None 74 35%

Total 213 100%
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This frequency table, like Table 4, examines the decorative motifs of the Eskimo yo-yos 

in this sample. However, this frequency table uses only those yo-yos that were observed 

to have some decoration. Those without decoration were excluded from this analysis. 

For a detailed discussion, refer to section 5.3.

Table 5 -  Decorative Motifs on 139 Eskimo Yo-Yos

Decorative Motif n %
Applique 20 14%
Embroidery 32 23%
Beading 67 48%
Fancy Pattern 8 6%
Pigment Design 12 9%

Total 139 100%
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This frequency table counts the entire set of Eskimo yo-yos used in the sample. Those 

with decoration were counted as having a present decorative motif, and those without 

decoration of any kind were counted as having absent decorative motifs. For a detailed 

discussion, refer to section 5.3.

Table 6 -  Number of Decorated and Non-Decorated Eskimo Yo-Yos

Decorated n %
Present 139 65%
Absent 74 35%
Total 213 100%
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This frequency table uses all 213 Eskimo yo-yos from the sample. For this analysis, 

Eskimo yo-yos from the sample were divided into groups of similar handle types. For a 

detailed discussion of handle types, refer to section 5.4.1.

Table 7 -  Handle Types on 213 Eskimo Yo-Yos

Handle Type n %
Walrus Tooth 13 6%
Baleen 23 11%
Ivory 50 23%
Fur tab 74 35%
Felt tab 9 4%
Ptarmigan foot 6 3%
Antler / Bone 26 12%
Toggle Head Harpoon 5 2%
Plastic 1 0%
None 6 3%
Total 213 100%
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Like Table 7, Table 8 also analyzes the handle types of the Eskimo yo-yos in the sample. 

However, this analysis excludes those yo-yos that were observed without a handle of any 

type. The yo-yos without handles were older, and are assumed to have had handles in the 

past. However, when examined for this project, their handles had become disassociated, 

and as a result, the handle type could not be determined. Therefore, those with absent 

handles were thrown out, in order to present a more accurate count of the handle types. 

For a more detailed discussion, refer to section 5.4.1.

Table 8 -  Handle Types on 207 Eskimo Yo-Yos

Handle Type n %
Walrus tooth 13 6%
Baleen 23 11%
Ivory 50 24%
Fur tab 74 36%
Felt tab 9 4%
Ptarmigan foot 6 3%
Antler / Bone 26 13%
Toggle Head Harpoon 5 2%
Plastic 1 0%
Total 207 100%
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This frequency table counts the different types of cord observed on the entire sample of 

213 Eskimo yo-yos. Because it is difficult to distinguish real sinew from synthetic sinew 

without the use of a microscope105, the category “braided sinew” includes both types. For 

a more detailed discussion of this analysis, refer to section 5.4.2.

Table 9 -  Cord Type on 213 Eskimo Yo-Yos

Cord Type n %
Braided Sinew 114 54%
Twisted Yam 56 26%
Cotton 8 4%
Nylon 23 11%
Hide 3 1%
Other Synthetic 8 4%
Undetermined 1 0%
Total 213 100%

105 It should be noted here that most Native seamstresses can easily identify the difference 
without the aid of a microscope. However, having an untrained eye, I was unable to 
make this distinction without its aid, which I did not have access to in public shops.
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This table analyzes the entire set of Eskimo yo-yos in this sample for a distinguishing 

maker’s mark. Identification refers to a signature, initials, an attached tag, or other 

method of identifying the maker of specific Eskimo yo-yos. Many of those with 

identification, did not have an identifying mark directly on the yo-yo itself, but were 

noted in stores’ inventory lists; and thus, the yo-yo could be traced to a specific maker. 

Most of those with absent identification were housed in museum collections. A brief 

discussion of this is addressed in the conclusion.

Table 10- Identification on 213 Eskimo Yo-Yos

Identification n %
Present 105 49%
Absent 108 51%
Total 213 100%
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This frequency table analyzes the age of the all Eskimo yo-yos used in this sample. As 

mentioned above, many museums do not have definitive date information on the yo-yos 

in their collections because their donors may have been unconcerned with provenience 

information.

Table 11 -  Period Date of 213 Eskimo Yo-Yos

Period n %
1930-1940 5 2%
1941-1950 5 2%
1951-1979 30 14%
1980-2006 118 55%
Undetermined 55 26%
Total 213 100%
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This frequency table groups the specific areas of origin of 213 Eskimo yo-yos (from 

Table 13) into five main geographic regions of Alaska. It examines the geographic origin 

of all the Eskimo yo-yos counted for this project. Again, many of those housed in 

museums were donated without provenience information, and as such are counted as 

having an “undetermined” area of origin. Nevertheless, this table can be useful for 

examining where Eskimo yo-yos come from in relation to where the bola is known to 

have been used.

Table 12 -  Grouped Areas of Origin of 213 Eskimo Yo-Yos

Grouped Origin n %
Southwest AK 58 27%
Bering Sea 33 15%
Arctic AK 59 28%
Interior AK 15 7%
Southeast AK 1 0%
Undetermined 47 22%

Total 213 100%
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This frequency table analyzes the area of origin of all the Eskimo yo-yos counted for this 

project. The areas are grouped by village.

