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RETURNING: TWENTIETH CENTURY PERFORMANCES OF THE
KING ISLAND WOLF DANCE

Abstract

la 1982 and again in  1991, the King Island Native Community revived the 
Wolf Dance, which is a complex ritual involving songs, dances, feasts, competitive 
games and an exchange of goods. The object of this dissertation is to discover why 
they chose to revive the Wolf Dance, rather than the Polar Bear Dance which was their 
most significant ritual in the early twentieth century. Archival sources and other 
literature pertaining to ELupiaq and Yup’ik ceremonialism were consulted in order to 
understand the meaning and purpose of the Wolf Dance. In addition, contemporary 
King Island community members were interviewed in order to obtain their 
interpretations. Videotapes of both the 1982 and 1991 performances were viewed in 
order to gain information not obtained in  either written or oral sources. Finally, 
archival sources were again searched to understand the interactions between King 
Islanders and members of Western society, including missionaries, tourists, public 
folklorists, and agents of the Bureau of Indian Affairs.

This dissertation concludes that the Wolf Dance was revived for reasons that 
served both individuals and the community. Organizers of Wolf Dance performances 
desired to enact either their own or a family member’s return to the community. The 
King Island community performed the Wolf Dance either to create peace or to 
encourage youth to return to traditional activities. Although particular meanings of the 
Wolf Dance changed through time, the basic themes of the Wolf Dance (returning, 
reciprocity, friendship/enmity, and danger) were maintained in contemporary 
performances. Finally, because the Wolf Dance embodied the cultural value placed on 
balancing, rather than resolving, tensions and contradictions, this ritual mirrors their 
perceived need to balance traditions with new influences of Western society.
Catholicism was balanced with traditional beliefs, the use of Western resources (such 
as funding) was balanced with the need to counteract Western forces, and their need to 
be interdependent with mainland Natives was balanced with their need to be separate 
from them. Thus, the Wolf Dance reflects not only basic themes of their social order, 
but also their history of interaction with Western society.
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PREFACE

In this dissertation, when talking about or using quotes from various members 

of the King Island community, I have chosen to use their Ihupiaq names. I do this 

primarily to keep them anonymous to outsiders; however, people in the community will 

readily know who these people are, and thus, will be given credit for sharing their 

knowledge with me. These names, for the most part, have been italicized and they are 

spelled according to the Hupiaq orthography developed at the Alaska Native Language 

Center at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. I have also included kinship charts in  

the appendix so that readers can visualize how people in  the community are related to  

each other. However, there are a few individuals mentioned in the dissertation whose 

names I have not italicized; this is because their Ifiupiaq names have become their 

official names, as recognized by local, state, and federal governments.

Likewise, I have italicized both Inupiaq and Yup’ik  terms, when appropriate. 

However, readers will notice that I have left some words unitalicized and it is because 

these terms have entered into the English vocabulary and are generally well-known by  

those in Alaska or by those who study in Northern m m muni ties.

In addition, when quoting an author’s words from a written source, I have used 

the present tense. However, when quoting the words of someone I talked to in the 

course of research, I have used the past tense.
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INTRODUCTION

1

A ugust 16, J99S, U ncle Sinaguq's cabin, Cape W oolley, A laska
Aakauraq. They say one of the four wolf dancers will die if they make a mistake.

They say the Wolf Dance is dangerous.
Deanna: Really?
Aakauraq. Lfcznrnza(her husband, now deceased) was one of the four main dancers.

His atqin (namesake) also died.

Aakauraq, a King Island Inupiaq Eskimo woman in her fifties, was in the midst 

of telling me various things about King Island life. The conversation was dominated 

by a  discussion of kinship relations and family members’ Eskimo names, and included 

how she and I are related. (She told her grandson, age 4 at the time, to call me 

“auntie” because her father’s mother’s mother and my mother’s father’s mother were 

sisters.) I do not remember how the conversation suddenly switched from kinship to 

dancing. However, I suspect that it was because she told me that her grandson was 

named after her husband, rig in iin a \ Given the Eskimo naming practice of giving

children the names of deceased relatives, explaining who her grandson was named after 

probably triggered her memory of her husband and why he died. Her discourse 

implied that her husband died because he was one of the four main Wolf Dancers 

during the 1982 performance of the Wolf Dance, and that her husband’s namesake also 

died because he was a Wolf Dancer.

Although I did not pursue the line of questioning at the time, the “dangerous” 

Wolf Dance and the death of one of the dancers eventually became the subject of this 

dissertation The choice of this subject m atter was helped along by the fact that Knud 

Rasmussen recorded the myth of this dance from my great-grandfather, Agnazuqaaq, in 

1924 (cf. Rasmussen 1932:17-33; Rasmussen 1952:255-260). (Rasmussen was the 

leader of the Fifth Thule Expedition that led a  three-year dog-sled trip across the coast 

of North America to Seward Peninsula and briefly to the Chukotka Peninsula) I was 

very excited when I discovered this fact because I reasoned that members of my own

1 Please refer to the Tiulana Kin Chart and the Muktoyuk: Kin Chart in Appendix A.
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family, mostly aunts and uncles, might have heard this story growing up.

By now, readers have probably noticed that I have invoked kinship terms when 

referring to various King Islanders. I have done this purposefully because I am of 

King Island descent: m y mother was bom and raised on King Island. But it  is only 

in the past few years that I have met many of my King Island relatives, because I grew 

up in Oregon and away from most of the King Island community. My history is not 

atypical; because various federal policies either forced (as in the case of tuberculosis 

victims) or encouraged (through the Indian Relocation Act and/or Bureau of Indian 

Affairs [BIA] boarding schools) relocation, many King Islanders moved to the 

mainland. This caused a  decline of school-aged children on the island, prompting the 

BIA to close the King Island school in 1959. Families were threatened with arrest if 

they did not stay in Nome so their children could go to school, thereby causing the rest 

of the King Island population to move permanently to the Alaskan mainland. Today, 

King Islanders are scattered throughout Alaska and the rest of the United States. 

Because of this history, being a King Islander raises complex issues of identity for 

many of us. In fact, I decided to study anthropology primarily to gain a  framework in 

which to study King Island culture. In other words, I became an anthropologist to 

learn about my King Island identity and heritage.

Thus, m y anthropological research tends to be very personal and emotional 

since it revolves around my own issues of identity. However, the term "identity” is 

slippery and trying to analyze this very fluid and dynamic aspect of contemporary King 

Island life seemed an impossible task, especially given the fact that the King Island 

community is now dispersed. I was relieved, then, to switch my dissertation topic to 

the Wolf Dance, because now I had a relatively concrete topic, involving both a  myth 

and a  ritual event, that can be decontextualized and analyzed (cf. Bauman and. Briggs 

1990). Ironically, this study of the Wolf Dance has brought me back to the issue of 

identity, both my own and that of my community. As will be seen in  these pages, the
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King Islanders performed the Wolf Dance in the past, and probably will in the future, 

in order to assert an identity that is not tied to territory, but to the ability to revive a 

"traditional" ritual and to kinship. Since I am writing of the Wolf Dance, and showing 

my knowledge of Inupiaq cosmology in general and the King Island Wolf Dance in 

particular, I assert my own identity as a  King Islander and my connection to the 

contemporary King Island community.

The Wolf Dance, then, is the subject of this dissertation.2 Briefly, it  is the

reenactment of the myth told by Agaazuijaaq. A  contemporary performance begins 

with a distribution of gifts such as gum, cigarettes, candy or lighters from the King 

Islanders to audience members. After this, several drummers in their ug& qaatvr parky 

covers sit on the floor in front of the audience which faces the stage. The stage has a 

wooden platform placed upon it that is four feet tall, twenty to twenty-five feet wide, 

and three feet deep. Behind the platform and hanging on the wall above it is a polar 

bear skin. The platform is painted blue with four evenly-spaced holes, one foot off the 

ground and perhaps two feet in diameter, cut into the front. The holes are covered 

with seal intestine and wolf or reindeer skin. Directly above these holes are four men 

who are called “helpers”. Their role in the performance is to raise and lower the hole 

coverings and to hold onto the tail of the wolf head masks at a particular point of the 

performance. In the past, their role was to literally help the Wolf Dancers, who were 

in ritual seclusion during the time they were learning and preparing for the big 

performance. These helpers ran errands for the dancers, fetching food, water and other 

materials.

After the diaribution, a row of five women and four men walk in  front of the 

platform of holes, spacing themselves about an arm’s-length apart from each other.

The men are wearing long sealskin gauntlet gloves that reach to the shoulder.

2 Throughout this dissertation, I will refer to this complex ritual as the “Wolf Dance”, as if it were a 
single dance. However, it is actually a series o f dances that involve changes in costume and 
approximately fifteen different songs.

3
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Attached to the gloves are rattles, sometimes puffin beaks, but most likely pieces of 

ivory. The men, wearing eagle feather headdresses, and the women alternate in a  line. 

Ideally, they are husbands and wives, but they can also be brothers and sisters or 

cousins. In the early part of this century, the women were paired with their husbands 

and/or brothers to help them greet the visitors to the village. The men represent the 

“rich men” who assisted the m ain organizer of the feast and who also sent requests to 

their trading partners in the neighboring village. The women, whether wives or sisters, 

are those upon whom the hunter depends for clothing or food. Later in the dance, 

these men represent the messengers who are sent to invite their neighbors to the 

Messenger Feast. This row of nine dancers then performs a dance to the beat of 

regular "tambourine” style drums and to the singing of the community. The purpose 

of this dance is to welcome the visitors to this dance/citual.

After performing this dance, the women move to the top of the platform and 

alternate themselves with the helpers. The other drummers and/or dancers then assist 

the main box drummer in hanging a wooden box drum, or £alukaq, from the ceiling 

about 8-10 feet in front of the platform. The box drum is three feet high and looks 

like a wooden crate. The crate has a series of half-diamonds on top that are said to 

represent the mountains where the eagles live. Also painted on the sides of the crates 

are designs that represent the eagles’ claws. A standard with an eagle feather on top is 

attached to one side. The other side of the box drum has been covered with a fox or 

reindeer hide: this is what the m ain box drummer beats with the drum stick. The 

main box drummer wears a fur headdress. In other communities, this man wore an 

eagle or loon feather headdress. The fur headdress on King Island appears to be a 

carryover from their Polar Bear Dances or amqsraaqcuM  This box drummer 

represents the main man in the host community who organized the whole proceedings 

by gathering the necessary food and trade items, outfitting the dancers, and sending 

and providing for his messengers. In  the meantime, the four Wolf Dancers move to
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the front of the holes in  the platform. They sit down, each facing a hole, and do a  

series of movements that is said to “grease" the opening in order to stretch it out.

Then, at a signal, the box drummer begins drumming. His beat is erratic in that he 

sometimes beats the drum fast and at other times beats it slowly and at other times not 

at ail. When he pauses, he lifts his drum stick up into the air. The women dancers on 

the platform mirror his movements by raising one arm or the other, each of which 

carries an eagle feather wand. The male Wolf Dancers also mirror his movements 

when he pauses, lifting up one arm or the other according to what the drummer 

indicates. When the drummer actually beats the drum, the Wolf Dancers move their 

bodies and arms in  a series of movements, sometimes shifting their body to face to one 

side and then to the other, sometimes bending their head to one side or the other.

Then, the box drummer does a series of quick, rapid beats, followed by a slight pause. 

The Wolf Dancers are upright at the beginning of these beats, but end up hunched 

over as they shake their arms (and hence the rattles) in  time to the beat. Unexpectedly, 

the Wolf Dancers burst backward, feet first, into the holes. These holes represent 

wolves’ dens. The Wolf Dancers represent swallows that fly rapidly into the dens and 

come out as transformed wolves, according to the hunter's vision in the myth.

The helpers then cover the holes. At this time, the box drummer and the 

women dancers complete a  series of dances to “entertain” the audience. While the 

Wolf Dancers are inside the platform, they take off their feather headdresses and long 

gauntlet gloves and put on wolf masks and short gauntlet gloves that reach only to  the 

mid-forearm. The helpers pull up the curtains and four wolf heads poke out. The box 

drummer begins drumming and the singing begins again. The wolves dance in their 

dens, first by hitting their head in a variety of ways to the beat of the drum.

Gradually, they work themselves out of the holes. Attached to the chins of the wolf 

head masks are single sticks each with a feather. This feather is said to represent the 

breath of the wolf. When the dancer moves his head forward and back, the feather

5
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moves to and fro to simulate the wolf’s breath. In times past, people were frightened 

of the wolf because of his power. In contemporary performances, elders are amazed 

that the children are not frightened by this sight of breathing wolves dancing in their 

midst. Finally, the dancers are completely out of their dens and the drumming and 

singing ends. They take a few moments and sit in front of their dens while they take 

off the wolf masks and short gloves and again put on the eagle feather headdresses 

and long gauntlet gloves.

Once they have finished redonning these items, a  series of dances to the box 

drum begins. One of the songs is said to say, “take a break, rest,” and the dancers 

again shake their arms as if to rest them. This part lasts for approximately five 

minutes.

After this series of dances, the box drum is taken down and the four Wolf 

Dancers form a  square in front of the platform. In this dance, the two columns of men 

mirror each others' movements, moving toward each other with their bodies and arms

and keeping their feet stationary and then moving away.3 While they were dancing,

the women dancers have moved from the platform and wait behind the four men. The 

drummers then take up the same song and the dancers do the same movements, only 

this time, the women attempt to run between the two columns of Wolf Dancers. 

Sometimes, a  man catches a woman and does not allow her to continue running.

When a woman is caught, she sits back down until her turn comes up again to run 

between them. By doing this, the men are teasing their female cross cousins.4 This 

ends the performance, which has lasted about forty-five minutes

Previously, until the turn of the twentieth century, this dance was part of a 

complex ritual commonly referred to as the “Messenger Feast” that was widely

3 In the past, the entrance hole to the community house was located between the four dancers. At the 
end of this particular part, the dancers pointed to this hole as if  to tell their visitors it was time to 
leave.

4 Messenger Feasts included much teasing between cross-cousins. This is a contemporary 
manifestation of this teasing (cf. Chapters One and Two).
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celebrated from Yup'ik villages in southwest Alaska to Barrow in the extreme north. It 

involved: 1) the establishment and maintenance of peaceful relations that enabled the 

exchange of goods between communities; 2) an appeal to animal spirits for their 

continued goodwill; 3) a celebration of hunting success during the previous year; and 

4) a redistribution of goods between communities. In other words, this ritual/feast 

combined aspects of Inupiaq and Yup'ik culture that were religious, economic, and 

intra-community in nature. A fifth motif that is common to Inupiaq Messenger Feasts 

is the honoring of eagles who gave humans the gift of singing and dancing. At the 

first revival in 1982, the King Islanders claimed that the dance had not been done in 50 

years, and that they did the best they could to revive some aspects of the dance before 

it was forgotten forever. Compared to other Inupiaq dance ceremonies, the Wolf 

Dance requires long preparation, and elaborate materials in  costuming and stage design, 

not to mention the memorization of over 15 different songs and dances.

Elsewhere, the Inupiat5 from Norton Sound (south of the Bering Strait) to the 

Alaskan-Canadian Border east of Barrow had dances resembling the King Island Wolf 

Dance. They called it by various names, such as the "Eagle-Wolf Dance” or the " Box 

Drum Dance”. It was usually performed within the context of the Messenger Feast. 

However, on King Island, the Wolf Dances, according to one source, were performed 

as part of the Polar Bear Dances in 1931-32 (Ross 1958:66), rather than as part of a 

Messenger Feast. An ethnographer writing about the King Islanders almost 30 years 

ago considered the aaqsm aqatacac Polar Bear Dance to be the most "glorious" and 

"resplendent ceremonial” of the King Islanders (Bogojavlensky 1969; Bogojavlensky 

and Fuller 1973). Bogojavlensky claims that "The social cleavages and the exclusive 

cliques stemming from factional association which are emphasized in all other dances

5 Inupiat is the plural form of the term Inupiaq: Inu - person, -piaq - genuine or real. Inupiat means 
genuine or real people, the term the North Alaskan and Bering Strait Eskimos use for themselves. 
However, since the term has entered into general usage, such as in English language media, I will not 
italicize this term throughout the rest of this dissertation.
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are obliterated on the occasion of the Polar Bear Dance" (Bogojavlensky 1969:242). 

Since the Wolf Dance was performed to create peace between groups of people (cf. 

Chapter One), parts of the Wolf Dance were probably inserted into the Polar Bear 

Dances to ensure intra-community peace. So, i f  Bogojavlensky was right and the 

Polar Bear Dances were the most important ceremonials, why did the King Islanders 

decide to revive only the Wolf Dance in the 1980s, which was performed in  the early 

part of this century as part of the Polar Bear Dances? In other words, if the Polar 

Bear Dance was central to King Island culture, why did the King Islanders choose to 

revive only that part of it referred to by Ross as the “wolf dances”?

This dissertation is my attempt to answer these complex questions. In 

particular, I intend to show why the King Islanders chose to perform the Wolf Dance, 

instead of the Polar Bear Dances, through a  twentieth century history of change and 

diaspora. Although this history caused transformations in  particular Wolf Dance 

performances, the Wolf Dance still crystallizes and exemplifies themes of returning, 

reciprocity, friendship and enmity, and danger. In addition, it is a ritual that does not 

resolve tensions between peace and war, between humans and animals, between desires 

and costs, and between safety and danger. Rather, the Wolf Dance holds these 

opposites in balance in  order to remind people that as much as they might wish the 

world to be a safe and happy one, it is full of danger and unpredictability. Since the 

Wolf Dance symbolically holds opposites in balance, it is an appropriate choice by the 

King Islanders, who use the Wolf Dance today to express their unique identity and 

independence while becoming increasingly interdependent with others in  diaspora.

In order to show why the Wolf Dance was performed and how it changed in 

ways meaningful to the King Island community, I first analyze the Wolf Dance myth 

and a Wolf Dance performance that occurred circa 1900, as described by m y great

grandfather, Agaazu/jnaq, to Knud Rasmussen in  1924. I do this in order to establish
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a baseline for understanding"traditional"® King Island beliefs and practices. Although

seemingly arbitrary, the year 1900 serves as an adequate baseline for discussions of the 

contemporary Wolf Dance because, at that time, the King Islanders still maintained a 

pre-Christian religious worldview. This analysis will show how both myth and 

performance exemplify themes of returning, reciprocity, friendship and enmity, and 

danger. Once this baseline is established, I cum to a description of other Wolf Dance 

stories and performances from other parts of Alaska in order to place the King Island 

myth and performance within the broader social context.

My analysis of twentieth century Wolf Dance performances continues by 

exploring how various outside influences transformed Wolf Dance performances. 

However, I will not just discuss these changes in  the Wolf Dance as unconscious 

reactions to colonialism, although these are certainly present. Rather, following 

Cruikshank (1997), I choose to discuss the contemporary Wolf Dance as social action, 

one in which the King Islanders made conscious choices that addressed their needs to 

assert identity, to find their niche on the mainland, and to adjust to a wage economy. 

However, the Wolf Dance also m et the needs of other Seward Peninsula Natives by 

giving them an example of reviving cultural traditions after decades of decline. I also 

show how the Wolf Dance fulfilled the needs of a non-Native audience that desires 

interaction with (or as witnesses to) an authentic, pre-modem Other. Thus, my 

analysis of the Wolf Dance focuses on the "concrete mediations” between outside 

influences of Western society, relations with other Alaska Natives, and “traditional”

6 The term “traditional” has become problematic in anthropology because of its appeal to ideas of 
authenticity and romantic notions of what life used to be like in the past, before contact with modem, 
industrialized Western society. In addition, it suggests an ahistorical view in which culture is seen as 
static and timeless. Because of this, when the term is used in contemporary writing, it has become 
necessary for authors to define exactly what they mean when the word is used. In the context of this 
dissertation, “traditional” refers to King Island culture as it manifested itself at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, before the King Islanders converted to Catholicism. This “traditional” King Island 
culture is not so much known as guessed at through the use of comparative sources, and is based on 
the accounts of outsiders.
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King Island culture (Clifford 1992:101). In other words, the Wolf Dance can be 

understood as a particular response to a  history of both native and non-native factors, 

which include Catholicism, tourism, displacement and relocation, land claims, cultural 

revitalization, and the Western quest for the authentic. Each of these influences are 

described in separate chapters which alternate with descriptions of various 

performances. I do this to explain how these forces of colonization transformed and 

yet maintained the themes of returning, reciprocity, friendship and enmity, and danger 

in particular Wolf Dance performances in  the twentieth century, all the while 

expressing, but not resolving, inherent tensions. By presenting particular Wolf 

Dances in this way, I show why the Wolf Dance was an appropriate choice for the 

King Island community.

Theoretical Framework

First and foremost, to understand why the King Islanders chose to revive and 

recreate the Wolf Dance, I felt it was necessary to understand what a performance of 

this ritual event means to the people, and to understand its meaning through time.

Thus, I follow the symbolic, interpretive school of anthropology in seeking to 

understand why people do what they do. I feel, as Geertz does, that anthropology 

should not be “an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in 

search of meaning” (1973:5). In trying to understand the meaning of the Wolf Dance,

I have also followed Victor Turner’s approach as outlined in T ie  F orest o f Sym bols 

(1967:19-47). I treat rituals as symbolic human action in  which both the objects and 

actions in a ritual are assumed to be symbols. In order to understand the meaning of 

the ritual, exegetical, operational and positional meanings of the symbols are explored 

in m y research.

Not only am I interested in  what the Wolf Dance, as a ritual, means to the 

people, or what it “says” to them, I am also interested in  what rituals are supposed to

10
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“do” (cf. Durkheim 1964:475; Leach 1968; Bell 1992:19-29). In other words, rituals 

are intentional human actions that are performed for particular purposes. Thus, to learn 

what the Wolf Dance “does” for King Islanders, I have based my interpretation heavily 

on the comments given to me by community  members, that is, on “exegetical” 

meanings as outlined by Turner (1967:19-47).

In addition, I follow the performance school in noting that rituals are not static, 

but dynamic, since symbols, actions, meanings and purposes of rituals change due to 

and in the course of interactions among performers and between performers and their 

present or imagined audiences (cf. Drewal 1992; Schieffelin 1985; Tambiah 1979; 

Bauman 1977). In other words, as Bell states, "ritual participants . . .  reinterpret value

laden symbols as they communicate them" (1997:73). This approach takes into 

consideration the effect of the audience on individual performances such that each 

performance may respond differently to different audiences and vice versa (cf. 

Schieffelin 1985; Bauman et. al 1992). The performance school also suggests that the 

meanings of rituals remain unfixed because new and different contexts cause changes 

in how meanings and interpretations of a ritual are transmitted, constructed, and 

recreated among members of a community. In other words, rituals are not just static 

scripts that are followed to the letter, but are ever-changing.

My approach may also be called reflexive in nature in that I try to represent 

some of the ethnographic encounter so that others can understand my relationship to 

the community. In addition, I have tried to acknowledge how my status as a 

community member has affected my research and my interpretations. For instance, this 

dissertation presents a heavily King Island-centric view of the Wolf Dance. In 

addition, my family connections led m e to talk to community members to whom I was 

personally related first, followed by those members whom I knew as a  child. In an 

effort to stay out of community politics and in order to be comprehensive in m y 

research, I then attempted to talk to those outside my family's circle. However, this

11
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strained my relationship with people to whom I was related, and I decided to dispense 

with those interviews. I have also chosen to be less forthcoming about community 

politics in this dissertation; there are some matters that are the community's business 

alone and outsiders do not need to know them. In these instances, I will mention that 

community factionalism plays a role in certain Wolf Dance performances, but the- 

details of these fractures in the community will be left out. Finally, rather than 

synthesize community members' statements into a single narrative, I have included 

quotations from individual community members in order to represent the range and 

variation in contemporary knowledge of the Wolf Dance. In this way, I hope to show 

how historical circumstances have introduced changes in  what is said and remembered 

of this ritual.

Methodology

An extensive literature search about the Wolf Dance and the Messenger Feast 

uncovered over 60 ethnographic sources, ranging from reports of explorers, naturalists, 

photographers and schoolteachers (cf. Curtis 1970; Dali 1970; Hawkes 1913, 1914; 

Kelly 1890; Lindbergh 1935; McCoy 1982a, 1982b, 1982c; McCracken 1982;

Murdoch 1988; Nelson 1983; D. Neuman 1914; E. Neuman 1914; Nome Nugget 

1932; Phebus 1995; Rasmussen 1932, 1952; Stefansson 1971; Van Valin 1941), to 

first-hand accounts and stories recorded by both Alaska Natives and accounts of rituals 

by anthropologists (cf. Bodfish 1991; Ellanna 1988; Foote n.d.; Garber 1940; Giddings 

1961; Green 1959, 1967; Gubser 1965; Hall 1975; Himmelheber 1993; Kakarokand 

Oquiliuk 1964; Kamerling and Elder 1989; Luciermd. "a" , n.d. “b” , n.d. "c"; Mather 

1992; Milan 1964; Oquiliuk 1973; Rainey 1947; Ross 1958; Senungetuk and Tiulana 

1987; Tiulana 1991a, 1991b, 1991c; Wells 1974; Williams 1992),to systematic 

analyses of Native cultures by anthropologists (cf. Burch 1984a, 1994, 1998a, 1998c; 

Fienup-Riordan 1994; Johnston 1976a, 1988b, 1990; Koranda 1972; Lands 1947,
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1950; Merkur 1991; Morrow 1984; Ray 1984, 1992; Spencer 1969; Turner 1990, 

1996; Vanstone 1962).7

In addition, my data derives almost entirely from interviews I conducted with 

King Island community members, and not upon an actual performance of the Wolf 

Dance. This is because the Wolf Dance is rarely performed in  its entirety. The last 

time that the entire dance was performed was in 1991, and before that, 1982, and 

before that, 1930, although various “parts” of the dance are performed at any given 

time. Traditionally, this had to do with the fact that it took a  tremendous amount of 

food and material resources to hold a  Wolf Dance, not to mention the intense time 

needed to practice all of the songs and dances. Obviously, then, I will not see a live 

performance of this ritual before this dissertation is finished. Thus, I must rely on the 

discourse about the dance that occurs between performances in  order to understand 

what the dance means to community members. And, as noted above, i t  is through the 

discourse surrounding this “dangerous Wolf Dance” that I became interested in this 

complex ritual. However, I do not have to rely only on the post-hoc discourse as I 

recorded it during my fieldwork from 1995 to 1998. Fortunately, both the 1982 and 

1991 performances of the dance were video-recorded and interviews were completed 

with performers both before and after the dance. Thus, I have access to comments 

made by King Island community members recorded at the time of the actual 

performances, which supplement present-day discourse about the Wolf Dance.

Over 40 individuals from the King Island community were consulted, as well 

as four individuals from the communities of Wales, Selawik and Golovin.8 King 

Islanders of both genders who were interviewed or engaged in  informal conversation

7 Even sources such as an The Alaskan Sportsman article from 1945 (Blackman 1945), entitled “The 
Mukluk Shuffle”, are valuable. It serves to show Western perceptions of Alaskan Eskimo dancing 
traditions and give clues as to the nature of native/non-native interactions.

8 Individuals from these other communities were interviewed in order to gauge their understanding of 
this ritual event, particularly since this ritual was found throughout Inupiaq-speaking communities in 
north and northwest Alaska.

with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



on the subject ranged in age from 15 or 16 to the oldest member at age 81 (or 83).9

This enabled me to obtain a  good cross-section of knowledge of the Wolf Dance in the 

community. From older members, I gained some understanding of the “traditional" 

ideas about the Wolf Dance. On the basis of the testimony of young King Islanders, I 

evaluated how much Western influences affected the transmission of “traditional” 

knowledge to younger generations. In addition, I interviewed as many people as 

possible who had been involved in actual performances, including drummers, singers, 

and male and female dancers. Those who actually participated knew more about the 

Wolf Dance than those who did not, and older King Islanders generally knew more 

about the Wolf Dance than younger people. Finally, I also interviewed several people 

from other communities in order to see how knowledge of the Wolf Dance differed 

from one community to the next.

As noted on page two, the King Island community, which A/zaufipestimazed to 

number almost 500, is now dispersed throughout Alaska and the lower 48 states, due 

to being displaced from their home (cf. Chapter Six). However, the majority of the 

King Island community (numbering perhaps 250) now lives in Nome, Alaska, with 

another sizable population living in or near Anchorage (numbering perhaps 50-60).

The rest of the King Island community lives in Fairbanks, the states of Washington, 

Oregon, Arizona, Maryland, Florida, and now Connecticut. Because most of the 

people knowledgeable about the Wolf Dance live in Nome and in Anchorage, I 

concentrated my fieldwork in those two places. Overall, I spent approximately five 

months in Nome, with visits ranging from a few days to 3 months, and approximately 

two months in Anchorage, with visits ranging from a few days to two weeks. In 

addition, while doing course work in Fairbanks from September 1994 to May 1996,1 

was able to complete interviews with an aunt, her husband and several of her children,

9  This elder, Tukkunaq, was bom in either 1914 or 1916. She was an orphan at Pilgrim Hot Springs 
Catholic Mission, and Father Lafortune, who baptized her, guessed at her birth year.
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in addition to participating in several communal meals involving other members of the 

King Island community.

Multiple Interpretations: Cultural Model and Research Strategy

As can be expected, the understandings of the Wolf Dance that older King 

Islanders have differ from the understandings that younger ones have because of 

differences in  their individual histories and experiences. Younger generations of King 

Islanders, including those involved in the performance, have only heard bits and pieces 

about what the dance means. To complicate matters, these bits and pieces are based in 

a pre-Christian religious worldview. Since many of these young King Islanders were 

raised Catholic and in  the public school system in Nome, they are no longer taught 

some important aspects of "traditional” belief, and so they do not understand the 

nuances of some of the symbols. Instead, they emphasize their role in carrying on the 

King Island version of the Wolf Dance. However, I could not just analyze the Wolf 

Dance as a cultural performance that only symbolizes King Island identity. Nor could 

I just understand how it has changed due to Western influence because, based upon 

comments of older generations of King Islanders when discussing particular 

contemporary performances, it  seemed fairly obvious that in  some contexts the Wolf 

Dance continued to operate as a “real” ritual.

In addition, there was extensive variation in  the knowledge of the Wolf Dance 

among individuals, as well as some reluctance on the part of some community 

members to share their knowledge with me. The reluctance, in fact, rather surprised 

me, because in  each of these instances, I felt that I had a very good relationship with 

the community member. In some cases, I considered the fact that I might  have done 

something to damage my relationship with them. Other times, I considered the 

possibility that I was violating a taboo in  discussing the Wolf Dance at all. However, 

people assured me that I had done nothing wrong, and they also stated that I could talk
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about anything about the Wolf Dance because it was community knowledge. The 

ethnographic literature, though, explains in  part why there was a  range of variation in 

knowledge about the Wolf Dance, as well as why people were sometimes reluctant to 

share their knowledge with me.

Generally, these reactions from King Island community members stem in part

from cultural ideas that individuals do not tell others what to do, how to behave, or

what something means. For instance, both Morrow (1992:66) and Brody (1987:112,

115) note that hunters rarely lead during a hunt because these men would be bragging

that they are better than the others, which is counter to their preference for

egalitarianism. Morrow also notes that "Each [person] freely uses his/her own

judgment” (1992:66), a  point reiterated by Brody, who states that even the most

powerful men in northern societies, “have no right to impose their knowledge or

opinions upon others” (1987:115). In addition, Lantis (1950:319) notes that Eskimo

religion is very individual, which implies a  cultural predilection for allowing for

individual interpretations of how the world works. Her statements are also supported

by Marsh (1954:35), who notes that the Eskimo religion is characterized as one in

which there is “individual control” through the use of amulets and private rituals. Elsie

Mather (1995:15), a  Yup’ik  writer and researcher, more explicitly states that there is a

danger in  writing down the meanings of oral stories:

" . . .  since most of the old stories refer to the mysterious, that part of 
our life that cannot be interpreted, we who dare to pin meanings down 
do so precariously. For one thing, we can never really know exactly 
the message another person receives from hearing one of these stories.”

Mather (ibid.: 18) decries the fact that people today want to be told what something 

means “in a  nutshell”, and emphasizes again that "We forget that human beings are 

spiritual and there is a part of us that is not explainable in mere words. Elders don’t  

spell things out for us.” Mather wrote: “One lesson I learned as I did research [on 

Yup’ik. ceremonialism] was that the Yup’ik elders were very careful not to make
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interpretations about customs and traditions” (1992:31). Morrow (1990:154) sums this 

up by stating that flexibility and an “avoidance of generalization” characterizes the 

philosophical stance of the Yupiit. This stems from a Yup’ik “recognition of certain 

human limits” in which one never has “knowledge sufficient for blanket statements 

about others or about the workings of the world” (ibid.: 155). She continues with the 

observation that recognized experts in the community often defer to the expertise of 

others.

Thus, it is not surprising that King Island community members would answer 

my questions about the Wolf Dance with “I don’t know about i t” , or, “I only know 

bits and pieces about the Wolf Dance, so Fm not going to say anything in case I get it 

wrong”, or, “You need to talk  to A alik  because she knows more than anyone about 

this sort of thing.” And, when A alik  was asked, she in  turn stated, "I really don’t  

know that much about it.” When considering the fact that more than half of the people 

I interviewed gave me these kinds of responses, especially in the older generations, I 

have to concede that there is more operating here than just a  lack of knowledge. What 

is interesting is that I later found out that there were some younger King Islanders who 

did know something about the Wolf Dance, and when asked where they learned the 

stories, I was told that their parents or grandparents told them about the dance. These 

were the very same people who stated that they did not know anything about the dance 

at all. Thus, part of the explanation to this unwillingness to explain the Wolf Dance to 

me appears to be a  cultural preference among older King Islanders, who believe that 

one should not tell another person how to interpret or judge or tell how they think the 

world works. The formal interview context may also contribute to their unwillingness 

to discuss these matters with me because it forces them to take a  position of authority.

However, I must also consider the possibility that, in any given community, 

some people are better observers, reporters, and teachers of their cultures than others.

The King Island community is no different. So the fact that some people are better
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able to step away from their own cultural assumptions to explain cultural practices to 

outsiders also explains in part why some King Islanders answered my queries with “I 

don’t know".

Fortunately, though, when I explained that what I was trying to do was to 

gather all the bits and pieces that people know about the Wolf Dance so that I could 

combine the information together for the younger King Islanders, people generally told 

me what they knew. I think that the fear of losing such traditional knowledge, coupled 

with the acknowledgement that I was a community member who should know this 

information, helped my research. In fact, my stance as an outsider-insider, marked by 

the fact that I talk too fast, ask too many questions and interrupt long silences, 

probably works in my favor. Most people, in fact, state that I do not look quite like a 

King Islander - and it was not until they saw a picture of my entire family that they 

figured out that I look more like my father (who is white) than I do my mother. 

Additionally, the fact that I am a full six inches taller than many female relatives gives 

them another clue that I am not necessarily a King Islander. Most members of the 

community, then, are fully aware that I do not necessarily share the same cultural 

assumptions that they do. Thus, recognizing the fact that I have not heard any stories 

about the Wolf Dance because I grew up "outside” , coupled with the fact that, as a 

community member, I should hear these stories, most King Islanders agreed to help me 

in my research, often showing me pictures and videos in addition to telling me what 

they knew.

However, as I stated above, different people discussed and talked about 

different things about the Wolf Dance. Some people fully believed that the Wolf 

Dance is dangerous for the Wolf Dancers and that i t  was not a “play thing to do”. For 

others, the Wolf Dance was “only a revival” and was not really dangerous. But 

instead of obscuring these kinds of differences in  interpretations and meanings of the 

Wolf Dance to create a unified picture of what the Wolf Dance says and does for the
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community, I have decided that I must allow individual interpretations and stories to 

become part of my analysis of the Wolf Dance because anthropologists understand that 

there are variations in the degree of cultural knowledge in any given society. These 

variations occur due to differences in age, gender, life experiences and roles within the 

society. Thus, I have chosen to highlight individual understandings of the dance 

throughout the text, in  order to reflect the culture from which the Wolf Dance came, to 

highlight how historical factors play a role in  the different interpretations, and to show 

how it is understood and used today.

Thus, a variety of approaches is being used to understand why the King 

Islanders chose to revive the Wolf Dance instead of the Polar Bear Dance. I first 

explore what the dance means to the King Island community, which means 

understanding the symbols and stories associated with the dance. Second, I place the 

King Island Wolf Dance within its broader social context in  Alaska by comparing it to 

similar Wolf Dance performances in other communities. Finally, I examine the history 

of the King Island people, and their interactions with Westerners, in order to 

understand why they chose this particular ritual over others and to understand how the 

meanings attached to the Wolf Dance have changed over time due to Western 

influences.

To set up my argument, then, this dissertation will begin with m y great

grandfather's telling of the Wolf Dance story and Ms description of a pre-Christian 

Messenger Feast/Wolf Dance performed around the turn of the twentieth century in 

Chapter One, “The King Mand Wolf Dance”. Also in tMs chapter will be a 

discussion of the tymbolism of and reasons for doing a Wolf Dance. Chapter Two, 

“The Wolf Dance and the Messenger Feast,” will discuss the range and distribution of 

the Wolf Dance and Messenger Feast throughout Western and Northern Alaska. TMs 

chapter will situate the King Island version of the dance within the greater Alaskan 

context. Chapter Three, “Catholicism: Father Lafortune and His Effect on Dance
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Performances”, will explore a French Canadian Jesuit priest’s influence on King Island 

singing and dancing traditions, in general, as well as how this may have shaped 

contemporary Wolf Dance performances. Chapter Four, “Summers in Nome: King 

Islanders Dance for Newcomers," explores how the tourism industry in Nome and in 

Alaska has influenced contemporary dance events as well as contributed to King Island 

claims to authenticity. Chapter Five will then turn to various performances of the the 

Wolf Dance in the 1930s, contrasting “real” rituals with dances "for show". Chapter 

Six, “Leaving Home: Closure of the BIA School and Displacement”, examines how 

the relocation of the King Islanders to Nome and elsewhere has affected contemporary 

King Island life, bath in how it plays into King Island discourse of “W e’re losing our 

culture" and “We better save i t  while we can” and in how it has affected the 

transmission of "traditional” knowledge to younger generations of King Islanders. 

Chapter Seven, “The 1950 Performances”, discusses what is known about these 

performances because until footage of the dances was discovered, community members 

forgot that these performances occurred. Chapter Eight, “Cultural Revival: The 

ANCSA Era”, explores how the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act, coupled with 

the civil rights movement in the Lower 48 States, has fueled both native self

determination movements of Alaska Natives and cultural revitalization efforts. Chapter 

Nine, “Tiulana's Wolf Dance”, will discuss this Wolf Dance both as an exciting revival 

and return to traditional culture and as the “real” ritual as experienced by several 

community members today. It is in  this chapter that several different accounts cf this 

performance from King Island community members will be detailed, showing how 

each has interpreted what the dance signifies and how it has acted upon their lives. 

Chapter Ten, “Commodifying Culture: Performing at AFN, FAF, ICC, and other 

Celebrations and Gatherings”, explores the changing role that singing and dancing has 

in King Island culture, from performing for one’s own entertainment within the 

community to performing on stages everywhere for outsiders. Chapter Eleven, “A
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Performance for the Future,” will again detail accounts from several Wolf Dance 

participants, and, in  the process, show the shift in  meaning of the dance evidenced in 

accounts from older community members and younger generations. Finally, the 

Conclusion will discuss how each of these aspects of King Island life and history have 

played a role in contemporary King Island Wolf Dances.
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE KING ISLAND WOLF DANCE:

RETURNING AND RECIPROCITY

E xcerpts from  "An E agle Afytb", to ld  b y  "Am asungak"from  K ing Island, 1924 
" . . .  [Marten] was tired after all he had seen and experienced, and when he came to a 
river flowing between steep clay banks, he sat down to rest.

The steep slope was full of small round holes, and large flocks of swallows 
skimmed up and down along the river. He admired their graceful flight and rejoiced in 
the sight of the pointed wings and cloven tails. Suddenly they all flitted into the holes 
in the bank. Here they were transformed, and a moment later the heads of wolves 
peered out from the holes.

Marten sat wondering at all this magic, when the sight vanished just as 
unexpectedly as it came . . .

. .  . The aged mother eagle had shown him new customs and asked him to 
introduce them at his home at a  festival to be held for her dead son. Young men were 
to be sent out to summon folk in the same way as he himself had been .summoned; the 
bartering of gifts, with m erry dranqoets; was-meant'tcrcreai£'a‘o’ona Joiiriena^alp- 
between distant settlements; all this must take place amid song and dance, and the 
stuffed eagle was to hang over the feast hall . . ." (Rasmussen 1932:23-27).

I have chosen to introduce this chapter with an excerpt from the King Island 

version of the origin of the Wolf Dance for several reasons. First, it shows some of 

the major motifs that the King Island story has in  common with versions of the story 

from other communities (cf. Chapter Two): the feast that the hunter was to introduce 

to his people was held in honor of the dead eagle that he killed; the hunter was to 

summon people from other villages to attend this feast; gifts were to be bartered in 

conjunction with feasting and singing and dancing; and finally, the feast was to create a 

bond of friendship between different villages. Second, this excerpt mentions a  motif 

that is common only to the King Island and Kawerak ( Qawiam$  versions of the story: 

the sight of swallows that transform into wolves' heads in the holes in the bank of a 

river. This is significant because in other villages, this dance is referred to as the 

"Eagle-Wolf Dance" or as the “Messenger Feast”, whereas the King Islanders refer to 

it as the "Wolf Dance", highlighting this vision of wolves in  the holes. Third, this 

version of the story was recorded in 1924, several years before Father Bellarmine
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Lafortune, the Jesuit priest who converted the King Islanders to Catholicism, 

established his mission on King Island. Following this version of the story in 

Rasmussen's book is a description of an actual Messenger Feast/Wolf Dance witnessed

by "Amasungak"} probably in  the late nineteenth or early twentieth century. Both the 

story and the description of the feast are the earliest recorded from a King Island 

informant and will be used as a baseline against which I will compare other tellings 

and other performances of the Wolf Dance. Presumably, this story and description of 

an actual Wolf Dance represent forms that have few Western influences. I have 

recorded another version of this story from my mother's parallel cousin, Taoaqiq, who 

stated that she learned the story from my grandmother and her mother's sister, 

A giaviniq, when she was young. In addition, my mother's brother, Aaluguq, also 

remembered some elements of the story told to him by his mother. Presumably, 

A giavim qheard the story from her father, Agoazuqaaq. In other words, this story has 

been passed down orally within my own family: from A gm zuqaaqto his daughter, 

A giavim q, to her children and her sister's children, and finally to m e and my cousins. 

Since this chapter is about the King Island version of the Wolf Dance story and ritual, 

it seems fitting to use the recorded words of my great-grandfather.

Specifically, this chapter will explore the symbolism of the Wolf Dance in order 

to interpret what a performance of this dance meant to the King Islanders before they 

were much affected by Western influences. But before I discuss the dance, I will 

briefly situate King Island and its people within the Bering Strait region. Then, in 

order to understand the Wolf Dance, I first discuss where the King Islanders learned 

the dance, since it demonstrates the theme of encouraging friendly relations between 

different settlements. Third, I paraphrase the King Island origin story of the Wolf

I specifically used the name of the man from whom Rasmussen recorded this story, “Amasiwgnk" 
since the King Island community and I are certain that this man is my great-grandfather, my 
mother's mother's father (see Muktoyuk chart in Appendix A). " Arnaszugak'in. the current 
orthography would be spell Agaazuqaaq. I will use this latter version throughout this dissertation.
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Dance as recorded from my great-grandfather, followed by his description of an actual 

performance. Fourth, the significance of some of the animal characters in both the 

story and performance are discussed. Fifth, the themes of returning and reciprocity 

that are recurrent in both the story and the performance are explored. Sixth, the theme 

of danger inherent in both the story and performance is examined. Finally, a 

discussion of the significance of the Wolf Dance is given, to which subsequent 

discussions of twentieth century performances will be compared.

King Island and Its People 

King Island is located approximately 85 miles northwest of Nome and about 70 

miles south and a bit east of the Diomede Islands in the Bering Strait. It is about two 

and a half miles long and a mile and a half wide and consists almost entirely of 

bedrock. Its altitude ranges from 700 to 1,200 feet high and it has a cliffed shoreline 

with no beaches. The existing village was built on the south side of the island, where 

the slope was less steep (but still a 45 degree angle), and near where a small fresh

water creek flowed. Westerners, seeing the island, imagined it to be a desolate and 

forbidding place. When Edward Nelson saw the island in 1881, he observed two 

housing styles: houses built of rocks partially dug into the ground, and houses 

constructed of walrus hide where one end rested on the bedrock, but the other end 

rested on stilts about 10-15 feet above the ground (cf. Nelson 1983:255-256). Later, 

after both the BIA (Bureau of Indian Affairs) and the Catholic Society of Jesus 

(Jesuits) built the school and the church in  1929, most King Island houses were built 

of lumber brought from the mainland. These again rested on stilts, and many popular 

accounts of the King Islanders termed them "cliff dwellers" (for instance, cf. Munoz 

1954). East of the village was a  cave at sea level that did not flood with ocean water 

where families had their own areas to keep their meat frozen. Elders state that there 

were three other existing village sites, one west of the village, one on the north side of
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the island, and another on the east side.

In contrast to Western characterizations of King Island as desolate and 

forbidding, King Island was ideally situated to take advantage of many food resources. 

Before the King Islanders moved off the island in the 1960s, they engaged in  a 

subsistence economy based upon sea mammals. Walrus, not bowhead whales, were 

the mainstay of their diet, primarily because the walrus would float on icepacks near 

the island during the annual spring break-up. It was at this time that walrus hunting 

crews in large 35-foot skinboats killed enough walrus in a few weeks that might last 

through the rest of the year, although starvation was always a  distinct possibility.

During the winter months, solitary hunters would catch seals and the occasional polar 

bear to supplement their diet. Sculpin, bullheads, and king crabs were also caught 

through holes cut in  the shore ice during the winter. Spring and summer months also 

brought a multitude of birds to the island, and young boys and girls often killed birds 

and collected eggs in the cliffs of the island while the women gathered several varieties 

of greens and salmonberries. After the spring walrus hunt was completed, the entire 

village would go to the mainland for summer trading activities.

Intervillage relations with other communities consisted of both trading and 

hostility. In the nineteenth century, King Islanders went to Kotzebue or to East Cape 

on the Chukchi Peninsula for trading purposes. However, after St. Michael was 

established as a  trading post by the Russian American Company in 1833 (Wrangell 

1980:2), the King Islanders turned their trading activities there. After Nome was 

established following the Gold Rush in 1899, the King Islanders then went to Nome to 

trade (cf. Kingston 1996a:7-8). Through all of this history, the King Islanders 

maintained their position as middle-men in the Bering Strait trade network by trading their 

relative wealth of walrus ivory, seal oil and seal- and walrus-skin rope. As was true 

elsewhere in Inupiaq Alaska (cf. Burch 1998a), intervillage relations were also marked by 

hostility; Ross reports that there were bitter feuds that existed between the King Islanders
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and the people of Wales, East Cape, and the Diomedes that resulted in raids on each 

other's communities. In addition, when she was resident on King Island from 1931-32, 

she was shown scars on the walls of Aguliit where arrows had missed their targets (Ross 

1958:13).

Within the community, the King Islanders' social and political structure was 

marked by two different systems: community house membership and walrus hunting 

crews. Community house membership tended to be permanent, at least for males, since 

one became a member of one's father's community house. In the early twentieth century, 

there were two community houses: Aguliit and Qahdlat. In the late 1920s or early 

1930s, a third community house was built and named Nutaat. When women married, 

they switched their community house membership from their father's house to their

husband's.2 Membership in walrus hunting crews was more fluid and dynamic and

depended upon the men's ability to consolidate kinsmen and others into a walrus hunting 

crew, which might change frequently over the years (cf. Bogojavlensky 1969). In the 

first half of the twentieth century, members of each of the walrus hunting crews could be 

found in each community house (loc. cit.). Factional disputes among walrus hunting 

crews were apparently frequent and caused much distrust among the men.

When the King Islanders traveled to Nome to trade in the early twentieth century, 

they were seen as exotic and more traditional than Natives from the mainland, who tended 

to disparage the King Islanders as backward and less progressive. Even after their move 

to the mainland in the 1960s, they continued to be marginalized by other Natives living in 

Nome (Smith 1989). One man from Barrow who was in my Inupiaq language class at 

the University of Alaska Fairbanks grew up in Nome and remembers fighting with "those 

KIs" (King Islanders) in the 1970s.

2 Although this seems to put women in a subordinate position, Bogojavlensky (1973:68) claims that 
once a man brought home any meat, it belonged to his wife or to whomever sewed his hunting 
clothes. The wife then could share the meat with whomever she wished, even if the other women 
were married to men outside of her husband's current political circle.
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Thus, King Island life in the early twentieth century was characterized by sea 

mammal hunting, factional action in walrus hunting crews, trading as middle-men in the 

Bering Strait, and marginalization among other Natives in Nome. The following sections 

describe some King Island trading activies and their religious beliefs and practices.