Table 13 -  Areas of Origin of 213 Eskimo Yo-Yos

Area of Origin n %
Holy Cross 7 3%
Mekoryuk 10 5%
Togiak 1 0%
Gambell 19 9%
Barrow 20 9%
Savoonga 2 1%
Kotzebue 4 2%
St. Lawrence Island 9 4%
Kwigillingok 5 2%
Kuskokwim River 2 1%
Noatak 1 0%
Juneau 1 0%
Arctic Alaska 4 2%
Bethel 2 1%
Southwest Alaska 3 1%
Toksook Bay 4 2%
Nome 1 0%
Chevak 1 0%
Inupiaq 1 0%
Wainwright 1 0%
Napakiak 13 6%
Kipnuk 1 0%
Quinhagak 3 1%
Shishmaref 21 10%
Point Hope 1 0%
Akiachak 1 0%
Good News Bay 3 1%
Eek 2 1%
King Island 7 3%
Fairbanks 15 7%
Ambler 1 0%
Undetermined 47 22%

Total 213 100%
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Chapter 6

C on c lu sio n

The objectives of this study have been to produce a monograph about the Eskimo 

yo-yo and the arctic bola and at the same time, make a contribution to the historical 

record and museum archives of this object type. To ascertain the success or failure of 

these goals, it is necessary to assess the accomplishments in relation to the still 

unanswered questions.

My research investigated the Eskimo yo-yo’s history and established a 

chronology of the Eskimo yo-yo as a commodified version of the arctic bola. At the 

same time, my research acknowledged that understanding the Eskimo yo-yo as a 

commodified bola is somewhat problematic, due to the lack of solid provenience. 

Nevertheless, this research has determined that regardless of its elusive past, the Eskimo 

yo-yo has an important status as tourist art and as a marker of cultural identity. It 

suggests that even if the Eskimo yo-yo was appropriated from outside the Eskimo culture 

-  which is doubtful -  some techniques and materials are directly related to a traditional 

manner of expression and art form in skin sewing. As a result, I have argued that Eskimo 

yo-yos convey particular ideas about the culture, and that these refer to a higher purpose 

than mere economic exchange. The forms and materials symbolically depict the 

traditional lifestyle dependent on subsistence in Northern Alaska.

The multi-sited approach to this research enabled me to grasp the concepts of 

“traditional” and “authentic” from a tourist’s perspective. By interviewing tourists in two 

major tourist locations (Fairbanks and Anchorage) I was able to synthesize a broad 

understanding of what materials and shapes tourists interpret as being “authentic” and 

how this influences their purchasing behavior. Furthermore, working in these areas 

provided me access to the artisans who provide the tourist shops with Eskimo yo-yos; 

thus allowing me to understand the contextual importance of the Eskimo yo-yo. Finally, 

the multi-sited approach to this research uncovered evidence which corroborates the 

Alaska Native version of the Eskimo yo-yo’s history. Alaska Natives who live in areas
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of the state where the bola was not used do not make Eskimo yo-yos; Eskimo yo-yos are 

only made in parts of the state where the bola was used as a hunting tool.

There remain some unanswered questions in the historical reconstruction of the 

Eskimo yo-yo. The most prominent of which is definitively dating the appearance of the 

first Eskimo yo-yo. If the Eskimo version of its history is, in fact, true, the date would be 

sometime before the adoption of firearms in the late 1800s. It is quite possible, that the 

first Eskimo yo-yo looked so much like a bola that we would find them indistinguishable 

today. Still, that the Eskimo yo-yo is not made today in areas of the state where the bola 

was not used is, I believe, a strong champion for this version of its history. Nonetheless,

I have argued that developing a strict chronology for the Eskimo yo-yo is less important 

than understanding its role as a cultural identity marker. Other questions that have gone 

unanswered include the following: Assuming that the Eskimo yo-yo is a traditional 

Native game, why is it not included in the events at the World Eskimo Indian Olympics? 

How do the commercially-made versions affect the sale of those that are hand-made?106 

Is there any concern among the women who make Eskimo yo-yos that the machine-made 

versions will overtake the economy? Another interesting avenue to explore may be the 

legal authenticating process of the Silver Hand, especially considering that very few 

women use the Silver Hand marker of authenticity on their Eskimo yo-yos. Also, 

assuming that the Eskimo yo-yo did in fact evolve from the bola on St. Lawrence Island, 

an interesting element of study would be to investigate its existence in Siberia (where the 

bola was also used).

Data collected from the sample of 213 Eskimo yo-yos has been used to develop a 

typology of Eskimo yo-yos and to determine frequencies of certain characteristics in the

106 It may be that there are, in fact, two markets for Alaskan Native arts. In conversation, 
Molly Lee, PhD has suggested that it is Alaska residents who generally purchase high 
cost Alaskan Native art -  they understand the high costs that go into making the pieces. 
Tourists, on the other hand, typically do not understand the high prices and are unwilling 
to spend the money. If this is true, it is possible that commercially made Eskimo yo-yos 
do not effect the sale of Native-made versions. However, compared with other Alaska 
Native arts, Eskimo yo-yos are relatively cheap. Because of the price discrepancy, I 
wonder if there may be some effect.
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typology and through time. Further, the data suggest a differentiation between Yup’ik 

style Eskimo yo-yos and those produced by Siberian Yupik and Inupiaq peoples in the far 

north and Bering Sea region. However, the nature of this data is somewhat problematic 

given that so many specimens used in the sample are contemporary examples. Further, 

because so many presumably early specimens lack provenience, the data results may be 

skewed and biased.

The Eskimo yo-yo had not been previously studied, for this reason, I focused 

primarily on history and taxonomy. Further research might delve more deeply into the 

economics surrounding this object.