Origin of the King Island Wolf Dance 
A p ril 7, 1997, A naullq's house, Anchorage, A laska
Anauliq. The story goes that we got the [Wolf] Dance from Qawlaragm lut, but we're 

the ones who kept it going.

M arch 18, 1997, A isana’s  house, N om e, A laska
S/gnaq. They say that the King Islanders came from Qawlaraq.

Fortunately, many early ethnographers, explorers, school teachers, and 

photographers recorded versions of the origin story of the Wolf Dance. As will be 

seen in Chapter 2, some of the stories from other villages state that the hunter (and 

thus, the dance) originated in or around the Seward Peninsula area. In addition, the 

people of Kawerak assert that the dance started in their village (Kakarok and Oquiliuk 

1964; Oquiliuk 1973). The King Islanders report that they always enjoyed a close 

relationship with the people of Kawerak, and some elders, such as Signaqabove, 

remember the story that the King Islanders came from Kawerak. In addition, in 1927, 

Curtis (1970:105) recorded an origin story of King Island in  which a man who lived 

"inland" was fishing near the Sawtooth Mountains [near Kawerak] when he caught a 

giant bullhead. This bullhead dragged him into the ocean via Grantley Harbor. When 

the hunter tried to drag the fish back to land, he discovered the fish had turned into 

King Island. After observing the many resources were available there, he decided to 

stay. Sujacfc comment that the King Islanders came from Kawerak shows that this 

story still circulates in the community. The historical literature also alludes to a close 

King Island-Kawerak tie (cf. Ell anna 1981:4; Ray 1992:108-109). This tie continues 

to this day; in the King Island Native Corporation offices is a  signed agreement
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between the King Islanders and the people of Teller that allows members of each 

community to hunt on the other's land. Finally, based upon my own motif analysis of 

Wolf Dance/Box Dram Dance stories, the King Island version of the Wolf Dance 

myth is most closely related to the version of the myth from Kawerak (cf. end of 

Chapter Two). In particular, the motifs of the eagle mother giving the hunter two 

caribou heart sacks as a gift and of the vision of swallows transforming into wolves 

are found only in the Kawerak and King Island versions. The differences between the 

two versions include “fox-men” and eagles who instruct the hunter in the King Island 

version and "spirit beings” who instruct the hunter in  the Kawerak version. In 

addition, the Kawerak version emphasized the return of the dead eagle spirit to its 

home, whereas the King Island version emphasized the death of the messenger, the 

subsequent “war”, and the fact that the people learned to sing and dance from the 

eagles. It seems logical, then, that the King Islanders would have learned about the 

Wolf Dance story and ritual from the people of Kawerak, since the literature and King 

Island memories indicate a close Kawerak-King Island tie, and since the Wolf Dance 

was performed to promote a "bond of friendship between distant settlements". In other 

words, a dance to promote friendly relations would logically be shared between 

settlements who enjoyed a trading relationship. The King Islanders could and 

probably did learn the Wolf Dance during normal trading times with the people of 

Kawerak in the summer, or when members of either village would live for awhile in 

the other village.

The Origin Story, as Recorded in 1924 

Knud Rasmussen recorded the origin story of the Wolf Dance from my great

grandfather, Agaazujjmq> in  1924 (1932:17-38; 1952:255-59). The story is as
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follows: a hunter, "Marten", from “Igdlo”3 killed a giant eagle with three arrows. He

dried the skin skillfully and it became his amulet. He put offerings of meat into its 

claws. He became an even better hunter. Some time later, when he was out hunting, 

he met two strange men who had fox noses on their hoods; one was a  red fox and the 

other was a white fox. The two fox-men told him they were going to take him to a 

strange land. So they made him close his eyes and they went swiftly through the air. 

While they were traveling, they asked Marten what he desired or wanted because they 

were taking him to meet someone who would give him what he wanted in return for 

plaited sinew that she desired. Marten replied that he just wanted to return home. 

When they landed, they walked further inland. Again, the fox-men told him that he 

would meet someone who wanted plaited sinew in return for giving him what he 

desired. Marten was worried because he did not know where he could get plaited 

sinew so far from home. They kept going further and further into the country until the 

hunter could hear a  loud throbbing sound, which the fox-men stated was the heart beat 

of the mother of the eagle that the hunter had killed. Marten was frightened because 

he thought the eagle would hurt him in revenge. Instead, the eagles greeted him kindly 

and feasted him outside the house. Then, when he went into the house, the eagle 

mother told him that she appreciated how well he took care of her son. She also 

wanted to exchange gifts with him and asked what he wanted. He again requested that 

he be returned home. The eagle mother replied that she would like plaited sinew in 

exchange. Again, Marten did not know where he could obtain plaited sinew, but 

finally remembered that his arrow tips were lashed with plaited sinew. He removed 

the sinew and gave it to the eagle. The eagle mother was pleased and explained that 

the two fox-men were her sacred messengers that she sent to find him and invite him

3 According to Ray (1964:11-13), the village of Kawerak declined after the 1860s. By 1907, several 
Kawerak families returned to the relatively new site called Mary’s Igloo. By 1923, these inhabitants 
moved to another site called “New Igloo”. Thus, my great-grandfather’s reference to “Igdlo” probably 
refers to a settlement of Kawerak people.
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to this exchange. Marten had never heard of this way of sending messages.

Following this exchange, Marten was feasted, and when he started to prepare to go 

home, the eagle mother requested that he hold a great feast for her son’s skin, which 

included sending messengers between villages who then exchanged wishes and gifts. 

The hunter promised and the eagle-mother gave him a gift of two "heart skins” of 

caribou filled with the comers of caribou, wolverine and wolf ears. She told him not 

to lay these down on the ground until he arrived home. The fox-men then returned 

close to his home, but he still had to walk some distance. He grew tired after all he 

experienced and when he came to a river, he stopped to rest. A  steep slope in  front of 

him was full of small round holes and large flocks of swallows flew up and down the 

river. Suddenly, they went into the holes and a moment later, the heads of wolves 

peered out. He watched this vision with wonder, but in his amazement, dropped his 

gifts. The heart sacks with the ear tips of caribou and wolverine and wolves were 

transformed into a heavy burden of caribou skins, dried meat and wolf and wolverine 

skins. This was the eagle mother's gift to Marten for taking care of her son. He went 

back to his village and sent young men back to get the pelts. He then decided to make 

preparations for a feast, and he and three other men sent out messengers. To imitate 

the sound of the eagle mother’s heart, he made a drum out of a four-sided wooden box 

topped with saw-like teeth to represent the eagle's home in the mountains. He also 

decided to represent the swallows and the wolves that he saw on his way home, so he 

built a  bluff of planks and bored holes into them. The swallows were represented by 

ornamenting the dancers with feathers. During the dancing, the dancers slip into the 

holes and come out as wolves. He finished the preparations and went out hunting.

He shot an arrow at a  caribou but his arrow flew high. When he went to look for the 

animal, he discovered that he had shot his own " sacred messenger”. He became sad 

and confused. He did not want anyone to find out what had happened, so he took the 

body home and dried it. He specifically did not want to stop his festival. Some days
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later, all but one of the messengers returned, and then the guests started arriving. The

guests were first entertained outside the new feast hall. Then, they went into the feast

hall to begin the banquet, complete with song and dance. The feast was held and

when all were gathered within the “ qagssS  or, as the King Islanders call it, the “ qagif

or community house, Marten brought in  the dried body of the inviter. The people

were alarmed but the hunter said nothing. Songs and dances were performed, but

without enthusiasm because of the presence of the corpse. The dancing was confused

and the first dance came to an end. When it was over, the three other messengers,

comrades of the dead man, decided to kill Marten, but the hunter killed them before

they could kill him. The story ends with the statement that:

"merrymaking and war succeeded each other. It could not be otherwise. 
Merrymaking and gayety warm the mind; it  is but a step from wild 
exuberance to rash behavior. But it is probably better so for humanity.
For who would exchange the joy of festivity for the intolerable 
monotony which made life so empty before the eagle’s gift?”
(Rasmussen 1932:33).

A Description of a Trading Festival Between the People of “Igdlo" (Kawerak) and 

Wales

As with the above story, Rasmussen also recorded A gzazzzq& itfs memory of a 

"trading festival" that he participated in when he was a young man.4 This festival

4 la The Eagle's Gifc, Rasmussen reports that he recorded this description from a man named 
“Amasuagag" from "Igdlo" on the Seward Peninsula (Rasmussen 1932:38). Prior to this 

description was the origin story as he heard it from. “Aniasungak,'a& King Island. Although it is 
possible that Rasmussen talked to two separate men, one from "Igdlo" and one from King Island, I 
believe that this is one and the same man. First, the names are very similar, only the King Island 
man's name ends in a "k" whereas the Igdlo man's name ends in a "g”. Second, as noted above, the 
King Islanders and the people of Igdlo enjoyed a strong trading relationship, and sometimes people 
from one village would winter in  the other village. Elders have told me that Agnazmjaaq, my great
grandfather, spent some time at Stebbins once, so it is entirely possible that he also spent time at 
Igdlo. Third, Rasmussen only spent a limited time in Nome, which was where he was when he 
recorded this story. I assume, then, that he would not have talked to two different men with very 
similar names. Chances are that this was the same man, but since Agaazoqaaqspecifically stated in 
his description of the Kawerak-Wales festival that he "lived up country a little north of Igdlo", he 
may have just made a mistake and stated that "Amasuagag"v2S from there.
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probably took place around the tarn of the century because the records of St. Joseph's 

Catholic Church in Nome, Alaska, gives the birth year of Tattayuna, A gaazuqaaq's 

son, as 1904 (St. Joseph's Parish n.d.:3). Since men got married in their mid- to late- 

twenties, I assume that A gnazuqaaqw s bom in the late-1870s or early-1880s, so he 

was a "young man" either just before or at the turn of the century.

As Rasmussen (1932:40-55) recorded, this "trading festival" was initiated by 

the people of "Igdlo" or Kawerak. Agaazaqaaqrŝ cax&d that that year, the bunting 

was very good, so they had a lot of wolf, wolverine and red fox skins. They decided 

to send a message to the "Kingingmiut", or the people of Cape Prince of Wales, since 

A gaazztqaaq ̂ people heard that they had had a good whaling season, giving the Wales 

people an abundance of whale blubber. The "Kingingmiut" also had a lot of walrus 

ivory, ropes of bearded sealskin, and white reindeer skins which they had acquired in 

trade with the "Chukchis". Agm zuqaaq and another man were sent as messengers to 

Wales. Both men carried staffs which were decorated with eagles' down and painted 

with rings of red ocher. Each ring represented the name of a man that they must 

remember. Ajg/zazuqaaqexplamed that the bartering or exchange occurred between two 

men who called themselves cousins, who were opponents in song contests, who

competed against each other in all sports, and who usually exchanged wives.5 After 

getting the staffs, Agoazzrqaaqand his fellow messenger left "Igdlo" in early autumn 

and took a trail over the mountains to Wales. After running "many nights"6, they 

arrived in  Wales, where they were treated cordially as "holy men who ran the errands 

of the mythical eagle" (ibid.:43). The people of Wales agreed to come, so the two 

messengers left soon after for their return trip. Upon their arrival in  their own village,

6 These two men were probably cross, or teasing, cousins. See below, in section entitled "Friendship 
and Enmity".

6 The runners/messengers probably did run at night, and not during the day, in order to stay hidden 
from potential enemies. As Burch (1998:46, 173) explains, relations between strangers was 
characterized by hostility, making the task of messenger a particularly dangerous one.
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the people greeted them with excitement and asked them how the trip went. 

Agnazm jaaqremembered that at the time, messengers were allowed to give false 

information; only "after much beating around the bush" was the truth told. Also part 

of the custom was for the messengers to hide bits of wood on their bodies that 

represented the numbers of sleds coming for the festival. Only after a  "sham fight" 

occurred between the messengers and the villagers was the wood given up. After this, 

the window in the ceiling was opened, and a tall standard with a stuffed eagle on top 

was erected through it.

Early in winter, the visitors arrived. Lookouts spotted them, and runners 

(young men) from the village were sent to greet them. These runners wore the 

emblems of eagle feathers on skin wrapped around their heads and carried a staff upon 

which a "dainty morsel" was attached that was to be a greeting to particular men in  the 

visiting party. When they arrived, the visitors stopped and greeted them with song, 

after which the runners gave the morsels to the individual men. After this greeting, the 

runners from the host village and young men of the visitors raced back to the host 

village. Women with small sleds followed them in  order to pick up discarded bits of 

clothing. When the racers arrived at the village, they were greeted with dancing, 

singing and feasting. The next day, the rest of the visitors arrived wearing their fine 

new clothes. The visitors and the hosts then lined up facing each other and drums 

were brought out. A gnazujjaaqclaims that this greeting m ust be done outside since the 

eagle is a "creature of the open air". After the drums began beating, two shabbily 

dressed men came out of the feast house bearing burning torches. Their clothes 

represented all the hardships that both villages had endured before they could come 

together with a clear conscience and feast. These men then waved these torches as 

they ran among both lines of people, shouting, "This is fire and warmth from our 

dwelling. May it thaw you!" After this, two other shabbily dressed men with painted 

faces then hopped out of the feast house carrying bows and arrows. These men were
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"ill-omened" and represented the first festival that ended in "strife" (ibid.:48). These 

men danced up and down the rows for a time and finally stopped in front of a tall man 

and shot their arrows, barely missing his head. By shooting the arrows, they chased 

away all that was evil and dangerous for the duration of the feast.

All then entered the feast hall with the sacred messengers leading the visitors. 

On the floor were skins and furs that the visitors had requested. At the rear of the hall 

were the hosts, who were sitting with their backs to the visitors because they were not 

to look at them until the singing began. The hosts were wearing "ornamental feathers" 

and had black stripes painted over their eyes for luck (ibid.:51). Between the hosts sat 

the box drummer and the box drum had sharp "teeth" on its upper rim. Behind the 

hosts were their wives and the "choir" (loc. cit.) and most of the young men had the 

regular "tambourine" drums which would be used later. In the middle of the floor sat 

a wooden doll that was decorated with a pearl lip ornament, a feather on each side of 

its head and a border of shaggy wolfskin around its hat. This doll could move its 

arms and head and beat a  drum when the string was pulled. The string was pulled 

every time a woman entered.

Then the box drummer began drumming The hosts, swaying in  rhythm to the 

beat, gradually rose to their feet and faced the guests. The messengers threw 

themselves onto their knees and knelt with their heads bowed until the tambourine 

drums started. This closed the opening ceremonies, after which each host or inviter 

sang a song expressing his wishes that must be gratified by the guests. A gnazujjm q 

explains that the old "she-eagle" ordained that no one must leave the feast with his 

wishes unfulfilled and that the wishes were as sacred as the festival itself. The guests 

answered with their desires, and this was followed by an exchange of goods. This 

exchange could last many days, with men trying to outdo one another. Each evening 

ended with singing and dancing. Visitors and hosts had a chance to tell their stories to 

each other. Finally, the last banquet in honor of the eagle was held. The hosts
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brought in as much food as they could in five separate trips. Then the guests were 

responsible for bringing in food five times. In this way, the meat of sea animals was 

exchanged for the meat of land animals. When the guests were ready to leave, a great 

fire was made in order to burn all the sacred symbols that were not to survive the 

festival. Only when the sacred symbols were ashes did the guests leave.

Animal Symbolism in the Story and Performance 

In A gnazzujaaq'sttsry, there are several species of animals that act as main 

characters. First, there are the giant eagles: the dead eagle son and the eagle mother. 

Second, there are the "fox-men" who act as the eagle mothers sacred messengers.

Third, the eagle mother gives the hunter a  gift of "caribou heart sacks" that are filled 

with the ear tips of caribou, wolf and wolverine. Fourth, the hunter is given the name 

of "Marten", another animal in the wolverine/weasel family. Finally, the vision that 

causes the hunter to drop his "caribou heart skins" includes flying swallows and 

dancing wolves' heads. In addition, in the performance at "Igdlo", the people had an 

abundance of wolf, wolverine, and fox skins. The staffs carried by the messengers 

were decorated with eagles' down. The men who greeted the guests had headbands 

made of skin wrapped around their heads with eagle feathers thrust into the bands. An 

eagle's body was put on a standard and stuck through the sky hole. Finally, the hosts 

were wearing eagle feathers as the guests entered the feast house for the first time. 

Eagles and eagle symbolism are the most prominent in both story and performance. 

Foxes, wolves and wolverines are equally represented after eagles. Fienup-Riordan 

explains that the Yupiit believed that giant eagles (1994:124; cf. also Pratt 1993:19), 

foxes (1994:63, 115), wolves (ibid.: 115), and wolverines (ibid.:60) are all transformed 

humans. Although he does not explain why, an Inupiaq man, Andrew Sunno of 

Buckland, told anthropologist Charles Lucier in  1951 that the same observances are 

followed for killing wolves, faxes, wolverines and eagles that are followed for killing
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humans (Lucier n.d. "a"). Specifically, for all species, the hunter must cease all normal 

activities for a period of four days following the killing of a  male and for five days 

following the killing of a female. Since the same four species are treated as humans, 

this implies that the Inupiat also believed these animals were transformed humans. 

Perhaps in their role as animals who used to be humans, the Inupiat and Yupiit credit 

them with teaching humans proper behavior and with having greater power to help or 

hurt humans.

An interesting fact about wolves, eagles, wolverines, foxes and caribou is that 

they are all animals that exist on mainland Alaska, NOT on King Island. As noted 

earlier, the main animals on King Island are walrus, seals, and polar bears. It was the 

latter animals that were honored in  King Island ceremonials (cf. Bogojavlensky 1969). 

This fact helps to answer in part why the King Islanders revived the Wolf Dance in 

1982, after they were relocated to Nome; they needed a ritual that incorporated land 

mammals, so they used a ritual that they learned from their trading partners from 

Qawiamq. I will return to this point in Chapter Nine.

The Themes of Returning and Reciprocity in  the Story

In the Yup'ik and Inupiaq cosmology, humans and animals existed in equal and 

reciprocal relationships with each other. Animals allowed themselves to be killed by 

hunters and their wives who had acted morally (cf., for example, Fienup-Riordan 

1994). In return, hunters had to abide by certain rules and rituals in order for the 

spirits of killed animals to return to their world where they could be reborn. In fact, 

major Yup'ik and Inupiaq festivals, such as the Yup'ik Bladder Festival, the Inupiaq 

Whaling Festival, or the King Island Polar Bear Dances, were performed for this very 

purpose. This reciprocity created a bond between particular m en and particular anim als 

that existed over many years. The people believed that it was through this bond that 

the same animals gave themselves to the same hunters every year. In the same way,
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the reciprocity between the hunter, Marten, and the eagle mother created and reinforced 

the bond between them. First, the hunter killed the young he-eagle. As he did 

presumably with other animals he killed, Marten took very good care of the skin, 

putting morsels of food into the eagle's talons, after which he became an even better 

hunter. The eagle gave itself to the hunter and the hunter did what he must to 

reciprocate. This moral behavior was presumably looked on with favor by what King 

Islander Margaret Seeganna (n.d.) refers to as the “Great Being", or the person of the

universe7, who rewarded Marten by making him a more successful hunter (cf., for

example, Fienup-Riordan 1994:53-54, 89). Second, the eagle mother asked Marten 

what he wanted and he replied that he wanted to return home safely. The eagle mother 

said that in exchange, she wanted plaited sinew, which he gave to her. He 

subsequently was returned home safely. Third, the eagle mother then asked him to 

perform a festival such as the one she gave him so that her eagle son could return 

home. In return, she gave Marten gifts of caribou heart sacks filled with the ear tips 

of animals. Finally, the eagle mother showed Marten many new customs of singing, 

dancing and feasting. To commemorate these gifts, Marten constructed a drum to 

sound like her heart. Throughout, the origin story of the Wolf Dance demonstrates 

the reciprocal relationship that existed between Marten and the eagle mother.

The theme of returning is also evident in this story. For a piece of plaited 

sinew, Marten is returned home safely. I find it very significant that what he most 

wanted was to go home. He is asked upon his return to hold a feast for the dead 

eagle son. Presumably, once this happens, the spirit of the dead eagle can return 

home. For this, the hunter was given the ear dps as well as the gift of merrymaking.

In other words, both the hunter and the eagle son find themselves in  each other's 

worlds, where they do not belong. In the overall structure of these reciprocal actions, 

Marten's return home is equal to the dead eagle's return home and the gift of plaited

7 The Yup'ik refer to this person as ellam yua. In Inupiaq, it is silam inua (Seeganna 1988:25).
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sinew and the performance of a feast by Marten is eqnal to the gifts of ear tips (later 

skins, furs and meat) and merrymaking given by the eagle mother. Thus, the return 

of Marten and the eagle son to their own worlds is marked by other reciprocal 

exchanges of gifts.

Marten's trip to the eagle's home is quite similar to the actions of humans in  

two Yup'ik stories. In these stories, the "Boy Who Went to Live with the Seals" and 

the "Girl Who Returned From the Dead" (cf. Fienup-Riordan 1994; Fienup-Riordan 

and Meade 1994; Morrow and Mather 1994), the trips that humans make to these 

other worlds are done so that the humans can return to their communities in  order to 

instruct their people about correct behavior vis a  vis the animals and/or the dead. 

Similarly, I believe that Marten made this trip to the eagles' world so that, upon 

returning, he could teach his people proper behavior after they have killed an eagle.

The proper behavior learned by Marten to teach his people included how to sing, 

dance and feast, and how to promote peaceful relations with neighboring villages 

instead of the war and hostility that usually characterized their interactions. In all 

cases, the humans return home from these other worlds with the purpose of teaching 

their communities correct behavior.

To demonstrate how important this correct behavior is, I will explain here the 

significance of the other messengers attacking Marten after they discovered he had 

killed the fourth messenger. One purpose of the Wolf Dance was to create a “bond of 

friendship between distant settlements". However, that bond of friendship was 

threatened when Marten killed one of his sacred messengers, subsequently causing war 

within his own village and giving a reason for his visitors to distrust him. Fienup- 

Riordan (1994:56-57; 61) explains that the Yupiit believed that if one "followed one's 

own mind" by disregarding advice and the proper rules for liv in g , the results would be 

disastrous, affecting the wrong-doer and his or her com panions. Consequences of 

"following one's own mind" included the idea that the wrongdoer would not live long
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(ibid.:56) and/or would lose his or her humanity (ibid.:6l). Wenzel (1991:138) also 

notes that the Clyde River Inuit on Baffin Island believe that a  man who denigrates 

animals or who was immodest about his success will not be a successful hunter. 

Among King Islanders, I have not heard anyone overtly discuss this idea that one 

should not "follow one's mind". However, I have observed that many King Islanders 

refuse to talk ill of other people in  the community. Bogojavlensky (1969:124) also 

observes that "There is a considerable cultural value given to suppressing any violent 

expression and maintaining a placid tenor to all public interaction". Thus, Marten's 

killing of his sacred messenger, however inadvertent, could be considered an immoral 

action, with the consequence of war at the end of the first festival. In addition to 

killing the sacred messenger, Marten did not follow the proper rules and rituals that 

must be observed when a person dies. For instance, among the Yupiit, a  community's 

actions were also suspended for one day after a death, lest you "wake up the dead".

In particular, drumming and loud noises were not allowed for a period of time 

(ibid.:234-236). Today, King Islanders still will not drum or sing for a period of time 

after a community member dies. However, Marten, after he discovered his folly, chose 

not to alert the community about this death. He kept it secret because he wanted the 

festival to continue so that his preparations would not go to waste (Rasmussen 

1932:31). By doing so, he committed several wrongful actions that put the visitors, 

his own community and the dead man's immediate family at risk to spiritual harm. 

Perhaps this is why the other sacred messengers attacked Marten after they discovered 

his secret; they were angry at him for violating proper rules and for putting them in  

danger. In other words, Marten "followed his own mind" by insisting on continuing 

with the feast, with serious consequences.
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The Themes of Returning and Reciprocity in the Performance at "Igdlo" 

la A gnazw jaaq'sfesc^iia'n. of the Wolf Dance in  which he participated while 

living in "Igdlo", the themes of returning and reciprocity are again evident. First, with 

regard to reciprocity, ^^zszzzfyzza^remembered that the initiators of this performance, 

the people of "Igdlo", had an abundance of furs and skins which are considered inland 

products. They invited the people of Wales, a coastal village, for sea products such as 

whale blubber, walrus ivory, sealskins, and white reindeer skins received in trade with 

the Chukchis, across the Bering Strait. It was hoped by the people of "Igdlo" that they 

could exchange land products for sea products. Second, when the guests arrived, they 

lined up opposite the hosts, and each side performed for the other. Third, when the 

guests entered the feast house, they were invited to sit on furs and skins that they had 

requested, presumably in  return for coming to the host village in  the first place.

Fourth, when all had entered the feast house, the hosts first sang out their wants and 

desires, followed by the guests singing their requests. Fifth, over a period of many 

days, the actual exchange of goods occurred between the guests and the hosts. Finally, 

the last banquet in honor of the eagle was marked by the hosts bringing food of land 

animals for their guests followed by the guests bringing in  food of sea animals for the 

hosts. As with the reciprocal relationship that existed between Marten and the eagle 

mother, these reciprocal actions between the people of "Igdlo" and the people of Wales 

were to promote, create, and maintain a bond between the hosts and the guests.

The theme of returning is also reiterated in this performance. Messengers were 

sent by the host village, "Igdlo", to go on a dangerous and long journey to a distant

settlement, Wales.8 While they were there, the messengers were treated with respect

and feasted before they returned home. On the messengers' return, the people of

8 The distance between Mary's Igloo and Wales is about 90 miles as the crow flies. The terrain
between the two villages probably added more miles to the overall trip. Assuming a traveling rate 
of twenty minutes per mile and a 100-mile trip, it would take over 30 hours to travel between the 
two villages. This may be divided up into three days of travel on foot if  conditions were favorable.
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"Igdlo" greeted them with excitement. These messengers and their home village were 

also allowed to engage in  behavior that seems to acknowledge the enmity normally 

reserved for strangers: giving false information and engaging in "sham fights". By 

symbolically treating these messengers as strangers, the villagers appear to 

acknowledge the messengers' lengthy absence from home. Second, it was only after 

all the "sacred symbols" were burned that the visitors were allowed to return home and 

the hosts were allowed to return to their everyday life. The "sacred symbols" of the 

eagle standard, the doll with a  wolfskin head, and the staffs and feathers worn by the 

messengers and runners are apparently needed in order to enact this unusual and highly 

spiritual celebration between two distant settlements. However, in order for both 

communities to return to their everyday lives, these symbols need to be destroyed.

Again and again, these themes of "returning" and "reciprocity" are found in  the 

story and in the performance of the Wolf Dance as recorded from Agnazujjwq. These 

themes are central to the celebration that is the Wolf Dance, just as they are central to 

other Inupiaq and Yup'ik rituals. But what I wish to bring out in subsequent chapters 

is how these themes vary in their implementation due to changes in their context. In 

other words, I am interested in  how the King Islanders adapt their understandings and 

interpretations of this ritual to new situations. In offering these interpretations, I will 

explain how the Wolf Dance continues to be meaningful to the King Islanders in  the 

twentieth century.

Returning and Reciprocity as Dangerous Undertakings 

The actions of returning and reciprocity as depicted in the story and 

performance of the Wolf Dance appear easy to achieve. However, in order for 

"returning" and “reciprocity" to be accomplished, humans put themselves into situations 

that are inherently dangerous. Hunting in the Arctic, traveling between human and 

animal worlds and between human communities, and attempting to create peace with
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enemies are all actions which put humans at risk. In other words, the events of both 

the Wolf Dance story and performance are not ones that humans enter into easily. The 

inherent dangers in trying to accomplish returning and reciprocity are especially acute 

for King Islanders, whose isolation from the mainland made travels off the island for 

trading and/or bunting particularly dangerous. Relations with other communities were 

also more intensely friendly or characterized by enmity because of this isolation. Thus, 

as one King Island man told me, the Wolf Dance is "not a play thing to do". This 

understanding that the Wolf Dance is dangerous is still found within the community 

today, but what is needed is to understand why or how this understanding came about. 

This will be explained in the sections below.

Hunting

Successful hunting was a prerequisite for holding a Wolf Dance/Messenger 

Feast. In order to be able to trade goods with neighboring communities, hunters 

would have to have had a surplus of goods that they obtained through hunting. 

However, the unpredictability of the weather, of inter- and intra-group rivalries, and of 

animals all combine to make hunting in the Arctic dangerous. From my perspective 

growing up in  Oregon, actually obtaining food in the Arctic seems a small miracle.

The Inupiat and Yupiit tried to compensate for this unpredictability with knowledge of 

the manufacture of hunting implements, of the behavior patterns of different animal 

species, and of the environment and weather patterns. For instance, Fienup-Riordan 

(1994:150-152) reports that the Yupiit are taught from a young age to watch the 

weather, the wind, and ice and water currents. One King Island woman, YaayuJz told 

me that on a recent summer trip to King Island in 1996, my uncle Swagz/yclimbed to 

the top of the island in  order to observe the weather patterns. The rest of the people 

there were getting ready to return to Cape Woolley and wanted to know when the best 

time would be. Uncle Sinaguqapparently stayed on top for a bit and, when he came
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back down to the village, reported that the weather conditions would be at their best in 

three days and that was when they should return. Sure enough, three days later, the 

weather conditions were perfect, and two boatloads of people returned safely to the 

mainland. In addition to knowledge, both Inupiat and Yupiit used ritual actions to try 

to control weather, appease animals, and maintain peaceful relations within the .. 

community and without it.

But however much they tried to control the act of hunting with knowledge, men 

still died as they went in search of food. This was particularly true for King Islanders, 

who hunted throughout the winters on the moving sea ice. The ocean currents and the 

wind were constantly changing, constantly causing ice to break apart and come 

violently back together. In the summer, the ocean currents could carry boatloads of 

hunters away from the island for extended periods. In fact, King Islanders have told 

me several stories of men who did not return after getting lost on the moving ice. In 

1995, Aaqgaqrelated the story of how his adoptive father, Maziana, died after M aziana 

and his two companions drifted away on the moving ice in  the 1949. Only one 

companion, Ayaaq, survived (cf. Senungetuk and Tiulana 1987:26). One man who 

perished, Patugnaq, was the favorite uncle of Aalugvq, who still remembers the pain of 

that death. Anqqaqrecalled that my mom's adoptive mother's brother, Kazvam q also 

died when he and his two companions drifted south in the 1960s. Uncle Aalugvqhas 

related this same story to me several times.9 When my auntie Erjaqcommented on the

Wolf Dance, she remembered that Ugitkuna, Tiulana's father, died while out in his 

kayak, and also that Amaasuk, my mom's mother's brother, had also capsized in his 

kayak sometime earlier. In addition to deaths due to hunting (cf. Lafortune et al. 1929- 

1959:May 26, 1930), Father Lafortune's "History of the Mission on King Island" has 

a record of several close calls during which hunters were trapped on pieces of moving 

ice and almost perished (ibid.:Jan. 15, 1934; Mar. 9, 1948), and in  which snow slides

9 Burch (1998a; 17-18) also notes that seal hunters could drift away on the moving sea ice.
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on the island carried hunters into the sea (ibid.:Dec. 13, 1947). Uncle Snzqquqrecalled 

that he was out hunting for ducks on the east side of the island when he was caught in 

a snow slide that threw him into the sea in the 1941 or 1942. He was able to swim 

up to the surface and then to the edge of the shore ice, where two other young men 

grabbed him and helped him climb back up to the village. Uncle SznaguqsoxA that he 

could not move his legs at first and that it was two weeks before he could walk after 

this accident. Ell anna (1988:107) tells how Aulqyanfrs brother, A giliina and another 

man were lost on the moving sea ice and feared dead, only to return the following 

spring.

Not only was hunting at King Island physically dangerous because of the 

changing wind and sea currents, but it always carried the danger of hunters drifting 

away into enemy territory where they could be killed immediately. Bogojavlensky 

(1969: 201-202) explains that this is because drifters on the moving sea ice are "evil 

and treacherous" and "no longer suitable for human society" and therefore must be 

killed. Because drifters must be killed rather than rescued, it is interesting to note that 

in several Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast stories from Northwest Alaska (cf. Chapter 

Two), it is a drifting hunter who is rescued by a Box Drum, who directs the hunter to 

make a drum like it for a celebration. In other words, drifters are only rescued by 

supernatural agency, not through the good will of other communities. Whereas hunters 

on the mainland had the option of hunting on land and not the moving sea ice, King 

Islanders had no such option.

Lafoctune also gives accounts of the unpredictability of animals, who might 

attack hunters at any time (cf. Lafortune et al.:Jan. 22,1934). Bogojavlensky's 

ethnography of King Island skinboat crews (Bogojavlensky 1969) points to the enmity 

and violence that could escalate when factionalism was at its worst, violence in  which 

rivals' dogs and skinboats were destroyed, thereby decreasing a  man's hunting abilities. 

Not only could violence disrupt hunting in one's own community, but it was a normal
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facet of life for members of neighboring com muni ties. Jensen (as quoted in Burch 

1998a'55) explains that when hunters did not return from hunting, villagers assumed 

that they were killed by people in neighboring communities, usually for revenge.

Under these conditions in which men hunted, it is no wonder that many 

community  stories about hunting revolve around how dangerous it is. I can well 

imagine how families and loved ones wondered it would be the last time they would 

see their husband or brother or father as each man left to go hunting. This point is 

key to understanding just how significant an event it was when hunters returned home 

safely with their kills. Hunting was absolutely necessary, but King Islanders 

recognized its inherent danger. Thus, in  Agimzujjaac}% story of the Wolf Dance, we 

can now comprehend why Marten's only request of the eagles was to return home. He 

did not request gifts of meat or furs, nor did he request that he become a successful 

hunter. Being allowed to return home safely was a gift in and of itself.

Successful hunting was also marked by an equal and reciprocal relationship 

between humans and animals that was difficult to maintain. The ethnographic literature 

of Arctic peoples (cf., for example, Balikci 1970:200-201; Feit 1995:3-7; Fienup- 

Riordan 1994:46-87; Wenzel 1991:134-141) states again and again that the people 

believed that if they did not approach the killing of animals with the proper respect, 

intent and attitude, then the animals would not give themselves willingly to the hunter. 

In addition, if hunters did not perform the necessary ritual acts after killing an animal, 

which included many things, from giving seals a drink of fresh water, to sharing 

generously with others, to week-long festivals, animals would choose not to return to 

the hunter. In fact, it seems that anything a hunter thought or did that could be 

construed as incorrect behavior, even if i t  was inadvertent, could then contribute to the 

failure of the hunt. In other words, the reciprocity that existed between hunter and 

animal was fragile and subject to termination due to any thought or action on the part 

of the hunter. Hunting was not something a man entered into lightly. Rather it was
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both a serious and dangerous undertaking. Again, this is seen in  Agimzu/jmcfc story 

in which the eagle mother asks for plaited sinew, which the hunter fears he does not 

have until he remembers his arrow tips. The threat that is implied is that the hunter 

will not be returned home if he cannot give the eagle mother the plaited sinew.

Hunting, then, was dangerous. The unpredictability of weather, terrain, and 

animals, and intra- and inter-village rivalries, in  addition to the hunter's own thoughts 

or actions, could potentially end in death for the hunter and/or the rest of the 

community. Returning home after hunting and fulfilling reciprocal obligations to 

animals that were killed were difficult and dangerous accomplishments.

Traveling Between Worlds and C om m unities

Fienup-Riordan (1994) explains that while passageways between the human 

world and animal world, and between the living human world and the land of the dead, 

can be ritually opened, the Yupiit are also careful to maintain the boundaries between 

these worlds. Animals entered the human world at the time of the hunt, but in order 

for the animals to be reborn, they m ust be returned to their own world. The same 

goes for humans: in order for humans to be reborn, they must go to the land of the 

dead. In other words, the boundaries and differences between the worlds must be 

maintained in order to ensure the continuance of life. The consequence of not properly 

opening passageways and maintaining boundaries was death. So, although traveling 

between worlds occurred, if the human or animal got stuck in a world not their own 

(i.e., the animal world for humans and the human world for the animals), their spirits 

could not return to their own worlds where they could be reborn, thereby breaking the 

cycle of life and death. In the story, the eagle killed by Marten had successfully made 

the passage to the human world, but because Marten did not know how to feast or to 

sing and dance, the eagle could not return home where it could be reborn. In Marten's 

case, he traveled to the world of the eagles, but unless he gave the eagle the plaited

46

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



47

sinew, he could not return home to finish his own cycle of life and death. Thus, the 

travel of Marten and eagle to worlds not their own was accompanied by the risk that 

they would not return to their own worlds.

Rituals were also occasions in which the spirits of animals and/or the dead 

were allowed to enter the human world temporarily in  order to be feasted and 

entertained. However, this too was dangerous for the human participants. For 

instance, Giddings reports that the people of Kobuk would suspend a three-foot-long 

pole at the back of the ceremonial house during the Messenger Feast. The area behind 

the pole "belonged to the eagle," and if people were to cross into that area, they would 

fall ill (Giddings 1961:58). In other words, even while people hosted animal spirits 

temporarily in  the human world, they were required to maintain carefully strict 

proscriptions against direct interaction.

In addition, traveling between human communities was fraught with danger.

Not only was traveling dangerous because of weather or terrain, but travelers were 

exposed to "physical danger from both human and nonhuman sources" (Burch 

1998a: 173). For example, earlier in the same work, Burch (ibid.:46) summarizes 

previous ethnographic information by stating that "Underlying relations with a lt 

outsiders was a general mistrust and fear of strangers" (emphasis in  original). Unless 

a traveler could claim kinship or some other tie, the person would be seen as an enemy 

and treated as such with aggressive, war-like behavior. Nonhuman sources of danger 

for travelers could take many forms. For instance, in  The E pic o f Qayaq: The 

L ongest S to ry E ver T old b y  M y People, Inupiaq elder Lela Kiana Oman tells of a 

culture hero, Qaynq, who escapes various supernatural agents through both physical 

prowess and supernatural power he received from his parents (Oman 1995). 

Supernatural agents could be disguised as women or giants, one-legged birds made of 

stone who killed and ate men, or supernatural rocks that crushed humans. Each time 

Qayaqryms into an encounter with either supernatural agents or powerful men, readers
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discover that lesser men have died in  the same situation. It was because of these 

environmental, human and nonhuman dangers that the Inupiat would carefully choose 

sturdy young men as messengers for a  Messenger Feast. It was these young men 

who could withstand this arduous and dangerous travel that was necessary for a 

Messenger Feast to occur (Burch 1998a: 173). In Agnaziagaaefo account of his trip to 

Wales, he relates how he and the other messenger made their "solitary camp, often in 

fine weather and comfort, sometimes during storms, when we had difficulty in finding 

even the simplest shelter because of the blizzards" (Rasmussen 1932:43). Thus, 

traveling between human and animal worlds, or between human communities, was also 

a risky endeavor for both the Yupiit and Inupiat. In order for the travelers return 

home from these travels, reciprocal actions between humans and nonhumans and 

between human communities was needed. These reciprocal actions might be easy to 

achieve in concept, but dangerous in implementation.

Friendship and enmity

Both Yup'ik and Inupiaq stories of the Messenger Feast and/or the Eagle-Wolf

Dance (cf. Chapter Two) state that a major reason for these feasts and dances was to

promote friendship and enable exchanges between villages. In Northwest Alaska,

intervillage relations, as Burch (1998a: 17) records, were characterized as follows:

The general pattern was very straightforward: in general, it was not 
only acceptable, but sometimes even desirable to kill members of other 
nations. Killing a member of one's own nation was prohibited except 
under extraordinary circumstances, although it did, of course, occur. To 
kill one's own countryman was murder (nwsap-), whereas to kill a 
foreigner was no different than killing a bug or a seal { cuquz) (loc. cit).

Burch even chooses to discuss hostile relations between nations before friendly 

relations in order to emphasize the fact that intervillage relationships were characterized 

more by enmity than friendship.
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la origin stories of the Messenger Feast, or Kexgiq, among the Yupiit, 

intervillage dancing and K exgiq  "began where intervillage bow-and-arrow warfare left 

off' (Fienup-Riordan 1994:325-326; cf. also Kamerling and Elder 1989). In the 

stories, elders from two villages decide that the winter months would be better spent 

hunting and in inter-village dancing and trading rather than in  harming and killing each 

other. Even though peaceful relations are stressed, the event of the Yup'ik Messenger 

Feast was couched in war-like terms: each village called the other ''enemies"; the 

visitors were referred to as "attackers" and were greeted with songs of ridicule; and the 

hosts "captured" the visitor's messengers and held them as "prisoners" (Fienup-Riordan 

1994:324-347; Morrow 1984). Agmzujja&fo account of the Messenger Feast he 

participated in as a young man also had explicit displays of enmity. As he explains, the 

evil and dangerous aura that surrounds a performance of this festival must be "shot 

away" so that peaceful relations can be assured (Rasmussen 1932:48). Fienup-Riordan 

argues (ibid.:335), following Eckert and Newmark (1980) for the Central Arctic, that 

"Realizing the conflict as a ritual event introduced sufficient ambiguity into the 

confrontation to allow (ideally) all to part on good terms". In other words, the act of 

making the enmity between villages very explicit within the ritual context of K evgiq 

kept the conflict from "exploding" into everyday life (ibid.:336). However, she implies 

that if either party responded negatively to these offensive or war-like actions during 

Kexgiq, the conflict would enter the "real world", thereby disrupting any chance foe 

friendship (loc. ciL). Thus, the Messenger Feast stresses human interdependence 

through trade, but while it creates mutual benefits for each village, at the same time it 

entails mutual risks because it requires crossing social boundaries.

Part of the Yup'ik strategy for sanctioning these explicit displays of enmity was 

to use the cross-cousin relationship as their vehicle. As Brentina Chanar claims 

(Fienup-Riordan 1994:330), the inviter from the host village would issue the invitation 

to his cross-cousin. As the ethnographic literature notes quite frequently, the cross
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cousin relationship is characterized by overt teasing and the trading of insults. It is 

only in this relationship that this kind of behavior is tolerated and one in which cross 

cousins are not to get angry with one another (for the Yup'ik, c f. Fienup-Riordan 

1994:334-335; Morrow 1984:132; for the Inupiaq, cf. Burch 1975:188-189). In other 

words, the cross cousin relationship is filled with ambiguity because their behavior 

alternated between friendliness, on the one hand, and offensiveness, on the other. To 

say it another way, cross cousins embodied the tension between friendship and enmity 

in that they could be great friends, but the possibility existed that one could always go 

too far with offensive behavior. Since there was an inherent danger in trying to make 

friends out of potential enemies, the cross cousin relationship could facilitate trade 

between communities, both figuratively, in that cross cousins were a model for 

balancing friendship-enmity tension, and literally, in that cross cousins were the central 

partners in the exchange. Since the balance between friendship and enmity was strictly 

enforced in the cross cousin relationship, it was through this relationship that trading 

relationships could be established.

In contrast to the Yupiit, an Inupiaq umialik, or "rich m an", along with other 

individual men in the same settlement, would issue invitations to a Messenger Feast to 

residents of another settlement (Burch 1998a:171). The people that they invited were 

almost always trading partners (ibid.: 173). Burch defines "trading partner" as “almost 

anyone with whom one has any kind of positive relationship, even a husband or wife" 

(ibid.: 141). Nowhere in his discussion cf the content of this trading partnership does 

Burch mention that partners needed to be kin (ibid.: 142-144). However, given that the 

Inupiaq kinship system was flexible, in that a kin relation was often created where 

none existed, it is highly likely these "partners" were conceived of as kin.

Although Burch's data for Northwest Alaska does not suggest any kind of kin 

relationship between the partners of a Messenger Feast, m y great-grandfather, 

Agm zuijaaq, claimed that the Messenger Feast exchange occurred between two men
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who "called themselves cousins, were opponents in  song contests, vied with each other 

in all sports and regarded each other as so near akin that during the time the festival 

lasted they usually exchanged wives" (Rasmussen 1932:43). The fact that they were 

"opponents in song contests" suggests that, like the Central Yup'ik, they were cross, or 

teasing, cousins. My own research has documented several King Island songs that 

were composed between sets of teasing cousins (Kingston 1996b). When speaking of 

these teasing cousin songs, my uncle Aalugvqhos used the term “retaliate" in such a 

way that implies a level of competitiveness between the two cousins. Like the Yup'ik, 

then, it appears that the Inupiaq of Seward Peninsula and King Island also invited their 

cross or teasing cousins to a Messenger Feast. And, as among the Yup'ik, the 

relationship between these trading-partner cross cousins was characterized by a certain 

ambiguity. Since the Inupiat of the Seward Peninsula and Bering Strait border on 

Central Yup'ik lands, it is logical that they share this characteristic, unlike the Inupiat of 

Northwest Alaska, where Burch completed his research.

To illustrate this ambiguity, my mother's maternal parallel cousin, Tanaqlq, gave 

the following account of the Wolf Dance (see kin chart in Appendix A). Taoaqlq, like 

my mother, is Agoazujjaatfs granddaughter. In this account, Tanaqlqis talking to me, 

so the person she refers to as "your grandma-to-be" is my grandmother, A glavintq, 

Agaazuijaatfs daughter.

M arch20, 1997, Tanaqiq’s  house, Nom e, A laska
Tanaqiq. I was only 14 years old when your grandma-to-be told me this,

"They don’t do it all the time.
Only once in awhile they do it.
Only once in awhile are they willing to do it."
Aqpacaksraq- partner-to-be.
That guy has to be a partner to do the Wolf Dance.
Partners then get ready for the Wolf Dance.
Those partners like to do the Wolf Dance,
to go into that hole.

My auntie used to say that those two guys used to be like this [gesturing 
that the men had a close relationship]. They had to be close, to be lilce a 
wolf.
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That's why they don’t do it [often].
They’re partners-to-be on the Wolf Dance.
One of them dies.
He kills his partner-to-be when they do it.

As Tanaqiqszys, the "partners-to-be" had to have a close relationship in order to do 

the Wolf Dance. But, when they did the Wolf Dance, one of the “partners-to-be" 

would be killed by the other partner. Because of this expectation that one of the men 

would die, Tanaqiqsuggests that the King Islanders did not do the Wolf Dance often. 

Thus, this "partner-to-be" relationship that was needed for a  performance cf the Wolf 

Dance was an ambiguous one in that the two men had a close relationship and yet one 

of them would die because of that association. Now Tanaqiq does not say that the 

partners are cross cousins, but along with Agaazugaaq, who said that the "partners" 

were "cousins", is Elianna's account of when the Wolf Dance was introduced to King 

Island (1988:106-113). According to Ellanna, the Wolf Dance was performed in the 

Qaluilat qagrioxui men from CW ut/arwere the messengers. He makes a point of 

stating that the main drummer from Qaluilatrwas his grandfather's cross cousin 

(ibid.: I l l) ,  and that his grandfather told him that it was his duty to blacken this man's 

face when the drummer took his place at the back of the qqgri which implies that the 

cross cousin relationship played some sort of role in this performance. Based upon 

Agnazugaaefs, Tanaqi$s, and Elianna's statements, the partners who agree to hold the 

King Island Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast are cross cousins, or at least, they act as 

cross cousins. What matters is not the biological relationship, particularly since 

Inupiaq kinship is marked by its ability and flexibility to count as kin people who are 

not biologically related. Instead, what matters is how the parties involved conceived of 

their relationship: based upon these comments by King Islanders, cross cousins and 

partners in trading are equivalent relationships.

I conclude from these accounts that the friendly relationship between villages in 

the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast was tenuous and that violence and enmity could erupt
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at any time. In other words, the event was marked with the hope of friendship but 

with the possibility of war, further making the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast a 

dangerous undertaking. The W olf Dance/Messenger Feast was the symbolic 

expression of this tension between friendship and enmity that was only temporarily 

overcome in order to accomplish certain ends. This overt expression of these tensions 

runs counter to what theorists of ritual have observed in  other contexts. In particular, 

Turner (1995) proposed that it  is in the ritual process where social differences are 

suspended in a temporary condition he refers to as commumtasdxxing the liminal or 

transition stage of a ritual. In other words, social differences are ignored and/or erased 

during the ritual event. However, in the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast, social 

differences are made very explicit. This, then, made the successful performance of a  

Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast, which implies a safe return home for the visitors and a 

return to everyday life for the hosts, somewhat difficult because it necessitated careful 

reciprocal actions on the part of both hosts and guests. These reciprocal actions were 

not a foregone conclusion - any action on the part of either hosts or guests could 

jeopardize the proceedings. As stated before, the themes, and goals, of returning and 

reciprocity that permeate a performance of the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast are not so 

easy to achieve. Rather, people who agree to participate in  such a performance are 

subjecting themselves to danger: danger from hunting, danger from traveling between 

worlds and communities, and danger from promoting peace with one's enemies.

The Powerful and Dangerous W olf Dance 
M arch2, 1997, A isana ’s  house, Nom e, A laska
Aisana We had to do it  right, no mistakes. That dance is no play thing to do, you 

only do it for special reasons. It’s a  real dance.

A p ril 7, 1997, Anauliq's house, Anchorage, A laska
Anauliq. [When the Wolf Dance is done,] you make every effort not to offend the 

spirits. When it  was done in  its entirety, one cdf the wolf people shrink the 
holes, or somehow make the holes smaller on the dancer.
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Based upon the evidence just given, the performance of the pre-Christian Wolf 

Dance and Messenger Feast are indeed dangerous. Not only was it dangerous because 

of the hunting, traveling and negotiating for peace, but also because of something 

alluded to by Taaaqiq'va. her account: one of the partners-to-be died. Aisana also 

cautions that the Wolf Dance is "not a play thing to do" and that no one must make 

any mistakes. A nauliqreiterates this last point by making it very clear that one must 

not offend the spirits and also that the wolf spirits will shrink the holes on the dancer, 

which is an omen of death for the dancer. The question now becomes: Who dies? 

And for what reason? The following comment by my auntie Eijaqmay shed some 

light upon the subject:

A pril 10, 1996, A u ntie Eqaq ’shouse, Fairbanks, A laska
Fqaq. U gitkunavws supposed to do the dance. He was hunting just a little ways 

from the village in the fall time. He been capsized - no body, just his 
kayak. A m aasukvteot that way, too, farther away from the village.
Ugitkunadanced the last time when they have a real Wolf Dance. . .  
Ugickuna'fi2& the last one who died, at the last Wolf Dance. [My mom] 
said i t  took a long time to get ready. She was an adult the last time it  was 
done. . . lit always happen all the time, every time when they do the Wolf 
Dance, one of those dancers dies. I don’t  know why.

Aakauratjte statement at the beginning of this dissertation also claims that her 

husband died because he was a Wolf Dancer. The person who dies, then, is one of 

the men who performs the Wolf Dance. Egat}s comment also shows that the death of 

this particular dancer is linked to hunting alone, another dangerous activity discussed 

earlier. But why a W olf Dancer? Why not someone else who participated in  the 

performance? The answer lies in the name that the King Islanders have for the Wolf 

Dancer, or aqpataq{aqpataq- singular; aqpatat- plural). Aqpafaqliterally means 

"runner" from the stem aqpar which means "to run" (MacLean 1980:7). King
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Islanders also use the term to refer to a "messenger" (Ellanna 1988:108-109).10 From

this usage, I conclude that the Wolf Dancers, or aqpatac, represent the messengers in 

the Wolf Dance story. In the story, four messengers are sent out. In contemporary

Wolf Dance performances, there are four Wolf Dancers.11 To further this analogy 

between story and performance, in the story, Marten accidentally kills one of his' 

messengers. If the Wolf Dancers present messengers in the story, then the story itself 

explains to the King Islanders why one of the Wolf Dancers dies.

The question of why anyone must die must then be answered. Again, 

comments by King Islanders can help. Tiulana, the King Islander who organized the 

1982 and 1991 performances of the Wolf Dance, claimed that a  Wolf Dancer will die 

for a particular or "special" reason (Black 1996). Aisana, above, also mentions that 

the Wolf Dance is only done for special reasons. One "special" reason is given in 

Agnazuqaatfs story: Marten killed an eagle and in order for the eagle to return to its 

home, Marten must perform the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast. This was remembered 

by A alik:

A p ril14, 1997, Signaq’s  house, Palm er, A laska
A alik  When they [hunters] kill eagles, they mgla[vrolf dance]. When Aluuraq,

Q uyuks brother, killed an eagle, they held a ngfa12 Aluunaqdied from 
t.b. [tuberculosis].

As stated before, this particular kind of ritual is not unusual in Alaskan Eskimo 

culture. Other festivals, such as the Yup’ik Bladder Festival and the Inupiaq Whaling

^  However, Burch states that a similar term, aqpatoq, was used to refer to the Messenger Feast (Burch 
1998a: 170). According to Kaplan (1998, 1999), the term kivgiq- to mean "to hold a messenger 
feast" - is used on the North Slope. So, on the North Slope today, they refer to their Messenger 
Feast as Kivgiq (North Slope Borough 1996b).

11 However, in the unedited film shot by Hubbard on King Island in 1937, there are five Wolf Dancers. 
Phebus (1995:111-114) has two pictures that depict five Wolf Dancers and four pictures that depict 
four Wolf Dancers. I conclude from this that it is acceptable for the Wolf Dance to have either 
FOUR or FIVE Wolf Dancers. Unfortunately, I did not specifically ask what the significance of the 
numbers of Wolf Dancers meant Perhaps it has something to do with the sex of the animal killed, 
especially since other hunting rituals follow this pattern.

12 Eagles were apparently killed for their feathers (cf. Chapter Seven).
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and Polar Bear Festivals, are planned and carried out so that the spirits of animals can 

return to their homes so that they can be reborn again in the physical world (cf. 

Spencer 1976; Bogojavlensky 1969; Bogojavlensky and Fuller 1973; Morrow 1984). 

Thus, the purpose of the Wolf Dance ritual, to return the eagle spirit, is not unlike 

those of other Alaskan Eskimo ceremonies.

However, there also appear to be other purposes for holding a Wolf Dance, as 

evidenced by comments by King Island community members and as reported in the 

literature for other communities. For instance, Ell anna stated that Aulqgana (or 

Oalaranna) first brought the Wolf Dance to King Island in order to celebrate the return 

of his brother, A giliim , in the spring, who had been lost on the Bering Sea ice pack 

earlier that winter (FI 1 anna 1988:106-109). Also, at the beginning of the 1991 

performance, Lala, Tiulana's daughter, stated that this dance celebrates the killing of a 

first seal by various young men of the King Island community. Other accounts of the 

Messenger Feast also mention that it was planned in order to celebrate the first kill of a 

young hunter, just as on King Island, and that it was done so that the spirit of the 

animal could return home (cf. Milan 1964:43). Curtis reports that the spirits of lost or 

killed children will be returned to the spiritual world in the Kotzebue Messenger Feast 

(1970:177). During the 1982 performance of the King Island Wolf Dance, Tiulana 

stated that he had wanted to perform the dance for fifteen years, which roughly 

coincides with the time he left King Island/Nome to move to Anchorage. So, for-Mm, 

the 1982 Wolf Dance symbolized his return to the King Island community in Nome. 

Finally, Tiulana stated that, until he saw his grandchildren perform the Wolf Dance in 

1991, he did not feel he had done enough to ensure the continuance of the King Island 

people and culture. Thus, for Tiulana, the 1991 performance symbolized that his 

grandchildren were returning to King Island culture and traditions (Williams 1992:163). 

One common theme emerges from these various accounts, and it is that the Wolf 

Dance is performed in order to signify a  return home, a return to the spirit world, or
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some other kind of r e t u r n i n g ,  but also that these returns require the sacrifice of one of 

the Wolf Dancers.

Another reason for performing the Wolf Dance was given by Tiulana, who 

stated at the beginning of the 1982 performance that the Wolf Dance teaches villagers 

“respect for one another”, but he did not elaborate on what he meant by this. For 

clues to what he means, Bogojavlensky reported that intravillage factionalism between 

skinboat crews and community houses characterized King Island life in  the first ha lf of 

the twentieth century (Bogojavlensky 1969). These divisions in the community can be 

seen in village dance events: usually, only members of a community house dance 

together with each other. The only time the whole village danced together was in  the 

Polar Bear Dances. Even after their displacement to the mainland, the contemporary 

King Island community has maintained this division. Anauliq observed once that the 

Anchorage King Islanders tended to dance the dances from Aguliit̂ ho. name of one of 

the qagritor community houses) and that the Nome King Islanders tended to dance the 

dances from Qaluilar, another of the community houses. Bogojavlensky claims that the 

Polar Bear Dance obliterated “the social cleavages and the exclusive cliques .stemming 

from factional association which are emphasized in  all other dances” (1969:242).

Thus, the King Island Polar Bear Dance served to emphasize the solidarity of the 

community, which is similar in purpose to the Messenger Feast in mainland 

communities where peace between communities was enacted. Given this 

understanding, it is no surprise that the King Islanders then inserted the wolf dances 

into their polar bear celebrations (cf. Ross 1958:66). Just as the mainland communities 

inserted the wolf dances into their Messenger Feasts (see Chapter Two), so the King 

Islanders inserted them into their equivalent, the Polar Bear Dances. So, Tiulana’s 

1982 statement that the Wolf Dance fosters a  peaceful village is now understandable: 

the Wolf Dance performed as part of the Polar Bear Dance may have encouraged peace
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between village factions. This reason, too, can be seen as a kind of "returning": a 

return to peace after factional disuptions cause divisions within the community

In folklore and performance scholarship, the idea that each performance of a 

story or ritual carries with i t multiple meanings is not new. Beginning with Duhdes, 

who noted that folklorists should pay attention to the texture and context of a story in  

addition to the text (1980), folklorists have increasingly researched more about the 

context of cultural performances in order to understand their meanings for the people 

who perform them. For instance, Schieffelin noted that the significance and symbolism 

of the seance is constructed through the dialogic interaction of performer and audience 

(Schieffelin 1985:721). Drewal (1992) also noted this for YorUba rituals, but 

emphasized the role of individual agency in  how meanings change from performance to 

performance. And Cruikshank demonstrated how various meanings of a story emerge 

through retellings in  “Pete’s Song”, a particular story told by Mrs. Angela Sidney, a 

Tagish/Tlingit woman. Cruikshank concludes that “What appears to be the ‘same’ 

story, even in  the repertoire of one individual, acquires multiple meanings depending 

on the location, circumstance, audience, and stage of life of both narrator and listener” 

(1995:73). It should come as no surprise, then, that the contemporary King Island 

Wolf Dance has multiple meanings and purposes for the King Island community.

Thus, where sometimes the dance was performed to enact a  return of an eagle spirit, 

the Wolf Dance could also symbolize the return of a hunter back to King Island after 

being lost on the ice, a  return to the King Island community in Nome after living in 

Anchorage for 15 years, a return of the spirits of animals killed for the first time by 

young King Island men, a return to King Island culture, and a return to peace. Thus, 

the Wolf Dance carries many meanings and purposes (i.e., "special reasons") through 

its various performances.

But why is the death of one of the dancers required? From the above 

explanations, the Wolf Dancer dies for the "special" reason of some kind of return or
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sometimes to recreate peaceful relations and reciprocity. In other words, a sacrifice is 

needed in order to reciprocate to the gods or spirits for their help in enacting this 

return. As such, then, the Wolf Dance appears to be similar to rites of exchange or 

communion. According to Bell (1997:108), these types of rites are generally those 

rites in which humans give gifts or offerings to the gods with the expectation of 

receiving something in return or those in  which the people want to commune or enter 

into some divine unity with the gods, usually through the action of sacrifice. In other 

words, something, whether animal, plant or human, dies while acting as a go-between 

between the human and spiritual realms. In the Alaskan context, this reflects an 

understanding that humans and animals exist in a reciprocal relationship with each 

other: an eagle gives its life to the human and in return, the human must gather the 

necessary resources and perform certain duties so that the eagle’s spirit can be 

returned. In addition, the Wolf Dance was performed by the community only for 

“special” reasons, indicating that the community understood that they were asking the 

spirits for particular favors. Most of these “special reasons” have to do with the idea 

of “returning”. The Wolf Dance is powerful enough to enable this returning by the 

very fact that a Wolf Dancer dies. Knowing this to be the case, Tiulana instead 

offered holy water and prayers of the Catholic Church as a  replacement of a Wolf 

Dancer before the 1991 performance. Perhaps he felt that these powerful aspects of 

his new religion were equal gifts, and that in return for these offerings, the dance 

would be powerful enough to enact a return to King Island culture. It is interesting to 

note that many community members attribute the death of several men in the 

community to the fact that those men were Wolf Dancers. This shows that they 

understood that, by performing the powerful Wolf Dance for “ special reasons", there 

was a  price to pay. In the King Island case, then, a Wolf Dancer dies for “special 

reasons”, most of which involve something or someone returning to a former state.

The King Island Wolf Dance can then be considered a  rite of exchange or communion.
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More specifically, a performance of the King Island Wolf Dance is only done for 

"special reasons" which involve r e t u r n i n g  and reciprocity.

Thus, the Wolf Dance, performed as part of the Messenger Feast, was a  very 

powerful dance, and it, along with the Messenger Feast, held great spiritual

significance for the people.13 As has been shown here, the Wolf Dance was a ritual 

that enabled the return of animal spirits back to their spiritual home so that they could 

be reborn again in the physical world. In addition, it could also signify a return home 

of community members lost on the moving sea ice, or of community members who 

had to relocate, as in Tiulana’s case. It also enacted a return to or creation of peace 

within and between villages. But these returns can only occur through reciprocal 

actions: the animal spirits can only return to their world if humans perform their 

reciprocal obligations of giving a feast and holding a dance. A return home after being 

lost on the moving sea ice can only occur if a Wolf Dancer dies. When A giliinawas 

lost on the sea ice, he was thought to have died, but when he returned home (i.e., to 

the land of the living) at Auligtands request, his other brother, Ugitkuna, died to take 

his place in the land of the dead. This same logic can be applied to Tiulana: since he 

had to relocate to Anchorage, he can be thought of as having symbolically died. His 

return to the community (i.e., the land of the living) needed the reciprocal action of the 

death of a Wolf Dancer, Aakauracfc husband, Ugimitm  Finally, since the creation or 

return to peaceful relations was so extraordinary, it required reciprocal exchanges of 

gifts between communities or community houses. This reciprocity is needed because it 

lays the groundwork for future exchanges and creates social obligations between 

communities that hold enmity at bay.** Thus, the relationship between returning and 

reciprocity is a causal one: the "special reason" of returning requires reciprocal actions

13 This runs counter to Spencer’s statement that the Messenger Feast was only a social event (Spencer 
1976:210).

A  i  want to thank Phyllis Morrow for pointing out to me why reciprocity was so important.
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from participants in the Wolf Dance. In particular for King Island, when the Wolf 

Dance was performed for a return that someone in  the community requested, it requires 

the sacrifice of the Wolf Dancer. From the point of view of the wolf spirits, when 

they require this death, they are reminding the community should not perform the Wolf 

Dance frivolously, but rather, that it is a special ritual that is powerful enough to enact 

a return.

Thus, the W olf Dance then was and, to a  certain extent, still is, a  religious 

ritual that is performed by the King Island community. However, there are other 

performances of the King Island Wolf Dance that do not quite fit into this mold. For 

instance, the King Islanders performed the Wolf Dance for Charles and Anne Morrow 

Lindbergh in 1931 in  Nome. Lindbergh and the N om e NugffeCoxxxcies do not state 

why the dance was done. In addition, parts of the Wolf Dance were performed 

throughout the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s for tourists. None of these performances 

appears to have been done for any special reasons, nor did a Wolf Dancer die after 

dancing at these performances. One purpose of this dissertation is to explore why 

these non-religious performances occurred. Briefly, these other performances occurred 

at the request of someone outside the community, namely from colonial agents such as 

tourists or Nome townpeople wanting to boost the tourist trade. In other words, these 

other performances did not have the purpose of enacting a return, which appears to be 

the sole element in determining whether or not the performance will require the death' 

of a Wolf Dancer. Thus, this dissertation will examine each reported Wolf Dance 

performance in  the twentieth century in  order to show how each performance is 

effective for the purposes at hand.
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE EAGLE-WOLF DANCE AND THE MESSENGER FEAST

Excerpt from William Qjuilluk's "People o f Kauwerak", 1973
Oquiliuk: The Eagle-Wolf Dance was started by our ancestors many centuries ago.

Every generation taught their grandsons and granddaughters about the feast. 
It began at Kauwerak long ago. Today, tall piles of stones mark the places 
where the giant eagle fell, where Toolik heard the spirit voice, and where 
the skins fell on him. Very few people know where these places are.

Some people dance parts of the Eagle-Wolf Dance today. Some people do 
it different than the way our grandfathers taught us. Etorina Oquiliuk was 
the drummer (dance master) when the dance was done the last time. This 
was at Aukvaunlook (Mary's Igloo) in February of 1914 . . .

It took a long time to get ready for the dance. Eskimo people came from a 
long way away. They came by dog team and walking on snowshoes. 
Sometimes it was hundreds of miles. They came from Wales, Teller, all 
the way up to Cape Espenberg and from the Fish River villages, Cape 
Nome, Council and White Mountain. These people knew about the Eagle- 
Wolf Dance and they would do the dance, too. The people who knew this 
dance first, after the Kauwerak people, were the Wales people, Fish River 
people, Cape Nome people, and the Sinruk people. By the time everybody 
finished their dances, the feasting, and having a good time at the Messenger 
Feast, a whole week passed by.

There are not many old people left who can remember the Eagle-Wolf 
Dance. They are dying away. After the Fourth Disaster, there was hot 
much reason to have dancing. Nobody has danced the whole Eagle-Wolf 
Dance since that last time in February 1914 at Marys Igloo" (Oquiliuk 
1973:149-150).

William Oquiiluk's words are appropriate to start this chapter, because he makes 

several comments that I would like to discuss. First, Oquiliuk claims that the Eagle- 

Wolf Dance was started by the people of Kawerak. Some stories of the Eagle-Wolf 

Dance (or Wolf Dance) from other villages also comment that this dance started in or 

near Kauwerak. In addition, Oquiliuk notes that other villages also perform this dance, 

even though these performances are different from how his people dance it. Part of 

the purpose of this chapter is to explore the similarities and differences in  performances 

of the Wolf Dance from village to village in order to situate King Island performances
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within the greater Alaskan context. Oquiliuk also mentions the Eagle-Wolf Dance in 

conjunction with the Messenger Feast; there is some confusion in the literature about 

these two events, which I intend to clear up here. Finally, he claims that one reason 

why no one has performed the "whole dance" since 1914 is because of the “Fourth 

Disaster", which he explains is the 1918 Spanish flu pandemic that killed many people 

on the Seward Peninsula. But I want to point out that Oquiliuk has qualified his 

comment with the term "whole dance", implying that perhaps parts of the dance may 

have been performed since then. This distinctionbetween a “whole dance" and just 

"parts" will explained in greater detail in subsequent chapters.

As Oquiliuk points out, there are variations in the "Eagle-Wolf Dance" from 

village to village. Even though there are variations, the King Island Wolf Dance shares 

many features with performances of the dance from other communities. Not only is 

the King Island myth of the dance similar to myths from other places, the purpose for 

performing the dance and the sequence of events in the dance are also similar. Other 

similarities include the themes of returning and reciprocity, the inherent danger that is 

recognized in performing the Messenger Feast and the Wolf Dance, and the 

simultaneous positions of friend and enemy held between cross cousins/trading 

partners. Thus, in order to understand the King Island Wolf Dance and how it has 

changed over time, i t  is useful to explore what parts of the dance are generally retained 

and which parts drop out from village to village.

This chapter, then, will briefly discuss the Messenger Feast in  Alaska and its 

distribution. Differences between Yup’ik and Inupiaq Messenger Feasts will be 

outlined. In addition, the range and variation of Inupiaq versions of the Messenger 

Feast, with its accompanying Wolf Dances and use of the box drum, will be described. 

Possible explanations for this variation will also be proposed. In general, this 

discussion will lead readers from a broad discussion of the Messenger Feast 

throughout Alaska to more detailed descriptions of the Feast and the Wolf Dance in
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Inupiaq villages. In addition, to show how the Wolf Dance is more similar in  villages 

that are closer in  proximity to each other, I arranged this chapter to discuss first the 

dance from Kawerak ( Qawiamfy, symbolically the closest to King Island and with the 

most similarities, then to proceed gradually through several communities west and 

north of Kawerak and then east, and finally to discuss the dance from Barrow, 

geographically the farthest away from King Island and the dance with the most 

differences. In this way, I hope to lend credence to the Qam 'ar^m iaczlaim that they 

were the ones to start the dance.

The Range and Distribution of the Messenger Feast in Alaska 

The Messenger Feast is found throughout Central Yup’ik and Inupiaq areas of 

Alaska, with the exceptions of St. Lawrence Island and the Diomede Islands. The 

general description of the feast is as follows: A headman or unualik{& boat captain, 

sometimes referred to as a “rich man”) from one village would decide to throw a feast. 

He would send messengers to another village, telling them what he would like to 

receive. If they were willing, the messengers would come home telling them what the 

trading partner in  the next village would like to have in return. Although trade was 

initiated by one person, goods were exchanged among many of the participants in both 

villages. After months and sometimes up to a  year for preparations, the headman 

would again send messengers stating that he was ready. A date would be set and the 

visiting people would prepare to leave. After the visitors' arrival, the two villages 

feasted, and exchanged goods, after which the visitors went back home. The feast 

usually lasted several days. However, the main difference between the Yup’ik 

Messenger Feast and the Inupiaq one is that "wolf dances” or "box-drum dances” 

appear to be part of the Inupiaq feast, but not the Yup’ik one. Before these differences 

are described, however, I will first discuss the Yup’ik  Messenger Feast.

6 4
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The Yup’ik Messenger Feast

A description and/or story of the Messenger Feast in Yup’ ik-speaking 

communities can be found in  the following sources: Dali (1970:151-52), Nelson 

(1980: 361-63), Hawkes (1913, 1914), and Himmelheber (1993:40). Lands gives a 

good overview of the literature (1947:67-73), supplemented by her own work on 

Nunivak Island. Finally, Fienup-Riordan discusses this festival in  depth (1994:324-54), 

and includes oral history testimony from Yup’ik elders that states that the last “real" 

Messenger Feasts were conducted in the 1930s. The Yupiit referred to the Messenger 

Feast as Kevgiq. It has also been referred to as the “ Inviting-In Feast” and the 

"Trading Festival” in the literature, causing some confusion about different feasts. 

Fortunately, Morrow clarified the matter (Morrow 1984), noting that there is, in fact, a 

difference between K evgiq, or the Messenger Feast, and Ketek, or the Invidng-In 

Feast, In particular, goods are exchanged in the Messenger Feast and are not 

exchanged in the Inviting-In Feast. For Yup’ik areas, the Messenger Feast and the 

Trading Festival are now thought to be equivalent terms for the same ceremony. The 

Inviting-In Feast describes a different one. In other words, the Inupiaq ceremony 

described by Johnston (1988b: 165-166) and a Yup'ik one described by Hawkes (1913) 

are probably Messenger Feasts and not an Inviting-In Feast.

The basic feature of the Messenger Feast was for neighboring villages to 

exchange goods: furs, animal skins, fish, other foods and European trade goods. 

However, intervillage relations were often characterized by hostility and distrust, which 

gives rise to the Yupik emphasis that the reason for holding the feast was to promote 

friendly relations between villages. Both Kamerling and Elder (1989) and Fienup- 

Riordan (1994:325) relate origin stories for the Messenger Feast that stated that 

dancing put an end to war and encouraged friendly relations. This view is supported 

by early accounts of the Messenger Feast which mention war or competitive relations. 

For example, visiting villagers in the Yup'ik area were referred to as
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“opponents/attackers” (Morrow 1984:133). Fienup-Riordan, using oral histories 

collected in the 1980s, also comments that, for Yupiit, war-like behavior, or war-like 

metaphors were common in Messenger Feasts at Nelson Island (Fienup-Riordan 

1994:326, 331, 332), Stebbins (ibid.:328), Toksook Bay (ibid.:332), Nunivak Island 

and Togiak (ibid.:333). These feasts were also noted for their teasing (ibid.:330) and 

ridicule (ibid.:334-335), especially if either the hosts or the guests were unable to fulfill 

the demands of the other. Morrow (1984:132) argues that this theme operated as a 

leveling mechanism. In fact, items that were difficult to find were especially requested 

so that the opponents could demonstrate their ability to fulfill obligations (Fienup- 

Riordan 1994:336). Competition between the hosts and the guests in the form of 

comic dances was also noted by Hawkes (1913).

Since the Messenger Feast emphasized friendly relations and an exchange of 

goods, it was not surprising that Europeans in the area initiated their own trading 

festivals in the late nineteenth century. In particular, Dali notes how he and other 

Europeans at the fort at Unalakleet initiated an exchange of gifts between their fort and 

the neighboring native village (1970:154-57). Dali, in keeping with the tradition to ask 

for hard-to-get items, claims that he requested a “live seal” from his opponent, an item 

that was hard to obtain because of the season. Dali’s opponent, though, creatively 

responded with a dead seal, rigged with ropes that caused the seal to move about as if  

alive (ibid.: 156). In addition, Nelson describes how a fur trader initiated such a 

festival in Andreafsky (1980:361-63). Finally, if either party, the visitors or the hosts, 

felt that the goods they received were not equal in value to what they gave, then that 

party could take their own goods back home. For example, Nelson observed a party 

of Malemiut who had been guests at Unalakleet and left because they were not 

satisfied with what they were to receive (ibid.:363). In addition, if the demands for 

goods were not met, then the guilty party would be ridiculed (Fienup-Riordan 

1994:332).
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In addition, both Morrow (1984:132, 135) and Fienup-Riordan (1994:343) 

comment that the Yup'ik Messenger Feast was also an occasion to celebrate the first 

time a child killed an animal or collected berries or sewed a garment. In other words, 

it helped to mark the transition of a person from childhood to being a food-producing 

member of the community. This structure is also noted in the King Island W olf Dance 

(cf. Chapter One).

Finally, the Yup’ik Messenger Feast also had religious significance, in  that 

dances about animals, and hunting and war scenes were depicted to please the anim al

spirits.1 The religious nature of the Messenger Feast consisted of an "elaborate 

display" and distribution of goods that served to  show the spirits of the anim als that 

the people had “done right by them” (Fienup-Riordan 1994:347; cf. also Morrow 

1984:135). In other words, the people did not hoard their good fortune and shared 

their bounty with others. Thus, the Messenger Feast showed the animals' spirits that 

the people were “ready to receive them again” (Fienup-Riordan 1994:347). As in  the 

case of the King Island Wolf Dance, the Yup’ik  Messenger Feast was performed to 

ensure future hunting success. By using up all of the stores of food and goods, the 

people showed that they were respecting the anim als by not wasting any of the food 

given to them by the animal's death (Morrow 1984:135). It was believed that the same 

animals would return again and again to the hunters who showed them respect, so this 

aspect of the Messenger Feast was very important. As with other Yup'ik rituals, the 

Messenger Feast temporarily opened a passage between the human and animal worlds 

so that reciprocal relations between humans and animals could occur. Animal spirits 

seemingly would travel to the human world during the Messenger Feast in order to

1 However, according to Lantis (1947:68), there were some festivals that had no religious elements, 
which she referred to as ‘Trading Festivals” rather than the Messenger Feast. In these cases, the 
dances and songs were for “greetings, eulogies, and for entertainment”(loc. cit). I am unable to 
evaluate this statement. However, Morrow's (1984:132) analysis of Yup'ik ceremonialism suggests 
that there are subtler themes that perhaps Lantis overlooked . Thus, it is possible that religious 
elements were overlooked.
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witness (and partake of) human generosity.

The Yup'ik Messenger Feast, like the King Island Wolf Dance, was an 

occasion fraught with danger. Any time passageways between worlds were opened, 

human communities ran the risk of also hosting evil or malign presences. That is why 

passageways were only temporary and boundaries between worlds were carefully 

maintained. Added to the spiritual danger was the danger inherent in trying to make a 

friend out of an enemy. The general sentiment appears to be that the trading partners 

were never quite convinced of each other's goodwill. There was always the chance 

that guests would leave without trading or either party would be subject to ridicule.

This also explains the competitive and/or warlike behavior that characterized Yup'ik 

Messenger Feasts. It is as if the people made this tension between friendship and 

enmity overt and explicit in order to acknowledge this potential for danger. A pretend 

show of hostility substitutes for the possibility of actually engaging in  it. These 

symbolic expressions, however, could mask and/or provoke real hostility. As Fienup- 

Riordan (1994:55) explains, the Yupiit believed th a t" . . .  a person's thoughtless words 

can injure another's mind, causing hurtful thoughts in return". Thus, if  verbal 

humiliation occurred within the context of the Messenger Feast, it could provoke 

violent actions between the parties involved.

However, in  none of these accounts was there a description of a “W olf Dance”, 

such as it is performed in the Inupiaq areas, nor is there mention of the story of the 

origin and use of the box drum. Ray believed that the Messenger Feast was a fairly 

late development after “dog traction made possible long-distance travel” (1984:292), 

which may be a correct interpretation. However, I suggest that the Wolf Dances and 

the box drum were even later innovations due to the fact that only Inupiaq-speaking 

peoples used the box drum and Wolf Dance in  their Messenger Feasts.
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The Inupiaq Messenger Feast and the Eagle-Wolf Dance

Descriptions of the Messenger Feast in Inupiaq-speaking communities are 

found in the following sources: Murdoch (1988:366, 374); Hawkes (1913, 1914); D. 

Neumann (1914); E. Neumann (1914); Van Valin (1941:53-56); Lantis (1947:68-71); 

Giddings (1961); Lucier recorded stories and history from elders of Buckland,

Deering, Noarak, Kotzebue, and Kobuk from 1950-2, some of which were published 

(Lucier 1954, 1958); Spencer (1969:210-28); Kakarok & Oquillok (1964); Milan 

(1964); Koranda (1964, 1972); Green (1959, 1967); Oquillok (1973); Johnston 

(various articles from 1975 to 1990); Bodfish (1991:23-24); and Turner (1990, 1996).

In addition to the Messenger Feast, the literature describes what is variously 

called the “Eagle-Wolf Dance”, the “Wolf Dance” and the “ Box-Drum Dance”.

However, the literature is unclear about the relationship between rigid*- the Wolf 

Dance, and kivgiq, the Messenger Feast. Part of the confusion arises from linguistic 

variants of various terms such as riglavsxS. rilga, which have the same meaning but are 

from different dialects. In addition, there is confusion as to how Inupiaq terms are 

translated. For instance, William Oquiliuk from Kawerak refers to the ritual as “The 

Eagle-Wolf Dance", in which neighboring villages send messengers to each other 

(1973:149-167). On King Island, it was called the “Wolf Dance” or jzg/a(EUaima 

1988). Dorothy Jean Ray reports that the Messenger Feast on the Seward Peninsula 

was called mfga but she did not mention the wolf dances (1984:292). Ernest S.

Burch, Jr., discusses the Messenger Feast, but makes no mention of the Wolf Dance 

(1984a:305-306; 1998a: 170-179). The late Thomas Johnston, an ethnomusicologist, 

first calls it the "box drum dance” and stated it was part of the Messenger Feast 

(1975:3). However, in 1976, he refers to it as the “Messenger Feast Wolf Dance” 

(Johnston 1976a). In 1988, he reports that the kaiukaqot box drum was to be used

2 The term nigla has various spellings due to dialectical differences in the Inupiaq language (cf. Kaplan 
1985). I choose to use the King Island version of the word or nigla. On the Seward Peninsula, it is 
spelled “nilga” (Ray 1984:302) and in Noatak, it is spelled “niliga” (Curtis 1970:197).
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during the Messenger Feast (1988a:80), and in a later article, he labels the Messenger 

Feast the “Inviting-In”, and the “ Box Drum Dance” was separate from it (1988b: 166

67). In 1990, Johnston refers to this dance with yet another title of the “Eagle-Wolf 

Dance of the Messeger Feast” (1990:207,221). Edith Turner gives a description of 

the revival of the Messenger Feast in  Barrow in 1988 in  which a box drum was used 

(1990:208; 1996:92-106). The people of Barrow now host K ivgiq, or the Messenger 

Feast, annually. In 1996, the Inupiaq History and Language Commission in  Barrow 

created a videotape of the kalukaqac box drum dances, which were performed as part 

of Kivgiq,; but there is no mention of a Wolf Dance.

Part of the confusion lies in  the fact that ethnographers and other observers in 

Inupiaq communities more or less collapsed two separate elements of an event and 

discussed them as one. To sort out the confusion, it makes sense to refer to the 

Inupiaq language terms used to refer to the event: atg/aand kivgiq. For example, 

even though Ray uses the term for the wolf dance, "ni/ga" in her article, she refers to 

it as “The Messenger Feast” in English based upon its description (1984:292). She 

was perhaps trying to make connections between what was told to her by the Inupiaq 

people and by what she had read in  the ethnographic literature. However, there is a 

difference between the two terms. The first term, k ivg iq is the Inupiaq equivalent to 

the Yup’ik term, kevgiq, for that part of the event that refers to the sending of 

messengers from one village to another. Kaplan (1998), the linguist who has been 

studying the Inupiaq language for twenty years, defines k ivg iq -zs a "verb stem 

meaning 'to hold a messenger feast' and derived from kivgaq  'messenger' with a 

postbase -(i)iq meaning 'provide'". Thus, it emphasizes inter-village relations in both 

Yup’ik and Inupiaq communities. However, the second term, nigla, is used only in 

Inupiaq communities in  or near the Seward Peninsula. Kaplan defines m giazs a noun 

meaning "Wolf Dance" and nigia-zs a verb stem that means "to perform the Wolf 

Dance" (loc.cit). King Islanders, for instance, use the term /zg’&when discussing
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what they call in English the “Wolf Dance”. They never use the term. “ Messenger 

Feast” or kivgiq, although they do have the term k/'vgaqwhich means messenger (loc. 

cit). This perhaps has something to do with King Island’s isolation from other 

communities during winter months, precluding them from actually sending messengers 

to another community.3 Thus, I suggest that, by following the Inupiaq terms, a 

distinction should be made between these two separate events, nigiaor the W olf 

Dance, and kivgiq a t the Messenger Feast.

I also believe that Inupiaq communities inserted the “wolf dances” into the 

already existing Messenger Feast primarily because the Messenger Feast is spread 

throughout Yup’ik and Inupiaq speaking communities, whereas the Wolf Dances are

only discussed in Inupiaq-speaking ones.4 The Messenger Feast in  Barrow offers

evidence to support this claim. In the 1880s in  Barrow, ethnographic accounts do not 

report the existence of the “Wolf Dance” or “ Box-Drum Dance” (cf. Murdoch 

1988:375), although what Murdoch describes appears to be a Messenger Feast. 

However, by the 1920s, elements of the “Box-Drum Dance” definitely appear, such as

the loonskin headdresses and the box drum (cf. Spencer 1969:213, 215 ,218).5 In 

other words, the event of the Messenger Feast was in existence prior to the inclusion 

of the box drum or loonskin headdresses. In fact, the people in Barrow today refer to 

their performance as K ivgiq  or the Messenger Feast with kaiukaq or “box-drum 

dances" only comprising a small part of the event (North Slope Borough 1996a). I

3 King Island's isolation meant that their contacts with others on the m ainland were more sporadic, 
which gave them a strong, distinct identity. When they relocated to the m ain land, they were were in 
closer proximity to others on a continuous basis. With this came a need for more overt symbolic 
expressions of their distinct identity

4 This could be why ethnographers collapsed the two into one: if the “nigla" was inserted into the 
“kivgiq”, the people, in describing it to an outsider, might use one term or the other depending upon 
what exactly they were referring to. But, the outsider might not know to ask whether there were 
other terms to describe the event, thus they might mistakenly use the term “nigla” to describe what 
is essentially the entire Messenger Feast.

5 Spencer completed his research in Barrow in the 1950s, so he is only report in g  in fo rm ation  that is 
told to him by his informants. In other words, he did not directly observe the use of the box drum 
in the 1920s.
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believe that the reason they do not refer to this event as a “Wolf Dance” or “ Eagle- 

Wolf Dance” is because the element of the dancing wolves, either in the perfonnance 

or in the origin story, did not quite make it to Barrow. Thus, what is emphasized is 

the sending of messengers and receiving of guests, not the “wolf dances”. This helps 

to support the notion that the “wolf dances” were inserted into an already-existing 

festival. In addition, Koranda reports that “ Dances and songs were composed 

especially for each Messenger Feast. Others were traditional. The most important of 

the latter were the Wolf Dances” (1964:18). In other words, Koranda states that the 

Messenger Feast was the main event and the Wolf Dance was performed as part of the 

feast. (Koranda completed much of her research throughout the Seward Peninsula, 

Norton Sound and Kotzebue Sound areas in the 1960s.) This leads me to believe 

that the Wolf Dance did not have as much time to diffuse into as large an area as the 

Messenger Feast. In addition, when referring to the Inupiaq stories from different 

communities that describe the origin of the Messenger Feast or the Wolf Dance (see 

next section), it becomes clear that the portion of the story that discusses the hunter’s 

vision of seeing wolves dancing occurs in Seward Peninsula and Kotzebue Sound 

stories, but not in stories from the North Slope. However, the portion of the story that 

relates the creation of a “box drum” that sounds like the eagle mother’s heart is 

common to the majority of the stories. With that understanding, both Johnston 

(1988a:80, 1990:207,221) and Turner (1990:208) support Koranda’s claim that the 

Wolf Dances (or box-drum dances) were performed as part of the Messenger Feast.

As stated above, m ost accounts of the Messenger Feast from Yup’ik areas do 

not contain elements of the wolf dance. However, a story entitled "The Lost Wife and 

the Messenger Feast” (Ray 1968:61-67), appears to be evidence of cultural diffusion of 

Inupiaq elements of the Feast into a Yup’ik speaking area. The story was recorded in 

St. Michael by J. Henry Turner in  1890 (Ray 1968:44). The story includes the 

following basic elements of the Messenger Feast generally found in Yup’ik-speaking
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communities: the inviting of villages to a feast, competitive games, an exchange of 

goods, and dancing. However, several other elements are included which are found 

only in Inupiaq-speaking versions of the feast: a  giant bird that comes upon a hunter 

unexpectedly (ibid.:61), humans wearing eagle skins (ibid.:62), the dens of wolves 

(ibid.:67), and the finding of the eagle’s home (ibid.:67). These elements will be 

discussed in  greater detail below. Based upon these elements, the St. Michael story 

will be considered a blending of Yup'ik. and Hupiaq versions of the Messenger Feast. 

When one considers that Inupiaq-speaking people, referred to in the literature as 

“Malemiut” (cf. Burch 1994:9-20), had moved southward from Kotzebue Sound to the 

Unalakleet area, just northeast of St. Michael along the coast in the 19th century, it is 

not surprising that we see both Inupiaq and Yup'ik elements of the Messenger Feast in 

this story collected from St. Michael in 1890. St. Michael was also a regional trading 

center before the establishment of Nome in 1899, so it is highly likely that the Yupiit 

and Inupiat had frequent contacts with each other.

In general, the Inupiaq Messenger Feast has the same basic form as the Yup’ik 

Messenger Feast described earlier in this chapter. Ray adds that the Bering Strait 

Inupiat Messenger Feasts usually occurred “between a coastal and an inland village for 

an exchange of land and sea products” (1984:292). In addition, it usually incorporated 

the following items: a box drum that sounded like the eagle’s heart, “real” animal 

heads for masks (especially that of a  wolf), birdskins, eagle feathers and “wolf dances” 

(Lantis 1947:68-70; Koranda 1964:18-19). Drawings of these elements from the

1890s are also depicted inPhebus (1995:109-114).6 However, before discussing the

6 Phebus was unable to find the provenance of these drawings. However, Molly Lee, Director of the 
Ethnology Division at the University of Alaska Museum, brought similar drawings to my attention 
in January 1997. These drawings were in Judge Wickersham’s collection at the Alaska State 
Museum in Juneau. The note attached to the drawings claim that the drawings were created by "E- 
too-ach-in-na, Eskimo Chief at Ip-now-ruk on Shishmaref Inlet and Presented to James Wickersham 
at Nome by his son, Oo-kwedluk (The Rabbit), 4  April 1902" (Lee 1998). Through this 
comparison, we believe that the drawings depicted in Phebus (1995) originated in Shishmaref. We 
plan to find some avenue to make this information public.
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variation of the Wolf Dance and the Messenger Feast between villages, readers should 

know what villages had the dance and feast and the villages with whom they feasted. 

This will be briefly outlined next.

74

Inupiaq Messenger Feast and Wolf Dance Villages

Based on information gathered from interviews and from the literature, the 

following villages hosted each other during the Messenger Feast and/or Wolf Dance:

- King Island with Kawerak and Wales (interviews)
- Kawerak with Wales, Teller, Cape Espenberg, Fish River villages, Cape 

Nome, Council, White Mountain, and Sinruk (Rasmussen 1932:39-55; 
Oquiliuk 1973:150)

- Wales with Teller - Teller is where some people of Kawerak and 
Wainwright moved (Bodfish 1991:23)

- Wales with Kawerak (Oquiliuk 1973:150; D. Neumann 1914; E. Neumann 
1914)

- Kotzebue with Wales (Green 1967)
- Pt. Hope with Wales (Spencer 1969:210-211)
- Nunamiut at head of Alatna River with Point Barrow, people of Kobuk, 

Selawik, lower Noarak and Mackenzie Rivers, and Kotzebue Sound 
(Gubser 1965:30-32)

- U cqiigvnl\Barrow) with Ntrwuk, Waxamigtc, fey Cape, barter ilaVmu1, antr* 
Colville River settlements(Spencer 1969:210-211; Milan 1964:44)

In addition, there is evidence that in  larger villages, the different community

houses or qagn't1 (plural form)would take turns hosting a Messenger Feast. For

Instance, Ellanna (1988:108-109) remembers that men from Q alarJatqqyrisent 

messengers to the one of the other qqyrioa  King Island. Curtis reports the same for 

Wales (1970:146); Vanstone recounts this phenomena at Point Hope (1962:118-120); 

Van Valin details the same for Wainwright (1941:55-56) and Spencer notes that 

members of one “karigi” (qqyzfy in Barrow invited members from another “karigi” foe

7 As with nigla, qagri has different spellings in different villages due to dialectical differences. The 
Yup’ ik refer to it as “q a s g ithe King Islanders refer to it as “qagrT, and the people in Wales and 
Point Hope say “qargjT. In general, I will use the King Island version used by the Alaska Native 
Language, qagri. Before a standardized orthography was created, it was also written "kazghi", 
"qazrigi", "qazhigi", or even "kashim” and "casine". Whenever paraphrasing or quoting from the 
literature, I will use the term used in the reference, but in quotes to denote that it is their particular 
rendition of the word.
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a feast (Spencer 1969:186-7). From this evidence, one could infer that separate qagric 

in each village acted as separate communities for the occasion of the Messenger Feast 

and/or Wolf Dance. This could be how an isolated community like King Island 

structured their Messenger Feasts and Wolf Dances because they could not actually 

travel to another community in the winter. Another conclusion, based upon the first, is 

that these larger communities grew out of the melding of separate communities, 

represented by separate community houses. It is interesting that not only did 

neighboring villages hold Messenger Feasts with each other, but neighboring qagric 

could also hold a Messenger Feast within a single village. Burch (1998a: 171), 

however, notes that when different communities within a nation (for instance, different 

community houses within a village) invited each other for feasts and ceremonies, they 

did not include the rituals associated with Messenger Feasts. By saying this, he is 

making a distinction between Messenger Feasts, on the one hand, and ordinary 

"intervillage gatherings" on the other (loc.cit). However, aside from mentioning the 

"special dance of the messenger feast, the wolf dance" (ibid.: 176), Burch does not 

mention what these rituals are. I would argue, at least for the King Island 

performances, that the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast performed within a community  

(between different qagrfy did include these ritual aspects of a Messenger Feast. In fact, 

what is retained in  the King Island performances is the "Wolf Dance", and it is the 

inviting of guests from another community altogether that is left out.

Origin of the Wolf Dance

Versions of the story were recorded by the following people from different 

communities: William Oquilluk, from the old village of Kawerak on the Imurak Basin, 

asserts that the Eagle-Wolf Dance originated among his people (1973:149). King 

Islanders I interviewed also agreed that the dance came from Kawerak. This is further 

corroborated by the version of the story recorded from m y great-grandfather in 1924
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(cf. Chapter One; Rasmussen 1932:17; 1952:255). If the reader recalls, the hunter 

came from “Igdlo” (Mary’s Igloo), where the Kawerak people relocated their village. 

Clark Garber, a  schoolteacher, recorded aversion of the story from Wales, in which 

the hunter lived a t the beginning of the “Agriapuk River” where his people were 

“inland hunters” (Garber 1940:102). Today, this river is called "Agiapuk River" 

which begins about fifteen miles north of Grantley Harbor and flows for thirty miles 

into the Imurak Basin, which was where the people of Kawerak used to live (Bering 

Straits Native Corporation 1989). Versions of the story from Kotzebue and Noatak 

were recorded by Edward S. Curtis in 1927 (1970). In the Kotzebue version, a hunter 

from among “the people from one of the large Kotzebue villages always spent the 

summer . . .  along the coast near Shishmareff, extending their operations nearly to 

Cape Prince of Wales” (Curtis 1970:168-169), and in the version from Noatak, the 

hunter “lived in the interior of Kaiyoruk [sic]” (ibid.:197). Hall, an archaeologist and 

anthropologist, also gives a rendition of the story that he collected from Noatak in the 

1960s that claims that the hunter “lived somewhere the other side of Kotzebue [around 

Shishmaref?]” (1975:193). Thus, there are six versions of the story that note that the 

dance came from Kawerak or at least from the Seward Peninsula area.

However, there are versions of the story in which the storyteller claims that the 

Wolf Dance came from elsewhere. One version, by Paul Green of Kotzebue, states, 

“This wolf dance was started by Kotzebue dancers long long ago. This wolf dancing 

drum (it wooden drum [sic]) was found by a man that drifted in Arctic Ocean" (Green

1959:56).8 Koranda (1972:17) gives another version from Oliver Amouak from

Unalakleet, who claimed that the eagle, with the hunter living nearby, lived up the 

“Clearwater Ichilynok River”, ninety miles from St. Michael. Rasmussen (1932:9-16, 

1952:38-42) also recorded a version from "Sagluaq of the Colville River", but i t  does
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Koranda 1972:18).
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not state where the hunter lived.9 Charles Lucier collected another version of the story 

in the 1950s from someone named " Angnoiaq” from the Lower Noatak, but again, it 

does not state where the hunter came from (Lucier n.d. “b"). Although these versions 

do not agree, it appears that the majority of the origin stories support Oquiliuk’s claim 

that the Wolf Dance was started by the people of Kawerak. A comparison of the 

major motifs are included in a chart at the end of the chapter.

The basic story is as follows: A man went hunting in the mountains, usually 

for caribou. A giant bird (sometimes an eagle) swooped toward the hunter.

Defending himself, he shot an arrow and killed the eagle. He treated the dead eagle 

with respect, taking care of the skin. Sometimes the hunter stuffed the skin and hung 

it outside his house. Some time later, he again went hunting A second eagle 

approached him and the hunter prepared to kill it. However, the second eagle asked 

the hunter not to shoot. The hunter refrained and the eagle took off its hood and 

explained that the hunter killed his brother, and that the hunter must come with him to 

his home. After traveling through the air a long distance, the hunter and the eagle 

arrived at the eagle’s home. At the house, the eagle took off his skin and the hunter 

heard a loud throbbing or knocking noise. The eagle explained that it was his 

mother’s heart beating. She was in mourning for her son. When he went in to meet

9 The mouth of the Colville River is located east of Point Barrow. Merkur (1991:204-205) believes 
that Sagluaq was from the Nunamiut a group of people that most associate with living in or near 
Anaktuvuk Pass, about 130 miles south of the mouth of the Colville. However, the term 
"Nunamiut" can actually describe a wider range of of people because it means literally, "people of the 
land" and is used in opposition to the "people of the sea" ("Tagmgmiut") or those who live in coastal 
areas (cf. Spencer 1984:323). Burch (1998b, personal communication) believes that Sagluaq was a 
member of a band of people that lived near the headwaters of the Colville River, approximately 130 
miles west of Anaktuvuk Pass, and thus part of a different band. When Rasmussen met Sagluaq in 
the vicinity of Icy Cape, Sagluaq was probably engaging in summer subsistence activities at the 
mouth of the Utukok River, southwest of Wainwright The headwaters of the Utukok River are 
about twenty miles from the headwaters of Colville River, which would make traveling to Icy Cape 
relatively easy. I bring this up because it is unclear whether Merkur is using the term "Nunamiut" in 
its narrower sense, meaning Sagluaq was from the Anaktuvuk Pass region, in which case he is 
wrong, or whether he is using the term "Nunamiut" in its broader sense, in which case he is 
technically right For my purposes, I will place the discussion of Sagluaq's story between that of the 
story and Messenger Feast of Point Hope and that of Wainwright
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the eagle mother, she explained that the spirit of her son could not return home. In 

order for the eagle spirit to return home, the hunter must learn how to sing, dance and 

hold a feast for a neighboring community. The eagles said that they would teach him 

these things. After learning these things, the hunter must return to his village and 

prepare for this feast He must send messengers to another village to invite them to 

this feast. In the versions of the story from Kawerak (Oquilluk 1973:149-168) and 

King Island (Rasmussen 1932:17-33), the eagle mother also gave the hunter a gift of 

caribou heart sacks that were filled with the ear tips of fur-bearing animals She 

warned the hunter not to drop these sacks, or his burden o r load will increase.