When considering context, a definitive origin of chuk-chuck, the “Game of Much 

Fun,” the Eskimo yo-yo is unimportant. As a marker of cultural identity, it has held a 

variety of social statuses, perhaps the most important being the way that the Native 

people themselves understand it as an amusing link to the past. Given its unique 

character, the Eskimo yo-yo acts as an entertaining way to teach outsiders about 

traditional Alaska Native lifestyles, much as it once may have instructed children in the 

techniques of the bola. Far from being a mere novelty, the Eskimo yo-yo exhibits highly 

artistic standards, and plays an important communicative role between those who make 

them and those who purchase them.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



94

References

Alaska Historical Commission Studies in History No. 22. 1982. Twelfth Grade English 
Class. Skin Sewing for Clothing in Akula. Akula: Kasigluk Elitnaurvik.

“Alaska Native and American Indian Heritage Month.” 2005. Anchorage Native News 6 
(5):8.

Appadurai, Arjun. 1986. The Social Life o f Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Benjamin, Walter. 1955. Illuminations. New York: Harcourt, Brace & World.

Birket-Smith, Kaj. 1929. The Caribou Eskimos, Material and Social Life and Their 
Cultural Position. Copenhagen: Gyldendal.

Birket-Smith, Kaj. 1976. Ethnographical Collections from the Northwest Passage. New 
York: AMS Press.

Black, Lydia T. 1982.Aleut Art: Unangam Aguqaadangin, Unangan o f the Aleutian 
Archipelago. Anchorage: Aleutian / Pribilof Islands Association, Inc.

Boas, Franz. 1964. The Central Eskimo. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

Bremer, Thomas S. 2004. Blessed with Tourists: The Borderlands o f Religion and 
Tourism in San Antonio. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Briggs, Jean L. 1970. Never in Anger: Portrait o f an Eskimo Family. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.

Briggs, Jean L. 1990. “Playwork as a Tool in the Socialization of an Inuit Child.” Arctic 
Medical Research 49 (1):34-38.

Brody, JJ. 1976. “The Creative Consumer: survival, Revival, and Invention in Southwest 
Indian Arts.” In Ethnic and Tourist Arts: Cultural Expressions from the Fourth 
World, ed. N.H.H. Graburn, 70-84. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Burch Jr., Ernest S. 1981. The Traditional Eskimo Hunters o f Point Hope, Alaska: 1800
1875. North Slope Borough.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



95

Butler, B. Robert and Douglas Osborne. 1959. “Archaeological Evidence for the Use of 
Atlatl Weights in the Northwest.” American Antiquity 25 (2):215-224.

Caillois, Roger. 1961. Man, Play, and Games. New York: The Free Press of Glencoe.

Cameron, Elisabeth L. 1996. Isn’t S/He a Doll? Play and Ritual in African Sculpture. 
Los Angeles: University of California, Fowler Museum of Cultural History.

Capone, Patricia, and Penelope Ballard Drooker. 1998. Makers and Markets: The Wright 
Collection o f Twentieth Century Native American Art. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press

Catalogue. 1968. Juneau: Alaska Native Arts and Crafts Cooperative Association.

Chagnon, Napoleon A. 1983. Yqnomamo: The Fierce People. New York: Holt, Rinehart, 
and Winston.

Chhabra, D., R. Healy, and E. Sills. 2003. “Staged Authenticity and Heritage Tourism.” 
Annals o f Tourism Research 30 (3):702-719.

Cohen, David. 1987. The Development o f Play. New York: New York University Press.

Cohen, Erik. 1993. “Introduction: Investigating Tourist Arts.” Annals o f Tourism 
Research 20:1-8.

Cohen, Erik. 1995. “Contemporary Tourism -  Trends and Challenges: Sustainable 
Authenticity or Contrived Post-Modernity?” In Change in Tourism: People, 
Places, Processes, ed. R. Butler and D. Pearce. London: Routledge.

Cohen, Erik. 2004. Contemporary Tourism: Diversity and Change. Amsterdam: Elsevier.

Cohen, Ronald. 1981. “Evolutionary Epistemology and Human Values.” Current 
Anthropology 22 (3):201-218.

Cowboys o f the Americas: A rgentine Gauchos and North American Southern Plains 
Cowboys. Traveling Discovery Trunk. 1999. Lubbock: Education Division, 
Museum of Texas Tech University.

Culin, Stewart. 1975. Games o f the North American Indians. New York: Dover.

Duncan, Kate. 2000.1000 Curious Things: Ye Olde curiosity Shop and Native American 
Art. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Eger, F.H. 1983. Inuit (Eskimo) Games. Vancouver: X-Press.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



96

Errington, Shelly. 1998. The Death o f Authentic Primitive Art and Other Tales o f 
Progress. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Fabian, Johannes. 2001. Anthropology with an Attitude: Critical Essays. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press.

Fair, Susan W. 2006. Alaska Native Art: Tradition, Innovation, Continuity. Fairbanks: 
University of Alaska Press.

Fienup-Riordan, Ann. 1991. The Real People and the Children o f Thunder: The Yup’ik 
Eskimo Encounter with Moravian Missionaries John and Edith Kilbuck. Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press.

Fienup-Riordan, Ann. 1996. The Living Tradition o f Yup’ik Masks. Seattle: University of 
Washington Press.

Fitzhugh, William W., and Aron Crowwel, eds. 1988. Crossroads o f Continents:
Cultures o f Siberia and Alaska. Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Disputing Press.

Fosbrook, H.A. 1952. “Quasi-Bolas Stones.” Man 52:15.

Fox, A. Lane and F.W. Rudler. 1875. “On a Series of About Two Hundred Flint and 
Chert Arrowheads, Flakes, Thumbflints, and Borers, from the Rio Negro, 
Patagonia; with Some Remarks on the Stability of Form Observable in Stone 
Implements.” The Journal o f the Anthropological Institute o f Great Britain and 
Ireland 4:311 -323.