Finally, she instructed him to make (or find) a drum that sounds like the beating of her 

heart. On his way home, the hunter was startled by a vision. He saw swallows flying 

into holes in a  hillside and immediately after, wolves’ heads popped out of their dens. 

The hunter dropped his burden and the ear tips turned into pelts, an increased burden. 

He then went home, taught the songs and dances to the people in his village, and held 

a feast. The feast was successful and the dead eagle returned home to his mother.

Thus, the symbolism of various items incorporated into the Inupiaq Messenger Feast 

can be traced back to the story: birdskins represented the eagle that the hunter kills; 

the box drum sounded like the eagle mother’s heart; the zigzag at the top of the drum 

represented either the mountains where the eagles live or th e  feathers of the eagles; 

wolf heads and wolf dances represented the hunter’s vision; and eagle feathers 

represented both the dead eagle and the eagle mother.

Both Johnston (1976a) and Koranda (1972:16) discuss the fact that each 

community had its own variation of the Wolf Dance and use  of the box drum. 

Differences occurred in types of headdresses, masks, other elements of the “stage” and 

the size of drum. However, they do not speculate on reasons for these differences.

What I intend to demonstrate in  this chapter is that these elements of Wolf Dance 

performances vary in  relation to the community’s origin story of the Wolf Dance
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and/or the origin of the box drum. With this in  mind , I will paraphrase the origin 

story of the Messenger Feast and Wolf Dance for each of the following communities: 

Kawerak/Mary’s Igloo/Teller, Wales, Unalakleet, Kotzebue, Noatak, Western Colville 

River and Inland/Brooks Range communities. In addition, animal kill observances for 

various species will be given where information is available. Finally, performances of 

the Messenger Feast will be discussed for the communities of Kawerak/Mary's 

Igloo/Teller, Wales, Shishmaref, Deering/Buckland/Noorvik, Kotzebue, Kobuk, 

Noatak, Point Hope, Wainwright, Inland Brooks Range, and Barrow. In this way, 

correspondences between Messenger Feast and Wolf Dance performances, origin 

stories and animal kill observances for these communities can be made. Also a t the 

end of the chapter is a chart comparing motifs among the versions of the origin story 

from village to village.

Inter-Community Variation of the Messenger Feast/Wolf Dance 

Kawerak/Mary’s Igloo/Teller

Some of the Qawiamfrmiurrn.oved to Mary’s Igloo and some to Teller in the 

early twentieth century, and it was the Mary’s Igloo people who held the last Wolf 

Dance in 1914. Pictures of this event were taken by the Lomen Brothers (cf. E. 

Neumann 1914:17; Ray 1992:108-109). In addition, both Kakarok and Oquiliuk: 

(1964) and Oquiliuk (1973) tell the origin story cf the Eagle Wolf Dance. Both 

Oquiliuk and Kakarok were residents of the village of Kawerak/Mary’s Igloo. With 

the help of anthropologists Charles Lucier and Laurel Bland, their story about the 

Eagle-Wolf Dance, as they refer to it, was published. According to these stories, the 

dance originated at Kawerak. The story is as follows:

A  hunter killed a giant eagle near the Sawtooth Mountains. When he 

approached the dead bird, he heard a drumming sound. He took the bird and skinned 

it and spread it out to dry. He started to return home when he heard a  voice telling
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him co stop. It was a man, a spirit being, who told the hunter that the d r u m m i n g  was 

the heart of the dead eagle’s mother. This spirit being then informed the hunter that 

other spirit beings will teach him various things, which he must learn so that the dead 

eagle’s spirit can return to its mother.

The first spirit being showed the hunter how to make a box drum. The next 

two spirit beings taught him how to dress and send messengers, and then a circle of 

spiric beings showed Him how to dance. The male spirit dancers wore wolverine 

headdresses, caribou skin pants, dress-style Jzzmg/t(boots), and over their chests they 

wore leather x-straps with weasel skins attached. The women wore dress parkas and 

mittens with wolverine tails attached. Then, four spirit men appeared wearing eagle 

feather headdresses and long, stiff sealskin mittens with rattles. Spirit beings took the 

hunter inside a “ qazhigi {qagrt) where more dancing occurred. A  raised bench was in 

the house and had holes to act as wolves’ dens. The hunter learned a series of songs 

and dances were taught to him, including wolf dances where the dancers leapt 

backward into the dens and came out as dancing wolves. The last spirits gave him  

furs to make the dancing costumes, but in order to lighten his load for the trip home, 

the spirits gave him a “ caribou heart sac" (Kakarok and Oquilluk 1964:13) filled with 

the ears tips of animals. They warned him not to stop to drink water at a brook or his 

load will become heavy. =

After giving him the gifts, the spirits disappeared, and he started his trip home. 

Part way home, he became thirsty and to take a drink from a brook, forgetting the 

spirits’ warning, he put the caribou heart sac on the ground and a loud thundering 

noise occurred. The ears turned into full pelts of the animals. The hunter then began 

preparations for the feast. He erected a pole outside the "qazhigiu‘axL& put the eagle 

skin on it. He then did as he was told and had a  feast, complete with foot races. On 

the fourth night, after the last dances, the eagle was able to return home. The man 

became a successful hunter and lived to be very old, and before he died, he asked the
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people to continue with the dance, even after his death. In the version from 1973, 

Oquiliuk (1973:166) claims that people from Little Diomede, two families who 

wintered at Kawerak, learned parts of the Eagle Wolf Dance and brought it back to

their people.10

An account of the last Messenger Feast on the Seward Pensinula that occurred 

in December 1913 or January 1914 is given by Daniel Neuman in three installments in  

the Nome Nugget (D. Neuman 1914), and by Elizabeth Neuman in the Nome Beltz

High School Yearbook (E. Neumann 1914).11 The people of Mary’s Igloo were the

hosts, and the guests came from Wales. Elizabeth Neuman states that the dance was 

“originally intended to celebrate a treaty of peace between two hostile tribes, but has 

gradually become a friendly reunion and trading feast” (1914:16). The preparations for 

this dance took two years. In Daniel Neuman’s description, eagle feathers were 

gathered for use in the headdresses. A  box drum was suspended from the ceiling and 

a platform with four holes was constructed. He describes in  great detail the various 

songs and motions associated with the dance. The dancers also wore a suit of “snowy 

white” and many ermine skins were attached to the parkas. The dancing started at 

about 10:00 pm . and did not end until dawn.

The events of the dance are described as follows: It apparently took a full year 

to construct the box drum. Then, two messengers were sent from Mary’s Igloo to 

Wales to tell the people of Wales that the preparations for the feast were complete. 

During the day, when the guests arrived, they greeted by four youths with blackened 

faces who danced and shot arrows above their heads. Elizabeth Neumann (1914:17)

However, there is no evidence that Little Diomede ever performed the Messenger Feast although 
individual Little Diomeders participated in King Island performances. For instance, Sammy Mogg, a 
resident of Nome and of Little Diomede descent organized the 1952 performance of the Wolf Dance 
(cf. Nome Nugget 1952: July 3, August 13). Paul Oomiak, also from Little Diomede but a resident 
in Nome, was a "helper" in the 1982 performance (cf. Chapter Nine).

11 Elizabeth Neumann titles her description "Nidl-Gah-Ruit" and defines this as "Big Eskimo Dance"
(1914:16). As stated earlier, "Nidl-Gah-Ruit" is nilgaruat, which Kaplan defines as "they did the 
Wolf Dance".
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claims that this was a "ceremony from olden times when every stranger was regarded 

as an enemy". Then, a “Fire Dance” was held in  which four assistant chiefs from 

Mary’s Igloo held up fire brands and brandished them at the guests. Attached to the 

fire brands were furs which the guests eventually grabbed from the assistant chiefs. 

According to E. Neumann (1914:17), the Fire Dance signified that light and heat and 

many gifts awaited the visitors. After this, the main chiefs and their wives danced a 

“Welcome Dance” in  which agressive, fierce gestures were used followed by gestures 

of friendship and peace. Then, hosts and guests waited for the evening festivities.

The evening dances began with a song entitled “Dance of the Coming of the 

Birds in the Spring”, which was performed by the main chiefs who wore eagle feather 

headdresses and long gauntlet gloves with the rattles of “sea parrots” (puffins). Daniel 

Neumann reports that the singers sang fifty songs during this part of the dance. These 

songs glorified “the coming of spring with plenty of Game. Some coaxing the birds to 

settle near their village and be friendly. Some praising the spirits of departed birds, 

etc.” (D. Neumann 1914:Jan. 20). These dances were followed by the “Dance of the 

Hunters and the Game” in which the chiefs act as game birds and the women act as 

hunters. The women were “ armed with long eagle feathers tipped with swans down”

(E. Neumann 1914:18). At first, the birds outran the hunters, but at length they tired 

and the hunters killed them. Then the great box drum was taken down, and six men 

with regular drums replaced the main drummer. The four assistant chiefs stepped out 

onto the floor and danced “The Driving out of the Enemies”, in  which the dancers 

pretended that they had found imaginary enemies, whom they thrust out of the entrance 

hole in the floor. E. Neumann then describes “The Wolf Dance”, which came next.

In it, the four chief dancers stood in front of the platform and suddenly jumped 

backward into the holes. These dancers wore feather headdresses, but when they 

emerged from the holes, they wore wolf masks that looked “so real that it was difficult 

to believe that they were simply men wearing wolf masks” (E. Neumann 1914:19).
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After dancing in the hole, they pretended that they smelled game, so they jumped out 

of the hole in pursuit. However, the helpers at the top of the den held onto to their 

“tails". Elizabeth Neumann speculates that this meant that the “murderous passions of 

the tribes were held in check by ties of friendship and brotherly love so strong that no 

treachery could exist between them" (loc. cat.). Finally, the last dance was the "Ermine 

Dance" performed by eight chiefs assisted by four women. The women stood in  a 

group waving ermine skins while the men formed a circle around them. This 

concluded the dancing portion of the feast and both hosts and guests turned their 

attention to trading. The festivities lasted for three days and nights, after which the 

guests from Wales returned home. Both hosts and guests broke up the platform and 

box drum and burned them in the center of the dance house, following this by the 

destruction of the tools that had been used to make the box drum, none of which 

should be used again (loc. dt.)

Koranda furnishes the music for a  “common dance” song of the Messenger 

Feast from William Oquiliuk in  the 1960s. She does not give words to the song, but 

notes that the song belonged to Oquiliuk’s unde (Koranda 1972:15-16).

Bodfish (1991:23-24) reports that the people of Teller, some of whom were 

originally from Kawerak, went to Cape Prince of Wales for a Messenger Feast when 

he was a child. He was bom in  1902 and lived in  Teller when he was ten  or twelve 

years old (ibid.: 17), meaning that he saw the dance about 1912-1914. Again, as some 

Kawerak people ended up in Teller, it is not surprising that they participated in a  feast 

in  Wales.

Wales

Clark Garber, a schoolteacher in  Wales, published a series of stories he 

recorded in 1940. One story, entitled “Nahnuk, Hunter of the Tootuit” , is the story
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about the Wolf Dance (Garber 1940:102-108). In it, a "great hunter of caribou" 

(“tootuit”; tutzu- caribou), Nahnuk, went hunting. He did not find a herd on his first 

day out, but on the second, he sighted one. However, as he was getting ready to 

shoot his bow and arrow, a large eagle swooped “down from the heavens” and carried 

him off. They flew higher and higher and after he recovered from the shock, he 

decided to try to find a way back to the earth. Rather than kilting the eagle outright, 

since the bird would fall and crush him on the earth, Nahnuk decided to wound the 

eagle in the heart. After extracting himself from the talons, he did so and the eagle 

descended to the earth.

When they got close enough to the ground, he let go of the eagle and fell to the 

earth, knocking himself unconscious. When he awoke, he saw the great eagle with its 

beautiful skin and decided to bring it home. He took a spruce log and made a special 

box in which to keep the skin. From then on, when he went hunting, he took some of 

the plumage and had great success in hunting and enjoyed great wealth. About a year 

later, he again went hunting, but forgot to bring the eagle plumage with him. He was 

worried; just as he sighted another herd, another giant eagle swooped upon him and 

took him in its talons. He decided he would kill this eagle as well, but the eagle asked 

him not to. Instead, the eagle said, “My father and mother wish to see you. I will 

take you safely to them” (ibid.: 106).

When they approached the eagle’s home, he heard a great sound like a 

“hammering on soft wood with regular drum-like beats” (loc. dt.). When they arrived, 

the eagle took off its skin and became a young man. As they entered the tent, the 

eagle told him that the sound was his mother’s heart beating. In the tent were the 

mother and father eagles. The father eagle stated that the eagle skin that the hunter 

retained must be burned. After that, he must dance better than he ever danced before, 

and he must make a drum that sounds like the eagle mother’s heart. After the hunter 

does this, the father said, the eagle skin can come home. Then, the other eagle son
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took the hunter back to where he found him and said that if the hunter did these things 

as asked, the hunter would never have to fear eagles again. When the hunter arrived 

back home, he tried many times before making a drum that sounded like the eagle 

mother’s heart. Then, he burned the eagle skin and danced as he never had before. 

Afterwards, the hunter enjoyed even greater success as a hunter and became a chief.

John Kelly gives an early description of a Messenger Feast in  people of Wales. 

Kelly was the interpreter for a ship, the U.S.S. Thetis, that sailed through the Bering 

Sea and Arctic Ocean in  the summer and fall of 1889. Kelly spent three years among 

the Eskimo and wrote a report (Kelly 1890). He states that 150 to 200 of the Prince 

of Wales natives go to “Kavea” (Kawerak) every December for a  “tax-collecting 

expedition” (Kelly 1890:12). By his description, I believe this was a Messenger Feast. 

For instance, after an initial greeting that emphasized war-like relations, the people of 

Kawerak would “throw open” their houses and “council houses” and "dancing, games, 

and theatricals were indulged in till the food became scarce, when the visitors departed” 

(loc. cit.). Unfortunately, Kelly gives no other descriptions of the performance, so 

there is no evidence that the people of Wales had the Wolf Dance by the mid-1880s.

As stated above, Bodfish reports that the people of Teller participated in a 

Messenger Feast in Wales about 1912 or 1914 (Bodfish 1991:23-24), although there is 

no mention of the Wolf Dance, wolf den, or feather headdresses. In 1927, Curtis 

(1970:146-147) describes a Wales "Messenger Feast”. In.his description, members of 

two different “men’s houses” sent messengers to each other for six days and nights of 

feasting and trading. Like the Yup'ik celebration of Pecugtaq (Fienup-Riordan 

1994:348-354), the male hosts and guests requested items used by women, whereas 

the female hosts and guests requested items used by men. However, there is no 

mention of the Wolf Dances, box drum, eagle symbolism, or wolf den platform. Paul 

Green, though, remembers that the people of Wales went to Kotzebue for a  Messenger 

Feast with Wolf Dances in  1898.
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Shishm aref

It is unclear when the people of Shishmaref had knowledge of the Wolf Dance. 

However, as Molly Lee and I note (cf. footnote 6 in  this chapter), it  appears that a  man 

from Shishmaref drew most of the drawings in Phebus, which date to the 1890s 

(1995). In addition to foot races, the drawings (cf. Phebus 1995:109-114) depict box 

drums, Wolf Dancers, helpers, wolf dens, wolf head masks, eagle-feather headdresses, 

and bird symbolism, which suggests that the people of Shishmaref performed the Wolf 

Dance in the 1890s.

In addition, a film entitled "The Big Picture" (Army Pictorial Center md.) in  the 

Archives at the Alaska and Polar Regions Department of the Elmer E. Rasmuson 

Library at the University of Alaska Fairbanks depicts men from Shishmaref performing 

a  dance using the wolf den, box drum and feather headdresses sometime in  the 1950s 

or 1960s (Simon 1998). Thus, the people of Shishmaref appear to have both known 

about and performed the Wolf Dances, although the ethnographic literature does not 

offer a more in-depth description.

Unalakleet

The community of Unalakleet is on the Yup’ik/Ifiupiaq border, south of the 

Seward Peninsula. However, I include it here primarily because it is well known that 

some of the people from the Kotzebue Sound migrated to the Norton Sound area in the 

1800s. Thus, I believe that the Unalakleet version should be inserted before the 

discussion of Kotzebue since it is likely that this story migrated south with the people. 

As readers will see on the m otif chart on pages 114-116, the story recorded from 

Oliver Amouak of Unalakleet is most closely related to the one from Kotzebue.

The story, ‘‘How the Eagle Gave the Messenger Feast to the Eskimos” from 

Oliver Amouak of Unalakleet (Koranda 1972:17-18), took place about ninety miles

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



from St. Michael and is as follows: A family hunted out in the hills. One day, the 

boy went to hunt caribou. He saw a large shadow on the ground but did not know 

what it was. He saw it a second time and he looked up and saw the eagle swooping 

down upon him. He lay on his back on the ground, and as the eagle missed him, he 

shot it in the back with his bow and arrow. The eagle circled again and this time, the 

boy shot it in the throat and killed it. The boy skinned the eagle carefully and took 

one wing feather. It was so large that he made buckets from the ends cf the quills. A  

few days later, he again saw a big shadow, but this time the eagle did not attack him. 

Instead, she landed and pushed back her hood to reveal her human face. It was the 

dead eagle’s mother. She told the hunter that she wanted to get her son back and that 

he had to gather a lot cf game and invite people from other village to come to a big 

feast with songs and dances. He also must make a drum that sounds like her 

heartbeat. The boy tried to make many kinds of drums, and finally, it was a box drum 

that sounded like her heart. He took a large wood tub, put water into it and put a 

caribou skin over it. Then, he invited the next village, and the people had never seen 

such a celebration before. The feasting and dancing lasted fear days and, at the end, the 

eagle son returned to his mother.

Koranda furnishes a “Caribou Hunting Song" from Thora Katchatag of 

Unalakleet, which was performed at a Messenger Feast around the turn of the century 

(1972:17). The song discusses how a hunter sights and kills a  caribou and prepares it 

for the feast. No other descriptions of a Messenger Feast in Unalakleet are available, 

so there is no evidence that this community used eagle or wolf symbolism in their 

performances.

Deering/Buckland/Noorvik

There is no record of the origin s ta y  from the Deering/Buckland/Noorvik area 

in  the literature. However, we do have record of animal kill observances and accounts
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of Messenger Feasts and Wolf Dances. I have included the information from these 

three villages together because the information is scarce for each individual village and 

because these three villages are relatively close to one another.

Lucier gives animal kill observances among the Buckland Eskimo from Andrew 

Sunno and an unknown person, that he recorded in  February and April 1951 (Lucier 

n.d. "a"). For instance, when a wolf was killed, the person cut off its head and 

brought the skin home. When he got home, the hunter walked around his house and 

kicked it  four times for a male and five times for a female. He then took off his 

clothes and left them outside. The next day, he put on other clothes and went outside 

and hammered the wall of his house four (or five for a female) times. This signified 

that the hunter intended to send the wolf's spirit back. If he treated the wolf right, it 

would come back again for him to hunt it. For four (five for a female) days, the 

hunter ate just one bite a day. Then, wolf spirit went home on the fifth day (sixth for 

a female), after which the hunter ate anything that he liked. Although he does not give 

the same details for other animals, he does note that a four or five day period of taboos 

is also observed for the killing of wolves, wolverines, foxes, eagles and men (Lucier 

n.d. "a").

Lucier also has a picture of a  “feather diadem” that was worn by the dancers 

during a “wolf dance” at Buckland. He obtained this drawing from Andrew Sunno at 

Elephant Point in April 1951. The snowy owl feathers are contrasted with the eagle 

feathers used elsewhere on the Seward Peninsula. Lucier also mentions that the people 

of Deering had a “Wolf Dance”, but the person who told him this, Mary Morris (born 

there in the 1880s), would not give him more details, apparently for religious reasons.

In the Messenger Feast in Buckland, Lucier notes that there was a cycle of 

games and contests that took place after the gift exchange. These games and contests 

included a finger pull, ear pull, wrist pull and the lip push. The Messenger Feast was 

organized by four rich men, who chose two messengers to invite guests to their
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village. These two messengers used two sticks as mnemonic devices for gift requests 

and were referred to by Andrew Sunno as "runners”.12 These "runners" must be 

"grown men, with experience in war" (loc. cit) and were cautioned to sneak into the 

guest village. When they were close to their destination, they left their dogs at a 

"convenient place" and ran as fast as they could to keep from being seen. When 

someone was on the trail, they hid from him. When they arrived in the guest village, 

they ran quickly into someone's house, where they covered themselves with their parka 

hoods, so they cannot be recognized. Then, they covered themselves with blankets 

until they were discovered by members of the guest village. A  struggle ensued 

between the villagers and the messengers, one in which the messengers feared for their 

lives (loc. cit). When the villagers found out where the runners were from, the 

fighting stopped. Sunno ended the narrative with a note that this trip was considered 

very dangerous (loc. cit). When the runners returned with the guests, they reported to 

the rich men what the visitors wanted in return, after which a dance was held. 

Unfortunately, Sunno’s description of a Messenger Feast ended without explaining the 

feast itself. He did not mention wolf dances, or the use of a  wolf den or box drum, 

although Sunno did give a description of the feather headdress worn by the dancers 

(cf. previous page).

Wells, who was bom in Deering but later moved to Noorvik, gives a 

description of a Messenger Feast (1974:85-87). He states that the people of a village 

sent messengers to another village for a big feast, which was an occasion to have “big 

fun and for the exchange of furs and caribou hides or seal oil” (ibid.:85). The invited 

village planned for a big foot race. Then, runners were sent with instructions, using 

sticks as mnemonic devices to remember what each person requested. At the 

appointed time, the visiters traveled to the host village and were met by the host 

village’s best runners. The best runners of the visiting village and the best runners of

12 This is an interesting note, since Aalik of King Island also called the four main wolf dancers aqpcaat 
or runners.
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the host village engaged in a foot race to the community house. After the travelers 

arrived, the food exchange occurred, followed by a big dance. During the dances, 

partners exchanged gifts. There is no mention of wolf dens, wolf dances, or box 

drums in this description.

Kotzebue

Curtis (1970:168-77) recounts a version of the “Legend of the Messenger 

Feast” from Kotzebue. In it, a man was hunting when he saw something shining in 

the sky. It was an eagle carrying a  flint knife and bows and arrows in  its beak and in 

its claws was a giant whale. He was frightened, but shot at the eagle with his bow 

and arrow. He killed it and it flapped slowly to earth. He now had both the giant 

eagle and a whale, so he had his whole village help him to butcher the meat and take it 

back to the village. Some time later, a  stranger with the head and feet of a fox 

approached him. The stranger said that he had to bring the hunter to two old people. 

They proceeded along a mountain trail that was "slippery with oil".

At the top of the trail was a huge cache which was dripping oil and surrounded 

by whale bones. The hunter heard a “thunderous noise” coming out of a house. A 

woman painted red with blood came out of the house first and she pointed to the 

human bones scattered about the house and then offered him food and water after he 

made an offering to the spirits. Then, he went into the house, and he saw two huge 

eagle skins of this old couple hanging up and the old couple (the dead eagle's parents 

in human form) sitting down. The thunderous noise was the woman’s heartbeat.

The eagle father then told him that the eagle son must be brought home and 

proceeded to teach him how to send messengers, who would be clothed in boots of 

caribou-skin, trousers with caribou toes and wolverine fur, a parka and thirty weasel- 

skins over their shoulders. They would be marked with a “dance mark" under each 

eye. The eagle father then taught the hunter how to dance and told him to make a box
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drum with a hole in each corner, with eagle’s feet carved on the bottom, covered with 

fox-skins. Finally, the eagle mother told the hunter that a human muse be sent outside

during the dance and the eagles would eat the person.13 The eagle mother told him

she would send her heartbeats to the box for the dance.

The young man returned home and did as he was instructed and the village 

invited guests and had a dance. After several dances, two planks with fur-padded 

holes were brought in. The dancers put on wolf-head masks and poked their heads 

through the holes, then they crawled through the holes and danced. However, at the 

conclusion of the dances, the hunter forgot to send out a human. The next year, the 

visitors held a feast in their village. While the hunter was helping them, he accidentally 

shot his own brother, so he placed the body inside the caribou. The caribou was 

served at the second feast and afterward, the hunter cold the visitors what had 

happened. They were angry because they had just eaten meat tainted with human 

flesh. The hunter remembered that he had forgotten to send out a human sacrifice, so 

he held another feast the third year. When guests arrived, he covered the entrance hole 

and smoke-hoie tightly and burned the men’s house with the guests inside, which was 

the sacrifice for the eagles. Now, the eagle-spirit could finally return home. The 

story concluded, “It is believed that if all is carried out properly the spirits of lost or 

killed children will go to the Land of the Spirits, even as the Eagle-spirit returned 

home” (ibid.: 177).

In contrast to the story collected by Curtis in  1927, Paul Green (1959:56-57), 

reported that a  hunter became separated from his kayak while out hunting and was 

stuck floating on an ice cake. The ice cake melted and got progressively smaller. Just

*3 Of the stories from other villages in this chapter, the story from Kotzebue is the only story that also 
notes the taking of a human life and the onset of war, motifs that it shares with the King Island 
version of the story. In addition, the King Island story appears to be most similar to both the story 
from Kawerak (sharing 9 of 10 motifs) and the story from Kotzebue (sharing 12 of 13 motifs). I 
suggest that the King Island story mediates between the Kawerak and Kotzebue versions (cf. chart, 
end of chapter). Thus, by this association with the Kotzebue version, I see evidence that the Wolf 
Dance definitely extracts a price from the people who perform it.
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when he thought he was about to die, he saw an object approaching him that became 

bigger and bigger. It was a square piece of wood that told him to jump on it and it 

would take the hunter back to his village. The box told him to make a replica of the 

box to be used as a drum in  the wolf dance. The box also instructed the hunter to put 

an eagle tail feather on each comer and to suspend the drum from the ceiling of the 

“Kazree” (qqgrf). He stated the “wolf dance wooden drum” came to Kotzebue along 

with the first wolf dance.

In 1967, Paul Green (1967) wrote about the Messenger Feast his father (in 

Kotzebue) held for the people of Wales. This feast took place in  1898. The Wales 

“Oomaylik” ( um ialik- sing.; um ialit- plural) had five wives and Paul's sister, Pauline, 

was named after one of these wives. Preparation for the wolf dance took all winter. 

UmialitiTorcL other villages were also invited and they wore wolf-head headdresses.

The ladies who danced use long fancy poles with an eagle feather attached and danced 

on top of a “platform”. So much food was given away that the missionary told the 

people to stop the wolf dance.

Koranda describes how Wolf Dances were performed in Kotzebue (1972:16).

To paraphrase: The first dance was performed by four women who held long wands 

with eagle feathers. They were joined by two men with “ibon- or eagle-feather 

headdresses” and long gauntlet gloves who depicted a  wish to “go out into clear 

weather”. Then, another dancer wearing a wolf mask and gauntlet gloves joined in, 

followed yet again by another four (or six) who all wore wolf “headskin” masks and 

long gauntlet gloves. They all danced before a “wolf den” with holes cut into it. The 

wolves danced and as they did so, they carried presents to the  guests in  the audience. 

Then, each dancer leapt backwards into the hole, and apparently, the holes were so 

small that, as they jumped, their gloves and masks fell to the floor. Koranda (1964:19) 

notes that to get stuck in  the hole was an omen of death and the man who got stuck 

would die. However, the dancers brought good luck, so pregnant women walked
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around the dancers to bring good fortune for the future birth.

Lela Kiana Oman, whose family originated from the Kobuk and Selawik Rivers 

(Oman I995:viii), claims that the last Wolf Dance performed in the Kotzebue area was 

in 1898, when it was held at the mouth of the Noatak River. The missionaries who 

came to this area, Mr. and Mrs. Robert Sams, began to learn Eskimo dances, but when 

they saw the "last, honest-to-goodness Wolf Dance", they saw its power and banned 

the dances in the communities they lived in. The dance that they saw was a Wolf 

Dance in which dancers went in and out of holes that were not very big, about the size 

of a person's head. Oman (1997, personal com muni cat! on) continued by saying that 

when the people began dancing "in a frenzy", the powers:

take over. A big man, fully clothed, could go in and out of the holes.
The holes would shrink and then get larger. My father and my aunt 
watched it with their plain eyes. The spirits go in  and out of those 
holes. They get powers from the wolf spirit.

Thus, for Kotzebue, eagle and wolf symbolism and wolf dens were used. An 

interesting difference occurs in the origin story of the box drum. The story collected 

by Curtis in  1927 states that the eagle told them how to make the drum. However,

Paul Green’s story from 1959 is reminiscent of stories from Wainwright and from 

Noatak (cf. below) from the 1950s, in which a piece of wood floating on the ocean 

told the hunter to make a square drum from the wood.

Kobuk

For Kobuk, no origin story was recorded for the Messenger Feast. In addition,

I was unable to find a reference for any ritual observances after killing an animal. 

However, Giddings (1961:24-28; 52-60) reported a  typical performance by one Kobuk 

River man and a specific performance remembered by another. The first, told by 

Pegliruk in 1940 when he was about 70 (ibid.: 13), stated that a “special ceremonial 

house” (ibid.:24) had to be built before the feast could be held. Then, the typical

93

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



sequence occurred whereby two messengers were sent out to invite neighboring 

villages to a feast When the visitors approached, the host village welcomed them with 

war-like behavior, including a “fire ceremony” where the hosts threatened to “heat up” 

the visitors. Two men and two women performed a ceremonial dance. The two 

women wore wolverine tails and ‘hoofs’ on their shoulders. Then, feasting occurred, 

followed by gift-giving. Pegliruk did not state anything about a box drum, “wolf 

dance,” or eagle feathers in his account (ibid.:24-28).

However, the other man, Oolyak, told about a particular feast that he 

participated in  when he was a boy (ibid.:52-60). He told his account in  1941, when he 

was about 75 years old (ibid.:34); thus, this dance may have happened in the mid-to- 

late 1870s. In this case, several villages from along the Shungnak River were invited, 

as well as the Kotzebue people (ibid.:52). A  ceremonial house was built with a long 

pole erected outside on top of which a wooden eagle was carved. Everyone from the 

village went inside the ceremonial house. A skin curtain had been erected and the four 

messengers went behind it, keeping everything except their gloved hands from view.

The assembled people heard the “Eagle holler” (ibid.:53). The messengers wore 

“squirrel parkees”, sealskin pants and boots (loc. cit), and put on eagle feather 

headbands (ibid.:54). The messengers raced to greet their guests, after which a feast 

was held before dances were performed. Two men who wore “white loon headbands 

with beak sticking out in front” danced with two women (ibid.:57). At the back of the 

ceremonial house, a three foot long pole was suspended. The area behind this pole 

“belongs to the Eagle". If anyone crossed into that area, he or she would fall sick 

(ibid.:58). Jumping dances were performed as one man beat a “log drum”. This 

drummer wore a white loon headband and his face was painted with charcoal. After 

these dances, gifts were given. The next night, the visitors took over the ceremonial 

house. The visitors removed the Eagle pole (ibid.:59), and singing and dancing 

occurred, just as on the previous night. The festivities ended with games and contests
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(ibid.:59-60).

There is no mention of a wolf den or wolf head masks. However, eagle 

symbolism is present, as well as some sort of box drum, which demonstrates that at 

least some elements of the origin story (i.e., common to Seward Peninsula versions) 

were present at Kobuk.

Noatak

There are several versions of the origin of the Messenger Feast from Noatak. 

The first, recorded by Curtis (1970:197-98) in 1927, stated that the hunter, who lived 

near “Kaiyoruk” (probably Kawerak), was stalking a caribou when he was snatched by 

a large eagle. He used his spear and killed the eagle while they were flying through 

the air. They floated to the ground and he managed to fall so the bird did not fall 

directly on him. When he came to, he skinned the bird and took it home. As in 

Wales, he stored the skin in  a wooden box. He took care of the skin very well Some 

time later, he was snatched into the sky by another large eagle. This eagle spoke to 

him, though, and asked the hunter not to kill him. Instead, the eagle said he must take 

the hunter to his parents and promised that "Nothing will happen to you" (ibid.: 197). 

They flew so high the land disappeared and they went through a hole in the s ty  to 

another land.

The eagle then took him to his parents' house where hunter heard a loud 

irregular beating. This frightened the hunter, but the eagle told him not to be afraid, 

that the sound was the eagle mother’s heart as she lay in  mourning for her son. The 

eagle parents asked the hunter to hold a  dance for four days and to make a drum that 

sounded like the heart beat of the mother. Afterward, the hunter must bum the eagle 

skin so that the dead eagle’s spirit could return to the mother. The dance was called 

“niliga” {m glit).

The hunter returned home and followed instructions. He tried many drums, but
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finally made one like a wooden box with a foxskin drum head. It was painted red 

with a black border that represented the Sawtooth Mountains. He held a  dance in his 

home. He placed the eagle skin in the rear of the room. The dancers wore headbands 

with feathers and long mittens. On the third evening, four dancers with walrus heads 

went into the entranceway. Above the entrance, the hunter put a board with four holes 

representing wolf dens. The wolf dancers stuck their heads through the holes and 

peered about before jumping into the room. On the fourth day, the hunter burned the 

eagle skin. After the feast, he became a mighty hunter and asked the people to 

continue this Messenger Feast.

In the origin story told to Charles Lucier in the 1950s by “Anghoiaq” of the 

“Napaktamiut” people14, a person was adrift on moving sea ice. The sea ice was 

melting and “ ugruks\si.c\ is began coming out of holes in the ice”. He then heard a 

loud noise “like something hitting against something else”. A  wooden drum drifted 

toward him. A dead fish was inside and he got inside, too, and went back toward 

land. When he got home, he made a drum like the one he was in and he had others 

make one, too. He sent messengers to the next village. He took charge of the games 

and made up a song about the ugruks he saw on the ice. Some of the words are as 

follows: “My ears, both of them, are starting to hear things hitting against one 

another; it sounds like a drum” (Lucier n.d."c").

In another version recorded at Noatak by Hall in  1965 (1975:193-195), a  man 

was out hunting near Shishmaref when he killed an eagle. He skinned it and dried the 

skin and put the skin on top of the “ikigut” (ibid.:193), which may be an ilqggacot 

“open cache platform on four posts” (MacLean 1980:11). Some time later, w henhe 

was hunting, he saw two boys walking in the air and he stopped to wait for them.

They spoke to him and said, “Our mother’s heart is funny” (loc. cit.). The two boys

14 Upper Noatak people or “Napaaqtugmiut”, cf. Burch (1984a:304).
1̂  The proper plural form of rgra£(bearded seal) is ugrut
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took his hands and traveled through the air. They came to a  hole in the sky and went 

through it and down to a house. The hunter heard a sound like a  “clock ticking” (loc. 

cit.) from inside the house. The sound came from a woman was sitting there and she 

explained itwas her heart that was beating. She stated that she was worried about her 

son, who had not returned home. The hunter stated that he had killed an eagle. The 

mother was glad because she now knew what happened to her son. She then asked 

the hunter to take the skin when he went to visit another village. She told him that they 

must hold a meeting with the eagle skin on top of the pole near the house where they 

meet. He must also make a  drum that sounded like her heart. Then, the two boys 

took him home. A  few days later, the hunter took his wife to another village and he 

took the eagle skin with him. They held a meeting and put the eagle skin on a pole 

outside the house. The next day, the pole made a lot of noise as if  it was cracking. 

When he looked, the hunter saw that the eagle skin was no longer on the pole. The 

eagle had returned to its mother.

In an account of the Messenger Feast recorded by Lucier in 1952 (n.d."b"), 

Mary Howard (“Akolauk”) from “Shishoulik” [Sheshalik, cf. Burch 1984:304, a site 

across the bay from Kotzebue] reported how “Napaktoktuok” (Noatak) held a feast for 

the Kotzebue people. Lucier stated that this feast probably happened around 1893 

(Lucier n.d."b"). There were four “bosses” (probably umiatit) and one of them beat 

the box drum. A screen was set up that was three feet high and ten feet wide with 

small holes. When the men danced, they jumped hack into these holes. While inside 

the screen, the dancers put on wolf-head masks. Several dances were performed.

When the guests arrived at the village, a tree was burned, and this was followed by a 

feast and gift exchange. The burning tree may have represented the same thing as the 

"fire brands" at Kawerak/Marys Igloo described by E. Neumann (1914).

Lucier (n.d. "c") also recorded a description of a Messenger Feast from 

someone named “Angoiaq”. According to "Angoiaq", four men sent two messengers
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to the neighboring villages of Point Hope and Deedng. The messengers carried a staff 

with an eagle feather on top. In the front of the “qarzagi” {qtgrfj, the people erected 

an upright pole with a “stuffed eagle skin sitting on top”. Everyone who went into the 

“qarzagi” had to tap that pole, a way of honoring the eagle. The four men made a 

wooden drum, which was suspended from the ceiling. In front of the rear platform, a 

“screen with four holes, each big enough for a man to put his arm through first, then 

force himself through” was suspended. Then they carved wooden masks like wolves 

with "teeth made of wood and eyes of big blue beads" (loc. cit). Each dancer wore 

long mittens with wood rattles and a skin headband with bird feathers sticking up in 

front. Two bows and two arrows were placed on the platform above each hole. The 

messengers, "kivyik" {Irigvat), waited until it  was dark before going into the guest 

village's homes. When they were discovered, the guest villagers fought them until they 

discovered whether or not these men were friends or relatives. Once someone related 

to them arrived, the fighting stopped. The messengers then told the invited village 

what the men from the host village wanted and then they ate. The messengers waited 

until the visitors were ready to go and then they raced ahead to their own village. . 

Once there, the messengers would not give the guests' requests until they were 

prompted four times by the hosts. After eating, the messengers told how many sleds 

of visitors would arrived, using bits of wood to represent each sled. When the guests 

arrived, hosts and guests competed in foot races. Then, the guests and their sleds 

lined up on one side, and the hosts lined up in front of the "qarzagi" on the other side. 

Two men came out of the "qarzagi" with bows and arrows and shot their arrows at the 

heads of the other men. Then came two men with burning sticks who almost scorched 

the people's parkas. Again, the burning sticks are similar to Elizabeth's Neuman's "fire 

brands" used at Kawerak/Mary's Igloo. Inside, men waited above the wolf den holes 

and the drumming started. Gifts were exchanged and the dancing began. During the 

last two songs, the four main dancers faced the people, but would look toward the den
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with scared expressions. At the end of the last song, the dancers jumped backward 

into the den. Wolves heads appeared in the holes, growling. When this last song 

finished, the last peformance started. The male dancers wore “crowns” of feathers and 

mittens, and their wives joined in the dance. When the dance concluded, the runners 

went out of the “qarzagi”. The guests were fed, and the next day, the celebration 

ended.

Don Foote (n.d.) also recorded a description of a Messenger Feast from a 

Noatak man named Ezra Booth. Apparently, Booth was selected to be one of the 

runners who raced the guests from "Tigaraq" (Point Hope, Tifagagmiut, cf. Burch 

1998c:35) from "KiUeegmaek" (probably Kilikmak Creek, QiLtgmiamkuuga, cf. Burch 

1998c:59, 63) back to the village of Noatak before the feast started. On behalf of one 

Noatak man, Booth greeted the man's partner with a piece of meat. Then, he raced 

back to Noatak, where he ran to the "kaligi" {qagri) and waited for the other runners to 

arrive. When the'Tigaraqmiut" arrived, they started singing for the hosts while the 

hosts fed them. After the eating and singing, the guests made their camp. When night 

fell, the Noatak partners went inside the "kaligi" and the guest partners waited outside. 

The guests went to the skylight and began singing about the gifts they had brought. 

After this, they lowered the gifts through the skylight, naming the recipient as they did 

so. After that, they exchanged gifts. The next day, they played football. After some 

days spent dancing, playing football, and feasting, the guests went back home.

Like the people of Wainwright (below) and of Kotzebue, the Noatak people 

claimed that the box drum came to them from the ocean, at least in the version 

collected in the 1950s by Charles Lucier. However, in  the versions recorded in 1927 

by Curtis (1970:197-198) and 1965 by Hall (1975:193-195), the drum was made by 

the hunter to sound like the eagle mother's heart. Like multiple versions of the story 

from Kotzebue, Noatak stories also show differences in  the origin of the box drum. I 

am unsure why these differences occur. In addition, the Upper Noatak people have
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“wolf dances”, wolf dens and wolf head masks and eagle symbolism was prominent. 

Point Hope

For Point Hope, an origin story is not available, although descriptions of the 

Messenger Feast are present. As in Wainwright (see below), the people of Point Hope 

engaged in Messenger-Feast-like activities in the fall or during Christmas week 

festivities. Both Rainey and Vanstone give descriptions of the festivities: Rainey was 

there from the fall of 1940 to spring 1941 (Rainey 1947:231), and Vanstone was there 

from September 1955 to August 1956 (Vanstone 1962:5). Rainey stated that, after the 

“qalegis” {qagrify were opened in  the fall (after the ice began to form), members of the 

two houses, “Qagmaktoq” and “Ungasiksikaq”, engaged in competive games for four 

or five days (1947:245). The losers of various contests brought gifts of meat, bundles 

of sinew or sealskin boot soles to the winner of their particular contest. This series of 

contests was referred to as “yowak”. After the contests, trading between the two 

houses occurred. Men requested particular items by tying models of them on a string. 

Partners in each of the houses also requested certain things from each other. Vanstone 

reported that the two community houses, “Qagmaktoq” and "Ungasiksikaq,” engaged 

in reciprocal exchanges of various goods and competitive dancing and games during 

Christmas 1955 (1962:118-119). In addition, Koranda recorded a “Welcome Song” 

for the Messenger Feast that originated in Point Hope from Charley and Lucy Jensen 

of Kotzebue (1972:15). She gives a “freely translated” text of the song as follows: “It 

is a happy time-a very happy time-when ducks are flying. As they return to the tundra 

in the spring, they greet each other” (loc. cit.). According to Koranda, Charley Jensen 

was originally from Kivalina and his wife was from Point Hope, so I have included 

this information under Point Hope. However, there is no evidence in the literature that 

Pt. Hope used eagle or wolf symbolism or a  box drum.
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Tnlanri of Icy Cape

I have not found any accounts of a performance of the Messenger Feast in  this 

region. However, Rasmussen recorded a story from Sqgluaqoi the Colville River in 

1924 (1932:9-16; 1952:38-42). As I stated in  footnote 9 of this chapter, Burch 

(1998b) believes that Sqglrnqbelonged to the westernmost band that lived on the 

Colville River, about 100 miles southeast of Icy Cape and Wainwright and about 130 

miles west of Anaktuvuk Pass. To paraphrase the story collected by Rasmussen:

Long ago, men did not know how to feast, or how to sing and dance. A  man 

and a wife had three sons, all of whom became hunters like their father. The first two 

sons disappeared as they were hunting. One day, while the third son was out hunting, 

a giant eagle flew over his head and landed near him. The eagle took off his hood and 

revealed a  man’s face. The eagle told the man that he had killed the hunter’s two older

brothers because they refused to learn how to sing and dance and feast.16 The third 

son agreed to learn and the eagle took the hunter to the eagle mother. Upon 

approaching the eagle’s house, the hunter heard aloud noise, like that of a huge 

hammer. The eagle explained that the noise was his mother’s heart. When they went 

inside the house, the hunter saw the eagle mother, who looked very old and feeble.

She proceeded to teach him how to build a  feast hall, how to send messengers for a

16 In other versions o f the story, it is the hunter who kills the first eagle and a second eagle who talks 
to him and takes him to the eagles' home. In these versions, the eagles explain to the hunter that he 
must learn how to feast, send messengers, and sing and dance in order for the spirit of the dead eagle 
to return home and the eagle mother to regain her health. In Sagluaq's version, the eagle mother is 
ill because man does not know how to sing and dance and feast She has sent her son to bring a 
human to her so that she could teach men these things and then become well again. The first two 
humans that were approached by the eagle son, the hunter's two older brothers, refused to go to the 
eagle home and were killed. This element of Sagluaq's story are opposite that of other stories: in 
other stories, the hunter kills an eagle and in Sagluaq's story, the eagle kills man. I believe this is 
because in other stories, the eagle mother is ill because her dead son cannot return home and man 
must learn how to feast in order to enact this return. In Sagluaq's story, the eagle mother is ill 
because man has not learned how to feast His two older brothers have died for refusing to leam these 
things from the eagles. Somehow, the element of the hunter killing an eagle dropped out of 
Sagluaq's story. However, the element of the eagle mother being ill was retained and, in all versions, 
the hunter must leam how to feast for her to regain health.
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feast, and how to sing and dance. She told him when he returned home, he must hold 

a songfeast. He agreed to do so. In return for this gift, she wanted him to give her 

some sinew string. At first, the hunter was miserable because he did not know where 

he could get the string so far from home. Then, he remembered that his arrowheads 

were strapped to the shafts with sinew, so he unwrapped them and gave them to the 

eagle mother. Then the eagle son took him back home. The hunter and his parents 

built a feast hall, and he taught them to sing and dance. They prepared for a feast and 

made drums. In the 1932 publication (Rasmussen 1932:14), there is no mention of the 

box drum, although the 1952 version (Rasmussen 1952:40) specifically mentions that 

the eagle mother taught the hunter how to make both the "ordinary drum" as well as 

the "special ceremonial drum . . . made of four pieces of wood . . . [with] a deep, 

sonorous tone, reminiscent of the beating heart of an old eagle" (loc. cit). The hunter 

found people to invite to the feast, and they arrived in couples. Each couple wore the 

skins of different animals, such as wolves, wolverines, lynxes, and all the other 

animals in the area. They held the feast and rejoiced. When the guests left the feast 

hall, they dropped on all fours and became animals. Thus, the hunter had feasted the 

animals. Some time later, while the hunter was out hunting, an eagle landed near him.

It was the eagle son, who proceeded to take the hunter to visit the eagle mother. At 

the house, the hunter saw that the eagle mother had become young again, because the 

hunter had shared the gift of song and dance and feasting with others. As stated at the 

beginning of this section, there is no record of a  Messenger Feast for this inland 

community. However, this story does mention that eagles taught humans how to sing, 

dance, and feast. Also, it is interesting to note that the hunter's guests were animals, 

which is reminescent of the Yup'ik Messenger Feast (Fienup-Riordan 1994:347).

Wainwright

For Wainwright, an origin story is not available, although Johnston (1988a:80)
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gave a general account based on his studies in Barrow, Wainwright, and Nome. He 

states that an "ancient legend” explains the origin of the box-drum.

In this story, the eagle instructed the hunter to make a square drum from wood 

floating in the ocean, which would become endowed with the eagle’s spirit. Johnston 

added that the drum was used to insure good weather and “an abundant supply of 

game animals” (loc. cit.). Finally, he added that this “box-drum became an important 

part of the Messenger Feast, along with the wearing of real wolf-head masks and of 

gut mitten-rattles” (loc. cit.). However, it is unclear from which of the three 

communities the inf carnation in  Johnston's article comes. The loonskin headdresses he 

mentions were used in Wainwright, so I include his “ancient legend” in this section. 

However, real wolf-head masks worn by all the dancers were used only around the 

Bering Strait area. Thus, Johnston’s "ancient legend” represents a mixing of all three 

communities.

There is a reference (Bodfish 1991:94) to ritual observances in  Wainwright 

following the killing of certain animals. Bodfish was a resident of Wainwright, his 

mother was from Point Hope, and his step-father was from Teller, so his information 

is probably a blend of information from all three communities. He claims that after 

killing a wolf or wolverine, the hunter should not go hunting for four days if the 

animal was male and for five days if  the animal was female (1991:94).

Milan (1964:44) claims that the last Messenger Feast took place between the 

people of Barrow and Wainwright about 1910. The people of Wainwright sent 

messengers to Barrow. When they arrived, they requested gifts from their Barrow 

trading partners, using a stick as a  mnemonic device. Later, the people of Barrow 

traveled to Wainwright for the feast, bringing the requested gifts. One day’s journey 

from Wainwright, two “champions" from each village engaged in  a footrace, the 

winner of which would gain the right to be guests at the Messenger Feast the 

following year. One particular dance during the festival involved a man and his wife
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who danced to the accompaniment of a “square wooden box decorated with bells and 

duck wings suspended from the ceiling” (ibid.:45). In this dance, the chief dancer and 

his wife danced together and the chief dancer wore a “loon skin brow band” (loc. cit.). 

The other dancers wore “duck tail brow bands” (ibid.:45). All male dancers wore long 

mittens and the women danced with long staffs (ibid.:44-45).

Milan also gives a brief description of the Christmas festivities in 1955, which 

are reminescent of a Messenger Feast (1964:43-44). At this time, a young man’s first 

catch will be given to the community, or to an elder if the game is small, to insure 

future success in hunting (ibid.:43-4). Previous to the dances, competitive feats of 

strength are featured. Although not a “real” Messenger Feast, since people from other 

villages were not invited nor part of this festival, a dance with “messengers” and an 

“exit” dance were performed (ibid.:44). Finally, a box drum was suspended from the 

ceiling (ibid.:45). Thus, in the 1950s, pieces of the Messenger Feast were still 

performed at Wainwright.

Van Valin (1941:53-56) briefly describes the Wainwright Messenger Feast that 

occurred during Christmas 1913. Although Van Valin was unclear (1941:53,57), it 

appears that Eskimo guests from Point Franklin and Point Belcher attended the 

Christmas festivities in  Wainwright that year. However, the Messenger Feast-like 

festivities occurred within the community, which had divided itself into two for this 

occasion (ibid.:53-54). Indications that this was a Messenger Feast included: foot 

races (ibid.:54), use of a box drum, the wearing of a “crown of loon feathers” with a 

large loon head by the main drummer (ibid.:55); three days were needed to complete 

the dances (ibid.:56). These elements are similar to the Barrow performances (cf. 

below). Since Barrow and Wainwright feasted each other, this is not surprising.

Koranda furnishes an exit song for the Wainwright Messenger Feast from Rose 

Ann Negovanna and Nanny Kagak (Koranda 1972:16). She notes that the Wainwright 

Messenger Feast was similar to that of Kotzebue in  that there was a sending of
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messengers, the use of a wand or stick as a reminder of gifts requested, a foot race, 

and use of a Box Drum. But it is interesting to note that the people in  Wainwright 

referred to the box drum dances as “Wolf Dances” (loc. cit.).

In various articles, Johnston (1975:3; 1976a:15; 1976b:439; 1988a:80;

1988b: 166-67) describes a “box-drum ceremony” which was performed in Nome, 

Wainwright, and Barrow in the 1970s and 1980s. As stated earlier, Johnston appears 

to be mixing information from three communities, but since he references Van Valin, I 

include it here. Johnston reports that the “box-drum dance follows a sequence almost 

exactly like that witnessed in 1913 by Van Valin” and which was learned from the 

people in Kotzebue (1975:3). In this “ceremony”, a box drum was used and the main 

drummer again wore a loonskin headdress. Three women dancers with wands danced 

behind three seated drummers with customary frame drums. Facing them was the box- 

drummer. After this box-drum dance, an “exit” dance was performed (loc. cit.). 

Johnston states that the serrated edge at the top of the drum represented “ eagle 

feathers” and that the loonskin was used for the headdress because of the Eskimo story 

where a blind man asks the loon to restore his sight (loc. cit.). In a later article, 

Johnston (1976a: 15) explains that the beat of the box-drum resemblef the eagle’s heart. 

He also adds that all the dancers wore loonskin headdresses (loc. cit.). Besides the 

serrated edges at the top of the drum drum which represented eagle feathers, there is 

no eagle symbolism. However, there was the use of the loonskin headdress, which 

was not common further south, but was common for Barrow. In addition, neither 

Barrow nor Wainwright has “wolf dances” in their Messenger Feast celebrations.

Thus, it appears that the Wainwright Messenger Feast was similar to the feast in 

Barrow.

Inland Brooks Range Communities

Gubser recorded a story of the origin of a trading feast between the Nunamiut
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and other communities during his fieldwork in Anaktuvak Pass in  1959 and 1960 

(Gubser 1965:29-32). In the story, a giant named “ Aiyagomahala”, who created the 

inland Nunamiut told his people that he w-s going to call another people to come and 

trade. The giant went to Point Barrow and told the people there about the inland 

people, the Nunamiut He asked for blubber to bring back to the Nunamiutand stated 

that he would pay them with animals. After receiving the blubber, “Aiyagomahala” 

called many caribou, and after that wolves. However, one hunter violated a taboo.

The hunter was told not to say that he ran out of arrows, but he violated that order 

causing the flow of wolves into their valley to stop. But the giant still wanted the 

people of Barrow to come inland to trade, so “Aiyagomahala” explained to the people 

of Barrow how to get to the land of the Nunam iut He then returned home with the 

blubber and told his people inland to get ready for the feast. The people of Barrow 

followed shortly thereafter.

Once they arrived, the giant gave instructions. First, he said, you must have a 

foot race. If the Point Barrow people won, the Nunamiurwox&d give them many furs. 

If they lost, the Point Barrow people would have to trade with them. In preparation 

for the upcoming feast, “Aiyagomahala” showed his people how to build a “karigi”

and how to play games such as jumping, wrestling, tug-of-war, and juggling. 

After the feasting was over, he told the Point Barrow people to send two messengers 

the following year and then the Nunamiutwoi&d come to Barrow. After the Nunam iut 

learned how to trade with the people of Barrow, they learned to do the same with other 

communities, including “Eskimos on the Kobuk, Selawik, lower Noatak, and 

Mackenzie rivers, Kotzebue Sound, and other places on the coast” (ibid.:32). It is 

interesting to note that there is no mention of the box drum car wolf dances or wolf 

dens.

I cannot find an account of a Messenger Feast with the Nunamiut or with the 

communities along the Colville River in  the ethnographic literature. However, Turak
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Newman, who lived temporarily in  Aliakaket (located on the Koyukuk), remembers 

that he and his mother participated in a Messenger Feast in  Arctic City in 1909 

(Newman 1978:13). He recalls that there was a snowshoe race and a shooting contest. 

Newman also remembers stories of this feast along the coast where three men were 

sent as messengers to the guest village. As with other feasts, the messengers told the 

people what the host wanted and then found out what the visitors wanted in return. 

Races were also held, and the losers of the race lost their “karigi” {qagrf) (ibid.:14). 

Newman does not explain what he means by this, only that the losers would still use 

their "karigi" until the following year when they tried to w in it  again (loc. cit). As 

before, there is no mention of wolf dances, a box drum, or a wolf den.

Barrow

The people of Barrow revived their Messenger Feast in  1989 (Turner 

1990:207); it had not been performed since 1914 (Spencer 1969:211). A box drum 

was not used in the Messenger Feast in the 1880s as described by Murdoch 

(1988:374); however, by the 1910s, it appears to have been in  use (Spencer 1969:213, 

215, 218). In addition, there is no mention of a wolf dance, nor is a wolf den used in 

the performance. It is interesting to note that the origin stories of the Messenger Feast 

from the North Slope do not mention a  wolf or wolf’s den.

Several animals seem to be significant to the people in  Barrow. Although all 

animals were to be treated with respect, Murdoch (1988:263-78) only reports that two 

animals have rituals associated with them: the killing of a wolf required the hunter to 

be secluded from others for about “one moon” (ibid.:264), and there were many rituals 

associated with hunting the whale (ibid.:272-77). In addition, several kinds of amulets 

were used to insure success in  the whaling: wolf skulls, dried raven skins, seal 

vertebrae, feathers, a golden eagle ski n, mountain sheepskin, and whale icons
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(ibid.:275). Spencer's (1969:268-69) account includes observances for more animals. 

He reports food taboos for the hunter after killing the wolf (4 days for a female wolf,

5 days for a male; note, this is different from other Inupiaq communities, where it is 5 

days for a  female and 4 days for a male), and a taboo against sexual intercourse for 4 

or 5 days (depending on the sex) for the brown bear (ibid.:271). Both animals were 

believed to have powerful spirits. Spencer also notes that many observances were held 

for both the whale and the caribou (ibid.:332-357). Thus, the wolf, the brown bear, 

the whale, and the caribou have strong ritual observances associated with them.

An early account of the Messenger Feast is reported in Murdoch (1988:374).

It is generally believed to be a  “Messenger Feast,” since people from a neighboring 

village, “Nuwuk” , ware invited to "Utkiavwin” ( Uttfiagyift) for the performance. Here, 

the main dancer performed around a “tree”, which consisted of two oblong boxes 

suspended end-to-end from the ceiling. A wolf skull and a dried raven skin were 

hanging from this "tree”. In this early report of a Messenger Feast, there is no 

indication that a drum was used, although this “tree” may be an early version.

Murdoch (ibid.:366) also briefly describes the long sealskin “rattle” mittens worn by 

the dancers and (ibid.:374) the masks that were used in this particular dance: the 

“stuffed skins of the heads of different animals - the wolf, bear, fox, lynx, and dog”. 

The dancers wearing these masks appeared from behind a curtain (loc. cit.).

Much of Spencer’s information about the Messenger Feast comes from the 

memories of his informants. He completed his work in Barrow in the 1950s, well 

after the last “real” feast was held. However, his account of the Messenger Feast is 

much longer than Murdoch’s (1969:210-28). According to Spencer (ibid.:211), the 

last feasts held at Barrow involved guests from Icy Cape in  1911, and from Nuwuk in 

1913-14. The last feast on the North Slope occurred at Wainwright in 1914-15, with 

guests from Barrow. Apparently, a box drum was used by this time (ibid.:213, 215, 

218), in contrast to the 1881 performance, described in  Murdoch (1988:374). In
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Spencer's description (1969:214), dance outfits included long mittens of polar bear 

skin (ibid.:214, 221), feather headdresses, and the “best looking” parkas. The 

headdresses were of loonskin or raven skin (ibid.:294). In addition, guests donned 

masks representing various animals (ibid.:221). Foot races were also part of the feast 

(ibid.:214, 217-18, 219-220). There is again no mention of "wolf dances” or use of a 

wolf den, nor is there any costuming or props which include an eagle skin or eagle 

feathers.

In Turner’s description of the 1988 revival (cf. 1990), four young male dancers 

wore “gaily-trimmed” mittens, feather headdresses and traditional mukluks (ibid.:208). 

The box drummer wore a loon headdress, with a loon beak protruding from his 

forehead. A ball was suspended from the beak, which Turner states is reminescent of 

the story of how raven stole sunlight for men (ibid.:208-9). Turner states that the four 

dancers were eagles (ibid.:2G9). She did not describe other symbolic elements, such as 

wolf dances or use of a wolf den.

Comparison Between the Messenger Feast and Wolf Dance in Inupiaq Communities 

In this chapter, I have tried to summarize the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast 

stories, animal kill observances and accounts of performances for various Inupiaq 

communities. First, I will compare and contrast the origin stories of the dance, and I 

will refer readers to the motif chart following this discussion. Second, I will discuss 

the relative importance of the wolf and the eagle in  these Inupiaq communities in  order 

to understand the symbolism used in the costumes and other dance paraphernalia in 

Wolf Dance performances. Third, I will discuss the similarities and differences of 

Wolf Dance and/or Messenger Feast performances. Finally, I will discuss the elements 

of danger inherent in  both story and performance, in  keeping with the theme of the 

previous chapter.
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Comparison of Stories in Inupiaq Communities

In this section, I will summarize the similarities and differences in stories of the 

origins of the Messenger Feast and its accompanying Wolf Dance or Box Drum Dance 

in the different Inupiaq communities, including that of King Island which was 

discussed in the previous chapter. Versions of the origin of the Wolf Dance and/or 

Messenger Feast occur in the following villages: two from King Island (Rasmussen 

1932:17-38, 1952:255-259; Johnston 1990); two from Kawerak/Mary’s Igloo/Teller 

(Kakarok and Oquiliuk 1964; Oquiliuk 1973:149-170); one from Wales (Garber 

1940:102-108); one from Unalakleet (Koranda 1972:17-18); two from Kotzebue 

(Curtis 1970:168-177; Green 1959:56-57); three versions from Noatak (Curtis 

1930:197-198; Lucier n.d.; Hall 1975:193-195); one from Wainwright (Johnston 

1988a:80); and one from Inland of Icy Cape (Rasmussen 1932:9-16, 1952:38-42). All 

the stories share similar elements except for a story recorded by Nicholas Gubser in 

Anaktuvak Pass in 1959-1960 (1965:29-32), which only mentions a Messenger Feast 

and not a “ Wolf Dance” or “ Box Drum Dance”. For that reason, I will leave this 

story out of this discussion.

Five motifs are nearly universal among all the stories. First, the hunter hears a 

loud, beating sound as he approaches the eagles’ home, which is explained to be the 

heartbeat of the eagle mother (Motif Number F559.7, Remarkable Heart). In all but 

one story, the eagle mother’s heart is beating because her son is dead. In the version 

from inland of Icy Cape (Colville River), the eagle mother’s heart is beating because 

humans have refused to learn how to sing and dance and feast. Second, in  all cases, 

the hunter must make a drum that sounds like the heartbeat of the eagle mother, which 

turns out to be what is referred to as a “box drum”. Third, in all but one case, the 

hunter is to teach his people how to sing and dance and/or to hold a  Messenger Feast 

so that the eagle mother’s son can return to her. Again, i t  is the Colville River story 

that differs in  that the hunter must hold the feast so the eagle mother can regain her
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health and/or her youth. Fourth, in  all but four cases, it is an eagle who talks to the 

hunter after he kills the first eagle. This talking eagle is the dead eagle’s mother, father 

or brother. However, in two cases from Kawerak and Noatak respectively, this role is 

played by “spirit men” or “two boys walking on air” who are transformed eagles.

This can be readily explained by understanding that the Inupiaq and Yup’ik people 

believed that animals had spiritual counterparts, which are depicted with human bodies. 

In the two cases from King Island and Kotzebue, it is “fox-men” who take the hunter 

to the eagle mother and who act as messengers. Since foxes, wolves, and eagles are 

all transformed humans (cf. Chapter One), they seem to be equivalent roles. Finally, in 

all but one case, the hunter holds a feast and dance after his visit with the eagles. In 

the story recorded from Noatak in  1965, the hunter holds a “meeting” between two 

villages. This terminology is probably the storyteller’s adjustment to his Western 

audience, as addressed through archaeologist Edwin Hall in 1965. This “meeting” 

seems to describe a Messenger Feast.

In addition, all stories share another detail: at the conclusion of the feasting and 

dancing, the eagle spirit is able to return home, except in the inland of Icy Cape, where 

the hunter's feast restored the eagle mother's youth and health. However, in  the King 

Island version from 1924 and in  the Kotzebue version from 1927, something goes 

wrong in  the feast organized by the hunter. In the King Island story, the songs and 

dances are "confused” because the hunter accidentally killed one of his sacred 

messengers and instead brought the corpse to the feast. This brought about an 

altercation, subsequently costing the life of three other men. In the Kotzebue version, 

the hunter was supposed to send out a human sacrifice for the eagles, but forgot to in 

the first two feasts and the eagle spirit did not go home as he was supposed to. So, at 

the third feast, the hunter covered the entrance and smoke holes to the community 

house and burned the whole house, essentially offering all the guests as a sacrifice to 

the eagles. Only then was the eagle spirit released to return home. Although the
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specific details differ, it is interesting to note that the feast and dancing did not go right 

the first time, subsequently causing the death of additional people, presumably as a 

sacrifice. Here, the King Island and Kotzebue versions of the story are relatively 

equivalent, especially when their motifs are compared (see pages 125-127). Another 

similar motif is that it is “fox-men” who are messengers for the eagle mother and who 

take the hunter to the eagle’s home. These two versions share twelve of thirteen 

motifs. Although these two communities do not neighbor each other, the King 

Islanders went to the Kotzebue Sound for trading trips in the summer. Thus, the detail 

of an unsuccessful first feast iscommon to both stories.

In addition, the King Island version is similar to the version from Kawerak. In 

particular, both include the motif of ear tips being transformed into pelts after the 

hunter drops his burden in surprise when he sees the vision of dancing wolves (Motif 

Number 457.19, Transformation: Ear Tips Into Anim als). None of the other stories 

mention this vision of dancing wolves, the wolf den, or dropping his burden of ear 

tips. In addition, the King Island and Kawerak versions of the story share nine of 13 

motifs. Compared to stories from other communities, the King Island version is 

closest to the Kawerak version. I will also note that the Kotzebue version shares 8 of 

10 motifs with the Kawerak version of the story, indicating some interaction between 

these two communities. One could speculate that the King Island version is 

intermediate between the Kawerak and Kotzebue versions of the story based upon this 

analysis.

The 1927 Kotzebue version of the story shares 9 of 13 motifs with the 1927 

Noatak version. The 1927 Noatak version shares 7 of 10 motifs with the version 

from Unalakleet, which can be explained by the fact that the Inupiat of Unalakleet had 

migrated from the Kotzebue Sound area in the 1800s. Since there are no origin stories 

of the Wolf Dance from Point Hope, Wainwright or Barrow, they are not included 

here.
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Of all the stories, the version from the Colville River, just inland from Icy 

Cape, is the most divergent. In this version, the hunter was the third son of a  m an and 

woman. His older two brothers have disappeared and were killed by the eagles 

because they refused to leam how to feast, sing and dance and how to make a box 

drum. The eagle mother grew feeble waiting for humans to leam these things. The 

hunter agreed to leam, and subsequently held a feast and dance and made a drum, after 

which the eagle mother was rejuvenated. There is no mention of a vision of dancing 

wolves, nor of a wolf den in this story. Thus, it is not surprising that the people of 

Barrow today do not use a wolf den or perform wolf dances during their Messenger 

Feast. I do not believe that they ever had these aspects of the dance, and so 

emphasized that part of the dance they reta in ed, the “ Box Drum”.

Overall, there appears to be a motif-sharing among stories from Kawerak to 

King Island to Kotzebue to Noatak to the Colville River. The Unalakleet version 

appears to be an anomaly in this analysis, but can be explained by the fact that the 

people moved to the Unalakleet area from Kotzebue Sound in the 1800s. The 

evidence suggests that the Kawerak version slowly moved northward, first, and then 

eastward, making slight changes along the way. The biggest changes appear to be that 

by the time the story reached the Colville River, there was no longer mention of the 

hunter’s vision of dancing wolves that caused him to drop his burden. This may 

explain why a  wolf den, or performance of wolf dances, never happened during 

Messenger Feasts in  North Slope communities; although they use a "box drum” , much 

of the eagle and wolf symbolism has disappeared. Thus, we can see that the Kawerak 

version and the Colville River version are at opposite ends of the continuum, and that 

the other versions can be placed at intermediate points between these ends.

The Svmholic Importance of the Wolf and Eagle

This will be only a brief discussion of how wolf and eagle are viewed in
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Inupiaq communities. Of all the animals that the Inupiaq killed, the wolf appears to be 

the most feared and respected. Koranda (1972:17) notes that the people thought that 

both wolves and eagles deserve respect, but that the wolf was clever and dangerous, 

with supernatural powers. This belief in the wolf’s supernatural powers is seen in the 

various ritual observances toward the animal when a human kills it. Lucier (n.d. "a") 

reports that among the Buckland people, the wolf was not utilized as food for man or 

dog, but was both feared and respected. When a hunter killed a wolf, he must 

undergo four or five days of ritual seclusion from his family, especially if there was an 

infant present younger than two weeks. The four or five days depended upon the sex 

of the animal killed. Also, Andrew Sunno of Buckland recalls that a shaman would 

make a "wolf mask" that he used to "call for all kinds of game", especially when game 

was scarce (Lucier n.d. "a"), indicating that only this particular animal spirit was 

powerful enough to do so. Bodfish (1991:94) remembers that if a hunter killed a wolf 

or a wolverine, the hunter was not supposed to go hunting again for four or five days, 

again depending upon the sex of the animal killed. Rasmussen (1969:320-323) notes 

that a  hunter along the Colville River who aspired to kill a wolf or wolverine must not 

cut his hair or drink hot soup for a  whole winter, and a hammer must not be used in 

his house or, presumably, the wolf's spirit would be drawn prematurely inside the 

house (cf. Fienup-Riordan 1994:236).17 In addition, if the hunter killed a wolf, he

must strike his house on the outside four or five times depending upon the sex of the 

animal. At the same time, the women in  the house must turn their heads away from 

the entrance. Then, the hunter informed the other men and they all went around the 

village with their knives and other sharp objects hoping that the soul of the wolf, 

which is still present, will “like” their knives and will allow itself to be caught by them 

again next time.18 The hunter then purified himself, and his knives and bows and

17 As noted in Chapter One, the wolf is a transformed human, so proscriptions and prescriptions that are 
in force for human deaths are also in force for wolf deaths.

18 Again, these are common prescriptions for the death of a human (cf. Fienup-Riordan 1994:211-250).
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arrows were placed inside the wolf’s skin. The hunter and his family then decorated 

their house with their finest materials and spent the evening telling stories to entertain 

the wolf. The people present must not smile or laugh for fear that the wolf would get 

suspicious. Then, the next morning, all the men of the village fell to one knee at the 

fire place of their house and sang a magic song and howled. Then, the men walked 

up to the skin and said, “Leave us now as a good soul, as a strong soul!” (Rasmussen 

1969:322). Finally, a feast was held for the wolf and all the meat had to be eaten. 

Rasmussen also notes that a hunter might not kill more than five wolves and five foxes 

in a season (ibid.:323). Both Murdoch and Spencer give information about various 

observances after killing wolves. It is interesting to note that Murdoch states that a  

hunter must be in ritual seclusion for one month after killing a wolf (1988:264).

Spencer records that a hunter must undergo food taboos after killing a wolf for four or 

five days, again depending upon the sex of the animal killed (Spencer 1969:268-69). 

Overall, the wolf appears to be a strong and dangerous animal. Both AisaaaL and 

Tiulana remark that they were frightened of the dancing wolves in the den and their 

comments make sense in light of the general belief that the wolf was a powerful and 

dangerous spirit.

Eagles were also significant animals. There were some ritual observances after 

killing one, and it was eagles who gave the gift of singing and dancing to the people. 

Unfortunately, though, I have no data that tell me why these particular animals were so 

significant.

Putting charcoal, or black dance marks, onto the faces of the messengers and/or 

the wolf dancers also has some significance. I believe that this charcoal is used to 

protect the dancers from these powerful spirits, especially since these dance marks 

were thought to bring good luck to the dancers. People generally do not remember the 

significance of wearing dance gloves during performances, although some speculate it 

was done to protect the dancers from spirits, so the charcoal may serve the same
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purpose, indicating that the hands and the face might be places where spirits can enter 

and leave the body. This was especially important in dances involving the spirits of 

wolves and eagles, given the belief that these spirits were especially powerful.

Comparison of Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast Performances

Generally, performances of the Wolf Dance and Messenger Feast described 

above are the enactment of the origin myth for the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast for 

each community. Also, several people in  various Inupiaq communities emphasize that 

the Wolf Dance and Messenger Feast are performed to promote peaceful relations 

between communities. Finally, it appears as if the Wolf Dance and/or Box-Drum 

Dance originated in Kawerak or in the interior of the Seward Peninsula and spread 

from community to community, usually between villages that already performed the 

Messenger Feast with each other.

First, a pattern arises when one correlates the origin story of the dance to the 

performance of the dance from a particular community.19 In all communities, we find 

some mention of the use of a  box drum in their performances, with the exception of 

the Wales performances in 1898, described by Paul Green in 1967. However, he 

describes a "wolf dance’, so I assume that a box drum was present also. In addition, 

as stated in the previous section on stories, all stories mention that the hunter makes a 

drum to sound like the heartbeat of the eagle. In addition, all stories and performances 

note that the host village sends messengers to a  neighboring community to invite them 

to a feast. Most of these messengers use sticks as mnemonic devices, just as in 

Yup’ik Messenger Feasts. Also, most communities mention that the men from the 

visiting community engage in a foot race with men from the host village when the

19 Again, I will leave out of this discussion the story of the Messenger Feast recorded hy Gubser in 
Anaktuvak Pass. This is noticeably a different story in that it does not include the killing of eagles 
or of eagles giving humans the gift of singing and dancing.
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visitors first arrive - and of these, some mention that the winners obtain the qagri or 

community house or that the winners get to act as the hosts first. The only 

communities that do not menion foot races are King Island, Wales, Kotzebue and 

Noatak. For King Island, Wales and Kotzebue, it could be that since some Messenger 

Feasts were performed within the community between community houses, the foot 

races may not have been done. Finally, most communities note that the box drummer 

and dancers wear feather headdresses. Usually, in Seward Peninsula communities, the 

feather headdresses are made of eagle feathers and symbolize the giant eagle of the 

story. However, in Northwest or North Alaska, the box drummer and dancers wear 

loonskin or sometimes snowy owl, gull, or duck feather headdresses. Thus, even 

though the hunter learns singing and dancing from a giant eagle, the box drummer, 

whom I believe symbolizes the hunter who organizes the feast, wears headdresses 

made from the feathers of locally available birds. The exception to this are the King 

Islanders who use a fur headdress, which were also used in  polar bear dances. Since 

King Islanders put the Wolf Dance within their polar bear dances, it is not surprising 

that the box drummer/hunter on King Island wears a fur headdress.

To further support the claim that the performance of the Wolf Dance/Messenger 

Feast reenacts the origin story is the fact that some stories mention the vision of 

dancing wolves. The stories that include this motif include the version from King 

Island and from Kawerak. Thus, i t  is no surprise that the performance in these two 

communities includes the wolf dens, where dancers wearing eagle feathers jump back 

into holes symbolizing dens, and come out with wolf masks, just as the vision in the 

story. In addition, in those communities whose origin stories do NOT include the 

motif of the vision of dancing wolves, their performances also do not include a wolf 

den. These communities are Point Hope, Wainwright, and Barrow. However, I will 

note that performances of the "wolf dances” in  the communities of Kotzebue, Noatak, 

Kobuk and Wales also include a wolf den or platform of some type. But the
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corresponding stories from Kotzebue, Noatak and Wales (Kobuk has no story) do not 

include the motif of the vision of dancing wolves. This discrepancy could be due to 

the fact that this dramatic element of the performance has such power that people will 

readily incorporate it into their own performances; however, it is possible that it may 

not be important enough to include it into the story. One must also consider the 

storyteller and the time and context for the telling of the story. It could very well be 

the case that someone in  those communities did know that portion of the story, but that 

person may not necessarily have been the person who talked to the recorder of the 

story. The Kawerak and King Island versions of the story also contain the motif of 

ear tips turning in to full pelts, which I believe is more common to Yup’ik stories than 

to Inupiaq ones. It is interesting that the King Island and Kawerak versions share 

these two motifs of ear tips and dancing wolves. These two motifs are not found in 

other Inupiaq communities, strengthening the idea that these motifs may have come 

north from Yup'ik areas. For instance, the story of the Messenger Feast from St. 

Michael mentions wolf dens (cf. Ray 1968:67). Whatever the reason, one can 

generally conclude that those communities around the Seward Peninsula and Kotzebue 

Sound that have a wolf den and “wolf dances” in  their performances are those 

communities whose origin stories include the motif of the vision of dancing wolves.

In those communities farther north that do not have wolf dens or wolf dances in  their 

performances, the stories do not have the motif of the vision of dancing wolves.

Second, as stated in  the previous section, the materials used in the feather 

headdresses are probably from locally available species, or, as in  the case from King 

Island where a fur headdress is used, signify an important animal to the community, 

such as a polar bear. Other examples include the use of ermine skins on the dancers 

in Kawerak, squirrel skin parkas on King Island, beaded necklaces on King Island, the 

polar bear skin behind the den on King Island, messengers clothed in caribou skin and 

wolverine fur in Kotzebue, box drums covered with fox skins or with caribou skins,
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the women’s dance wands tipped with either eagle or other bird feathers, seal skin 

pants and boots for the dancers in Kobuk, sealskin gauntlet gloves with ivocy rattles 

on King Island today and puffin beaks in the past, the use of a variety of amulets in 

Messenger Feast performances in Barrow (including seal vertebrae, mountain 

sheepskin, and whale icons), and polar bear skin gauntlet gloves in Barrow. la  other 

words, it seems apparent what matters is what the objects symbolize for the people 

when they dance. Thus, it is acceptable to use different materials in the creation of 

dance paraphernalia, since what is important is what that object symbolizes and not 

what it is made out of.

Third, as with the stories about the Yup’ik Messenger Feast, several 

communities note that the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast was done to promote peaceful 

relations, or at least trading relations, between different villages or, even, different 

community houses in  a  village. King Island, Kawerak, Deering, Kotzebue, Point 

Hope, Wainwright, Nunamiut, and Barrow all at least mention that this dance was an 

occasion for trading and not hostility. For instance, Paul Green stated that the reason 

his father in Kotzebue gave a Wolf Dance was because Paul Green’s sister was named 

after a chief’s wife in  Wales (Green 1967). So, Paul Green’s father probably wanted 

to acknowledge this relation and encourage the continuation of peaceful relations 

between his village and that of Wales. To support this idea, versions of the 

performance of the dance from Kawerak, Kobuk and Point Hope note that the visitors 

are greeted with a “fire dance’’ or by host villagers carrying fire brands. As one might 

imagine in such a cold climate, the importance of fire is noteworthy. In these three 

cases, although the fire is initially used in a threatening way, it soon gives way to a 

more welcoming stance. The host villagers are trying to welcome their visitors by 

showing that there is a friendly fire inside waiting for them. This again emphasizes 

the fact that the visitors are initially seen as potential enemies, but once they are 

recognized, they are greeted “warmly’’ (pun intended). Considering that most people
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treated people from other people as strangers and potential enemies, it is notable that 

these peaceful relations are emphasized in the performance of the Wolf Dance/ 

Messenger Feast.

Finally, as with the origin stories, I believe that the performance of the Wolf 

Dance/Box Drum Dance, with its accompanying box drum and/or wolf masks, wolf 

dances and wolf den, originated somewhere in the Seward Peninsula and gradually 

spread from community to community through the vehicle of the Messenger Feasts. 

Thus, beginning at Kawerak and slowly moving outward, one sees that those 

communities closest to Kawerak, or who used to engage Kawerak in  trading, have 

performances that are most similar to those from Kawerak. The farther one goes from 

Kawerak, the more different the performances become, depending upon what elements 

of the story are emphasized, or what materials are available locally for 

costumes/paraphernalia. And, as stated earlier in the chapter, the Wolf Dance/Box- 

Drum Dance was inserted into an already existing Messenger Feast. For instance, the 

Yup'ik Messenger Feast included "jump dances", which were not included in the Wolf 

Dance performances along the Seward Peninsula. However, it is interesting to note 

that they were still part of the Barrow performances in  the 1910s. Perhaps the reason 

why one does not see mention of jump dances in the Seward Peninsula is because they 

were replaced by the wolf dances and use of a wolf den, which interestingly enough 

do not quite make it to Barrow.

Danger in Story and Performance

As with the King Island performance of the Wolf Dance, the characters in the 

story and the participants of Messenger Feast performances put themselves in danger 

when they go out hunting, when they travel between worlds or communities, when 

they attempt to make friends out of enemies, or when they perform the Wolf Dance.
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Hunting

In the Kawerak version of the story, the hunter felt "uneasy" the night before 

he was to go hunting and was still afraid before heading out the following day 

(Kakarok and Oquilluk 1964:5). This was unusual for the hunter because he claimed 

he always enjoyed his hunting activities (loc. cit). The hunter's unexpected fear of 

hunting seems to be a premonition since he was almost thrown off a mountainside 

when a giant eagle flew near him (ibid.:6). In stories from the communities of Wales, 

Unalakleet, Kotzebue, Noatak, Inland Icy Cape and Wainwright, giant eagles swoop 

down and attack the hunter or attempt to carry him off somewhere. In addition, in 

other stories from Kotzebue, Noatak and Wainwright, a  hunter becomes lost on a 

drifting ice pack and is saved by a floating box drum. These kinds of stories, in 

which hunting is dangerous, are not unusual in Inupiaq communities.

Traveling

In the Kotzebue version of the story, the hunter must walk up a slippery slope 

with the eagle until he reaches the eagle's home, where he is met by a young woman 

who shows him human bones outside the house. In Curtis's Noatak version of the 

story (1970:197), the hunter was frightened when he heard the loud noise in the eagles' 

home, but the eagle reassured him that nothing would happen to him. Andrew Sunno 

of Buckland tells how messengers were cautioned to sneak into the guest village, and 

even once there, were subjected to mauling and fighting until someone recognized 

them. And, in a description cf a Messenger Feast from "Angoiaq" cf Noatak recorded 

by Lucier (n.d. "c"), again the messengers are subjected to fighting until someone 

recognizes them. In various accounts, hunters appear to be frightened of traveling to 

the eagles' world or messengers are cautioned of the danger they will face in traveling 

to another community.
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Making Peace

In the descriptions of the last Kawerak Messenger Feast given by Daniel and 

Elizabeth Neumann (D. Neumann 1914; E. Neumann 1914), the interactions between 

hosts and guests alternated between the fierce and aggressive gestures of enemies to 

the peaceful gestures of friends. Youths with blackened faces shoot arrows over the 

guests' heads, which E. Neumann (1914:17) claimed was a ceremony left over from 

when strangers were considered to be enemies. This is similar to the two men who 

shot away "all that was evil and dangerous in  the first feast" (i.e., warfare within the 

village) in Agm zugaafo description of the feast in  which he participated (Rasmussen 

1932:48). In the description from Kobuk, guests are also greeted with war-like 

behavior. In Deering/Buckland/Noorvik, Noatak, Point Hope, Wainwright, and Inland 

Brooks Range, hosts and guests engage in foot races and other competitive games as a 

way to compete without warfare. Finally, in the story from Kotzebue, the hunter ends 

up sacrificing his guests so that the eagle spirit can return home.

Performing the Wolf Dance

Koranda (1964:19) notes that when the Wolf Dance is performed in Kotzebue, 

if dancers get caught in the hole of the den, it is an omen of death. Lela Kiana Oman 

also notes that the missionaries who came to Kotzebue saw the wolf den holes 

shrinking and enlarging through the power of the wolf spirits, which caused them to 

ban all Eskimo dancing in the future. In Kobuk, the people set aside an area that 

"belongs to the Eagle" (Giddings 1961:58) and if anyone went into that area, they 

would fall sick. "Angoiaq" of Noatak noted the scared expressions the dancers would 

have during the wolf dances (Lucier n.d. "c"). Thus, there are accounts in other 

villages where a performance of the Wolf Dance was considered powerful and 

dangerous.

These accounts of the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast story and performance
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These accounts of the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast story and performance 

from other communities reiterate the danger that is inherent in  the Wolf Dance/ 

Messenger Feast. Although the ethnographic literature states that they were not 

performed very often because of the practical reason of needing to gather the necessary 

goods and resources (cf. Burch 1998a: 176, 177-179), the danger involved to 

participants was probably also a deterrent.

Thus, by comparing the King Island version of the story and dance to those 

found in mainland communities, I conclude that the Wolf Dance story and performance 

from King Island is most closely related to the Wolf Dance story and performance 

from Kawerak. Especially since it is widely known that the King Islanders allied 

themselves with the people of Kawerak and had a long-standing trading relationship 

with them, it is probable that their stories and performances are similar. In addition, I 

find it interesting that King Islanders do not mention a Messenger Feast, although they 

do note that in the 1930 performance, men were sent from one qagri to another as 

“messengers” or “runners”. A j'szaaalso said that Ell anna told him he was an aqpatat, 

or messenger, during the 1982 performance. Thus, even though they do not mention a 

trading feast with another community, they did retain the use of messengers in their 

performance. I believe that this trading feast with another village was not emphasized 

because of the relative isolation of King Island in the winter, when most Messenger 

Feasts occurred. Finally, it is interesting to note that the wolf dance or box drum 

dance was performed to bring the eagle mother back to health and to rejoice in  the 

return of the spirit of her eagle son. King Islanders said that one Wolf Dance 

performance in particular was done to return the spirit of a dead eagle killed by 

Allumq> who subsequently died. However, in addition, King Islanders did the dance 

to celebrate the first kill of a seal by young King Island men. The people of Point 

Hope and Wainwright also use Messenger Feast performances to celebrate a  young
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man’s first kill. Thus, in ail cases, this wolf dance/box-drum dance was performed 

enact some sort of returning
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Motif Chart of the Wolf Dance Story
Source The Legend of 

the Eagle and 
the Danoe of the 
Wolves 
by K.
Rasmussen
1952

The Eagle 
Wolf Dance 
b y J A  
Kakarok & 
W . Oquiliuk 
1964

"Nannuk, 
Hunter of the 
Tootui" by 
Garber 1940

How the Eagle 
Gave the 
Messenger 
Feast to the 
Eskimos & The 
Origin of the Box 
Drum B y L  
Koranda

Legend of the
Messenger
Feast
By E. Curtis 
1930

Origin of Box 
Drum by Paul 
Green 1959

Mythology. 
Origin of the 
Messenger 
Feast
by E. Curtis 
1930

The First 
Eskimo Drum 
by E. Hall, Jr. 
1975

Myth. Related 
bySagdluaqof 
Colville River 
By H,
Ostermann
1952

Place and Date 
Collected

King Island 1924 Mary's Igloo 
1964

Wales 193? Unak & Kotz 
1950-64

Kotzebue 1927 Kotzebue
1959

Noatak 1927 Noatak 1965 Colville R. 
1921-24
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N
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F559.7
Remarkable
Heart

2) After arriving 
In strange land 
w/Iox-men, he 
hearsa regular 
"knocking 
sound"

After killing 
giant eagle w/ 
arrow, hunter 
hears 
"drumming 
sound"

4) After arriving 
near eagle home, 
hunter heard a 
■hammering on 
soft wood with 
regular drum 
beats', which Is 
eagle mother's 
heart

4) Eagle 
mother says 
drum must 
sound like her 
heart

3) While on long 
trip, a
"thunderous 
noise as regular 
as a heart beat" 
shook the air; it 
is the eagle 
mother'sheart 
beats

6) When hunter & 
2nd eagle arrive 
at house, hunter 
frightened by 
loud, Irregular 
pulsing like a 
drum, eagle 
mother'sheart

5) After coming 
to house In 
sky, he hears a 
"dock ticking"; 
It was boys' 
mother'sheart.

6) As eagle & 
hunter neared 
house on 
mountain, hunter 
heard “beating 
of hammers"; It's 
eagle mother's 
heart

B211.3 
Speaking Bird

4) Eagle mother 
talks to hunter

After butchering 
eagle, a spirit 
man explains 
that the sound Is 
the eagle 
mother's heart

3) Second eagle 
asks him to not 
to kill It because 
eagle must take 
hunter to eagle 
parents

2) Eagle 
mother tells 
hunter die 
wants her son 
back

6) Eagle father 
tells hunter that 
hunter killed his 
son

3) While hunting 
a herd, 2nd 
eagle snatches 
him up & tells 
hunter not to kill 
him

2) 2 boys 
(eagles) walking 
In sky tell hunter 
their mother's 
heart Is funny & 
that he must 
follow them

2) Large eagle 
tells hunter that 
he killed 2 older 
brothers 
because they 
didn't promise to 
hold songfeast

H900 Tasks 
Imposed

5) Eagle mother 
tells him to hold 
a great feast so 
that her son can 
return to her

Spirit man tells 
hunter he must 
teach Qaviraq 
people things so 
spin! of dead 
eagle can return 
to his mother

7) Eagle father 
tells hunter that 
eagle skin must be 
burned, that he 
must dance hard 
and to make drum 
that sounds like 
eagle mother's 
heart

3) Eagle mother 
tells hunter to 
Invite other 
villages to a 
feast w / singing 
& dancing, & to 
make a drum 
that sounds like 
her heart

7) Because hunter 
killed son, eagle 
father tells him he 
must go home, 
have a feast and 
teach people to 
dance, and make 
a drum

2) Hunter 
must build 
box drum 
with eagle 
feathers that 
will be hung 
from celling 
of "kazree

8) Eagle father 
slates that they 
must get son 
back so mother's 
heart can get 
better; to do so, 
hunter must hold 
dance & make 
drum

7) Eagle mother 
tells hunter to 
have a meeting 
& put dead 
eagle's skin on 
top ot polenear 
house & to 
make a drum 
that sounds like 
her heart

3) Eagle tells 
hunter he will be 
allowed to return 
home If he learns 
songfeast from 
eagle mother 
who is sad 
because humans 
didn't want to 
learn songfeast

J50 Wisdom 
(knowledge) 
acquired from 
observation

9) Hunter 
reconstructs 
everything from 
eagle mother's 
house and makes 
a drum to sound 
like her heart

Succession of 
spirits show 
hunter how to 
make box drum, 
to sing, to dance, 
to dress and to 
feast

8) Fox-man 
teaches hunter 
how to dance

7) Under eagle 
mother's direction, 
eagle shows 
hunter how to 
prepare lor 
songfeast
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Motif Chart of the Wolf Dance Story
Place and Date 
Collected

King Island 1924 Mary's Igloo 
1964

Wales 193? Unak & Kotz 
1950-64

Kotzebue 1927 Kotzebue
1959

Noatak 1927 Noatak 1965 C olville R. 
1921-24

f i?inot
aowPi9
s**MV
%

A2824 Origin 
of drum

10) Hunter 
makes special 
drum to resemble 
eagle mother's 
heart

Spirits show 
hunter howto 
make drum

8) Upon arriving 
back home, the 
hunter finally 
constructs a  drum 
that sounds like 
eagle mother's 
heart

5) Un-Hunter 
makes drum of 
wooden tub 
w/carlbou skin 
over it; Ko- 
kayaker from 
Shashollk finds 
talking box that 
tells him to use it 
In wolf dance

9) Eagle father 
tells hunter how 
to make drum; 
eagle mother will 
send her heart 
beats to it

1) Hunter lost 
on melting Ice 
floe, floating 
box tells him 
he will return 
to land if 
hunter 
promises to 
build box drum 
for wolf dance

2) After
butchering eagle, 
hunter stores skin 
in wooden box;
9) After several 
tries, hunter 
makes wooden 
drum w/ fox skin

9) Drum hunter 
made was 
made of thin 
wood, "thinner 
than plywood",

8) Hunter and 
his father make 
preparations tor 
teast, Including 
special drum

N810
Supernatural
helpers

Spirits show 
hunter what to 
do when he 
returns to village

D457.19 
Transformation : ear tips 
(animals) Into 
pelts

6) Eagle mother 
gives nunter 2 
caribou heart 
skins full of 
caribou, wolt & 
wolverine ears - 
ears will become 
burden if he lays 
them down

Spirits put ears of 
skins Into caribou 
heart sac • ears 
will turn into skins 
tor teast clothes 
upon his return to 
village

--------------------------A
aoE

H1595 Test of 
memory

8) Hunter tries to 
reconstruct feast 
he observed at 
eagle mother's 
after a year of 
preparations

After a year of 
preparations, 
hunter teaches 
Qavlraq people 
everything he 
was shown by 
spirits

-
10) Eagle mother 
tells him to 
follow her 
instructions 
carefully so that 
her son's spirit 
can return home

H962 Tasks 
performed by 
dose
observation

11) Because he 
acddenlally kills 
messenger, the 
songs and 
dancing at feast 
are contused

Qavlraq people 
successfully 
perform tasks, 
giant eagle spirit 
returns to mother

6) Holds big 
feast and eagle 
mother's son 
returns to Its 
mother

12) Hunter and 
guests successfully 
complete 1st Mess 
Feast; @ 3rd 
(east, he bums 
guests for eagles 
so spirit can return 
home

10) After 4 days 
of dancing, 
hunter bums 
dance
equipment & 
eagle skin & 
became mighty 
hunter

8) Arriving home, 
hunter has 
meeting & 
makes drum; 
next day, he 
hears pop, 
dead eagle skin 
returned home

9) Hunter's family 
& guests w/skln 
clothing hold 
songfeast; guests 
become animals 
after feast; eagle 
mother is young 
again
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Motif Chart of the Wolf Dance Story
5laoe and Dale 
Collected

King Island 1924 Mary's Igloo 
1964

Wales 193? Unak & Kotz 
1950-64

Kotzebue 1927 Kotzebue
1959

Noatak 1927 Noatak 1965 Colville R. 
1921-24

A1542.2 Origin 
of particular 
dance
A1535 Origin 
of secular 
feasts

13) First great 
east ended In 

war

Hunter asks 
people to 
xmilnue this 
Eagle Wolf 
Danoe

9) Hunter burns 
eagle skin and 
dances as he 
never has before. 
Eagle returns 
home and hunter 
becomes even 
more successful

7) Feasting 
asted several 
days - this was 
he beginning 

of the 
Messenger 
Feast

13) People now 
know how to do 
Messenger Feast • 
believe mat spirits 
of lost or killed 
children will go to 
land of spirits after 
feast

11) Hunter asks 
people to 
continue to do 
dance-the 
dance Is now 
he Messenger 
Feast

10) Eagles gave 
men the gift ol 
song, dance and 
east

inin

p0 w 
Pi1
H
.©

Xao
K

B542 Animal 
carries man 
through air to 
safety

1) Sometime after 
killing giant eagle, 
2 strangers w / (ox 
noses take hunter 
from “Igdlo* on 
long trip on land & 
In air

1)Whlle hunting, 
large eagle 
captured hunter; 
to escape, the 
hunter kills eagle 
and It tails to 
earth; he takes 
care ot its skin

1) After killing giant 
eagle eating 
whale w/ arrow 
near Shishmaref, 
a stranger w/ fox 
head & feet takes 
hunter on long trip 
over land

4) 2nd eagle 
carries him to 
another land 
through sky 
window

1) After killing 
eagle w / arrow, 
ShTsh? hunter 
sees 2 boys 
walking In air, 
who take him 
through hole In 
sky

4) Eagle & 
hunter walk far 
over lands to 
eagle's house

F163.3 House 
In other world

3) Hunter arrives 
at giant eagle 
mother’s house & 
discovers knocking 
sound Is her heart

5) Second eagle 
arrives at eagles' 
home, a tent

5) Eagle parents' 
house Is In a far 
away land

5) In other world, 
2nd eagle brings 
hunter to his 
parents! house

4) After passing 
through hole In 
sky, they came 
to house.

5) Eagle's house 
Is high upon top 
ola  great 
mountain

D352.2
Transformation 
: eagle to man

7) 2 strangers are 
white fox & red fox 
10) he kills 
caribou, which 
turns out to be 
one of his 
messengers

6) Eagle takes 
otl skin and 
becomes young 
man

1) Alter killing 
eagle, 2nd 
eagle shows 
human face of 
eagle mother; 
eagle lived 90 
miles inland from 
St. Michael

2) Stranger Is a " 1 
Fox Man; 4)
After trip, 
Fox-Man leaves 
hunter at house; 
Inside house ate 
transformed male 
& female eagle

7) 2nd eagle 
takes off skin 
and Is a man

6) At house, 
discovers 
boys'mother Is 
mother to eagle 
he killed,

1) Hunter's 2 
older brothers 
disappear; once 
while hunting, an 
eagle lands near 
him and pushed 
hood oft ot Its 
head & became a 
man

A1341 Origin 
of war among 
men

12) Because he 
accidentally 
killed own 
messenger, he 
caused a war

If )  2nd feast, kills 
his bro. & feeds 
him to hosts, 
forgets to feed 
eagles human 
flesh; 3rd feast, 
he burns guests 
for eagles

R13.3
Abduction by 
eagle

2) Forgets skin 
amulet, another 
large eagle takes 
him In his talons

1) While hunting, 
KalyoruK man 
abducted by 
giant eagle, but 
he kills it spear

3) 2 boys tell 
hunter theyVe 
come to get 
him
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CHAPTER THREE 

CATHOLICISM: FATHER LAFORTUNE AND HIS EFFECT ON 

DANCE PERFORMANCES

February 1994' B ates1 House, A lexandria, VA
Bob: Did Tim tell you that his older brother is a missionary in. Indonesia?
Deanna: Yeah, Tim told me a little bit about him. Do you know what kind of

things he does?
Pan They’re at a school. I think he and his wife act as house parents and

organize school and sports activities.
Deanna: Oh. I didn't know that.
Bob: So, what do you think about missionaries? I know they caused a lot of

changes to Native American cultures.
Deanna: Well, I guess as an anthropologist, I’m generally against what missionaries

do. And, you’re right, they did change Native American cultures. But I 
also know that the King Islanders respected the man who converted them to 
Catholicism. My uncle says people really liked him.

Bob and Pat are now my father-in-law and mother-in-law, respectively. 

However, this conversation took place the first time I met them and about three months 

before Tim and I got married. One can imagine how I felt: I was meeting my 

potential in-laws for the first time, so I knew that I had to discuss the topic of 

missionaries very carefully, especially given the fact that there was a missionary in the 

Bates family. Although I reconstructed this conversation from memory, I do remember 

that we discussed missionaries - a  topic that was apparently a cause of concern for my 

future in-laws. I also remember being surprised that these two white, middle-class 

Americans were cognizant of some of the issues surrounding Native Americans and 

missionary activity. Obviously, I underestimated my in-laws. But it  had been my 

experience that middle-class Americans did not know more than the stereotypical 

images of Native Americans, so I was not even prepared to address such an issue with 

them.

I bring this conversation up now because it  points to three general concerns of 

this article. First, it shows that there is a  negative discourse about the effect of
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missionaries on indigenous cultures worldwide. Generally, this discourse is found in 

academic circles or in the populations that are affected by missionary activities. This 

negative discourse has also made its way into American popular culture, as evidenced 

by the fact that my in-laws knew about these issues and cared about my opinion of 

them. Second, it also shows that, as a Native American and as an anthropologist, I 

was expected to have some very strong negative feelings about missionaries with 

regard to Native American culture. Finally, my own conflicted answer to their 

question shows that the effect of missionaries on Native American cultures is not a
r

black-and-white issue. I first acknowledged how missionary activity irrevocably 

changed King Island life, but I also noted that the King Islanders speak of their 

missionary in positive terms. I also acknowledged that I had been raised Catholic by 

my mother (my father was not Catholic), attesting to the strength of Catholicism in the 

King Island community.