Geertz, Clifford. 1973. The Interpretation o f Cultures: Selected Essays. New York: 
Basic Books.

Gell, Alfred. 1998. Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory. Oxford: Clarendon 
Press.

Glassford, Robert G. 1971. Application o f a Theory o f Games to the Transitional Eskimo 
Culture. PhD dissertation, University of Michigan.

Gordon, Beverly. 1986. “The Souvenir: Messenger of the Extraordinary.” Journal o f 
Popular Culture 20 (3): 135-147.

Grabum, Nelson H.H. ed. 1976. Ethnic and Tourist Arts: Cultural Expressions from the 
Fourth World. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



97

Grabum, Nelson H.H. 1977. “Tourism: The Sacred Journey.” In Hosts and Guests: The 
Anthropology o f Tourism, ed. V. Smith, 17-31. Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press.

Grabum, Nelson H.H. 1995. “The Past and Present in Japan: Nostalgia and Neo
Traditionalism in Contemporary Japanese Domestic Tourism.” In Change in 
Tourism: People, Places, Processes, ed. R. Butler and D. Pearce. London: 
Routledge.

Gregg, David W. 2000. Technology, Culture Change, and the Introduction o f Firearms to 
Northwest Alaska, 1791-1930. PhD dissertation, Brown University.

Guemple, D. Lee. 1965. “Saunik: Name Sharing as a Factor Governing Eskimo Kinship 
Terms.” Ethnology 4 (3):323-335.

Guemple, D. Lee. 1979. “Inuit Socialization: A Study of Children as Social Actors in an 
Eskimo Community.” In Childhood and Adolescence in Canada, ed. K. Ishwaran, 
39-53. Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson.

Hickock, David, Robert Arnold, and Esther Wunnicke. 1990. Alaskan Geography: A 
Reference Book. Anchorage: Mariswood Educational Resources.

Homer, Alice E. 1990. The Assumption o f Tradition: Creating, Collecting, and
Conserving Cultural Artifacts in the Cameroon Grassfields (West Africa). PhD 
dissertation, University of California at Berkeley.

Hutton, J.H. 1948. “The Bolas and Its Distribution.” Man 48:96.

Jenness, Diamond. 1970. The Life o f the Copper Eskimos. New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corp.

Jonaitis, Aldona. 1999. “Northwest Coast Totem Poles.” In Unpacking Culture: Art and 
Commodity in Colonial and Postcolonial Worlds. Eds. Ruth B. Phillips and 
Christopher B. Steiner. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Jules-Rosette, Bennetta. 1984. The Messages o f Tourist Art: An African Semiotic System 
in Comparative Perspective. New York: Plenum Press.

Jules-Rosette, Bennetta. 1990. “Simulations of Postmodernity: Images of Technology in 
African Tourist and Popular Art.” Anthropology Review 6 (l):29-37.

Kaufmann, Carole N. 1976. “Functional Aspects of Haida Argillite Carvings.” In Ethnic 
and Tourist Arts: Cultural Expressions from the Fourth World, ed. N.H.H. 
Grabrun. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



98

Kenyon, Dienje, and Charles D. Arnold. 1983. “Toys as Indicators of Socialization in 
Thule Culture.” Paper presented at the Archaeological Association of the 
University of Calgary, Status, Structure, and Stratification: Current 
Archaeological Reconstructions, November 10-12, in Calgary, Canada.

Kiana Jr., Chris. 2004. Original 100 Alaska Eskimo Yo-Yo Stratagems: Instructional 
Book. Anchorage: Publication Consultants.

Kopytoff, Igor. 1986. “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process.” 
In The Social Life o f Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. A. 
Appadurai. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Krech 111, Shepard, and Barbara A. Hail, eds. 1999. Collecting Native America 1870
1960. Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press.

Langdon, Steve J. 2002. The Native People o f Alaska: Traditional Living in a Northern 
Land. Anchorage: Greatland Graphics.

Laughlin, William S. 1943. “Notes on the Archaeology of the Yamhill River, Willamette 
Valley, Oregon.” American Antiquity 9 (2):220-229.

Lee, Molly. 1991. “Appropriating the Primitive: Tum-of-the-Century Collection and 
Display of Native Alaskan Art.” Arctic Anthropology 28 (1):6-15.

Lee, Molly. 1998. Baleen Basketry o f the North Alaskan Eskimo. Seattle: University of 
Washington Press.

Lee, Molly, ed. 1999a. Not Just a Pretty Face: Dolls and Human Figurines in Alaska 
Native Cultures. Fairbanks: University of Alaska Museum.

Lee, Molly. 1999b. “Tourism and Taste Cultures: Collecting Native Art in Alaska at the 
Turn of the Twentieth Century.” In Unpacking Culture: Art and Commodity in 
Colonial and Postcolonial Worlds eds. Ruth B. Phillips and Christopher B. 
Steiner. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Lee, Molly. 1999c. “Zest or Zeal? Sheldon Jackson and the Commodification of Alaska 
Native Art.” In Collecting Native America 1870-1960, eds. Shepard Kerech III 
and Barbara A. Hail. Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press.

Lee, Molly. 2001. “A Piece of the Past: Alaskan Eskimo Art and the Nome Gold Rush, 
1895-1915.” In Studies in American Indian Art, ed. C.F. Feest. Seattle: University 
of Washington Press.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



99

Lee, Molly. 2003a. ‘“How Will I Sew my Baskets?’ Women Vendors, Market Art, and 
Incipient Political Activism in Anchorage, Alaska.” American Indian Quarterly 
27 (3):583-592.

Lee, Molly. 2003b. “The Cooler Ring: Urban Alaska Native Women and the Subsistence 
Debate.” Arctic Anthropology 39 (l-2):3-9.