Father Bellarmine Lafortune was a powerful m an who was the dominant figure 

in King Island religious conversion. He also brought about changes to King Island 

singing and dancing traditions. The purpose of this chapter is to explore exactly what 

those changes were and how they affect singing and dancing performances today, and 

then to discuss Lafortune's influence in King Island Wolf Dance performances. To do 

this, I first examine Father Lafortune’s life and his interactions with the King Islanders. 

In particular, I show how he increased the economic well-being and awareness of “his” 

King Islanders in Nome society and how he helped to insulate the King Islanders from 

various negative influences of Western society, such as alcohol. Although seemingly 

dichotomous, both the increased awareness and the continued isolation of King 

Islanders in Nome society played a role in the maintenance of King Island singing and 

dancing traditions. Finally, Lafortune's effect on these traditions, and on the Wolf 

Dance, is explored.
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Father Bellarmine Lafortune - Arantayinirag

Father Lafortune’s missionary activities on the Seward Peninsula are chronicled 

by Father Louis Renner in  Pioneer M issionary to  th e Bering S tra it Eskim os: 

Bellarm ine Lafortune, S.J. (Renner 1979). Essentially, this report of his activities was 

recovered through Lafortune’s papers, diaries and letters, most of which are now at the 

Oregon Province Archives in Spokane, Washington. But, in addition to Lafortune’s 

life as a missionary, Renner has taken care to discuss Lafortune’s early life.

Briefly, Bellarmine Lafortune was bom just north of Montreal in 1869 of 

French Canadian Catholic parents. He spent his childhood working on his family's 

farm (Renner 1979:2). His short (5 feet 4 inches) and muscular frame earned him the

Inupiaq name, Ataatazuuraq, “The Little Father”.1 One of eleven children, he was 

groomed from an early age to become a Jesuit priest: his parents sent him to a Jesuit 

school in 1882, and in 1890, he went to a Jesuit novitiate where he started 13 years of 

training. Lafortune came to Nome, Alaska, in 1903, two years after a Catholic 

presence had been established there (Renner 1979:1,5), and almost 17 years after 

Jesuits first came to the Yukon River. Renner suggests that Lafortune volunteered to 

go to Alaska because of a spiritual calling on his part (ibid.:3-4).

When Lafortune arrived, Nome was ripe for missionary activity; gold had been 

discovered on its beaches in  1898, and a former seasonal Inupiaq hunting ground 

became the site of a booming gold rush town of 30,000 people. Although Lafortune 

was only to have passed through, Father Cataldo, the pastor in charge of the mission,

St. Joseph’s Church, saw that a need existed in  Nome and received permission to have 

Lafortune stay there (ibid.: 10). In his first winter in  Nome, Lafortune’s duties were to 

teach catechism to the white children and prepare them for their first holy communion.

1 In an oral history project using archival film images of King Island in 1937, elders and other King 
Island community members scill referred to Lafortune as "Ataatazuuraq ” whenever they saw him.
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However, he would rather have spent that time evangelizing the Eskimos (ibid.: 12).

By the end of the first winter, Lafortune had about forty Eskimo converts and had 

started learning their language without the use of books. Eventually, because Nome 

became the site of summer trading activities between traders and entrepreneurs and 

various Inupiaq communities, Lafortune exercised his influence over a relatively large 

ministry, since he was able to minister to the people in Nome during the summers. 

These temporary summer residents came from Wales, Teller, Sinuk, Marys Igloo, 

Sledge Island, the Diomede Islands, and King Island.

The Conversion of the King Islanders

Lafortune’s first encounters with the King Islanders occurred in the summer of 

1904. Most of the people from other communities had already become Christians; 

however, the King Islanders and the Little Diomeders were still “pagans”. Thus, they 

received his “special attention” , according to Renner (1979:17). By 1906, Lafortune 

stated in a la te r  that he was “ready to go” to King Island to establish a mission, 

having already converted some Eskimos there to Catholicism. Lafortune apparently 

attributed the conversion of these King Islanders to one man, Andrew Aresac, whom

Lafortune called the “ chief” of the island.2 According to Lafortune, Aresac converted

because he liked the “behavior of the Catholics in the church” (Lafortune 1929

1959:2). Various white Catholics, such as Louis Renner and Frances Anna Ross (cf. 

Renner 1979:64; Ross 1958:32), when writing of this conversion, claim that Aresac's 

conversion occurred because his daughter somehow knew when she would die because 

of divine intervention. Because Aresac's daughter also enjoyed the Catholic church, 

she apparently insisted on a Catholic baptism before her death, causing her father to 

convert.
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2 Aresac was probably a captain of a skinboat, thus controlling both the distribution of walrus meat 
and ivory and the activities in the qagri or community house (cf. Bogojavlensky 1969).
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However, King Islanders claim the following about their conversion:

According to my uncle Aaluguq, a man named Paugaq had a vivid dream. At this 

point, PaugaqaxiA the other King Islanders had heard about this new God that the 

white man was bringing them. In his dream, he was in his igluraq(or a small lglu, a 

sod house) when he heard a great commotion outside. When he went outside, the 

people assembled there told him that the new God had arrived. A man, shining in the 

dark, climbed to the top of the island and faced the village and put his hands out, one 

reaching out to the east, toward the Seward Peninsula, and the other extended out 

toward Siberia. Years later, in 1937, Father Bernard Hubbard, "the Glacier Priest" 

who created an extensive photographic record of King Island life in 1937-38, erected a 

6-foot tall, 900 pound bronze statue of Christ the King, who has outstretched arms to 

the east and west (Renner 1979:104), just as foretold in Paogatjs dream. That statue 

is still there, although without his crown, and it continues to play a role in the

community's memories of King Island.3

In another story, my uncle states that a  shaman or agatkutfi on the

island predicted the coming of strange people, who would bring birds that don’t fly 

(later understood to be chickens) and who would make the King Islanders eat their 

fellow man (taken to mean the body of Christ). I also heard this story from another 

man named Aoauliq? According to Anaulicfs uncle, the aqatkuqloaA a vision in 

which he saw white people (who he assumed were whalers) who “talk to the sky.

But, before they do that, they touch their extremities” (as when making the sign of the 

cross). The aqatkuqto\A  the others that “These are good people. When they reach

3 For instance, my uncle stated that the robes of the statue make a hollow spot where water can. gather, 
and that as a child, he believed that that water was holy water . My mother, when talking about 
picking greens or berries on top of the island, remembered that they always stopped to say a prayer 
at the statue.

4 This man was Saclamana’s grandfather.
^ Anauliq has another Inupiaq name, Aalugvq, which is the same as my uncle's. In order not to

confuse the two men, I will use Anauliqto refer to the man who is not my uncle in this dissertation.
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you, you go with them.” This agatkuqalso told them that these people would bring a 

bird that says, "Taktadaisai!”, which Anauliq stated  was a chicken. Thus, these stories 

in the community foreshadowed and approved of the conversion to Catholicism by the 

King Islanders. It is interesting to note that the King Islanders' stories indicate 

approval of Catholicism, whereas Renner's and Ross's stories attribute this conversion 

to a young girl whose father enjoyed the Catholic Church and who insisted an being 

baptized before her death. In other words, whites emphasize the role of Catholics in 

the conversion, whereas community members emphasize the approval of Catholicism 

by their shamans.

However, by 1915, not many King Islanders had converted to Catholicism. 

Community members report that some King Islanders were Seventh Day Adventists, 

and some were Methodists. In other words, even though Lafortune could speak their 

language and had translated many hymns into Inupiaq by 1906, there were still non

Catholics on the island. For instance, Renner reports that, in 1907, Lafortune counted 

only 60 Catholics on King Island, out of an estimated 100-150 residents. For this 

reason, beginning in 1906, Lafortune began begging his superiors to establish a 

mission on King Island in order to strengthen the Catholic presence. However, 

Lafortune did not go to King Island until 1916 (Renner 1979:65-66). Apparently, 

perhaps because of Lafortune’s visit and probably because one man, "Kattak" ( Qattaqt) 

prepared many King Islanders, Lafortune ended up baptizing all but “two stragglers” 

into the Catholic church during that visit (ibid.:66). This whole-scale conversion was 

facilitated by the deaths of community members who had become Methodists and 

whose factional leader, "ARuUataak" ,6 decided to stay at the Methodist mission at 

Sinrok (near Nome) in the fall of 1918. AgulataaqaoA his men were fighting for

6 la Bogojavlensky’s dissertation, he used a capital “R” to designate the sound that the Alaska Native 
Language Center now designates by a dotted g, a uvular voiced fricative (MacLean 1980:4) Thus, 
"ARuUataak” is spelled as A.gulaiaaq.
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dominance against Aultgana and his faction in  Agu/ric, the oldest qagri on the island 

(Bogojavlensky 1969:34). AgulataaqaxiA his men, however, died in  the 1918 Spanish 

flu pandemic. Lafortune and the faction of Au/agaoathxis credited Catholicism with 

saving the rest of the island from death. To this day, at least 90% of the King 

Islanders remain Catholic.

Lafortune Looks After the King Tslanriers

Lafortune, “Olaranna” {AulaganJi) , the so-called “chief* of the King Islanders 

from the 1920s to 1960s, and Captain Thomas Ross of the U.S. Coast Guard formed 

“a kind of triumvirate that for roughly a quarter of a century dominated the economic, 

spiritual, and political affairs of the King Islanders” (Renner 1983:17). Bogojavlensky, 

based on his conversations with King Islanders outside of Aulagam  J5faction in  the 

mid-1960s, asserts that these three men wielded their power in such a way that the 

control of various King Island affairs rested with them (Bogojavlensky 1969:35).7 

Captain Thomas Ross was Catholic and apparently considered himself a patron (cf. 

Paine 1971:8-21) of the Catholic Missions in Bering Strait, including King Island. As 

Bogojavlensky reports, “On numerous occasions, [Ross] would put the considerable 

resources of his position in the service of Lafortune” (1969:17). In addition, he notes 

that Lafortune’s “sojourn” on King Island paralleled the “ascendancy of aulaRanna 

[sic] and is partially responsible for aulaRanna’s disproportionate power” (loc. cit.).8

In other wcrds, in order to increase the Catholic influence on King Island, Ross 

and Lafortune put various resources at Aolqgands disposal. Au/qgamxhexi used this 

power to bolster his dominance on King Island. As examples of Aufqganri, influence, 

it was Aulqgana-who led the village in refusing the Bureau of Education proposal to

7 Although Bogojavlensky was generally disdainful of the Catholic missionaries on King Island (cf. 
Kingston, in press:7), which represents some bias on his part, I am aware that Au&gaaarsRzs not 
universally loved in the community. In other words, I am inclined to believe Bogojavlensky’s claim 
that these three men did force matters to benefit their own welfare.

8 I thank Peter Schweitzer for his insistence that I look into thi«; relationship further.
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relocate them to St. Lawrence Island;9 it was Aulqefanaviha was chosen to lead a

crabbing business; it was A a/sgzoaw ho was contacted by the representatives of 

Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer to negotiate the participation of King Islanders in the film 

£stiazo(R enner 1983:17; cf. Nome Nugget 1932:September 3), and finally, it  was 

Au£%puzawho negotiated for the iongshoring jobs which kept King Island men 

employed through the summers in Nome (Renner 1983:18). Aufegzaacould thus be 

seen as a "cultural broker" in that he mediated between the King Islanders and their 

patrons, Captain Ross and Father Lafortune among them (cf. Paine 1971:19-21; Smith 

1989:45). By using the term "broker" rather than "go-between", I am following 

Paine's (1971:19-21) distinction between the two: go-betweens transmit messages, 

favors and resources faithfully without manipulating or altering the information; 

brokers, on the other hand, when transmitting the information or resources, will 

purposefully manipulate the proceedings in order to attract followers and/or to influence 

the patrons. Based on Bogojavlensky’s work and my own experience in  the King 

Island community, I believe that A izfegzm collaborated with Lafortune and Ross in 

order to consolidate his power within the community, power that he used to bring jobs 

to King Island men, for instance.

Thus, it was through the influence of two Catholic men, Lafortune and Ross, 

that the spiritual and economic well-being of the King Islanders was maintained, and 

even promoted, through the King Islanders’ early summers in Nome. The 

considerable resources that Lafortune and Ross were able to muster on behalf of the 

King Islanders helped to engender the positive experience that the King Islanders had 

with the Catholic church. The special attention paid to them by these two men 

contributed to the King Islanders' social isolation on the mainland, further strengthening

9 This attempt was made in 1921 (Bogojavlensky 1969:25). At this point, the St. Lawrence Islanders 
were predominantly Presbyterian, since the Seventh Day Adventists did not arrive there until the 
1940s (Hughes 1984:263,276). Knowing Lafortune's intense dislike of "godless" Protestants, he 
probably supported Aal&rante refusal for the King Islanders to move to St. Lawrence Island.
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a distinct King Island identity. As a point of comparison, although Little Diomeders 

are for the most part Catholic, the main Catholic priest on Little Diomede was Father 

Thomas Cunningham. Cunningham apparently did not have the same influence in 

Nome that Lafortune did, nor was his personality as forceful as Lafortune's.

Diomeders, then, generally did not go to Nome as much as the King Islanders did, 

because they did not have the same kind of opportunities (longshoring, dance 

performances) available to them. In other words, their missionary did not benefit them 

to the same extent that Lafortune benefited the King Islanders. Thus, the positive 

feeling King Islanders have toward their missionary and the Catholic Church is net as 

strong on Little Diomede.

The King Island community was also quite famous in Nome, even though they 

were only there in the summer months. Aulaganaand the King Islanders are often 

seen dancing in tourist postcards from Nome in the early twentieth century. In 

addition, King Island dance events were often mentioned in  the N om e Nugget, the 

local newspaper. I believe that the visibility of King Island singing and dancing 

traditions in Nome is partially attributed to Lafortune and Ross and their efforts on 

behalf of the King Island people. For instance, Aulqgam and the King Islanders 

performed the Wolf Dance for the occasion of Charles and Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s 

visit to Nome in 1931. Neither Anne Morrow Lindbergh's account (Lindbergh 

1935:122-132) nor the newspaper account (Nome Nugget 1931:August 15) states who 

organized this performance or why the King Islanders were chosen to perform. 

However, given the relative power that Lafortune and Ross had in  Nome, and how 

they and Aulqgawpaxlzyed that power into opportunities for King Islanders, it was 

probably they who organized this event for these esteemed visitors to Nome.

Thus, Lafortune’s interventions on behalf of the King Islanders resulted in 

summer jobs and an increased visibility in  Nome. This visibility, coupled with 

Lafortune’s general appreciation of King Island singing and dancing traditions, has
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contributed to the maintenance of these traditions over tim e.10

Lafortune* s Isolationist Attitude

In 1929, Lafortune*s superiors finally granted him his mission on King Island, 

but it took the impending arrival of the BIA school, and hence, a Protestant BIA 

teacher on the island, to get that approval. From that time until a severe illness took 

him to Nome in 1946 and his death in 1947, King Island was Lafortune’s home.

King Island is often characterized as a rugged, desolate, and isolated place.

One reason why the Bureau of Indian Affairs closed the school down in 1959 was 

because they stated it was too hard to hire teachers to come there. King Island 

apparently suited Lafortune very well. He reasoned that King Island’s isolation would 

help protect “his” Eskimos from the "corrupting influence of the whites” in Nome, or 

“Sin City,” as he called it (Renner 1979:72), as well as help keep them isolated from 

Protestant influences.

Lafortune generally thought that Protestants were “godless,” and often referred

to the BIA schoolteachers as such.11 This is because many of the BIA schoolteachers 

in Alaska from the 1890s to the early twentieth century were Protestant missionaries 

who moved to Alaska to establish schools at the bidding of Sheldon Jackson, the first 

superintendent of education in Alaska. In fact, Renner stated that Lafortune was 

“vehemently opposed to the establishment of schools - except for a certain type of 

Catholic school” (1979:66). He felt that if a BIA school, and hence a Protestant 

schoolteacher, were established on the island, it would undo all of his work in

10 Ironically, though, Lafamine's efforts in Nome on behalf of the King Islanders may have helped 
contribute to their ultimate displacement from King Island. The exposure they got to Nome through 
his efforts introduced them to greater health care and other modem necessities of life. In addition, 
his obvious favoritism to Aulqganamsy have encouraged members of other factions to move to 
Nome (cf. Chapter Six). Then, at Lafortune's death, there was no strong personality such as his to 
keep them from moving to Nome (cf. next section, "Lafortune's Isolationist Attitude").

11 Lafortune's actions and attitudes toward Protestants were not unusual. Flanders (1984) also reports 
conflicts between Jesuits and Protestants in a Yup'ik village in the early twentieth century.
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converting the King Islanders to Catholicism. Lafortune’s attitude toward Protestants, 

and, hence, the Bureau of Indian Affairs, seems to have been incorporated into the 

attitude of the King Islanders: whenever any King Islander is asked why they moved 

off the island, he or she literally spits out the fact that the “BIA closed down our 

school and threatened us with arrest”, implying that if  it were not for the BIA, the 

King Islanders would still be living on King Island. I believe that the King Islanders' 

hatred of the BIA has a basis in Lafortune’s propagandizing against this agency.

In addition, Lafortune was opposed to the BIA schools because he felt that they 

were “ a nuisance” (Renner 1979:157). He felt that these schools “tended to make 

whites out of the Eskimos instead of preparing the natives to cope better in their own 

way of life by teaching them practical skills and hygiene” and that they “did more harm 

than good” (loc. cit.). In this attitude, he was very much a part of the Western debate 

over what was "best" for Alaska Natives: some argued for assimmilation to Western 

society, while others wanted to protect Alaska Natives from the evils of Western ways 

(cf., for example, Flanders 1984). Lafortune clearly comes from the latter camp, in  that 

he felt his mission was not to assimilate the King Islanders into white society; rather, 

he wanted them to keep their own ways, aside from religion, of course.

Thus, Lafortune’s attitude toward Nome, in general, and Protestants, in  

particular, acted to keep the King Islanders more isolated than other groups on the 

Seward Peninsula, and hence, more isolated from the Western influences. In addition, 

he actively sought to keep the King Islanders from becoming “white”. He felt that 

their own way of life was particularly needed in  this environment, and probably to his 

way of thinking, their way of life helped produce the “edifying” Catholics that he 

ministered to on King Island. This isolation from Western influences also kept this 

wider negative attitude toward Native singing and dancing traditions from affecting the 

King Islanders, which helped them to continue these traditions over time.
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Ataat&zuuraq- The King Islanders' Missionary

la the seven years that I talked to various community members about King

Island life, I have never ever heard anyone say anything negative about Atm m iawtaq.

The closest thing to a negative comment was when one elder, Sassaga, remarked that

he did not understand why Lafortune, “as smart as he is,” gave two brothers different

last names. The King Islanders repeatedly told me over the years that Lafortune knew

the King Island dialect. For instance, my auntie Egaq, exclaimed, “W e sure like him

[Lafortune], We grew up and we know him. He was a real nice priest. He speak

King Island Eskimo!”. She later reported that Lafortune never spoke English with

them - he always spoke in Eskimo. This is reiterated by Paul Tiulana:

He [Lafortune] was a white priest, French Canadian, but he spoke 
English and he spoke Eskimo like us. He was with the King Island 
people for maybe fifteen years or more. He lived in a little house all by 
himself. He ate just like us. He spoke just like us. He gave half the 
sermon in Eskimo (Senungetuk and Tiulana 1987:32).

Obviously, the fact that Lafortune learned and spoke King Island Inupiaq, and lived 

like them, contributed to their fondness for him.

In addition, the King Islanders claim that it was Lafortune who encouraged 

them to stay away from Nome and its influences. My uncle Aaluguqobserved that “It 

was Father Lafortune who kept people from staying in  Nome. Lafortune said that 

Nome was next door to hell1 with all the bars and he had a lot of authority”. And, at 

times, my uncle has remarked that if Lafortune was still alive, the King Islanders 

would still be living on King Island. The King Islanders also note that Lafortune 

allowed them to continue dan ring. They say that they were lucky compared to Natives 

in other communities, since many of them were forced to give up their dances.

Overall, the King Islanders generally remember Lafortune quite fondly, and 

smile when they talk about him. Although his initial acceptance by the King Islanders
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was foretold in various stories, it appears that his later actions helped to endear him to 

the King Island people.

140

Lafortnne’s Influence on Singing and Dancing Traditions

Lafortune was tolerant of many King Island cultural traditions (Renner 

1979:13 l).i2 For instance, even though Lafortune stated that Sunday should be a holy 

day and a day of rest, he recognized the importance of hunting, even on that day. He 

wrote in his journal that in the case that animals were sighted just as Mass was about 

to start:

We would postpone the church services until the men and boys had 
their chance at hunting. Hungry people do not make good church
goers. Well-fed ones do, and anyhow they would then have something 
to be thankful for (loc. cit.).

The only traditional customs that Lafortune denounced were the role of the aqatkuq 

and the practice of spousal exchange.

In fact, Lafortune’s liberal and tolerant attitude toward pre-Christian customs is 

illustrated by his opinion of King Island singing and dancing traditions. In addition, 

Lafortune enjoyed watching the King Islanders sing and dance. To him, the dances of 

the King Islanders were “innocent" because when people danced, they generally did 

not touch each other. In addition, men and women tend to dance separate dances. In a 

letter to his superior, Lafortune praised their dancing and music:

^  The fact that Lafortune was a French Canadianfesoit priest rather than, say. an Irish Catholic priest, 
may have contributed to this tolerance. Because Canada was first settled by the French and then was 
turned over to Britain, French-speakers then and today defend their right to speak their own 
language. In other words, when Britain took over and imposed English on French settlers, the 
French became aware of language policy, therefore supporting the right to speak one's own language. 
In addition, French Canadian Catholic churches were run by members of the parish, whereas other 
places (e.g., Irish Catholic churches in Rhode Island churches) were run by the bishop (cf. Conley 
and Smith 1976:136-137). This emphasis on local control over the church in Canada over top-down 
control by bishops may have also led French Canadian Jesuits to tolerate local traditions over 
conformity to universal Catholic practices. Gibson (1989:140-141) also explains that in the 
nineteenth century, in parts of France, the clergy tolerated local popular religious practices rather than 
enforcing universal elitist practices that caused many to leave the Catholic Church prior to the 
French Revolution in 1789.
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la  [the men’s] dances, they walked and hopped around . . . [The 
women’s] dance consisted in very graceful movements of the arms and 
head and body. The cadence was perfectly kept by the drummers and 
singers. They have a music of their own. It always struck me that they 
learned to sing from the winds and the waves (ibid.: 133).

The only restrictions that Lafortune imposed were for King Islanders to refrain from 

dancing during Lent and on Sundays. Lafortune felt that Lent was a time of penance 

and not merriment, and that Sunday was a day of rest (Renner 1979:132-133).

Because of this, King Islanders today either do not dance during Lent in  accordance 

with Lafortune’s wishes, or ask permission from the resident priest in Nome.

Even though Lafortune allowed singing and dancing to continue, Ross 

(1958:32) claims that the religious significance of community celebrations began to 

disappear: "His [Lafortune's] own fondness for s in g in g  and storytelling, both favorite 

Ukiuvungmiute [sic] pastimes, assured the continuity of the form, if not the spirit, of 

traditional festive occasions." According to Ross, Lafortune's influence on the 

community acted to change the nature of their celebrations from a religious one to one 

that is more social in tone. Ross's general assumption here is that when people convert 

to a new religion, they forsake their old religious beliefs and practices. This 

assumption is based upon the belief that the two religious systems are not mutually 

compatible. However, as Black asserts (1981:133), in a successful conversion 

situation, there is considerable overlap between the two systems, and rarely is there a 

complete replacement of one system with the other; in other words, both the traditional 

belief system and the Catholic belief system were operating simultaneously on King

Island in the early twentieth century. ̂  The fact that the King Islanders continued 

their Polar Bear Dances into the 1950s suggests that the King Islanders still retained 

their religious beliefs with regard to animats: while also being thought of as "zealous

Sprott (1997) reports a sim ilar situation for Noorvik in Northwest Alaska.
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Catholics'1 (cf. Rasmussen 1952:76). 14

In contrast to the attitudes of Protestant missionaries elsewhere in Alaska, 

Lafortune’s acceptance of King Island singing and dancing may have ensured 

continuance of those traditions in  the King Island community today. Elsewhere, as in 

the Kotzebue region, missionaries forbade the people to dance at all, either because 

their religion strictly opposed such activity, or because the missionaries recognized that 

singing and dancing traditions were the basis of Inupiaq religious activity. T hus,.. 

Lafortune’s acceptance of and appreciation for these activities during the early years of 

King Islanders’ contacts with outsiders helped to maintain these traditional activities 

through a crucial period in King Island history.

However, King Islanders who grew up under and just after Lafortune’s time on 

King Island observe that Lafortune was a very powerful man, so powerful that he got 

the people to “let go of the old religion and not to discuss it”. These people also 

attribute the fact that hardly anyone ever speaks of the old beliefs to his influence.

This, together with his proscription against dancing during Lent, m ay ultimately have 

led the King Islanders to stop performing their polar bear dances. By the 1950s and 

1960s, these dances were rarely performed. I attribute this to the fact that the King 

Islanders, obeying Lafortune’s rule, would not dance during Lent even after a hunter 

killed a polar bear. Usually, a polar bear ceremony was held within 4 or 5 days after 

one was killed. However, if one was killed during Lent, the hunters would wait until 

Easter Week (cf. Renner 1979:133). Since polar bears aijd seals were hunted during 

the winter months (i.e., November to April), and since the weather, ice conditions, and 

the amount of light precluded a lot of prolonged hunting in the early winter, a majority 

of the hunting for polar bears and seals occurred in  the late winter months from 

February to April, which is when Lent occurs. Over time, this probably led the King

Am'gsraaqnjat{[B ogojavlensky 1969) or the polar bear dances were primarily religions, since their 
performance enabled the spirit of the killed polar bear to return to its spiritual home, and this was a 
ritual that a hunter must do if he wanted to be assured of hunting success in the future.
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Islanders to discontinue the polar bear dances altogether. Conceivably, this same 

proscription against dancing during Lent could have led to the cessation of all singing 

and dancing. At this point in the 1930s, though, the King Islanders were quite famous 

in Nome for performing these songs and dances in  the summer. Thus Lafortune, not 

wanting to jeopardize any opportunities the King Islanders might get, such as 

longshoring jobs, probably encouraged King Island performances in Nome since it 

gave the King Islanders publicity and increased awareness of their yearly travel to 

Nome.

Another effect that Lafortune had on the singing and dancing was that some 

parts of the Wolf Dance were no longer performed. Many of the elders remember that 

there were many more dances to the Wolf Dance, but they don’t remember how to do 

them. As Anauliqstated, "All I ever heard was, I think the priest has something to do 

with taking off some of the scarier parts, some of the objectionable parts”. For 

instance, A m uliqvias told that there was a part during the Wolf Dance when they 

would take a young lady, probably half-naked, and hang her from the community 

house by her long hair. This part was taken out. In addition, Lafortune had the King 

Islanders take out the parts in the Wolf Dance where there were war songs. Perhaps it 

is these omissions that prompt some (although not all) King Islanders to say that 

contemporary performances of the Wolf Dance are not “real”.

However, I believe that Lafortune contributed to the maintenance of King Island 

singing and dancing traditions. First, the fact that he admired the dances and songs 

and allowed them to continue certainly helped, as well as the fact that he promoted the 

King Islanders' dancing in  Nome. In fact, Aim uliqclaims that many of the other 

Native groups in  Alaska now look to the King Islanders for help in reviving their own 

singing and dancing traditions. For example, one song that the King Islanders 

continue to sing today was one that they received in  trade, or as a gift, from the people 

in Barrow in 1938. Apparently, the people in Barrow no longer remember this song,

with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



or, at least, they do not perform it. Because the King Islanders still sing this song 

today, I recognized it as I listened to Laura Boulton’s 1946 recordings of Eskimo 

music in Barrow at the Library of Congress. Thus, Aaaulî % claim that the King 

Islanders are noted to be “experts” in Inupiaq singing and dancing has some basis in 

fact, since they have continuously performed many songs that other communities have 

long since forgotten. I also believe that his insistence that the King Islanders remain 

on King Island and isolated from outside influences contributed to the fact that the 

King Islanders have retained knowledge of their kin and kin networks, of their dances 

and songs, and of some aspects of their pre-Christian worldview longer than many 

other groups. Burch has written that by the time he started his fieldwork in Kotzebue 

in the late 1950s/early 1960s: "There was a substantial reduction in the emphasis on 

kinship ties generally in strategies of affiliation" (1975:292) and that the people no 

longer remembered their traditional trade networks or system of alliances and feuds 

(1997, personal communication). In contrast, I  believe that the relative isolation of the 

King Islanders until the late 1950s had the ultimate effect of helping them to retain 

some knowledge of their worldview, as well as their singing and dancing traditions.

Lafortune’s Jesuit background contributed to his acceptance of King Island 

traditions and culture. Protestant groups, such as the Presbyterians, Moravians, and 

Friends, seem to have been less accepting of native dancing traditions in Alaska, which 

have also survived in other Catholic communities Because they continued their 

singing and dancing traditions over time, the King Islanders maintained the memory of 

what a performance of the Wolf Dance was supposed to be like. In contrast, it may be 

harder to recreate a particular song and dance if  a group has discontinued all singing 

and dancing traditions. Thus, I believe that Lafortune, more than any other single 

influence, helped the King Islanders to maintain their singing and dancing traditions 

overtime.
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CHAPTER FOUR

SUMMERS IN NOME: KING ISLANDERS DANCE FOR NEWCOMERS

A ugust
Slam .

Deanna:
Elam
Deanna:
Elam

Deanna:
EMia~.

Deanna:
Elam

Gava
Deanna:
Elam

7, 1995, K ing Island H all, Nome, A laska
I remember, it used to be any time we wanted some money, we would just 
go Eskimo dance for the tourists in the summer. We’d just have to show 
up and they’d divide the money between everyone that came to dance. 
Really? So, where would you dance?
In the basement of the old AC Store (on Front Street).
Oh. So, the tourists would just show up there?
No. It was part of some package deal with Wien Airlines. When they got 
off the plane, a Wien Airlines tour bus would take them all over town, to 
the old gold rush sites and let them pan for gold, then they’d bring them to 
the AC Store and we’d dance. Afterwards, the elders would sell ivory 
carvings or sealskin slippers.
Oh. So, how much would you guys get paid?
Oh, let’s see. Sometimes a doiiar o r two. ic was enough to bay  as-some 
candy!
Hmm.
Also, whenever we see that tour bus, all of us girls would rush home to get 
our parkies and then we’d go find any baby or little kid we could and then 
walk downtown amaaqng (carrying on the back, inside the parka) that little 
kid. Remember that, GavdO-
Oh, yeah. We used to fight over who got to cany the babies!
How come?
Because those tourists would give us a quarter or 50 cents for just walking 
around like that, because we were all dressed up with those little kids.

Elam , Gavoand I were discussing what it used to be like in Nome in the 

1970s, when she was growing up there. Elam  and Ga.voasz. sisters and m y first 

cousins, and worked for the King Island Native Corporation and the King Island 

Native Community (an "IRA" or Indian Reorganization Act council), respectively. 

They have been very supportive of my work and have always allowed me to copy 

documents there or use the computer or telephone for various reasons. I generally 

think of them as the lifeblood of “official” King Island life because they take care of 

most of the administrative details for both the corporation and community. They 

would advise me on various matters such as whom I should interview or how best to

Gavois short for Kaivajttq, but since eveiyone calls her by this nickname, I will use Gavoin this 
dissertation instead of her proper Inupiaq name.
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carry out my research. Thus, I frequently visited them when I am in Nome, and we 

would often engage in informal conversations about King Island life. Most of the 

time, I would be in the office for other reasons, and the two of them would just start 

talking about something. In other words, I did not normally interview them about 

particular topics.

Although I had heard from m y uncle Aa/uguq, who lives in Oregon, that they

used to dance for tourists, I had no idea of the context in which those dances were

held or how some community members might feel about them. Now, however, I

realize that performing for tourists was very much a part of King Island life in the

mid-twentieth century. The above conversation with my cousins is testament to that.

Tiulana also discusses how the King Islanders performed for tourists:

No one had travelled [sic] much prior to that time, except in  the service; 
then tourism came in and offered us a chance to travel. We were good 
dancers on King Island and the airlines offered to take us stateside, to 
promote their business. They took Native dancers out to Seattle, Los 
Angeles, San Francisco, New York and Washington, D.C. The airlines 
encouraged us to dance for the tourists in Nome and in Anchorage 
(Senungetuk and Tiulana 1987:38).

So, in order to understand the context in  which contemporary King Island Wolf Dance 

performances were held, the role of tourism in King Island life must be discussed.

Performing for the tourists took several other forms besides dancing. King 

Islanders also used to demonstrate their ivory carving or skin-sewing skills at the 

Qagri or at King Island Hall at the East End of Nome (cf. Ray 1980), and, as stated 

above, they also amwqzd children around. However, performing for tourists is not 

only a recent phenomenon. Rather, it appears that the King Islanders started 

performing for outsiders early in the twentieth century, soon after the founding of 

Nome in 1899.

As with missionaries, some anthropologists feel that tourists and tourism 

activity cause drastic and negative changes in  indigenous culture. For these 

anthropologists, tourists were agents of colonialism, and therefore “bad guys”. Indeed,
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Nash argued that tourism is a form of imperialism, since the hosts in  the touristic 

process adapt their culture to meet the needs of the tourists, who are often from 

industrial nations (Nash 1989). Other anthropologists treat touristic arts and 

performances as “inauthentic” and tacky representations of culture (cf. Bruner 

1996:159), dismissing these arts and dances created for tourists as if they were not the 

“real” products of an indigenous culture. Although these anthropologists are only now 

espousing the idea that tourism is a “borderzone” of creative cultural production (cf. 

Bruner 1996:159), researchers in material culture have long understood that indigenous 

peoples have adapted to tourism creatively. For instance, Ben-Amos pointed to the 

"necessity of looking at the phenomenon of tourist arts as a ‘creative adaptation' ” 

(1979:128). Similarly, Grabum noted that “Cultural contact between dominant and 

minority peoples has often led to fertile new forms . . .” (1976:7). Anthropologists are 

now investigating tourism in  order to understand this process of creative cultural 

production as well as the “transfer of images, signs, symbols, power, money, goods , 

people, and services” between First and Third World countries (Lanfant 1989 as 

quoted by Bruner 1996:157; Smith 1989).

Based upon comments by King Islanders, and following these theorists on 

tourism and touristic arts, I assert that the King Islanders adapted their arts to the 

tourist trade. From their perspective, performing or demonstrating their arts for tourists 

did not fundamentally change their activities. But, unlike Nash (1989), I do not see 

this adaptation of their activities as merely a reactive response to colonialism. In other 

words, it is not a response where the King Islanders did not see that they had any 

other alternatives, in which they state, in  effect, “The dominant society has not given 

me the skills to compete for these better jobs in Nome. The only thing I can do is to 

make these slippers (or carve these figurines or bead these earrings) to make money.” 

Nor are the arts created or the dances performed for tourists just forms of resistance 

against the dominant society where the King Islanders thought, “We are quickly losing
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our culture. We better keep these up so that we can remain different from everyone 

else.” Rather, the King Island attitude towards tourists is more contemptuous. King 

Islanders see tourists as a way to make easy money by merely adapting some of their 

normal activities to respond to tourist demands. The King Island attitude is, “Hey, I

can make money off those M luqgm iut or white people,2 if  I hurry up and sew those

slippers (or carve those bears),” or, as evidenced in my cousin’s comments, by 

amm^sag babies around town, something that they did frequently anyway. Thus, King 

Islanders were and are successful in the tourist market because they adapted their 

carving skills or their exoticness into objects or events for tourists. In other words, 

from a King Island point of view, the King Islanders merely continued their normal 

activities in order to profit from them.

This chapter will explore the ways that the tourist trade affected the '

performance of King Island singing and dancing traditions.3 Smith (1989:77) claims

that the impact of tourism on Native Alaskan cultures was minimal, at least in 

comparison to the types of changes wrought by the introduction of modem medical 

services, education and wage employment. However, she is speaking of the overall 

culture. In contrast, I am more interested in understanding how tourism affected one 

aspect of culture, i.e., King Island singing and dancing traditions. I will explain here 

that, contrary to King Island perspectives, tourism did bring subtle but significant 

changes to these King Island practices, although these were not the kind of changes 

that resulted in cultural erasure or subordination to Western society, as argued by  Nash 

(1989). First, with tourism came an emphasis on singing and dancing for money or 

for profit and/or to cement social ties with others, rather than singing and dancing for 

entertainment. Second, the singing and dancing skills that were part of everyday King

2 White people, at least among the King Islanders, are referred to as oaluagmiutot “people of the 
bleached white sealskin”.

3 The tourist trade also brought some changes in King Island material culture, but I have chosen not to 
discuss them here since this dissertation is concerned with singing and dancing traditions.
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Island life for a King Island audience became part of a performance on a stage in front 

of newcomers/outsiders to their culture. In other words, these skills were removed 

from everyday life and shown off to people who had no idea of the relation of these 

activities to King Island culture, subsequently changing the context of King Island 

singing and dancing from self-entertainment to entertainment for others. Third, tourism 

helped the King Islanders to maintain their singing and dancing traditions throughout 

the twentieth century. However, as Bruner noted with the banongdance of Indonesia 

(cf. Bruner 1996), the tourist trade tended to enhance the prominence of certain dances 

over others. Finally, singing and dancing for newcomers/outsiders created a sense of 

monotony in performances for King Island community members themselves, a situation 

also noted by Smith (1989). For instance, one of my aunts, Kulagina, stated that she 

gets tired of doing the same old dances over and over again. Although I was shocked 

by her comments because I thought she was lucky that she was able to dance at all, I 

now understand her sentiments after performing with my uncle A aiugu^s dance group 

in Oregon. In a period of nine months, we danced over fifteen times. As time went 

on, I found myself bored with explaining and dancing the same songs over and over 

again to outside audiences. Tourism, then, like Christianity, has influenced 

contemporary King Island song and dance performances. In order to understand these 

changes to King Island singing and dancing traditions, the history of tourism in Nome 

and of the King Islanders’ role in  this business throughout the twentieth century is 

addressed here.

The Nome Gold Rush

Gold was discovered on the Snake River and its tributaries in  September 1898 

(Cole 1984:23). At the time, the general area around the Snake River was primarily a 

summer fish camp for the Inupiaq-speaking people of nearby settlements (Mendenhall 

1997:3). However, by early July, less than a  year later, the population at Anvil City
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(as Nome was then called) had grown to 3,000. As might be expected, it consisted 

primarily of white prospectors from the Yukon and Kobuk River areas and from 

Kotzebue Sound (Cole 1984:25), although there were also some lawyers, saloon 

keepers, and traders. By the summer of 1900, there were over 20,000 people in 

Nome, and this “City of the Golden Beaches” was in the midst of a full-fledged gold 

rush.

From a Native viewpoint, this gold rush town offered new opportunities. 

Obviously, it became a site where Native people could exchange furs, skins, and ivory, 

for European products such as tobacco, metal, tea, coffee, flour, and sugar. Native 

people were already used to trading. In fact, both Ray (1992 [1975]) and Burch 

(1984a:304-306) discuss trading patterns for the Bering Strait and Kotzebue Sound 

regions that existed as early as the mid-1600s. King Islanders were part of this trading 

network (Kingston 1996a). Generally, the pattern was that the King Islanders, and 

other island and coastal hunters, traded their sea mammal products, such as ivory, seal 

and walrus skins, rawhide ropes, and seal oil, for mainland products such as reindeer 

skins, reindeer sinew, and furs. The site of the greatest trading activity was at 

Sheshalik, across the inlet from present-day Kotzebue in the Kotzebue Sound. Many 

sources discuss the prominence of this fair through the end of the 19th century (cf. 

Burch 1984a:305). However, the King Islanders appear to have shifted their trading 

activities from Sheshalik to the Norton Sound region in  the late 19th century (cf. Dali 

1877:15; Hooper 1884:37; Jacobsen 1977:88), especially after the Russians established 

a trading outpost at St. Michael in 1833 (Ray 1992 [1975]:9). For instance, Nelson 

reports that King Islanders came to St. Michael to trade with him on several occasions 

between 1877-1881 (1983 [1899]:230). Thus, it is no surprise that the King Islanders 

readily moved their trading activities to Nome during and after the gold rush there.

Soon, the arrival of Natives from the Bering Strait islands and Siberia became a 

much-anticipated event in Nome. The N om e N ugget̂  Alaska’s Oldest Newspaper”)
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announced their arrival on a yearly basis, and from viewing postcards and other 

photographs from early Nome entrepreneurs and settlers (cf. Lomen Brothers 

collection, University of Alaska Archives; Cole 1984), it seems that the sight of these 

exotic-looking people in  their furs and loaded skinboats aroused a lot of attention.

These temporary summer residents established their own communities within Nome. 

For instance, I am frequently told that the Diomeders often put their azzz/af(plurai form 

of umiaq- skinboat) and tents up on what is called the Sandspit, west of the Snake 

River, for the summer, while the King Islanders always put their temporary community 

on the "East End” of Nome, where many of them still reside today.

But what perhaps aroused the white residents' greatest curiosity were the Native 

singing and dancing traditions. A Lomen Brothers postcard in the collection of Candy 

Waugaman of Fairbanks shows a picture of the “chief” of King Island, Aulqgana, 

dancing in front of a  crowd on Front Street. It probably dates to the 1920s or 1930s. 

Sam Kakik, now in his 70s and originally from Wales (currently a resident of Nome), 

remembers that as a boy in Nome from 1921-24, he knew of a structure at the East 

End where the island communities used to charge admission to the tourists and white 

residents to see the dancing. Ross (1958:16) reports that after the King Islanders' 

arrival in Nome around the Fourth of July, big dances took place in an old warehouse 

in the evenings. As another example, in an article entitled “King Island and Its Native 

Population Rich in Historic Value” from the July 25, 1931, issue of the Nom e N ugget 

one reads:

As is their usual custom at this time of the year, the King Island visit 
Nome annually to dispose of their ivory and curios and in  the fall 
depart again for nine long months of winter . . .  In the near future, the 
King Island natives will give an exhibition of their primitive and present 
customs in  one of the local halls . . . (Powers 1931:2).

From his writing in  the rest of the article, I presume that "primitive and present 

customs” mean King Island singing and dancing traditions.
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By the time Charles and Anne Morrow Lindbergh arrived on August 15, 1931, 

the King Islanders seemed to have performed their songs and dances regularly for the 

“newcomers" in Nome. It was in 1927 that Charles Lindbergh made his historic solo 

flight across the Atlantic, so he was already quite a celebrity when he arrived in  Nome. 

At the time, he was a consultant for Pan American Airlines and was flying the “Arctic 

route” from New York to Tokyo with his wife (cf. Cole 1984:161). Nomeites eagerly 

awaited their arrival in  Nome, lining the streets as the Lindberghs approached by car 

after landing several miles east of town. As part of the festivities, the Lindberghs were 

treated to an exhibition of the "Wolf Dance in  costume” by the King Islanders (cf. 

Lindbergh 1935). Thus, by 1931, dancing for newcomers by the King Islanders 

appears to have been a firmly entrenched practice.

Dancing for Newcomers in the Mid-Twentieth Century

From the 1930s to the 1960s, it had become relatively commonplace for the 

King Islanders to dance for newcomers/outsiders in  Nome. Newspaper articles and 

pictures show that King Island singers and dancers frequently danced for tourists in  

Nome (cf. N om e articles for August 13, 1945; August 15, 1945; July 3, 1952,

p. 6; August 13, 1952). Blackman in The A laska Sportsm anin 1945 reported that 

“Tourists often have an opportunity to watch the King Islanders and local natives 

dancing on Nome’s beach in summer” (Blackman 1945:19). In addition, conversations 

with King Islanders note that they often flew to Barrow or Anchorage to demonstrate 

their singing and dancing traditions. Along with Tiulana (comments above), Aisana 

and Qaumanasiaq rememb er flying to Barrow several times to dance for Wien and 

Alaska Airlines, companies that were trying to promote tourism in Alaska, in the late 

1950s and early 1960s. Newspaper articles also attest to their travel to other places to 

dance. For example, in 1967, the Anchorage D a ily  N ew s included an article entitled 

“King Island Dancers to Spin Eskimo Legends” in  their Fur Rendezvous Supplement
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( Anchorage D a ily N ew sl 967:10). The Fur Rendezvous is an annual community 

celebration in Anchorage and apparently the King Islanders performed at the Sydney 

Laurence Auditorium from February 24-26. Dances that were explained in the 

supplement include the Raven Dance and the Medicine Man Dance, both dances in 

which the dancers wear masks and long gauntlet gloves. In addition, spectators were 

urged to bring their cameras, as “excellent lighting is provided” (loc. cit.). I have also 

seen film footage from 1952 featuring at least portions of the Wolf Dance, and from 

the early 1960s, where King Islanders were performing their dances for a largely 

na/uqgmiutaMdience in both Nome and Anchorage. Thus, the King Islanders 

continued performing their songs and dances for outsiders throughout the 1940s, 

1950s, and 1960s (cf. Smith 1989). However, there is an interesting addition to these 

performances: it is during this time that the King Islanders began traveling to other 

places in Alaska to dance. I presume that because of their popularity in Nome, and 

because of the nascent tourist trade, the King Islanders were frequently called upon to 

help entertain tourists and increase business in the area. Please note that in the Fur 

Rendezvous supplement, i t  is the masked dances that are emphasized, a point to which 

I will return later.

Long Distance Traveling from the 1970s to the 1990s

The trend seen in  the 1950s and 1960s, where the King Islanders traveled 

throughout Alaska to perform, is continued in the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. They 

continued to dance during the Fur Rendezvous, but they also attended several Festivals 

of Native Arts in Fairbanks, Alaska, during the winters. Most recently, I know they 

traveled to Toksook Bay for the 1996 opening of the “ Agayuliyararpul: Our Way of 

Making Prayer” exhibit, which featured Yup’ik dance masks, and appeared at a 

celebration of Native arts on St. Lawrence Island in  1997. In addition, it is in this time 

period that they began traveling outside of Alaska for many of their performances. For
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instance, the King Islanders performed their songs and dances at the Festival of 

American Folklife in 1976, during the Bicentennial celebrations, in Washington, D.C. 

Two King Islanders also demonstrated their sewing and carving skills and showed 

string games to audience members during the 1984 Festival of American Folklife, 

again in Washington, D.C.. The Arctic Studies Center also brought the King Islanders 

to perform at the opening of the “Crossroads of Continents” exhibit in 1989 at the 

National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution. They have also 

performed in Los Angeles and Kansas City, Missouri, and most recently, at the 

National Museum of the American Indian in New York City in  1997. In fact, in 

November 1998,1 traveled to St. Lawrence University in  Canton, New York, to. 

perform there with m y uncle and Inupiaq artist, Larry Ahvakana. Thus, over time,

King Islanders have continued to perform their songs and dances for outsiders, ranging 

ever farther afield to do so.

The Effect of the Audience on King Island Dance Performances

Although seemingly a "new” practice, dancing for outsiders was actually a 

regular event for both Yup’ik and Inupiaq-speaking peoples. Whenever trading or 

other exchanges occurred between different m m muni ties, dances were often held. In 

fact, one genre of dancing is what are known as the “welcome” or “invitational" dances 

(cf. Kingston 1996b:27-33), and as my uncle explained tom e, these “welcome” or 

“invitational" dances usually have a steady beat, so that even if people did not know 

the song, they could still dance to it. In contrast, the dancer must know the song 

AND the beat for all other classes of dances performed by the King Islanders. Thus, 

significantly, there is a whole genre of songs and dances composed with the idea that 

outsiders need to be able to dance to them. In addition, with the other types of dances, 

there is a  vast literature that describes how neighboring groups used to compete with 

each other over the vigorousness or inventiveness of their dances (cf. Ross 1958:14;
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Hawkes 1913; Nelson 1983:358-359 and 361-363). In other words, for the Native 

people, it was a relatively easy transition to make from dancing for neighboring 

communities to dancing for the newcomers to Nome.

Although songs were traded between individuals (cf. Ross 1958:14; Schweitzer 

and Golovko 1995:62-63; Kingston 1996a:20-22), they were usually traded for other 

songs, an item in exchange for a like item. In these exchanges, songs can be thought 

of as gifts in the Maussian sense: they were given in order to create and maintain 

social obligations between people (cf. Mauss 1990; Carrier 1995:11; Kopytoff 

1986:68-69). In contrast, tourism introduced the concept that singing and dancing 

could be traded for money or other tangible benefits, such as traveling to distant places. 

In this sense, from a Western perspective, songs became commodities, which are 

objects or things of economic value that are exchanged for something of equivalent 

value (Kopytoff 1986:68-69; Appadurai 1986:3). Sam Kakik’s statement (above) 

indicated that by the 1920s, the King Islanders were already earning money for singing 

and dancing, something that they used to do for self-enjoyment or in exchange with 

other communities with whom they had social obligations (cf. Chapters One and Two). 

The differences between gift and commodity are that a gift connotes an obligation that 

the transactors feel toward exchanging with one another, the object that is exchanged is 

personally linked to the transactors, and the transactors are personally linked to each 

other. Commodity transactions, on the other hand, are voluntary between transactors 

(i.e., there is no obligation to give), there is no personal link between the object and the 

transactors, and the transactors have no personal link to each other (Carrier 1995:11). 

From a Western perspective, these newcomers to Nome paid for King Island 

performances, so the performances were commodities: the newcomers felt no 

obligation to continue the exchanges over time, nor were they personally linked to the 

object of exchange or to the King Islanders. However, from a Native perspective, the 

King Islanders may have been doing these performances in  order to create and
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maintain social obligations and personal links to Westerners for whom they performed, 

making their performances g ifts  rather than commodities.

From my observations of King Island dance performances, it seems that it is 

this latter reason for performing that is emphasized today, rather than dancing for self

enjoyment. In contemporary performances, King Islanders do not often dance for 

themselves, but only during special events. Partially, dancing for themselves is 

hindered by the fact that they do not have a place to sing and dance on a regular

basis.4 But even when alternative places to dance were suggested, singers and 

drummers seemed less than willing to perform for fun, waiting instead to be asked to 

dance for special occasions. Special occasions ranged from dancing to celebrate the 

anniversary of St. Joseph's Catholic Church, to congratulate an Athabaskan musher 

who finished in the top ten of the Iditarod sled dog race, to welcome visitors from 

Siberia during the 1995 Inuit Circumpolar Conference, or to take advantage of the 

opportunity to travel to other places. This emphasis on performing only for special 

occasions can be explained by one of two things: either the King Islanders are 

dancing in order to create and maintain ties with others, or they are dancing in order 

make some sort of profit. In any event, it is for these reasons that they will dance, not 

necessarily for self-enjoyment.

Second, as demonstrated in  the N om e N uggetarticles, newcomers and outsiders 

were actually encouraged to come and watch King Islanders perform at certain times 

and places. Obviously, these dance event were pre-arranged with someone in the King 

Island community, which shows that the singing and dancing skills were intentionally 

performed for an outside audience. In the case of the Lindberghs, it was decided that 

one particular dance, “the Wolf Dance in Costume,” should be performed. Smith also

4 The King Islanders in Nome are now trying to make infrastructure improvements to the old King 
Island Native Corporation, building, where many dance events were held in the 1980s and early 
1990s. The current offices have no room for community-wide events. The Anchorage King 
Islanders have never had such a place to dance regularly.
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notes that there was a prearranged time and place for King Island dance events in 

Nome in the 1960s (Smith 1989:66). In contrast, village dance events were more 

spontaneous: the only advance notice for a village dance event was when a young boy 

would be sent running through the village yelling “ SauyialiK'' (It’s time to beat the 

drum!) minutes before the dancing was to start. There is also no prearranged schedule 

of dances to be performed. Thus, what has been described for King Island dance 

performances for tourists is exactly the sort of phenomenon that Bruner called a 

“touristic borderzone”: “The touristic borderzone is like empty space, an empty stage 

waiting for performance time, for the audience of tourists and for the native 

performers” (Bruner 1996:158). In other words, when King Islanders perform for 

tourists, singing and dancing traditions have left the realm of everyday life and, instead, 

have become a special event removed from its original context.

Third, as noted above, most Native singing and dancing usually occurred 

within the village or community, and the performers occasionally sang and danced for 

strangers. However, up until at least the mid-nineteenth century, these strangers often 

shared the same cultural assumptions, and spoke similar, if not the same, languages. 

However, the Nome Gold Rush of 1899 brought a different kind of stranger to the 

Bering Strait region: the naluqgm iut These wIuqgmiut&A not share the same cultural 

assumptions nor did they speak the Native languages. As someone who started 

learning about King Island singing and dancing traditions later in life, I can well 

imagine that the nalmgmiuthaA no understanding of these songs and dances when 

they saw them performed. I am reminded of my reaction to King Island songs when 

my uncle Aaluguqplayed them for me in  1985. At the time, I was attending the 

University of Portland as an undergraduate, and my uncle volunteered to drive me 

from Portland to Central Oregon for my sister's high school graduation. As we drove, 

he played a tape of King Island music. I remember thinking that all of those songs 

sounded alike to me, and how boring that was at the time. My point is that the
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m luqgm iut upon seeing the King Islanders perform these songs and dances, probably 

reacted more positively and energetically to the songs and dances that were more 

dramatic, especially those songs and dances that used exotic dance paraphernalia such 

as long gauntlet gloves, elaborate masks, and feather headdresses. Tourism, along 

with commodifying singing and dancing skills, also encouraged Native people to 

perform the dramatic songs and dances more often than they may have otherwise, 

consequently skewing which songs and dances were passed down to younger King 

Islanders and which ones were not. Ross also claims that "tourist interest at Nome 

during their [King Island] summer sojourn has stimulated the Ukiuvangmiute [sic] to 

revive elaborate dance patterns with their special songs, drums, masks and wearing 

apparel" (Ross 1958:87). This is borne out in my observations of King Island singing 

and dancing performances: masked dancing or dancing that has interesting songs and 

stories is emphasized over the welcome or invitational and bench dances.

For example, I was present several times during Eskimo danring sessions at the 

King Island Native Corporation Hall in Nome, Alaska. Most of the performances took 

place during the 1995 Inuit Circumpolar Conference, which was held in Nome that 

year. In anticipation of international guests at the hall, the King Islanders danced only 

floor dances. I also witnessed the King Island performances during the Elders' 

Conference at the Nome Recreation Center in April of 1997. Again, only floor dances 

were performed. In contrast, I attended other dancing sessions at King Island Hall 

where dancers expected only King Island community members. At these latter dance 

events, King Islanders danced not only the floor dances, but also what they refer to as 

(altqov “arm” dances, or what the naluagmiut typically call the the bench dances. The 

dances are done only by women and only by sitting down and moving arms and 

torsos in time to the drum beat. In other words, they are generally not as exciting or 

dramatic as the floor dances. Thus, when the King Islanders dance for outsiders, the 

more dramatic and exciting dances are performed because they bring more audience
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appreciation, but when they are dancing for themselves, they tend to dance those 

dances that are not as exciting to outsiders but which they still enjoy. For instance, 

several of my female cousins mentioned that their favorite dances are the taliqdances. 

This may be due partially to the fact that the taliqdances are less strenuous and 

physically easier on the knees. However, i t  m ay also be due to the fact that since they 

are not performed very often, they are not as bored with these dances as they are with 

the floor dances that are performed over and over again for non-King Island audiences. 

An outside audience, then, appears to have an effect on what kinds of dances are 

performed.

As another example, as stated in the Introduction, the King Islanders chose to 

revive the Wolf Dance but did not make the same effort at reviving the Polar Bear 

Dances. Anauliqax. one point stated that we were going to lose our polar bear songs 

because we just do not perform them any longer. He felt that one very important goal 

for me and my research would be to record the “fifty or sixty” polar bear songs before 

the people who know them died. I do know that the Anchorage King Islanders 

performed a polar bear dance at the Anchorage Museum of History and Art in 1990, 

but besides that, polar bear dances had not been performed since the early 1960s. One 

big difference between the Polar Bear Dances and the Wolf Dance has to do with the 

morions of the dancers. When people dance during a Polar Bear Dance, they use the 

same movements as the Welcome or Invitational Dance (cf. Kingston 1996b). For the 

Welcome Dances, men and women do different motions. Men stomp one foot while 

keeping the other rooted to the ground, and they bend up and down at the knees and 

energetically wave their arms to the beat of the drum. Women, in contrast, bend up 

and down at the knees but move their arms gracefully to the beat of the drum. These 

motions are used over and over again during a song, and are the same movements 

used for every Welcome Dance song. In addition, neither men nor women wear 

special costumes, masks, or gloves. In contrast, the Wolf Dances are much more
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elaborate. Thus I believe that the very nature of the Wolf Dance, with its more exotic 

costuming and staging brought about a more favorable response from the nahugm iut 

than a performance of the Polar Bear Dances might have.

The performance school in the anthropological and folkloric literature notes that 

the audience of any performance, whether it be a storytelling performance or a dance or 

a ritual, affects the outcome of the performance. Individual performers of a tradition 

will respond differently to different audiences and participants (cf. Schieffelin 1985; 

Bauman et. al 1992; Cruikshank 1995). Thus, there is some precedent in  the literature 

that shows how tourists, as an outside audience to King Island dance performances, 

may have affected which songs and which dances got performed. Bruner notes a 

similar pattern for Indonesian baroqgand kecakdances (Bruner 1996).

Finally, I believe that part of the reason that King Islanders are not making a 

stronger effort to fix the King Island Native Corporation building for regular 

community dance events is because the current singers and drummers are tired of 

performing the same songs and dances over and over again. They have become 

repetitive and monotonous. Unfortunately, no King Islander in  Alaska feels 

comfortable composing new songs and performing them in front of other community 

members. The only person I know of who is actively composing new songs is my 

uncle Aaluguqwho lives in  Portland, Oregon. When I asked a couple cf individuals 

why they did not compose new songs, their answer was that they were afraid they 

would not get it  right and would be made fun of by others, or that they would make 

up songs but forget them before they taught other people. However, these same 

individuals have appeared very eager to learn new songs, either from my uncle who is 

composing songs, or from recordings of songs from long ago. For instance, I gave 

audiotaped copies of songs recorded by Father Bernard Hubbard in  1937-38 to the 

King Island Native Community in  October of 1994. Unbeknownst to me, the Nome 

King Islanders incorporated two of the songs on this recording into their repertoire that
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winter. It was not until 1996, after I listened to the 1937-38 recording AND watched 

a videotape recording of dancing at the King Island Native Corporation building in  the 

summer of 1995, within a few days of each other, that I discovered that the King 

Islanders were performing the old songs again. When I asked my uncle Akkaakaq, he 

told me that they learned these old songs from the audiotape recording and started 

dancing them again. In another example, Sulukansd Aatzaaf&Jrseparazely asked me to 

pass on to the King Island community any recordings of King Island music I come 

across, because they want to leam these old songs. AmmyaJfr^as recently awarded a 

community scholar award to come to the Human Studies Film Archives a t the 

Smithsonian Institution in order to find more recordings of old King Island music in  

Father Bernard Hubbard's collection. This emphasis on learning new songs, but from 

old recordings, stems in part from boredom with performing the same songs over and 

over again. In addition, it reflects active attempts at revitalizing their culture and 

making sure that their performances are authentic and correct, since it is assumed that 

the older forms embody these characteristics (cf. Chapters Eight and Ten).

Overall, then, tourism has affected the kinds of songs and dances that King 

Islanders perform as well as affecting the attitude that King Islanders have toward their 

traditions. First, tourism has helped, to a certain extent, keep the singing and dancing 

traditions alive within the community, because it has continued to regenerate interest in 

these traditions in  younger generations. In addition, it was something that the King 

Islanders were already doing that could be transferred into the new cash economy they 

faced. However, in recent years, singing and dancing has become more of a  

commodity rather than a pleasurable activity. It is no longer done for self-enjoyment, 

but for the enjoyment of others. Singing and dancing traditions have also become 

more or less removed from the sphere of everyday life. In addition, the prominence of 

certain songs and dances, such as the masked dances, have become enhanced whereas 

the learning of others, such as the taliqdances, the Polar Bear dances, or the welcome

161

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



and invitational dances, has declined. Finally, the repetitive nature cf performing 

certain songs and dances has quelled the enthusiasm of the singers and dancers to 

perform regularly at community dance events. In order to keep up their interest in 

songs and dances, they look to learning new songs from recordings of old songs that 

are no longer performed. Since they know what songs and dances are popular with an 

outside audience, they have become reluctant to compose their own songs for fear that 

they might not be as good. Thus, as with Father Lafortune and the impact of 

Catholism, tourism and the tourist trade have indeed affected King Island singing and 

dancing traditions.
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CHAPTER FIVE

AULAGANA'S WOLF DANCE AND OTHER PERFORMANCES IN THE 1930s

1983, Eskim o H eritage Program, Kawerak Inc., N om e, A laska 
EUarma; There were two of them adrift on the ice,

Ar/usruk who was PikkujjanAs father, 
and A giliina
They did not return from hunting.
They were gone all winter, 
without coming home . .  .

“Longing for the return of the lost men, our father Aulqgana 
addressed the heavens.
If he saw his younger brother again - wherever he was - 
he said he would introduce the Wolf Dance on King Island, 

as a celebration...

When spring came, Captain Peterson brought them back again to King Island 
(Ell anna 1988:107).

Ell anna’s account of how the wolf dance first came to King Island appears in the 

bilingual text entitled "Ugiuvangmiuc Q uliapyiic King Island Tales - Eskimo History

and Legends from Bering Strait”.1 Ell anna originally told this story in the King

Island Inupiaq dialect and the A aska Native Language Center gives this as the English 

translation. Ellanna does not state when these events happened. However, m y auntie 

^a^sta tes that Ugitkuna, Aulqgan&% and Agiliim\%  younger brother, was learning 

how to be a Wolf Dancer when he died, attributing his death to the fact that he was a  

Wolf Dancer (cf. Chapter One). Lafortune recorded Ugitkunds death while out 

hunting in his kayak on May 26, 1930 (Lafortune 1929-1959:May 26, 1930). Thus, it 

appears that A ii/̂ garaim tiazed this Wolf Dance performance on King Island in the

1 The term N/ir/am  Aufn.u'utaa Utriuvaym fm  K ing  Tctanrt T a le s  (F lla n n a  1988:106), was translated by 
two King Islanders involved in the Eskimo Heritage Project to mean "How the Wolf Dance First 
Came to King Island". It implies that AulqetanA.s Wolf Dance was the first performance of the Wolf 
Dance on King Island. However, as is explained later in this chapter, there are indications that the 
King Islanders had knowledge of and performed in Wolf Dances before Aulatfands Wolf Dance in 
1930. Lawrence Kaplan (1999, personal communication) states that aala.dataai% more accurately 
translated as "started" not “first came" or "introduced". In other words, Ao/̂ aoasuax&i or initialed 
this particular performance of the Wolf Dance, but not necessarily for the first time.
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winter of 1930-31.

However, this was not the only performance of the Wolf Dance recorded in 

this time period. As stated earlier, the Lindberghs witnessed at least parts of the “Wolf 

Dance in costume" in August of 1931; Frances Anna Ross, the daughter of Captain 

Thomas Ross, reported that “wolf dances” were performed as part of the Polar Bear 

Dances when she spent the winter of 1931-32 on King Island; the N om e Nuggec 

reported that the King Islanders performed the Wolf Dance for MGM (Metro- 

Goldwyn-Mayer), the movie studio, in  September, 1932; and Father Bernard Hubbard, 

the “Glacier Priest”, filmed at least the first and last parts of the dance during the 

winter of 1937-38. Given that the Wolf Dance is only done for "special reasons" and 

that the dances were performed as part of the Messenger Feast and therefore not 

performed often, how is it that so many Wolf Dances were performed in this decade? 

How is it possible that they did so many within a relatively short period of time, 

especially since so many resources were needed? In addition, since the W olf Dance is 

dangerous because a Wolf Dancer dies, why would the King Islanders have put so 

many Wolf Dancers at risk? Or are there performances of the Wolf Dance that are not 

dangerous? A im ulitjs statement on page 53 implies that it is only when the dance is 

done in its entirely that it is considered dangerous. Do some performances of the Wolf 

Dance include all elements as discussed in Chapter One, whereas others only contain 

"parts"? Does this also mean that when only parts of the Wolf Dance are done, the 

dance is no longer dangerous? What makes a Wolf Dance dangerous?

These are the questions that this chapter will address, using the evidence 

available from Wolf Dance performances in the 1930s. This chapter will also evaluate 

these performances of the Wolf Dance in  light of the changes introduced to King 

Island singing and dancing traditions discussed in the previous two chapters. It is in  

these accounts of the 1930s performances that influences from both pre-Christian King 

Island culture and Western society are detected. By looking at Wolf Dance
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performances in the 1930s, King Island cultural adaptations and accommodations to 

Western society can be examined. Thus, a chronological account of the various Wolf 

Dance performances will be given, beginning with Ell anna’s account in 1930, Anne 

Morrow Lindbergh’s account in 1931, Frances Anna Ross’s account in the winter of 

1931-32, the reported performance for MGM in 1932, and ending with parts of the 

dance filmed by Father Bernard Hubbard in 1937-38. These performances will then 

be compared and contrasted in order to answer the questions above.

Pre-1930 Accounts of the King Island Wolf Dance

It is unclear when King Islanders performed the Wolf Dance prior to 1930, 

although there is evidence to suggest that Wolf Dances were done before Aalqgam  

initiated his Wolf Dance. For instance, Tiulana stated in an interview with Allan 

Albert, a film m aker for the Public Broadcasting System, that he was four or five years 

old when he first saw the dance. Tiulana was bom in 1921, so he witnessed a 

performance in 1925 or 1926. In addition, A alikstated that a man named Aluuraq 

held a Wolf Dance after he killed an eagle. Unfortunately, I did not ask A alzfm ho 

Aluuraq was, and I cannot find a record of him in Bogojavlensky’s dissertation about 

King Island skinboat politics.2 However, I asked my mother if she knew anybody 

named Aluuraq. She named two individuals who are currently alive in the King Island 

community, but did not know whom they were named after. These individuals are in 

their late 50s and early 60s, so the person they were named after probably died in the 

1930s, or earlier, well before my mother’s birth in 1943. At any rate, if Aluuraq held 

a Wolf Dance after he killed an eagle, I believe it would have been before 1930.

Finally, my great-grandfather, Agnazuqaaq, told Knud Rasmussen about a "trading

2 Although I have found a few minor errors in Bogojavlensky’s account, mainly that he sometimes 
recorded the wrong kinship relations, I believe his discussion of the political factions on King Island 
to be accurate. He reconstructed the skinboat crews and factions of King Island men from the 1930s 
to the 1960s (cf. Bogojavlensky 1969:206-234).
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festival” that he was part of when he was a young m an (Rasmussen 1932:39-55), 

which I believe occurred at the turn of the century (cf. Chapter One).

Aulagan&s Wolf Dance

A u ltgaririN olf Dance on King Island probably occurred in 1930 (cf. 

beginning of this chapter). As stated in Chapter Three, Aulagana'm s the “chief" of 

the King Islanders from the 1930s to 1960s. What follows finishes Elianna's account 

introduced above:

A  though the King Islanders did not know it until later, the two men lost at sea 

passed the entire winter among relatives on Cripple River. The following spring, 

Captain Peterson brought the two men back to King Island. Agiliinax.ooh Captain 

Peterson as his partner. Aakgjzoagathered “things of all kinds” that summer (Ellanna 

1988:109), so that when fall came, they could hold a W olf Dance. Men from the 

Q aluilat y^v7(community house) were going to be the messengers. Ell anna stated 

that he and A/v-aoa'wece just young men at the time. Then, when the messengers from

arrived, an area at the back of the community house was cleared far them.

These messengers were led by a drummer who was their leader. One man, whom 

Ellanna calls “our uncle Saguaarfd (loc. cit.), came through the floor opening and 

moved to the back of the room, sitting in the middle by the wall. Then, the 

messengers followed him and sat down on either side of him. Ellanna and A /vara had 

to put black marks on the faces of the messengers, using a kind of black rock. Their 

leader (“uncle Sag/2aarj£')> whose job was to beat the drum, sat in the middle. Ellanna 

and Alvana had to put marks on both sides of his face. Then, those messengers 

seated to left side of the drummer got black marks painted on the left side of their face, 

whereas the messengers on the right side of the drummer got black marks on the right 

side of their face. Then, Ellanna and Alvanavtece. to dance an opening dance. Ellanna 

was reluctant, but his grandfather told him that it was not possible to refuse to dance.
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So they danced hard. Ellanna noted that there were so many dances of the King 

Islanders that he can’t remember them all. He finished his account by saying that they 

did not do the Wolf Dance all the time, and that he doesn’t  remember the whole thing 

from start to finish, only what he shared with the people during the 1982 performance. 

Apparently, this Wolf Dance occurred in the Qaluilat qagri

In this account of the Wolf Dance, several elements should be noted. First, 

Ellanna discussed the black marks that are put on the faces of the drummer and 

messengers, which was also done in other performances prior to 1930 and reported by 

Agnazuqaaq(Rasmussen 1932:39-55) and by D. Neumann (1914) in Kawerak. These 

marks may protea the performances from spiritual influences in some way (cf. Fienup- 

Riordan 1994:231). Second, Aulqganagaxhered “things cf all kinds" for distribution 

for this performance. These things were probably given or exchanged as gifts during 

the performance, which is normal for Messenger Feasts and Wolf Dances. Third, 

although the King Islanders did not participate in Messenger Feasts with other 

communities, they did send messengers from one community house to another, just as 

messengers are sent from one community to another on the mainland. Aulqgana, who 

organized this dance, belonged to the Aguliit qagri, and the messengers came from the 

Qaluilat qqgri Unfortunately, Ellanna did not mention whether the messengers all 

came from one qagri or from several. Ellanna, who danced and put charcoal on the 

messengers' faces, was himself from Nutaat (Bogojavlensky 1969:212). This indicates 

that the whole community was involved in this Wolf Dance. Fourth, Auntie liqaq 

stated that Ugitkunadxed while practicing for the Wolf Dance; I assume that Ugitkuna 

would have performed the Wolf Dance to help his brother, Aulqgam As explained in  

Chapter One, this death occurs as part of a reciprocal action between the spirits and the 

King Islanders. Finally, Aulqganagave a very specific reason why he performed this 

Wolf Dance - he wanted to celebrate the return of his brother Agiliina, who came back 

to the island after becoming adrift on the ice the winter before. Thus, as explained in
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Chapter One, a Wolf Dance was given in exchange for the safe return of AgiLum and 

Aqusrukxo the village.

Elements that are not mentioned in this account include a box drum (although 

the fact that there is a lead drummer suggests that there was one), feather headdresses, 

a wolf den, use of wolf head masks, helpers and women dancers, and eagle 

symbolism.

The 1931 Performance for the Lindberghs in Nome

The “Daily Telegraphic Notes" of the Nom e M rgget{\9Z \\ August 31)

announced the arrival of the Lindberghs to Nome. A day and evening of festivities

were planned, including a kayak race, Eskimo sports, and the “Eskimo Wolf Dance” in

costume". Unfortunately, the newspaper does not give an account of the performance.

However, Anne Morrow Lindbergh (1935:122-132) witnessed the performance, and

the following is a paraphrase of her account:

First, Lindbergh explains that the King Islanders came to Nome every summer

to take longshoring jobs and to camp on the beach. However, the day that she and her

husband were in  Nome, the King Islanders performed for them. She reports that the

"chief" {Au/agand} won the kayak race, after which he did a kayak roll underwater.

Later Aulaganadanced in the Alaska Native Brotherhood Hall, which was “jammed

with the Eskimo and white inhabitants of Nome” (ibid.:128). When the curtain rose, it

revealed furs hanging on the back wall, including a large white polar bear skin in  the

center. This suggests a mixing of elements of the Wolf Dance and the Polar Bear

Dance at this performance. The stage consisted of a long box with five holes. On top

of each hole was an Eskimo in everyday dress. Then, out of the holes popped

wolves’ heads. Lindbergh continues:

Ears erect, fangs bared, yellow eyes gleaming, the heads nodded at us.
Nodded, nodded, nodded, insanely like a  dream, this way and that, to 
the rhythmic beat of a  drum. For now in the background of the stage 
sat some Eskimo women and a few old men chanting and pounding out
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the rhythm of those heads. Every little while when a head became 
awry, the Eskimo on top leaned over and jerked it straight by pulling at 
an ear. The snarling heads began to look childish. Weren’t  those 
squatting figures just like the nurses in Central park? "Tony! Anne! 
Christopher! come here-what have you done to your coat? Look 
where your hat is! There now-go along.” They apparently had no part 
in the drama, these nurses. Like the black-hooded figures who run in 
and out on the Japanese stage, they were, I assumed, supposed to be 
invisible, and only there for convenience.

Pound, pound, pound-out of the holes leaped the wolves (who were 
dressed in long white woolen underwear below their fierce heads). On 
all fours they stared at us. Pound, pound, pound-they nodded this way, 
that way, this way, that way, unceasingly, Hke a child who is entranced 
with a new trick and cannot shake himself free of it, but repeats it again 
and again, a refrain to his life. Pound, pound, pound-they were on their 
feet and shaking their b angled gauntlets this way and that. The wolf in 
the center tossed his head and glared at us-the Chief of the King 
Islanders. Pound, pound, pound, the nodding went on and on. Pound, 
pound, pound, their movements were sudden and elastic, like animals.
There was more repose in their movement than in  their stillness, which 
was that of a crouching panther, or of a taut bow. One waited, tense, 
for the inevitable spring. Action was relief. Pound, pound, pound-legs 
in the air and a backward feap. Tdeydau' ati’puppeu’mttr ijfe'nbifes: 
disappeared completely. The cross-legged nurses merely nodded 
approval. And the curtain fell.

The Chief of the King Islanders came out from a door to the left of the 
stage. The wolf’s head lay limp in his hand . . . (Lindbergh 1935:128
130).

The following elements were included in the performance: First, there were 

apparently competitive games, including a kayak race and other "Eskimo sports". 

Second, furs of animals, particularly that of a polar bear, were part of the stage. The 

platform that represents the wolf den was also used. Third, W olf Dancers and helpers 

to the Wolf Dancers were part of this performance. Misting elements include gift 

giving, the painting of performers' faces to protect them, women who danced with the 

men, the sending of messengers, and, last but not least, there is no mention that a  King 

Islander died nor that the dancers danced for a special reason.

To some extent, the positive feedback and attention given to the King Islanders
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by outsiders for using the wolf den and dancing wolves in this performance may have 

led the King Islanders to emphasize that this was a “Wolf Dance", rather than an 

"Eagle-Wolf Dance" as asserted by the Qaw/amq people. Although eagle symbolism 

was probably there and King Islanders know that eagles are in the story, these 

elements did not capture the imagination of outsiders. This may be why the "eagle" 

dropped out of the "Eagle-Wolf Dance" in twentieth century performances.

The 1931-1932 Performances on King Tslanri

Frances Anna Ross was the daughter of Captain Thomas Ross, the Coast

Guard captain who supported Catholic missions in  the Bering Strait (cf. Chapter

Three). She wanted to study anthropology, so her father arranged for her to spend the

winter of 1931-32 on King Island. According to her account, no white woman had

ever lived on King Island before (Ross 1958:16). She was a resident of Nome during

her childhood and recalls “the town’s excitement when the first Ukiuvungmiu [sic]

umiak could be seen approaching from the western sea. A little fleet, seven or eight or

a dozen strong, would soon sail past the town” (ibid.: 15-16). For Fourth of July

celebrations in Nome, she notes that the King Islanders would hold various kinds of

contests, such as racing, wrestling, and high jumping. The kayak races and the kayak

rolls “brought gasps of admiration from the white spectators lined up on the shore

watching them” (ibid.: 16). Then, in the evenings, she remembers that “big dances

took place in an old warehouse. We would crowd inside, nearly overcome from the

heavy atmosphere of sweat and seal oil” (loc. cit.). The following is what she had to

say about the dance performances on King Island the year that she lived there:

The most elaborate dances take place when a polar bear Ctagogak) [sic] 
is killed and his hide and meat brought into the village. On the second 
night after this event, the community enters the hunter's kagri [sic]. If 
more than one bear has been taken, performances will be held on 
successive nights at the other kagrit [sic].3

3 “Tagogak" is more correctly spelled cagugaq. "Kagri" or "kagrit" are qqgtrand qagric
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For this occasion the women folk in  the hunter's family prepare great 
quantities of food . . . These foods are mixed at home in washtubs, 
washbasins, long wooden platters, any available large container. Just 
before the dancing starts the food is carried into the kagri by the women 
to the hunter . . .

Whether the hunter is a good dancer or not (and he may not be) he first 
dances alone, and then he is joined by a male relative . . . They sing 
only Ms favorite songs at first.

Then wooden masks are taken from the walls. Mittens and feathered 
headgear are donned. The masks have bulging cheekbones and 
grotesquely painted eyes. The mittens are shoulder-length, and they 
rattle with birds’ beaks and ivory buttons.

Two rows of men face each other, and while they dance the audience 
sings the appropriate song series. Parts of the long Wolf Dance are 
performed. TMs is the dance wMch is usually exMbited at Nome for the 
tourists. It required a wooden backdrop with holes into wMch the 
dancers leap from time to time . . .

During an intermission food is distributed. The hunter presents coils of 
rawMde to the men. He helps the women pass the food around.
Everyone clatters for two or three servings . . .

. . .  Afterwards came a dance contest between the three best dancers 
from the kagrit. with the crowd choosing sides and shouting 
encouragement. . .  (ibid.:63-73).

In tMs account, Ross notes only the following elements: that "parts” of the Wolf 

Dance were performed within Polar Bear Dance celebrations. In order to understand 

what tMs might mean, the significance of a Polar Bear Dance is explained next. As 

noted in Chapter One, Bogojavlensky (1969; Bogojavlensky and Fuller 1973) claims 

that Polar Bear Dances were very important to the King Islanders, primarily because 

they emphasized community unity and solidarity. TMs is in contrast to regular dance 

events, in  wMch only members of one community house were present. In other 

words, King Islanders only danced within their own community house, and never 

attended dances in other community houses. Aunt Khlagiaa, who lives in  Anchorage,
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claims that she never got used to the dances that the Anchorage King Islanders 

performed and for that reason, she was not proficient in them. Her comment made 

sense to me after A m uliq observed that the Anchorage King Islanders danced the 

dances from the Agu/titcom rnunicy house and that the Nome King Islanders danced 

the dances from the Qaluilatcom inunity house. Aunt Ka/qginagrew  up performing 

the dances in Qaluilat, since that was her father’s community house, so it makes sense 

that the Anchorage dances were unfamiliar to her. These comments by contemporary 

King Islanders point out that if one was a member of one community house, that is 

where one danced. Rarely did someone witness the dances of another community 

house. Because the whole community was present at a Polar Bear Dance, is can be 

seen as a very unusual event. Because political factionalism was a big part of King 

Island life, the basic structure of the Polar Bear Dances and the Messenger Feasts are 

similar - communities/community houses that rarely interacted with each other danced 

together to emphasize friendly relations between them. Thus, it makes sense that the 

King Islanders inserted at least parts of the Wolf Dance into their Polar Bear 

ceremonies; the Wolf Dance was traditionally performed within a Messenger Feast 

that emphasized friendly relations between two communities, so it was logical that, on 

King Island, at least parts of the Wolf Dance were inserted into their rough equivalent 

to the Messenger Feast, the Polar Bear Dance. .

Ross's account also mentions that parts of the Wolf Dance that the King 

Islanders inserted into the Polar Bear Dances were those parts that were " exhibited a t 

Nom e fo r th e tourist̂  (Ross 1958:66, emphasis mine) and that the Wolf Dance 

required the use of a wooden backdrop with holes (i.e., the wolf den). Unfortunately, 

Ross's description has no details to tell us what those parts are. Based upon this and 

Lindbergh's account, a conclusion can be made that the parts witnessed by Ross were 

those parts that include the wolf den, but without other evidence, this cannot be stated 

with certainty.
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As with Aulqganfc Wolf Dance and that performed for the Lindberghs, there 

are some missing elements in  this account: eagle symbolism, a  box drum, messengers, 

painting of performers' faces, or the inclusion of women. In addition, no death is 

attributed to these performances, and no reason is given for inserting parts of the Wolf 

Dance into the Polar Bear Dances. We only know that they were performed as part of 

the Polar Bear Dances which emphasized community solidarity. Since the Polar Bear 

Dances were elaborate and unusual events, the dramatic parts of the Wolf Dance were 

included in these celebrations precisely because they were dramatic and unusual; in  

other words, dramatic dances were incorporated into an elaborate and unusual event 

within the community in order to emphasis the drama of the event.

The 1932 Performance for MGM

According to the Nom e N ugget on. September 3, 1932, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer

(MGM) filmed a performance of the Wolf Dance by the King Islanders “a short

distance from Nome in the open country” (N om e N irggetl932:Sept. 3, front page).

MGM, a Hollywood film production company, spent a full ten months in  Alaska

filming “ Eskimo”, which was billed as the “ Biggest Picture Ever Made!” (Fienup-

Riordan 1995:78, 82). Unfortunately, the two film segments of Eskimo dancing that

ended up in the final film bear no resemblance to the Wolf Dance. In addition,

Fienup-Riordan’s description of the filming of "Eskimo” also does not say anything

about the King Islanders' participation in the film (loc. cit). However, the N om e

N uggetarticle stated that:

Last summer the King Islanders put on this same dance [Wolf Dance] 
for Col. and Mrs. Charles Lindbergh to a packed house at A.B. Hall 
[Alaska Native Brotherhood Hall], a show lasting fully two hours of the 
most interesting of native dances (N om e Nuggetl9?>2:S>ept. 3).

According to the N om e Nugget, it  appears that the King Islanders were scheduled to 

perform for MGM. However, AnzuliqvcAA me that “A  movie was being made at
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Teller. King Islanders were supposed to dance, but the ice didn't go out. So, we 

didn't get in the movie." When uncle Akkaakaqssw  the film last spring, he thought 

he recognized one woman, but he could not be sure, making it possible that she came 

from another village. In addition, there is a strange scene where dancers wearing 

antlers skip around in a circle. As far as I know, the Inupiat did net dance like this. 

My impression from the film is that the dancers were performing a dance made up by 

the directors to represent their image of native dancing rather than doing the sort of 

dancing that most Inupiat perform. Based upon this evidence, I conclude that the King 

Islanders did NOT dance for MGM as scheduled; the people shown in  the film are 

probably last-minute replacements.

The 1937 Performances on King Tslanri

Although it is entirely conceivable that the King Islanders continued to dance

the Wolf Dance between 1932 and 1937,1 have not found evidence for any

occurrence. However, I do know that the King Islanders danced at least portions of

the dance during the winter of 1937-38. The evidence comes in  the form of film

footage taken by Father Bernard Hubbard, the “Glacier Priest”. Hubbard was an

interesting character. He operated out of Santa Clara University in California, and for

his first few years, taught geology there. However, it became apparent to his superiors

that he was not cut out for teaching. Caprice Murray Scarborough interviewed one of

his associates who claims:

The story goes that, since Hubbard was in a hurry to get away to Alaska 
as soon as possible, he turned in  final grades for one of his classes 
before he had administered the final exam. When the dean pointed this 
out, Hubbard feigned great surprise, and declared that he had indeed 
made an error - he had given the dean the wrong set of grades (Murray 
Scarborough 1993:18).

After only four years of teaching, Hubbard spent the next thirty years of his life going 

on expeditions to Alaska, filming his geological and anthropological exploits during the
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summer months and then spending his winter months lecturing to diverse audiences to

raise funds to go on his next expedition to Alaska (cf. Murray Scarborough 1993:24).

However, as Murray Scarborough noted. Hubbard was always first and foremost a

Jesuit priest (ibid.: 18). In support of this statement, I have seen both still and moving

images of Hubbard saying Mass on top of volcanoes, underneath an overturned umiaq,

in meadows, and near lakes.

Overall, Hubbard created an extremely large collection of photographs and

films from Alaska. Of this, the King Island material comprises approximately fifteen

to twenty percent of the total, and includes between 2,000 and 4,000 still photographs

and about 40,000 feet of film footage (about 20 hours). These figures do not take into

account his edited films and the various outtakes and copies of both positive and

negative images of his footage.

Hubbard spent an entire winter on King Island, from the fall of 1937 to

summer, 1938. According to Bogojavlensky, Hubbard’s still photographs of King

Island are very valuable:

The ethnographic and historical significance of these photographs is 
enormous. In 1937, King Island was essentially an intact, ongoing 
indigenous Eskimo society based on the hunting of marine mammals and 
seasonal summer trading by skinboat along the mainland coasts. To our 
knowledge, there exists no comparable photographic record of an 
aboriginal sovereign state in all of Arctic ethnology (Bogojavlensky and 
Fuller 1973:66).

In addition, Lafortune writes that “ One can hear the click of the camera at any hour. 

What is commonplace to me is wonderful to Father Hubbard” (Renner 1979:102).

This leads me to believe that the King Islanders quickly grew used to being the 

subjects of Father Hubbard’s photography. I can attest to the fact that he seemed to 

have filmed every aspect of King Island life.

Included in his twenty hours of film footage are approximately two hours of 

dancing. Of this two hours, there are perhaps five minutes of scenes of King
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Islanders performing the first and last parts of the Wolf Dance. The "first" part of the 

Wolf Dance seen in the film shows men and women dancing. They have alternated 

themselves, but instead of in a line as described elsewhere, they lined up along three- 

sides of a square. As noted in Chapter One, this is thought to be the dance 

welcoming visitors. They may have danced in a three-sided square either to fit into 

the camera lens, or to fit into the limited floor space of the qqgri, or both. The "last" 

part depicted in  the film includes a performance in which the Wolf Dancers mirror 

each other's movements. In these scenes, though, it is five Wolf Dancers instead of 

the four mentioned in Chapter One.4 The male dancers in both parts are wearing 

feather headdresses.

This raises the following questions: Was this an actual Wolf Dance? Or, were 

these the same parts of the Wolf Dance inserted into the Polar Bear Dances witnessed 

by Ross? Bogojavlensky and Fuller note that in the winter of 1937-38, over 30 polar 

bears were killed by King Island hunters (1973:69), so Father Hubbard had plenty of 

opportunities to film the Polar Bear Dances. Attesting to Hubbard’s attendance at 

Polar Bear Dances, Lafortune also comments that in this same winter, “Every 

successful hunter wants a show [by Hubbard] when he bags a bear and he is given a 

show, with the whole crowd of course” (1929-1959:January 2, 1938). In addition, at 

least thirty to forty percent of the dance footage is that of a  Polar Bear Dance, 

complete with scenes of the distribution of sealskins and sealskin rope and food to 

other participants. It is my suspicion, then, that the parts of the Wolf Dance filmed by 

Father Hubbard were parts that were included in their Polar Bear celebrations. I say 

this even though gifts were exchanged, because they are the kinds of gifts given at a 

Polar Bear Dance (cf. Bogojavlensky and Fuller 1973).

 ̂ No one ever commented upon this variation in the number of Wolf Dancers during my
fieldwork. I suspect, however, that this variation may reflect the sex of the animal that was 
killed. As described in Chapter Two, ritual actions occurred in numbers of five if the animal 
was a female or in numbers of four if the animal was male, so I suspect that this variation in 
number of Wolf Dancers has to do with the sex of the animal
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In addition, there are other missing elements not shown in the film. These 

include eagle symbolism (aside from the headdresses), wolf den, box drum, the 

sending of messengers, and the painting of performers' faces. Also, no one in the 

community gives a reason for these particular performances, nor is a Wolf Dancer's 

death attributed to them, either.

The Performances of the Wolf Dance in the 1930s in Comparative Perspective

Of all the performances of the Wolf Dance described in  this chapter, the only 

Wolf Dance in which a death is attributed to the performance is AulqgaaAs Wolf 

Dance. In addition, this is the only performance in which a specific reason is given 

for performing the dance: the return of Aulqgands brother after being lost at sea. As 

noted in Chapter One, the "return" of a spirit, a person, an animal, or a return to King 

Island culture seems to be the primary reason for holding a Wolf Dance. Aside from 

these two elements (i.e., a special reason and the death of the dancer), other parts of 

the Wolf Dance drop in or out with no apparent logic. Some performances include 

gift giving, others do not; some mention women dancers, other do not; some involve 

just the community, others include both community members and outsiders/newcomers, 

etc. For instance, A u/tgaerfs Wolf Dance includes the sending of messengers, a 

gathering of goods to exchange, and the painting of faces to protect performers. The 

Wolf Dances that were inserted into Polar Bear Dances also have a  gift exchange. 

Elianna's account of Aulsgam is Wolf Dance does not specifically mention a wolf den, 

but both Lindbergh and Ross do. This idea that the Wolf Dance is dangerous only 

when a special request is made is supported by the fact that the rest of the 

performances in the 1930s do not have discourse about the death cf a dancer or about 

being performed for a particular reason.

Based upon this evidence, I make the following conclusions: First, it is only 

when dances are performed for "special reasons" that a Wolf Dancer dies. I find it
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significant that the only surviving contemporary stories of 1930 performances are 

stories of Aulqganfc Wolf Dance given by Ellanna and Auntie Iujaq. HI 1 anna's 

account supplies the "special reason," and Auntie attributes a death to this dance. 

In other words, dance performances in which the organizers specifically ask for 

something are ones that are dangerous to the Wolf Dancers. None of the other 

performances give reasons for doing the dance, and none have contemporary discourse 

about the death of a dancer.

A second conclusion is that if there is no special reason for performing the 

dance, it seems acceptable to perform and/or to insert parts of the Wolf Dance into 

another dance for outside audiences or as part of other celebrations. There are at least 

three other examples of Wolf Dance performances in  the 1930s in which no reason is 

given for the performance. In two of these cases, King Islanders have inserted the 

Wolf Dance into the Polar Bear Dances. Polar Bear Dances were performed in  order 

to fulfill the hunters' obligation to the polar bears. In other words, Polar Bear Dances 

completed the cycle of reciprocity: the polar bear gave its life to the hunters and 

hunters held dances for the entire community, complete with gift-giving. In the third 

case, no reason was given for the performance for the Lindberghs other than to 

entertain important guests. In all these cases, King Islanders were not asking the 

powers that be to enact the return of a human. This leads to the third conclusion: 

when humans specifically ask for the return of a  human, then humans expect to pay 

the price; paying this price fulfills the reciprocal action which is required from the 

humans in exchange for the spirits' granting the request. These conclusions answer 

the questions posed at the beginning of the chapter: parts of the Wolf Dance can be 

performed frequently when they are not done for special reasons. In these cases, not 

many resources are needed. It is only Wolf Dances performed to enact a return that 

are considered dangerous because they require the reciprocal action of the death of a 

Wolf Dancer..
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Aside from Aulagaaiis Wolf Dance, Wolf Dance performances in the 1930s are 

affected by Catholicism and tourism. As Anauliq noted in Chapter Three, Lafortune 

made the King Islanders take out "objectionable" parts, such as the part of the Wolf 

Dance where a woman is hung by her hair from the ceiling of the community house.

In addition, the war songs that are usually associated with the Wolf Dances were no 

longer performed. Lafortune's influence may have contributed to the King Island 

conception of the Wolf Dance as consisting of many parts, some of which can be 

taken out of a performance, others of which are allowed to remain in. In other words, 

by insisting that the King Islanders take out some of the "objectionable,, portions of the 

Wolf Dance, Lafortune paved the way for performing only parts of the dance at any 

given time. Catholicism has also contributed to the decline of religious significance in 

the dance, especially by encouraging performances of the Wolf Dance for outsiders and 

newcomers. As noted in Chapter Four, tourism has had a mixed effect on King Island 

singing and dancing traditions. For instance, it has helped by encouraging King 

Islanders to continue their songs and dances. However, dancing for tourists led to an 

emphasis on the more dramatic dances with elaborate costuming and stage implements, 

especially since tourists were eager to see and pay for these more dramatic dances.

This emphasis may have encouraged the performance of the Wolf Dance over the 

Polar Bear Dances in order to continue the benefits associated with tourism (money, 

travel, etc.). Although this exchange of money for a performance is seemingly a 

reciprocal exchange, the parties to the exchange do not know each other and, 

furthermore, the performance was not done to create or maintain social ties with others. 

Therefore, the same significance to the exchange is not present. In addition, the 1931 

performance for the Lindberghs shows the effect of tourism and its demands for the 

exotic as well as some influence by Lafortune, who allowed some parts of the dance to 

be performed and not others. The 1931-32 and 1937-38 performances that were 

inserted into the Polar Bear Dances had spiritual significance, but with an emphasis on
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the dramatic parts of the dance. In these cases, the danger in the Wolf Dance 

disappeared because it was not done for special reasons, and therefore a reciprocal 

action on the part of humans was not needed.

Obviously, then, Catholicism and tourism have affected what is perceived to be 

the inherent danger of the Wolf Dance. When the dance is performed for tourists, it is 

done NOT to maintain an on-going relationship with them, but rather to continue a 

long-standing relationship with the sponsors of tourism in Nome. This is in contrast 

to past Wolf Dances in  which the community wished to create and maintain a 

relationship with the people for whom they perform. In addition, when the Wolf 

Dance is not performed to enact a return or fear other special or spiritual reasons, it is 

not dangerous. Both Catholicism and tourism also influenced and promoted the idea 

that "parts" of the Wolf Dance can be performed at any time without posing a danger 

to the Wolf Dancers or without having to gather the goods and resources usually 

necessary to perform a  Wolf Dance. In other words, performances of the Wolf Dance 

in the 1930s exemplify the thesis of this dissertation: that each performance contains 

the elements it needs in  order to be effective for the purpose at hand. When it was 

performed for the Lindberghs, it contained the dramatic and exotic elements (i.e., the 

sight of dancing wolves) needed to further King Island visibility in  Nome. As 

demonstrated in Chapter Three, this visibility given to Aulqtrm azxA  the King Islanders 

contributed to Ross's and Lafortune's efforts on their behalf, which may have led to 

increased access to longshoring jobs. When parts of the Wolf Dance were inserted 

into the Polar Bear Dance, the drama of the Wolf Dance, along with its power, may 

have increased the intensity of Polar Bear Dances, making the Polar Bear Dances more 

effective in entertaining, pleasing, and returning the polar bear spirits. Also, since the 

drama of the wolf den and dancing wolves received such positive feedback from 

outsiders and newcomers, it led to the increased emphasis in  King Island dancing on 

the "wolf" part of the Eagle-Wolf Dance and the decreased emphasis on the "eagle".
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Finally, in Aiz/qgaads Wolf Dance, the whole community was involved in celebrating 

the return of AgiluaazxA Arjusruk, which was the specific request of Aulagann. 

However, Aulagands other brother died, which completes the cycle of reciprocity. 

Thus, when a specific request is made by a community member, the community 

understands that the Wolf Dance is “not a  play thing to do", that it is dangerous for the 

Wolf Dancer. But other performances where no special request is made are not 

considered dangerous. In other words, different Wolf Dance performances accomplish 

different ends, depending on the intents and understandings of participants and the 

audience.
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CHAPTER SIX

LEAVING HOME: CLOSURE OF THE BIA SCHOOL AND DISPLACEMENT

A p ril4, 1994, Anauliq ’s  and Ixyaana's house, Anchorage, A laska 
Ivyaana Oh, I really miss the island. I don’t get to see it too much.
Deanna: So, when was the last time yon saw die island?
Ivyaana Oh, a couple years ago. But, last time we go, when it came into sight, I 

just start crying and crying and crying. It had been so long since I had 
seen it.

At the time, tears threatened in my own eyes because, by then, I had imagined 

what my own reaction would be when I finally saw King Island, and like Ivyaana I 

cried. After hearing so much about it, and seeing pictures of it, I imagined that seeing 

King Island would be a sort of home-coming for me, especially since I had never been 

there. But that spring, I did not let tears come because I had not seen Ivyaana or her 

husband, Anauliq, in nineteen years. In fact, this conversation was the first one I had 

had with them as an adult, so part of the purpose of this visit was to get to know them 

again. In addition, because of my interest as an anthropologist, we focused our 

conversation on King Island, on our families and how we were related, and about the 

songs and dances of King Island.

This chapter is about the process of the relocation and displacement of the King 

Islanders from King Island and how that has affected them, their perception of their 

home, and their singing and dancing traditions. For the last thirty years, the actual 

geographic place of King Island has become an “imagined geography” ,* a  place that is

remembered rather than a place occupied by King Island community members. It is a 

place that many younger King Islanders have not seen with their own eyes. Many

1 Although others may have coined this term, I first heard it used when discussing the King Island 
displacement with John Homiak, Director of the Human Studies Film Archives at the Smithsonian 
Institution. Homiak’s research has centered on the Rastafari of Jamaica. He is currently considering 
how they view Africa as an “imagined geography”. By using this term, he is consciously playing on 
Benedict Anderson’s “Imagined Communities” (Anderson: 1991). Like the Rastafari who imagine 
Africa as their homeland, King Island is imagined by younger King Islanders as a "paradise".
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King Island community members who grew up on the island reminisce about what life

was like on King Island, and like Ivyaana, they have shared with me how much they

miss the island and how much they would like to return to it. This sentiment is so

much a part of the discourse of present-day King Island life that one cannot read about

them or talk to them without hearing that they no longer live on King Island. My

unde Aa/uguqeven wrote a piece for Alaska Magazine entitled “Home to King

Island”, emphasizing how he misses living on the island and how excited he was to

see it again (Muktoyuk 1986a, 1986b), and a famous Alaskan artist and former King

Island schoolteacher, Rie Munoz, illustrated a children’s book about leaving the island

for good entitled "Goodbye My Island” (Rogers 1983).