Linn, Angela J. 1999. “Playing for real: Scholarly Perspectives on Alaska Native Play 
and Ritual.” In Not Just a Pretty Face: Dolls and Human Figurines in Alaska 
Native Cultures, ed. Molly Lee. Fairbanks: University of Alaska Museum.

Linn, Angela J. and Molly Lee. 1999. “Intimates and Effigies: Dolls and Human 
Figurines in Alaska Native Cultures.” In Not Just a Pretty Face: Dolls and 
Human Figurines in Alaska Native Cultures, ed. Molly Lee. Fairbanks: 
University of Alaska Museum.

Littrell, Mary Ann, Luella F. Anderson, and Pamela J. Brown. 1993. “What Makes a 
Craft Souvenir Authentic?” Annals o f Tourism Research 20:197-215.

MacCannell, Dean. 1976. The Tourist: A New Theory o f the Leisure Class. New York: 
Schocken Books.

Marx, Karl. 1978. “Capital, Volume One.” In The Marx-Engels Reader, ed. R.C. Tucker, 
294-438. New York: W.W. Norton and Company.

Mathiassen, Therkel. 1927. Archaeology o f the Central Eskimos. Copenhagen: 
Gyldendal.

Mauss, Marcel, and Henri Hubert. 1964. Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

Meethan, Kevin. 2001. Tourism in Global Society: Place, Culture, Consumption. New 
York: Palgrave.

Morgan, Lewis Henry. 1964. Ancient Society. Cambridge: Belknap Press.

Morphy, Howard. 1994. “The Anthropology of Art.” In Companion Encyclopedia of 
Anthropology, ed. T. Ingold, 648-685. London: Routledge.

Morphy, Howard and Morgan Perkins, eds. 2006a. The Anthropology o f Art: A Reader. 
Oxford: Blackwell Publishing LTD.

Morphy, Howard and Morgan Perkins. 2006b. “The Anthropology of Art: A Reflection 
on its History and Contemporary Practice.” In The Anthropology of Art: A

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



100

Reader, eds. Howard Morphy and Morgan Perkins, 1-32. Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishing LTD.

Murdoch, John. 1892. Ethnological Results o f the Point Barrow Expedition. Washington 
D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press.

Murray, Tim, ed. 2004. The Archaeology o f Contact in Settler Societies. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Nami, Hugo G. 1995. “Archaeological Research in the Argentinean Rio Chico Basin.” 
Current Anthropology 36 (4):661-664.

Nelson, Edward William. 1983. The Eskimo About Bering Strait. Washington, D.C.: 
Smithsonian Institution Press.

Oswalt, Wendell H. 1964. “Traditional Storyknife Tales of Yuk Girls.” Proceedings of 
the American Philosophical Society 108 (4):310-336.

Park, Robert. 1998. “Size Counts: The Miniature Archaeology of Childhood in Inuit 
Societies.” Antiquity 72 (2):269-281.

Phillips, Ruth B. and Christopher B. Steiner. 1999a. “Art, Authenticity, and the Baggage 
of Cultural Encounter.” In Unpacking Culture: Art and Commodity in Colonial 
and Postcolonial Worlds. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Phillips, Ruth B. and Christopher B. Steiner, eds. 1999b. Unpacking Culture: Art and 
Commodity in Colonial and Postcolonial Worlds. Berkeley: University of 
California Press.

Popelka, Cheryl Ann, and Mary Ann Littrell. 1991. “Influence of Tourism on Handcraft 
Evolution.” Annals o f tourism Research 18:392-413.

Rainey, Froelich. 1941. “Eskimo Prehistory: The Okvik Site on the Punuk Islands.”
Anthropological Papers o f the American Museum o f Natural History 37 (4):459- 
569.

Ray, Dorothy Jean. 1960. “Skins against the Weather.” Alaska Sportsman 26(l):26-27 
and 36-38.

Ray, Dorothy Jean. 1968. “St. Michael Eskimo Myths and Tales.” Anthropological 
Papers o f the University o f Alaska 14 (l):43-84.

Ray, Dorothy Jean. 1977. Eskimo Art: Tradition and Innovation in North Alaska. Seattle: 
University of Washington Press.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



101

Ray, Dorothy Jean. 1980. Artists o f the Tundra and Sea. Seattle: University of 
Washington Press.

Ray, Dorothy Jean. 1981. Aleut and Eskimo Art. London: C. Hurst and Company.

Ray, Dorothy Jean. 1987. “Eskimo Artifacts: Collectors, Collections and Museums.” In 
Faces, Voices and Dreams, ed. P.L. Corey, 32-48. Juneau: Division of Alaska 
State Museums and the Friends of the Alaska State Museum.

Ray, Dorothy Jean. 1992. The Eskimos o f Bering Strait, 1650-1898. Seattle: University 
of Washington Press.

Ray, Dorothy Jean. 1996. A Legacy o f Arctic Art. Seattle: University of Washington 
Press.

Sahlins, Marshall, and Elman Service. 1960. “Evolution: Specific and General.” In 
Evolution and Culture, ed. Marshall Sahlins and Elman Service. Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press.

Schrader, Robert Fay. 1983. The Indian Arts and Crafts Board: An Aspect o f New Deal 
Indian Policy. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press.

Silook, Roger S. 1976. Seevookuk: Stories the Old People Told on St. Lawrence Island. 
Anchorage.

Smith, Valene. 1977. Hosts and Guests: The Anthropology o f Tourism. Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press.

Steiner, Christopher B. 1999. “Authenticity, Repetition, and the Aesthetics of Seriality: 
The work of Tourist Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” In Unpacking 
Culture: Art and Commodity in Colonial and Postcolonial Worlds, eds. Ruth B. 
Phillips and Christopher B. Steiner. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Tapia, Alicia Haydee. 2005. “Archaeological Perspectives on the Ranguel Chiefdoms in 
the North of the Dry Pampas, in the 18th and 19th Centuries.” International 
Journal o f Historical Archaeology 9 (3):209-228.

Thomas, Nicholas. 1991. Entangled Objects: Exchange, Material Culture, and 
Colonialism in the Pacific. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Trappen, Michelle. 1996. “Spin Control.” The Oregonian, 18 September, Living section, 
pp. El and E3. Wednesday edition.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



102

Vermeulen, Han F. 2003. “Enlightenment Anthropology.” In Encyclopedia o f Social and 
Cultural Anthropology, eds. A. Barnard and J. Spencer, 183-185. London: 
Routledge.

Wardwell, Allen. 1986. Ancient Eskimo Ivories o f the Bering Strait. New York: Hudson 
Hills Press.

Weiner, Annette B. 1985. “Inalienable Wealth.” American Ethnologist 12 (2):210-227.

Wilder, Edna. 1976. Secrets o f Eskimo Skin Sewing. Fairbanks: University of Alaska 
Press.

Willey, Gordon R. 1952. “A Survey of South American Archaeology.” The Journal o f 
the Royal Anthropological Institute o f Great Britain and Ireland 83 ( l):58-64.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Appendices

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



104

Appendix 1 

One-2-Go and Clackers

One-2-Go, a “back-to-basics” toy, popular on the market between 1996 and 2001, 

was originally invented by Paul Drummond, a Wauwatosa, Wisconsin man in the 1940s. 

He found inspiration in a toy from New Zealand, which operated on the same principle: 

two weights hang from individual cords and are attached to a common handle; because 

the weights hang asymmetrically, they can twirl without hitting. Drummond and his 

daughters Pearl and Polly hawked their patented invention at ice cream socials and the 

Wisconsin state fair. But, the toy did not find popularity until the mid-1990s, when 

Drummond’s granddaughter, Lynn Thompson, rediscovered it. She adapted the toy to 

meet higher safety standards (substituting the wooden weights her grandfather had used 

for rubber balls made to resemble basketballs, baseballs, and soccer balls), but used the 

same logo and slogan: “You can’t beat fun!”107. The toy was popular for approximately 

five years, and found its way to nearly 65 different stores in various states.

One-2-Go is remarkably similar to the Eskimo yo-yo, which operates on the same 

principle. Dorothy Jean Ray, a noted scholar of Alaska Native arts, asserts that the 

Eskimo yo-yo was appropriated by Alaska Natives, and in fact, credits its invention to 

Drummond. Though the toy’s history remains enigmatic, I wish to respectfully disagree 

with Ray. Several elements suggest that the Eskimo yo-yo existed before Drummond 

created his invention. Museums across the nation house Eskimo yo-yos that were 

collected in the mid-to-late 1930s, a decade before Drummond’s invention. In addition, 

archival letters between the Alaska Native Arts and Crafts Clearinghouse and gift shop 

proprietors indicate that in addition to other small curio, the Eskimo yo-yo was being 

marketed and sold in the lower-48 as an inexpensive Alaskan novelty, in the 1950s. The 

probability that Drummond’s invention made it to Alaska, was appropriated, and then 

made it back to the lower-48 in less than ten years seems unlikely. Moreover, Pearl 

Evans, Drummond’s daughter, maintains that he never visited Alaska, and that his toy

107 Lynn Thompson, in correspondence with the author, 22 April 2006 -  1 September 
2006.
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was actually inspired by a New Zealand object that was possibly modeled after poi, 

weaponry similar to the bola.

Scholars of Native American games have noted that there are many similarities in 

the types of games that were played by various Native American groups (cf. Culin 1975). 

This is not to take an evolutionary viewpoint, and make a judgment that all Native groups 

“progress” in the types of games they play, rather it is merely to suggest that it is quite 

possible that similar games and amusements evolved similarly, but separately in groups 

around the world. In this way, it would be possible for a traditional Eskimo toy (the 

Eskimo yo-yo) to have developed separately from Drummond’s New Zealand inspired 

toy.

Of similar interest is the toy that proved popular in the 1970s: Clackers. They 

operated on the same principle as Eskimo yo-yos and One-2-Go, and were known by a 

variety of different names: Klick-Klacks, Klick-Clackers, Popper-Knockers, Kerbangers, 

etc. They were made with polystyrene and were meant to knock together at the top and 

bottom of their orbit. However, they were taken off the market when federal law found 

them to be hazardous in the way that they were prone to shattering. The toy was never 

patented, and its history, like that of the Eskimo yo-yo, is elusive. It is possible that it 

was inspired by the Eskimo yo-yo, One-2-Go, or the New Zealand version; it is just as 

likely, however, that it came about of its own accord.
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Appendix 2 

List of Museums Queried

*A question mark in a column indicates that the museum queried did not respond to my 
request for information.

Institution Location Eskimo Yo-Yos Bolas

Alaska State Museum Juneau, AK 45 27

American Museum of Natural 

History New York, NY 15 ?

Anchorage Museum of History and 

Art Anchorage, AK 40+ 5-18

California Academy of Sciences San Francisco, CA 0 10

Carnegie Museum of Natural 

History Pittsburgh, PA 2 3

Cranbrook Institute of Science Bloomfield Hills, MI ? ?

Hood Museum of Art Hanover, NH 2 11

Denver Museum of Natural History Denver, CO 5 15

Field Museum of Natural History Chicago, IL 8 ?

Heard Museum Phoenix, AZ ? ?

Metropolitan Museum of Art New York, NY ? ?

Milwaukee Public Museum Milwaukee, WI 7 13

Montreal Museum of Art Montreal, Canada 0 0

NANA Museum of the Arctic Kotzebue, AK ? ?

National Museum of Natural 

History, Smithsonian Washington, DC 4 7

National Museum of the American 

Indian New York, NY 15 ?

Natural History Museum of Los 

Angeles County Los Angeles, CA 0 0
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Institution Location Eskimo Yo-Yos Bolas

Peabody Museum of Archaeology 

and Ethnology Cambridge, MA 0 18

Peabody Museum of Natural History Salem, MA 0 3

Phoebe Hearst Museum of 

Anthropology Berkeley, CA 0 15

Portland Art Museum Portland, OR 0 0

Pratt Museum Homer, AK 10 7

Royal British Columbia Museum Victoria, BC 0 0

San Diego Museum of Man San Diego, CA ? ?

Santa Barbara Museum of Natural 

History Santa Barbara, CA 0 0

Seattle Art Museum Seattle, WA 0 0

Sheldon Jackson Museum Sitka, AK 2 ?

Sheldon Museum Haines, AK 14 1

Thomas Burke Memorial Museum Seattle, WA 13 56

UCLA Fowler Museum of Cultural 

History Los Angeles, CA ? ?

University of Alaska Museum Fairbanks, AK 46 26

University of British Columbia 

Museum of Anthropology Vancouver, BC 0 0

University of Pennsylvania Museum 

of Archaeology and Anthropology Philadelphia, PA ? ?

Whatcom Museum of History and 

Art Bellingham, WA 0 6
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Appendix 3 

Table of Eskimo Yo-Yos Used in Sample

Where catalogue numbers are indicated, the Eskimo yo-yo counted is in a museum 

collection. Where no number is listed, the Eskimo yo-yo counted was in a gift shop or

personal collection.

Type Location Catalogue #
Oval Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 94-35-5

Seal Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 92-2-132

Drum Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 92-2-133

Basket Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 92-2-134

Circle Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 92-2-127

Face Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 92-2-128

Oval Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 92-2-129

Column Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 92-2-130

Column Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 92-2-131

Cube Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 92-2-126

Basket Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 80-30-817

Basket Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 80-30-816

Mukluk
(short)

Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 80-30-810

Drum Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 80-30-813

Ball
(globe)

Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska II-A-4640

Dmm, 
long fur

Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 81-39-3

Dmm Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 80-30-295

Dmm Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska Ed-01-10

Seal Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska ED-92-14

Column Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska 84-21-171

Seal Alaska State Museum, Juneau, Alaska ED-92-15
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Column Sheldon Jackson Museum, Sitka, Alaska #31

Cone Sheldon Jackson Museum, Sitka, Alaska #33

Drum Sheldon Jackson Museum, Sitka, Alaska #41

Cone Sheldon Jackson Museum, Sitka, Alaska #533

Face Sheldon Jackson Museum, Sitka, Alaska #608

Face Sheldon Jackson Museum, Sitka, Alaska #609

Dmm Sheldon Jackson Museum, Sitka, Alaska #661

Basket National Museum of Natural History, Washington,
D.C.

E424165-0

Column National Museum of Natural History, Washington,
D.C.

E427970-0

Column National Museum of Natural History, Washington,
D.C.

E427971-0

Column National Museum of Natural History, Washington,
D.C.

E427972-0

Sea Bird National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington, D.C.

258709

Dram National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington, D.C

258993

Mukluk
(boot)

National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington, D.C

262510

Seal National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington, D.C

258706

Column National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington, D.C

255683

Column Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 2004-92/93

Dram Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 1996-45/4

Sea Bird Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 2004-92/92

Column Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 2005-10/16

Mukluk
(boot)

Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 1.2E1954

Ball
(Baseball)

Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 1.2.E1002

Column Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 1996-45/3

Column Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 2005-10/17

Column Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 2006-14/2

Cone Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 2006-52/4
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Cone Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 2006-52/5

Rabbit Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 2006-52/6

Oval Burke Museum, Seattle, Washington 2006-52/7

Tear
Drop

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA87-002-0023

Tear UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska 0900-0021

Drum UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2003-005-0001

Basket UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska U A2002-001 -0059

Ball
(baseball)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2006-006-0030

Mukluk
(short)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2001-013-0223

Cone UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2002-001 -0060

Fish UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska U A2002-001 -0061

Mukluk
(boot)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2001-013-0329

Dmm, 
long fur

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska U A2002-014-0002

Seal UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2002-001-0062

Seal UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2002-001-0063

Mukluk
(boot)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2005-009-0015

Vole
Head

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0012

Dmm UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA94-007-0002

Basket UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA87-008-0024

Ball
(baseball)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA67-098-0187

Ball
(globe)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA91-004-0015

Dmm UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA97-010-0001

Seal UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0003

Ball
(Baseball)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0014

Ball
(globe)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA81-003-0188

Basket UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0009
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Ball
(globe)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA97-029-0023

Ball
(baseball)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0007

Basket UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0010

Basket UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0002

Basket UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA69-083-0002

Mukluk
(short)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0021

Mouse UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0017
Mukluk
(boot)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0008

Bear UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0013

Vole
Head

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA67-098-0190

Dog UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0023

Goose UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0005

Dog UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0020

Mukluk
(boot)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0001

Mukluk
(short)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0018

Mukluk
(short)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0022

Column UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0004

Face UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0016

Mukluk
(short)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2000-003-0004

Mukluk
(short)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0019

Mittens UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA98-005-0011

Mittens UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA79-020-0007

Ball
(globe)

UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska U A2006-019-0005

Column UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2006-019-0004

Column UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2006-019-0006

Column UA Museum, Fairbanks, Alaska UA2006-019-0007
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Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Circle Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(short)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Face Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Ball
(globe)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Drum, 
long fur

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Basket Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Basket Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Dmm Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Circle Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Circle Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Seal Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Basket Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Dram Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Basket Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Mukluk Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage, No Number
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(boot) Alaska

Seal Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Face Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(short)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Circle Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Pants Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Circle Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Mukluks
(short)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number
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Mukluks
(short)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Face Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Basket Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Drum Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Dmm Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Dmm Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Dram Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Dram Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Dram Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Dram Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Dram Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Dram Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Dram Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Seal Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Seal Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(short)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Mukluk Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage, No Number
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(short) Alaska

Mukluk
(short)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(short)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Face Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Face Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Face Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Face Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Face Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Circle Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Circle Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Circle Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Circle Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Cone Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(boot)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(boot)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(boot)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(short)

Alaska Native Medical Center Gift Shop, Anchorage,
Alaska

No Number

Drum UA Museum Gift Shop, Fairbanks, Alaska No Number

Dmm, 
long fur

UA Museum Gift Shop, Fairbanks, Alaska No Number

Seal UA Museum Gift Shop, Fairbanks, Alaska No Number

Ulu UA Museum Gift Shop, Fairbanks, Alaska No Number

Cone UA Museum Gift Shop, Fairbanks, Alaska No Number

Ball
(baseball)

UA Museum Gift Shop, Fairbanks, Alaska No Number
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Ball
(baseball)

UA Museum Gift Shop, Fairbanks, Alaska No Number

Seal World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Seal World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Seal World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Seal World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Seal World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Seal World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(short)

World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(short)

World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(short)

World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Mukluk
(short)

World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Mittens World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Mittens World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Mittens World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Mittens World Eskimo Indian Olympics, Craft Tables, 
Fairbanks, Alaska

No Number

Cone Personal Collections, Gambell, Alaska No Number

Ball
(baseball)

Personal Collections, Gambell, Alaska No Number

Mukluk
(short)

Personal Collections, Gambell, Alaska No Number

Cone Personal Collections, Gambell, Alaska No Number

Drum Personal Collection, from Ambler, Alaska No Number

Column National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington, D.C.

258764

Dmm National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington, D.C.

258990
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Drum National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington, D.C.

258996

Dmm National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington, D.C.

255684

Column National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington, D.C.

255685

Tear
Drop

National Museum of the American Indian, 
Washington, D.C.

262509

Eskimo
Face

Arctic Wonderer Gift Shop, Fairbanks, Alaska No Number
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Appendix 4 

Arctic Bola Weight vs. Eskimo Yo-Yo Weight

At the beginning, a main projected outcome of this research was to develop an 

historical timeline and possible connection between the arctic bola and the Eskimo yo-yo. 

Because provenience information exists on neither arctic bolas nor Eskimo yo-yos in 

most museums, this research objective became impossible. There are nonetheless many 

similarities worthy of mention. Besides functioning in an almost identical manner, the 

smaller Eskimo yo-yo weights closely resemble the shapes on many bolas. Further, the 

cords and the handle-types are often made from the same types of materials and typically 

are of the same size. More telling, perhaps, was the actual heaviness of the weights 

themselves. After weighing the bolas and Eskimo yo-yos in various museum collections, 

I was able to compare the average total weight of bolas with the average total weight of 

Eskimo yo-yos. On average, an Eskimo yo-yo weighs approximately V2 the weight of an 

arctic bola; however, the individual weights are approximately the same weight. The 

table below shows these relationships. Interestingly, heavier Eskimo yo-yos (closer to 

the average weight of a bola) spin more easily.

Average Arctic Bola Average Eskimo Yo-Yo

Total Weight 2.79 oz 1.24 oz

Individual Weight Mass 0.67 oz 0.56 oz
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Appendix 5 

Chronology

1819-1822 Possible first firearm use by Alaska Natives (Ray)

1840s Alaska Natives adopt use of firearms (Gregg)

1842 Bolas in use at Barrow (Nelson and Murdoch)

1900 Nome Gold Rush

1905-1928 Bolas collected from Arctic Slope region (UA Museum)

1907 Commercial whaling in Alaska begins to decline

1907-midl920s Former whalers mediate between Alaska Natives and curio shop 

proprietors

1920 Mini bola collected from Arctic Slope region (Burke Museum)

1935-1941 Eskimo yo-yos collected from Bethel area (Snow / Burke Museum)

1937-1958 Bolas purchased from various Alaska regions (UA Museum)

1940-1960 Yo-Yos given to UAMN, supposedly collected by Sheldon Jackson

Mid-1940s Paul Drummond invents One-2-Go

1943 Inupiaq Eskimo yo-yo of dyed seal skin made / collected

1947 Mary Taylor snowed in at Nome, hears Eskimo yo-yo legend

1950 UA Museum collects Eskimo yo-yos from Kotzebue

1953 Native elder tells Ray Eskimo yo-yos “just appeared”

1955 Earliest Eskimo yo-yo at Anchorage Museum made by Hazel Omwari,

of St. Lawrence Island 

Mid-1950s Eskimo yo-yos appear on itemized price list of Nome Skin Sewers

1968 First Eskimo yo-yo contest at Fur Rendezvous in Anchorage

1969 Second annual Eskimo yo-yo contest at Fur Rendezvous

1970-present Eskimo yo-yos made in various locations for tourist trade in Alaska

Mid-1970s Clackers popular in Lower-48

1996-2001 Lynn Thompson markets One-2-Go

2005 Revival of Eskimo yo-yo contest in Anchorage
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