Most King Islanders blame the BIA (Bureau of Indian Affairs) for the fact that

the King Islanders no longer live on King Island. The story, as told to me several

times by my uncle Anauliq, is as follows:

The BIA closed down our school in 1959. Then, when we tried to go 
back to the island the next fall, the BIA agents came to the ship [the 
North Star] with policemen and threatened us with arrest if we didn’t let 
our kids go to school in Nome.

Tiulana tells the story as follows:

The people on King Island had started moving to Nome in 1948 to get 
jobs and because of medical problems . . . We moved to town because 
of health problems in the family also. A t the turn of the century, the 
major health problem was tuberculosis. Our people picked it up from 
whalers and from people in Nome. It was a deadly disease for Alaskan 
life. A lot of us went to Nome because some of our family members 
were hospitalized at the Native sanitorium [sic] at Mount Edgecumbe in 
Southeast Alaska or at Orangeside in Seattle. We had to be in town in 
order to have better communication with them.

After some of the people had left King Island, the government forced 
the rest of them out. The Bureau of Indian Affairs is the agency that is 
supposed to be responsible for Native Americans. At the end the BIA 
condemned the school and did not replace it. The families with kids 
had to move to Nome in order to have some sort of education, a  
different education from the Native way. The last family moved from 
King Island in 1969. Since then no family has moved back because 
there is no teacher. The only people who go back are ones that are
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single or whose children are ail grown np. The law says you have to 
have an education.

Also, one of the big excuses the Bureau of Indian Affairs had for 
moving us away from King Island was danger from rocks. They told 
the King Islanders, ‘There’s a big rock on the top of the village.
Experts say it is going to come down any time and the school and some 
of the houses are in its path.’ The rock is still up there. It never rolled 
down. The BIA tried to make all kinds of excuses for locking the 
island. I do not know what the government is trying to do for Native 
people. A lot of times, I just reject the idea of the BIA (Senungetuk 
and Tiulana 1987:38-39).

Thus, for 30 years, the King Islanders have not lived on their island. Instead, they go 

back for a few weeks each summer, hunting walrus, gathering eggs and greens, and 

checking on the conditions of the houses that are left standing. For instance, in  1996, 

King Islanders finally had to tear down the church that was built in 1929 because it 

was threatening to fall off its foundation and onto the houses below it that are left.

But whenever King Islanders talk about their home, they always note that they do not 

live there any longer and when asked why, they answer that the BIA closed down 

their school.

The “Real” Story

Actually, the reasons behind the King Islanders' displacement from their home

are much more complex than the BIA’s decision to close down the school. Tiulana’s

comments above readily acknowledge the fact that some King Islanders moved to

Nome for jobs and because of medical problems. Bogojavlensky (1969:39-42)

elaborates on Tiulana’s comments and also notes more reasons for their displacement:

A number of young King Islanders were inducted and kept in Alaska 
without military training as an unskilled labor force for military 
operations [during World War I I ] . . .

Government medical care for the Eskimos was established on a larger 
scale after the war. A Public Health hospital at Kotzebue was built.
Medical care for natives in  Nome was much improved. The 
repercussions for the King Islanders were important. More individuals
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came under medical care. If the care required could not be finished 
during the months of July, August and part of September when the 
King islanders were on the mainland, then the individual was forced to 
stay for a whole year. Not only individuals, but whole families, were 
affected in this way . . .  In the early 1950’s, an intensive U.S. Public 
Health Service program to treat tuberculosis among Alaskan natives 
began. This took many King Islanders to the hospital for years.

The availability of health care was especially welcomed by the women 
of King Island who had been suffering very high rates of infant 
mortality . . . For many springs the arrival of the first ship at break-up, 
usually the trader and the Revenue Service, brought an epidemic into the 
solitary community, killing many, many babies each year. Several King 
Island women told m e that they decided to stay on the mainland 
specifically for this reason.

By 1950, a small enclave of King islanders was settled on the mainland 
outside of Nome . . .

In the 1950’s, boarding schools for Eskimos who could go on beyond 
the eighth grade of their village schools became increasingly available 
and enrollment in these was encouraged. This brought about the current 
situation in most Arctic Alaskan villages of very few adolescents in  the 
village. Schooling away from home has created a  population drain.
Some Eskimos, including King Islanders, do not wish to return to their 
native village. The yoxmg King Islanders had the compromise 
arrangement of living with their own people, but in the vicinity of the 
excitement of Nome.

The political struggles on King Island itself had as one repercussion the 
sloughing off of certain individuals, who, finding themselves marginal 
to political factions, moved away to the mainland . .  . The net result of 
all these factors and the decision of the Bureau of Indian Affairs to 
close the school on King Island . . . was that beginning with 1967,
King Island was abandoned during the winter, and a winter community 
sprang up on the mainland. The Village Council was retained, two 
men’s houses continued to be used, and the islanders eked out a living 
that involved only seasonal summer employment and a return to the 
island in the spring (Bogojavlensky 1969:39-42).

Related to the ".sloughing off" of individuals because of political struggles, I would 

also argue that men who were sent to sanitariums by the Public Health Service "for 

years" also chose to move to the mainland permanently afterwards. Because nine or 

ten men is the optimal number for a walrus hunting skinboat crew, (cf. Bogojavlensky
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1969:108-109), if a crew lost members because they were sent to tuberculosis 

sanitariums, that crew would need to reconfigure itself with the men who remained in 

the community, leaving no room for those men that left. Once this occurred, men who 

were hospitalized in sanitariums then became marginal to the existing political factions 

in the community. Thus, without any factional support, men who were sent away to 

tuberculosis sanitariums elected to stay on the mainland. For instance, when I asked 

Saa&wjaand his wife Signaq'whzrs. they moved off the island, they told me it was in 

the early 1950s, when both individuals were hospitalized at different times for 

tuberculosis. Although they did not say it, their attitude suggested moving back to 

King Island after their hospitalizations was not an option.

Although Bogojavlensky does not mention this, the population drain of the 

King Island community also occurred because of the Indian Relocation Act. Under 

this act, several young individuals and sometimes families relocated to Oakland, 

California, in the 1950s. For instance, uncle A a/ugvq\ived there from 1961 to the 

spring of 1962 and, when viewing Father Hubbard's film, he mentioned how he and 

two other young King Island men took a week-end trip to visit Father Bernard 

Hubbard at Santa Clara, California. In addition, TasraqvsA  his former wife, Taoaqiq, 

brought their young family to Oakland where they lived for eight years.

Finally, as I stated in  Chapter Three, Lafortune may have also contributed to 

the King Islanders' eventual displacement to Nome. Because he helped them gain 

opportunities in Nome, they had greater exposure to medical services and job 

opportunities. In addition, since he heavily favored Aulqgana he may have alienated 

himself from men who belonged to other factions, who saw perhaps that they might be 

able to do better in Nome. These factors may have encouraged families to move off of 

the island, especially when his strong, anti-Nome attitude was no longer present after 

his death.
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The “Real” Story Does Not Matter

From a folkloric perspective, what is interesting about community stories of

their displacement to the mainland is the emphasis on the BIA and its decision to close

the King Island school in 1959. Although Tiulana noted that people began to move

off the island earlier, he emphasized very strongly that the “government forced the rest

of them out” (Senungetuk and Tiulana 1987:38) and “I just reject the idea of the BIA”

(ibid.:39). As stated earlier, he is not the only one who tells this story. Through these

various retellings of how the BIA forced the King Islanders to move off the island, I

attempt some understanding of how this displacement and relocation affected the King

Islanders. For the purposes of this dissertation, I am more interested in  the King

Islanders' discourse about their relocation than in the actual chain of events. In a recent

volume, Tad Tuleja asserts:

That such memories are often constructed (and therefore 'spurious') no 
more saps them of constitutive strength than an expose of Parson 
Weems's cherry tree story would invalidate it as a usable legend for 
American nationalism (1997:12).

What is important to the King Islanders is the fact that they were relocated and the 

disruptions that this relocation caused in their lives. It is my belief that the King 

Islanders are trying to make some sense of this disruptive event by making the BIA a 

scapegoat. Somehow, if they have an enemy who caused their displacement, that 

renders the situation understandable. The other reasons behind their relocation to 

Nome reflect individual choices by King Island community members, and the reasons 

behind those choices - access to medical care, jobs, education - are of benefit to both 

the individuals and the community as a whole. No one can fault individuals for 

making those choices. However, they can and will fault the BIA for “forcing” them to 

relocate. Essentially, the closure of the BIA school closed off the options that King 

Islanders had had before: because the school was closed, the King Islanders lost their 

freedom to come and go between King Island and the mainland. Because the BIA
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took this freedom away, the BIA is to blame for King Island displacement and 

relocation. Finally, when one considers Lafortune’s attitude toward the BIA, and given 

the King Islanders' high esteem for Lafortune and his opinions (cf. Chapter Three), 

these factors make the choice of the BIA as an enemy a logical one for the King 

Islanders.

The BIA is a logical choice for another reason: the BIA, as an agency of the 

federal government, offers an official entity against which the King Islanders can speak 

out against the hegemonic forces of the United States government. By continually 

retelling these stories against the BIA, the King Islanders are engaging in social action 

that shows their resistance against these forces. Cruikshank recently noted that the 

storytellers have used the occasion of the Yukon Storytelling Festival to convey the 

importance of land and kinship while the process of land claims negotiations with the 

Canadian government is still on-going (cf. Cruikshank 1997). She saw these tellings 

of particular stories as social actions that push “home messages about self

determination and land rights” (ibid.:65). In a similar way, the King Islanders show 

that they are aware of themselves within the larger national picture by telling this story 

of how they have been mistreated and how their rights have been trampled on by the 

federal government. By repeating this story, they are registering their opposition to the 

U.S. government with an audience who may help rectify the situation, or, at least, 

recognize the hardships they endured. For example, my uncle Akkaakaqasked my 

opinion about the feasibility of bringing a lawsuit against the BIA for the hardships 

caused to families who housed children that had to be suddenly left in Nome after the 

closure of the King Island school. That he is even discussing such a lawsuit shows 

how he is consciously trying to act against the BIA for the disruption the agency 

caused the King Islanders.

What is interesting about Uncle Akkaakatfo strategy is that he is trying to work 

within the system in order to act against it. In other words, he wishes to use
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American legal precepts to act against the American government. Thus, his strategy 

shows some selective accommodation to Western society, while still maintaining an 

opposition to it. This demonstrates a diasporic discourse characterized by Clifford 

(1994:307) as an "entangled tension" between the nation-state and a tribal people. This 

"entangled tension" in King Island discourse serves to "maintain identification outside 

the nation time-space in  order to live inside, with a difference" (ibid.:308). Peter 

Schweitzer (1999, personal communication) points out that, like the King Islanders, the 

Naukan or Afrrayay people have a similar coherent community consciousness. Like 

the King Islanders, the N inwqaqpeople were forced to relocate from their home at the 

eastern point of the Chukchi Peninsula in the 1950s and locate elsewhere in mixed 

communities. As Clifford (1994:308) maintains, this need to identify outside the 

nation-state in order to live inside it stems in part from "political struggles", and in 

doing so "mediate[s], in a lived tension, the experience of separation and entanglement 

of living here and remembering/desiring another place" (ibid.:311). Thus, my uncle's 

wish to bring a lawsuit against the BIA shows this tension of being both separate from 

and part of the larger nation-state.

Overall, as stated above, the rest of the reasons behind the King Island 

displacement and relocation are not important to understanding the King Island 

experience of this event. Rather, like the eruption of the Novarupta volcano near 

Katmai in 1912 that caused a displacement of survivors to Perryvilte (cf. Partnow 

1995), the displacement of the King Islanders to Nome by the BIA has become a 

defining historical event for the community. Never mind that the people began to 

relocate to Nome and elsewhere before 1959. What is important to the King Islanders 

is the fact that they were forced off their island by the BIA. What is common to both 

stories is that their displacement was caused by forces outside their control, and both 

remember their lost homeland in  glowing terms. This remembered homeland is the 

basis of their identity today. However, unlike the people of Perryville, the King
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Islanders' story does not trace the establishment of a new home elsewhere. Partly, this 

is due to the fact that King Islanders moved to several different places, such as 

Anchorage, Fairbanks, or the Alaskan Southeast. Many, however, who did move to 

Nome, were disinclined to claim Nome as a new homeland. This is attributed to 

Lafortune's dislike and characterization of Nome as "Sin City" and because of their 

marginalized status vis a vis other Natives (cf., Smith 1989:66). Thus, King Island 

identity today revolves around their displacement from home, rather than in a new 

residence.

An Attachment to Place

Usually, these retellings of relocation and displacement are accompanied by 

people’s remembrances of King Island itself. Most people, like Ivpaaaa above, tell 

nostalgic stories about the “good life” on King Island and how much they miss it. It 

is through these stories that they pass on to others exactly what this geographic place 

of King Island means to them (cf. Ryden 1993:53-96). When I completed a quick 

analysis of these tellings about King Island, I found surprisingly that over half of the 

comments about King Island make references to m gipiaqov Eskimo food (from the 

base nigi, which means food and the postbase -piaq, which means real, or “real food”). 

For example, three elders, Saasaaqa, S/jfaaq and YaamaamahS. noted that they never 

went hungry on King Island; it always provided them with “every kind of food”. 

Considering that famine was always a distinct possibility, it is not surprising that these

King Islanders focused on food in their discussion of King Island.2 As another

example, my Uncle AaIugaqo.ox.eid that he hated leaving the island in the spring to go 

to Nome for the summer trading, primarily because “leaving the island would mean no 

hunting auklets, no picking up eggs, and we would go to Nome where there was no

2 Others have also noted this deeply symbolic connection between specific places and the food it 
provides (cf., e.g., Hensel 1996; Freeman et al. 1998:22-25).

190

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



hunting”. My Auntie IujaQs memories of King Island nearly always center on food:

tasty king crabs, ducks and other waterfowl, dry seal meat that they would hammer to

soften that was “real good”, bullhead and blue cod, the varieties and the large size of

greens, the “best salmonberries”, and roots that “grow on top of the island, 2-3 inches

long, good eating!”. But, in addition to the food, people’s comments center on how

much fun it was to climb on the rocks and explore the island, the many activities that

King Islanders could do on the island, the thrill of hunting walrus, birds and other

animals on King Island, how King Island rarely had mosquitoes, and, most

importantly, how much most people miss living on the island.

Not only is food important, but as Buttimer points out:

It is fascinating to notice when and where during recent history this 
notion of place has emerged as a  strong motif in literature, politics, and 
popular song. The record synchronizes fairly well with periods of 
relatively abrupt change either within the social or physical environment 
or in  the world of ideas (loc. cit.).

In other words, this nostalgia for place seems to occur during periods of great change. 

The fact that they no longer live there make King Island special. Thus, it comes as no 

surprise that that the King Island discourse toward King Island is nostalgic; their 

relocation to the mainland caused a  great change to what Downing has referred to as 

their “social geometry”, or their “socially-constructed time, socially-constructed space, 

and among socially-constructed personages” (Downing 1997:2).3

To illustrate, the King Islanders experienced an inversion to their “socially- 

constructed space” and their “socially-constructed time” when they moved to Nome. 

Buttimer suggested that "we think about places in  the context of two reciprocal 

movements which can be observed among most living forms: most life forms need a 

hom e and horizons ofreach  outward from that home” (Buttimer 1980:170; emphasis in 

the original). Following Buttimer, the King Islanders’ home was King Island, where 

they resided during the winter and early spring. Then, during the twentieth century,

3 I want to thank John Young at Oregon State University for referring me to Downing’s article.
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the King Islanders traveled to Nome, their “horizon of reach”, in the summer.

Different activities and different social relations are associated with each time and place 

hunting and gathering activities, the formation of hunting crews, associations with 

people who shared their dialect and their understandings of the social relations, and 

leisure and ceremonial activities occurred on King Island during the winter-time, 

whereas in Nome, primarily trading activities, relations with outsiders, and the sale of 

goods and services occurred in the summer. In a sense, these different activities and 

associations can be considered dialectical opposites: insider vs. outsider relations; 

hunting and gathering vs. trading; religious vs. secular activity, etc. Following 

Downing, when they relocated to Nome, their world, or “social geometry”, became 

disrupted and partially inverted:4 Nome was “home” and King Island became the

“reach”; activities associated in the summer in Nome were now associated with winter

time and vice versa. Their “social geometry” was disrupted.

The King Islanders' experience of Nome and the disruption that relocation to 

Nome caused in  their lives is illustrated by their discourse regarding Nome. In 

contrast to King Island, which King Islanders refer to as “paradise” and “home",

Nome is called “Sin-City” , is recalled as being dusty and dirty, and is associated with 

other Natives' opinions of them. For instance, my uncle Aaluguqremembered that the 

other natives in Nome were always picking fights with them. He recalled how Father 

Lafortune told them how to fight back - according to my uncle, Lafortune told the boys 

to take one of their attackers, cover him in seal oil, and pour feathers and other things 

on him. The next time the King Island boys were teased, they followed Lafortune’s 

instructions, and apparently were not bothered by this behavior in the future. Unde 

Aa/uguqaSsa recalled that Ed Levin, the professional boxer who accompanied Father 

Hubbard during the 1937-38, specifically taught the young King Island males how to

4 This was not a complete inversion because Nome did not become the King Islanders' subsistence 
center.
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box as a way to defend themselves against the other boys in Nome. As an example of 

the King Islanders' marginal status in  Nome, one man I met in my Inupiaq class at the 

University of Alaska Fairbanks, after finding out I was a “KI” (King Islander), told 

me that whenever he went east of Nome, to the Nome River or elsewhere, he always 

had to run past East End where the King Islanders resided. When asked why, he 

stated that “those KI’s always threw rocks at me”. Smith also noted that the King 

Islanders were an outgroup in Nome, “ . . . marginal and the object of adverse comment 

(verbalized jealousy) by other, more urbanized, noncohesive Eskimo” (Smith 1989:66). 

Thus, the King Islanders' relationship to Nome after their relocation tends to be 

negative, especially when compared to their remembrances of King Island as 

“paradise". Yet, they need to live there, making Nome a place of conflicts for them: 

conflicts with other Natives, with whites, and with trying to maintain old traditions in 

new circumstances.

After considering these remembrances of King Island, and especially, how 

much people miss the island, I now understand my anticipated emotions at finally 

seeing this place for the first time. King Island, through these stories, has become a 

mythical homeplace to me; I have internalized these other people’s remembrances of 

King Island as “paradise,” as well as their excitement and their emotionally-laden 

expectations of what it would mean finally to see it. I am not the only person of my 

generation or younger who has these expectations of King Island. One cousin,

Quiruna, like myself, has chosen to decorate her home with posters and pictures of 

King Island. QuirvnmnA another cousin, Aisana, also have books on King Island, 

including Ugiuvangm iut Q uliapyuit - K ing Islan d  Z&fey(Kaplan 1988) and Dorothy 

Jean Ray’s T iie Eskim os ofB ering SkroicQLay 1992). Thus, all of us are eager to 

show others where our ancestral roots are from, and all of us want our children to 

grow up knowing that they are King Islanders.
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“Deterritorializaiion” and “Social Geometry”

In an attempt to change anthropology’s “perspective and representation” of the 

cultures we study, Appadurai coined the neologism “ethnoscape” (1991:191). In 

particular, he is calling attention to the fact that the “ ethno'va. ethnography takes on a 

slippery, nonlocalized quality” (loc.cit., emphasis in the original) in that “groups are no 

longer tightly territorialized, spatially bounded, historically unself conscious, or 

culturally homogeneous” (loc. cit.). This term, “ethnoscape” describes the ethnic 

landscape of King Island today: they are no longer living in  one geographic place, but 

rather in Anchorage, Nome, and Fairbanks, Alaska, and throughout the Lower 48 

states.5 But, in addition to trying to deal with contemporary realities of various

groups, Appadurai is also calling on anthropologists to address an urgent need “ on the 

cultural dynamics of what is now called detecnaxializm od (ibid.: 192; emphasis on the 

original), in which groups "operate in ways that transcend specific territorial boundaries 

and identities’’ (loc. cit.). Appadurai states that deterritorialization affects group loyalty, 

peoples' manipulation of currencies and wealth and the strategies of states, and loosens 

the bonds among people, wealth, and territories, which "fundamentally alters the basis 

of cultural reproduction” (ibid.: 193). He also noted that with deterritorialized groups, "

. . .  the homeland is partly invented, existing only in the imagination . . . ” (loc. dt.).

There are several strategies that can be employed by deterritorialized groups to 

maintain group cohesion and identity. For instance, one strategy that King Islanders 

employ is to impress upon younger King Islanders the notion of what a beautiful and 

unique place King Island is. By referring in  glowing terms to where they used to live, 

older King Islanders instill in younger ones a  longing for what they call ”paradise“. 

Younger King Islanders are also rarely told that they are the generic term "Eskimos", 

but rather, that they are "King Islanders". Geertz (1996:261) and Feld and Basso 

(1996:11) also acknowledge that being displaced does not necessarily lessen the

5 I want to thank Peter Schweitzer (University of Alaska Fairbanks) for clarifying this point for me.
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powerful attachments that groups have for particular places, and this is certainly true 

for King Islanders.

Another strategy that may be employed by groups to maintain social cohesion

is to rework symbolically their notion of self-identity. For example, Hummon notes

that a sense of place or “ community attachment” appears in:

. . . two related, though different forms: everyday rootedness and 
ideological rootedness. In general, these forms differ in the self
consciousness with which individuals think about community and their 
relation to community. In ideological rootedness, strong feelings of 
satisfaction, attachment, and home are combined with self-conscious 
identification with the community, and all these sentiments are situated 
within a perspective that is highly favorable, often comparative with 
other communities, and consciously articulated . . .  In everyday 
rootedness, individuals are not likely to identify consciously with their 
community, and their sense of home and attachment are embedded in a 
perspective that is relatively simple, taken-for-granted, and largely 
composed of biographical and local images of community life . . .
(Hum m on 1992:263-265).

King Islanders have symbolically reworked their sense of identity, going from an 

“everyday rootedness”, or one where they assumed anyone who resided on King 

Island was a  King Islander, to an “ideological rootedness” , a self-conscious 

identification of anyone related to someone who grew up on King Island as a  King 

Islander. For instance, I specifically asked AismmiS. it  was okay if I danced since I 

grew up outside the community, thinking that my status as an insider-outsider affected 

their feelings about who could dance and who could not. A iszw ds reply was, “Sure, 

it’s okay if you dance. You’re a King Islander, just like us. Any King Islander can 

dance those songs.” What is telling about AisanHs reply is that he knows I grew up 

outside - he often asks how my mom is doing in Oregon. But he readily identified me 

as a King Islander. My identity was not dependent on where I grew up or even where 

I was currently living, but rather was dependent upon the fact that I was a relative.^

6 I thank Peter Schweitzer at University of Alaska Fairbanks for pointing out this change in how King 
Island identity is determined.
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Thus, in order to foster this sense of identity as a King Islander even though no one 

lives there any longer, the community appears to have shifted their criterion for being a 

King Islander from one that is determined by place of residence to one that is 

determined by kinship.

In addition to this symbolic reworking of identity, groups that are 

deterritorialized or relocated or displaced undergo traumatic stress and disruption to 

their lives (cf. Brown and Perkins 1992; Cemea and Guggenheim 1993; Downing 

1997), especially those groups who undergo involuntary displacement. Downing 

called this stress and disruption “ social disarticulation” and “ social impoverishment” 

(1997:1). For the King Islanders, an aspect of “social disarticulation'' that occurred in 

their relocation to the Alaskan mainland has to do with their already marginalized status 

in Nome. Upon this relocation to Nome, King Islanders were faced with a certain 

degree of hostility from other Natives living there. This hostility is based upon the 

special treatment and attention that King Islanders received from outsiders in Nome, 

but was complicated by the King Islanders' adherence to customs (e.g., wearing of 

parkas, dancing and use of skinboats) which made them look "backward”. Other 

Natives, as mentioned earlier, picked on "those KIs". Imagine being told to move to a 

place where one was not wanted by other Natives. Imagine how others might view 

this sudden influx of King Islanders into an area where fish and game resources are 

not plentiful. As a survival strategy, then, King Islanders banded together to assert 

their uniqueness and separateness, while at the same time, they were forced to integrate 

and become interdependent with others who lived in Nome. The choice of the BIA as 

the cause for King Island displacement becomes logical yet again in that it 

communicates to other Natives that they had no choice in the matter, and therefore, 

other Natives must accept King Islanders living in Nome and elsewhere. In terms of 

"social disarticulation," the needs of the King Islanders to be both separate from and 

interdependent with other Natives and the dominant Western society carry with them an
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inherent contradiction and tension that cannot be resolved and which can only be 

balanced. This need to strike a balance acceptable to the King Islanders, to other 

Natives, and to Western society is constantly being negotiated, which can be a source 

of "social disarticulation". Even a decision as to whether or not to dance and when 

and for whom takes into consideration King Island needs, proscriptions of the Catholic 

Church, the desires of other outsiders (such as those times when the Iditarod brings 

people from all over the state), and those of other Natives (such as during the Elders' 

Conference). Dance too much and the King Islanders may further alienate themselves 

from other Natives or cause problems with the Catholic clergy; dance too little and they 

risk losing interest and attention from their own youth and from outsiders.

Although development agencies such as the World Bank readily note the social 

impact and impoverishment experienced by those who are relocated, policies as to how 

to mitigate the impoverishment are lacking. Downing proposes that in seeking to 

mitigate social disarticulations, policy makers should attempt to  repair not only how 

groups of people are oriented to their space, but also to replicate their prior temporal 

rhythms and to reinforce prior social relations in their resettlement. Downing’s 

discussion is relevant here in trying to understand how the King Islanders reacted to 

the involuntary disruption in their "social geometry”. As noted above, their social 

world became inverted. In some cases, as Downing (1997:7) reports, relocated groups 

figure out ways to mitigate the disruptions to their social geometry.

Although I do not want to comment on the relative success or failure of the 

King Island reaction to social disruption due to displacement and relocation, I do want 

to point out that the King Islanders tried to mitigate the effect o f relocating to Nome. 

First, they relocated primarily on the east end of Nome, where they had resided every 

summer since the turn of the century. This area was already considered King Island 

territory. Second, as Bogojavlensky noted, “The Village Council was retained, two 

men’s houses continued to be used, and the islanders eked out a living that involved
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only seasonal summer employment and a return to the island in the spring” (1969:41). 

My sources, in contrast, only remember one community house at the East End of 

Nome, which was called " Qagri". Bogojavlensky could be right in that in  the time he 

was in Nome (from 1966 to 1968), there really were two community houses in  Nome. 

However, after his departure, the two houses m ay well have collapsed into the one that 

people now remember. The important point is that they tried to maintain some 

semblance of their prior social and political organization. Their political organization 

was maintained through the Village Council, which consisted of the dominant factions 

on King Island, and which had been in place for thirty years by the time of their 

relocation. The primary means for social organization, the men's house, was also 

retained, although it was definitely reconfigured with relocation. Third, Bogojavlensky 

also noted that the King Islanders returned to the island each spring, primarily to 

continue subsistence activities normally associated with that time of year, such as 

hunting walrus and picking greens and berries. Old subsistence patterns are also 

maintained when older King Islanders teach younger ones the proper way to behave 

after killing an animal. For example, in 1995, one young man, approximately age 12, 

killed his first seal at Cape Woolley. His parents had the boy give the seal meat to one 

of the elderly female widows of the community, which is a traditional practice for the 

killing of a first seal throughout both Yup’ik and Inupiaq communities. In addition, in  

the summer of 1996, three of my cousins’ children also killed their first seals. Their 

grandfather, my Uncle Sim gvq, held a celebration for them at Cape Woolley, complete 

with a distribution of meat and other items, and a dance. As a  final example of trying 

to teach proper behavior after killing an animal, when my cousin M aayaqkilled a seal 

at Cape Woolley in  February of 1997, he brought it  home for his mom to butcher. 

However, his mother asked him why he did not butcher the meat and distribute shares 

to the men who helped him get the seal home. He replied that it was too cold and that 

they had a long trip home (over an hour by snowmobile). In effect, my aunt reminded
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him of what the proper procedure was supposed to be, which was to share meat with 

the men who helped the successful hunter bring the kill home (cf. Bogojavlensky 

1969; Bogojavlensky and Fuller 1973). Fourth, the King Islanders continued in  the 

activities associated with the men’s houses, including carving ivory and singing and 

dancing. Ray (1980) noted their continued carving activities, and Smith (1989:66) 

noted their continuation of singing and dancing traditions. Finally, the King Islanders 

continued to use their residential space in similar ways both before and after relocation. 

For instance, no matter where I go, if  men do not have access to a communal place for 

carving, King Island men generally carve while sitting on the floor; my uncle in 

Portland, in fact, has an ivory-carving place on the floor, in a comer of the dining 

room. Hubbard’s pictures and films of King Island show that this was where the men 

always did their carving. The same holds true when women engage in sewing 

activities. One of my aunties sits on the floor to sew a^?r(parkas) and kaaujic 

(boots), just as the women used to do in their homes on King Island. Thus, the King 

Islanders have attempted to maintain their “ socially-constructed time” by continuing to 

engage in  normal winter and summer activities. They have attempted to maintain their 

“socially-constructed space” by constructing men’s houses and maintaining some of the 

same uses of residential space. Finally, they have attempted to maintain their “socially- 

constructed personages” through the maintenance of men’s houses and the Village 

Council, and through the proper ways of behaving after killing an animal.

Effects of Relocation on Singing and Dancing Traditions

The King Island displacement and relocation did cause some changes in their 

singing and dancing traditions. For instance, as my uncle Aalugvq&oxzA above, there 

was no hunting in Nome. Because Nome is located on the south side of the Seward 

Peninsula, the land-fast ice generally stays attached throughout the winter and tends to 

extend much farther out to sea since the ice there is not as affected by the winds and
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Bering Strait ocean currents. Because seals need open leads in the ice in order to live, 

and because King Islanders had specific techniques for hunting animals on the moving 

sea ice, they generally had no luck trying to find seals to kill in Nome. In addition, 

since polar bears prey on seals, they also tend to live around the moving sea ice, so the 

most prestigious animal that the King Islanders hunted was generally no longer 

available to them. Today, King Islanders will often go to Cape Woolley to bunt in  the 

winter. Cape Woolley is located northwest of Nome and at a point where the land 

generally runs more parallel to the Bering Strait than perpendicular, as it does in Nome. 

This means that the land-fast ice does not extend as far out into the sea as it does in 

Nome, making access to seals and polar bears better. However, the road to Cape 

Woolley is not plowed in the winter-time, meaning that men often make their own 

trails to get there. This can often be a perilous undertaking; in the past two winters, I 

know that at least one man died of exposure and several other men had to have fingers 

and toes amputated due to frostbite after being caught in storms on the way to Cape 

Woolley. The end result is that the King Islanders no longer obtain as many seals in  

the winter as they used to, and the killing of a polar bear is extremely rare. And, since 

polar bears are rarely killed, younger generations have never witnessed a polar bear 

dance.

In addition, the relocation to the mainland means that King Islanders are now 

confronted with Westerners speaking English on a daily basis. This process started 

with the BIA schools on King Island in 1929, where children were punished for 

speaking Inupiaq. However, up until they moved, Inupiaq was the language of choice 

in  the homes, in the community houses, and at the Catholic church on the island. 

Relocation to Nome has resulted in a more rapid loss of language among King 

Islanders. Not only is English the language of choice in  school, but also in church, in 

stores, and while conducting everyday business in Nome, which has a mixed 

native/non-Native population. Thus, by 1980, Krauss reports that the youngest
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speakers of the King Island dialect of Inupiaq were in their teens and he predicted that 

this dialect would be extinct in fifty years, or about the year 2030 (1980:107). I have 

observed that there are some King Islanders in their 30s who can understand their 

parents when they speak Inupiaq, but who will answer in  English. Many of the King 

Islanders in the 20-30 year age range will also use particular Inupiaq terms everyday, 

such as “ &alapa&'\ which means, “It’s cold”, or, “ azztnaaun$ , which means 

something like "dam it”.7 But King Islanders younger than age 20 typically use only

English. Thus, they are no longer learning their language, which means they have no 

idea whether their parents are singing songs with words in  them, or if the songs are 

composed of only chanting syllables. So even though these younger individuals might 

dance, rarely do any of them sing, and it is rarer still that they understand the meaning 

of the song to which they are dancing.

However, the fact that the King Islanders continue to sing and dance leads me 

to believe that these traditions serve to reaffirm their sense of self and their sense of 

identity. As one person noted to me, the King Islanders are one of the few 

communities in Alaska who have continued to perform dances that use masks (Jones 

1997, personal communication). The continuance of these traditions may also serve to 

give the King Islanders a sense of grounding and a way to maintain relationships. For 

instance, most people of my generation and older are aware of the teasing cousin 

relationship and its relationship to the songs that they dance to (cf. Kingston 1996b), in 

contrast to the King Island elementary and high school children today, who have no 

idea about these traditions. Dancing of at least parts of the Wolf Dance has allowed 

them to continue some sense of their ritual and spiritual orientations. Finally, dancing 

has continued to be a  community event throughout their residence in  Nome (Smith 

1989:66, 73). For many years, they maintained some sort of place that operated as a

7 My mom used the term azitnaauna quite a bit while we were growing up. My brother Kaivajtiq 
recently joked that he had two Inupiaq names: Kaiva.niq (his real name) and azitnaauna. Although I 
won't state whether this reflects his personality or not, it does show that my mom used the term.
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men’s work place during the day and as a place for dancing and singing in  the 

evenings. Although it is not currently in use, there are plans to renovate and make 

usable again what the King Islanders refer to as “the shop”, a building owned by the 

King Island Native Corporation, which corresponds in usage to the old community 

house. Throughout the 1980s and until 1995, this building was the site of com munity  

dance events. Thus there is some effort on the part of the King Islanders to mitigate 

the disruptions to the social geometry of singing and dancing: they attempt to maintain 

a  place for dancing after relocation as before; they attempt to maintain similar times for 

performing their singing and dancing traditions; and they are attempting to maintain 

some of their social and spiritual relationships through the teaching of the Wolf Dance 

(which fosters a “peaceful village” and which also shows their relationship to animals 

and animal spirits) and through the teaching of the teasing cousin tradition.

Overall, the King Island relocation to Nome has negatively affected their access 

to hunting, which has the subsequent effect of negatively affecting what kinds of songs 

and dances are maintained. Because of this, Polar Bear Dances are rarely performed.

In addition, relocation to Nome has accelerated the rate of language loss, with the 

subsequent effect of having younger generations who do not understand the meanings 

of the songs to which they dance. I believe, though, that the King Islanders have 

attempted to counteract these negative effects by maintaining singing and dancing 

traditions in general, by maintaining the proper times and places to dance, and by 

maintaining some of their social and spiritual relations through the teaching of the Wolf 

Dance and teasing cousin songs and of the proper behavior associated with killing 

animals.
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’ CHAPTER SEVEN

THE 1950 PERFORMANCES

M arcJi20, 1997, Tanaqiq’s  bouse, Nom e, A laska 
Tanaqiq. Your grandma used to tell me,

when she first see [the Wolf Dance], 
she was really scared.
Really scared.
She start to cry.
They stop her.
Everyone is supposed to be quiet.

She was really scared when she saw that wolf face when she was small. 
Scary!

When they try to get ready [to hold a Wolf Dance], it happened.
They were hunting, long ago that time.
(Even <?amm gm !ur[people from Kawerak] did Wolf Dance long ago.
I think they [Kawerak people] must be around here.)
Hunting, they [two men] were hunting on either side of a hill.
One man shoot tuttu [caribou] under their legs.
He hit the other man on the other side.

It took a long time because one person always dies.
That’s what they tell me.
My aunt,
I hear her tell that story.

They try to get ready for the Wolf Dance.

That hunter, hunting for a big bird for its feathers.
Their [the eagle’s] son, that guy hit it and it died.
That father [of the dead eagle] took him far away.
He bring him in to his wife there, that big bird.
She said,
"Listen to my heart. We’ve been crying for the son that you killed 
We want you to qggi- 
( '^ ^ "m ean s to Eskimo dance).

He listen to those eagles.
The father took him back, flying around.
After that, he try to make all the preparations: 
to make a drum,
but nothing sounds like her [the mother’s] heart.
(He find a walrus stomach - 
you got to split it -
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blow it first, then make it tight and split it.
That’s how you make a drum.
Very hard work, those Eskimos.)

So, they make a dance for the other drum [ka/izfcaq or box drum].
That’s the start of the drum -
before they can dance, you make the drum first.
That started the dancing.

So, they used these eagle feathers for those headdresses.
And, when they hold a Wolf Dance,
they hold the wands - one each with their hands.

It started since that time.
It happen that way.
Those dancers try to be like a wolf.
They use the head of a wolf.
From sitting, they try to go out.

T anaqiqw s bom in 1934, so my grandmother, Agiavioiq, probably told her about the 

Wolf Dance around 1948. Tanaqx^ s  mother, Iqtiq, and A giaxiaiqwere sisters. And, 

A gm viniqvizs the daughter of Agaazuijaaq, who told the story to  Knud Rasmussen in 

1924 (cf. Rasmussen 1932:17-38; 1952:255-259). As I expected, the story about the 

Wolf Dance was indeed passed down in my own family. Tanaqicjs son, in fact, told 

me what he remembered of the story the day before his mother told me the story. In 

addition, my uncle Aaluguq'vn Oregon told me what he remembered from his mother, 

Agiam riq.

When Tanaq/qheord the story from her aunt, some King Islanders were 

relocating to Nome. Her telling shows that the Wolf Dance story was circulating 

within the King Island community in the late 1940s and 1950s. When Taaaq/q refers 

to the fact that they did not perform the Wolf Dance all the time (“Only once in a 

while are they willing to do it”), I believe she is referring to a dangerous Wolf Dance 

performed for the reason of returning, not a performance of the Wolf Dance for 

tourists.
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Unfortunately, there is little evidence about actual performances of the Wolf 

Dance in the 1950s, and how and wiry it was performed. The evidence that I am 

aware of includes a brief comment in a  N om e NuggecnsxzYz. in 1952, a film clip of a 

performance dating to that time, and some oral testimony by King Island community 

members. From this scanty information, I will try to again answer the questions posed 

in Chapter Five: Given that the Wolf Dance is only done for "special reasons" and 

that the Wolf Dances were performed as part of the Messenger Feast and therefore not 

performed often, how is it that Wolf Dances were performed in this decade? In 

addition, since the Wolf Dance is dangerous because a Wolf Dancer dies, why would 

the community put Wolf Dancers at risk? Or, are there performances of the Wolf 

Dance that are not dangerous? Do some performances of the Wolf Dance include all 

elements as discussed in  Chapter One, whereas others only contain "parts"? Does this 

also mean that when only parts of the Wolf Dance are done, the dance is no longer 

dangerous? What makes a Wolf Dance dangerous?

The 1952 Performance

In 1952, the N om e N ggefrepacted  a performance of the dance under an article

entitled "Nome Eskimo Dancers Praised for Showmanship” (N om e N ugget

1952:August 13). I reproduce the description in its entirety:

Flash bulbs popped continuously throughout the Wolf Dance program 
presented at the School auditorium when the Nome Eskimo Dancers 
presented a full evening’s entertainment for the people of Nome and 
visitors who came especially for the event.

The dancers have received much praise, not only for an excellent 
program but for good showmanship as well.

One visitor commented, “We enjoyed the dances so much because the 
dancers themselves wore having so much fun.”

The contest between the two King Islanders brought a big round of 
applause when popular Chief Olanna graciously withdrew, leaving the 
field to Kutuk.
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A special surprise dance planned for the native people with special 
masks was well received by both natives and whites and everyone 
understood and enjoyed the pantomimed modem dance depicting the 
troupe’s trip to Anchorage last spring.

It is hoped that part of this program came [sic] be incorporated into the 
1953 summer program of tourist attractions so that more of the visitors 
may see Eskimo dancing at its best.

The troupe wishes to express appreciation to those who attended and to 
the business houses who made their program possible ( N om e N ugget 
1932: August 13).

This performance was also captured on film and, by chance, was included in a 

videotape of the 1982 performance of the Wolf Dance. This video was filmed by the 

University of Alaska Center for Instructional Telecommunications with the cooperation 

of Northwest Community College, Kawerak, Inc., and KAKM (a local television 

station). The film was captured by Elsie Carlson, an amateur photographer, and given 

to the producers of the videotape by her son, Jim Baskey, of Anchorage. The narrator 

of the 1982 performance claims that this is a film clip of a performance in 1952, so I 

conclude that this is the same performance described by the N om e N ugget Tiulana, 

who is heard narrating over the footage, identified the performers of the dance. The 

performers included Frank Ellanna, who was the drummer, Mrs. Mogg, Sammy 

Mogg, Mrs. Mogg’s brother, Ursula Ellanna, Agnes Konnuk (Au/qgam is daughter), 

Carl Kattak, and Tony Pushruk. As noted above, Sammy Mogg was of Little 

Diomede descent. I do not know about Mrs. Mogg or her brother, but the rest of the 

people named are from King Island. The footage is obviously not in  order, since clips 

of the part of the dance where the dancers go into the holes is scattered amongst clips 

of masked dancing or clips of the first part of the dance. Nevertheless, the film shows 

that the performance included the first part of the dance with men and women dancing 

together to represent the welcome of the visitors, as well as the part of the dance 

where men jump into the wolf den.
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From the Nom e N uggetdescd-ption, it is obvious, first, that the Wolf Dance 

was performed specifically for the tourist trade. In addition, this dance event may have 

been a prototype for future collaborations between native people in Nome and various 

Nome businesses to enhance the tourist market. However, it is unclear exactly how 

the businesses helped. Maybe they paid for costuming, or maybe for the dancers' 

time, or for parts of the stage, or for the rental of the hall, or for all of the above. 

Second, it appears that other dances were performed in addition to the Wolf Dance 

mentioned in the first paragraph: a dance contest between Chief “ Olanna” (Autqgamt) 

and "Kutuk" {KattaQ  and “special mask” dances. From descriptions of the various 

events associated with a Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast in other communities, the 

occurrence of dance contests between two people as well as other masked dancing was 

not an unusual occurrence. This description also shows the involvement of people 

from other native communities. The Nome Eskimo Dancers were apparently led by a 

man named Sammy Mogg (cf. Nom e N ugget1952: July 3). Sammy Mogg is of Little 

Diomede descent, although I believe he was raised in  Nome (Schweitzer, personal 

communication). It is also unclear what the relationship is between Sammy Mogg and 

Aulqgaaaand the rest of the King Islanders. I suspect, though, that Sammy Mogg 

often enlisted the help of the King Islanders when they came to Nome in the summer, 

especially since I know that Aulagana did not move to Nome until 1957 (Renner 

1983:20). In other words, although the article does not say so definitively, I believe 

that it was mostly King Islanders who performed the Wolf Dance for this occasion, 

especially since Au/qgaoa, who by that time had a long history of performing this 

dance for outsiders, was mentioned.

The film clip does not show that gifts or food were exchanged, nor is there a 

description or film clip of what is called the “last” part of the dance, where the Wolf 

Dancers form a square through which the women dancers go as part of the "teasing 

cousin" tradition. Based upon the description and the film I am unsure whether this
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performance was a dangerous Wolf Dance or whether only parts of the Wolf Dance 

were performed in conjunction with other entertainments planned for the “visitors”. 

However, this description and film clip also lack a "special reason" for performing the 

Wolf Dance, which, along with the fact that there is no surviving discourse about a 

Wolf Dancer dying, suggests that it was not considered dangerous, and was only a 

touristic performance.

Learning and Performing Dances in the 1950s and 1960s

Qaumanasiaq, who was bom in  1944, started to leam the first and last parts of

the Wolf Dance when he was 13, in  about 1957. He stated that the general attitude of

the King Islanders was that it was okay to leam and perform only “parts” of the Wolf

Dance. For instance, Qavmanasiaqalso gives the following account:

We did the last part of the W olf Dance in 1962 in Barrow. Me,
Ananasiaq, Sulukznd A /sm a  danced it perfectly. Everyone said we 
were perfect.

During ICC (Inuit Circumpolar Conference) in Nome in 1995, Awa/uJr 
wanted us guys to do it again. She wanted to see us dance i t  again. 
Aoanasiaq\s dead, though, so i t  was me, Akkaakaq, SulukanA  Aisana.

Qaumanasiaqremembers the fact that these four men, including himself, only did the 

last part of the Wolf Dance in Barrow. He had also notes that W ien or Alaska 

Airlines flew them to Barrow to perform as part of a tourist package. In other words, 

the pattern of performing for outsiders that started in the 1930s continued into the 

1960s. He also mentions that he never saw a full performance of the dance.

However, he did remember that he was told that "The Wolf Dance is very serious.

You can’t make a mistake. Don’t play around with it.” Thus, it  appears that 

throughout the 1950s, young King Island men were taught how to do at least the first 

and last parts of the dance. As with the majority of the performances of the Wolf 

Dance in the 1930s, I do not believe the King Islanders ever held a  dangerous Wolf
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Dance in the 1950s, although the idea that it was "serious" still existed.

Included in Qaumanasia^ s remembrances of performing the Wolf Dance were 

statements about how he was taught to dance by his uncle. He remembers being told 

to make sure his movements were perfect: “My uncle was real patient with me when 

he taught me the Medicine Man dance. I still know that dance today.” Qaumanastaq 

today is in the process of learning how to drum and sing after living away from the 

community for a  long time, and he noted that, whenever he makes a mistake, he 

always apologizes to his fellow drummers. In thinking about this emphasis on 

perfection, I am reminded of two other comments by King Islanders regarding the 

Wolf Dance. A /saoa staled, “You have to do it right. No mistakes.” In addition, 

Ajjm siluqstated that he did not want to tell me what he knows of the Wolf Dance in 

case he makes a mistake and gets the story wrong. Finally, in  my own experiences 

with my uncle Aalugv$ s dance group in Oregon, I remember how much he 

emphasized to us that we have to be completely in sync with each other when we 

dance. Especially during practices, he would make us do the dance over and over until 

we got it right. Thus, there is a cultural expectation that a  dance must be done 

perfectly, and that the drumming, the singing, and the dancing must all be in perfect 

unison with each other. Qaumaoasm$ s remark above that “We danced it perfectly” 

takes on new meaning; apparently, it  was a rare occurrence when four men danced in 

perfect unison with each other. In fact, the perfect performance of the last part of the 

Wolf Dance in 1962 is still remembered within the community today, since a member 

of the community specifically asked them to try to recreate it 33 years later. The point 

of this discussion is that, even in  the 1950s and 1960s, a cultural value on dancing, 

drumming and singing perfectly was still being taught to younger members of the 

King Island community.

As for other dances, Qaumanasxaqto^oos that the King Islanders only did the 

Polar Bear Dance a couple of times throughout the 1950s and 1960s, and also that
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only one community house was opened during the winter, causing all people who 

wintered on the island to use only one place for their singing and dancing traditions. 

Thus, in Qaumanasiacfi experience, parts of the Wolf Dance were done for tourists 

and not for any special reasons. However, the fact that it was "serious" and that they 

must dance "perfectly" was maintained. Other changes he notes include the decline of 

Polar Bear Dances and the collapse of qag/r’membership from three to one because of 

the depopulation of the island.

Wolf Dance Performances in the 1950s

From the information available, I conclude that the King Islanders did not 

perform a dangerous Wolf Dance in the 1950s. Rather, they only performed parts of 

the dance, specifically for the tourist trade. With regard to this, Tukkunaqstated,

“King Islanders are always dancing excerpts from the Wolf Dance. They’re about the 

only ones who do.” In addition to this increased emphasis on performing only parts 

of the Wolf Dance, the performance of the Polar Bear Dances in the King Island 

community waned throughout the 1950s and 1960s. In the last chapter, I suggested 

that it was due to the lack of adequate hunting in  and around the Nome area, which 

was where most King Islanders relocated. In addition, though, it may reflect the fact 

that some of the community lived in Nome and some of the community lived on King 

Island. Since a  Polar Bear Dance was supposed to involve the entire community, the 

performance of a Polar Bear Dance may have been complicated, if not entirely 

compromised to the point of cancellation, by the fact that the King Islanders were not 

able to gather the full community together. A decrease in Polar Bear Dances meant 

that the Wolf Dance was also no longer performed within the village context, which 

contributed to a lessening of the spiritual significance of the dances in the society in  

general, and of the Wolf Dance in particular. As noted in Chapter Five, the 1930 

performance involved the full cooperation of people in  both the Agvliit&oA Q aluilat
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community houses, and messengers from one community house were sent to the other 

community house. Thus, if not all residents were on the island at any given time 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the personnel needed to perform a full Wolf Dance 

would not be available.

Also, by the time Qaumamismqwas growing up on the island, he stated that 

usually only one of the community houses was opened up during the winter, and that 

all of the residents of the community came to the dances, whether or not they belonged 

to that community house. The Agz/d/scom m um ty house was completely shut down in 

the 1950s. Tt was repotted that the King Islanders alternated using Nuamcand Q aliiilat

throughout the 1950s.1 Thus, the traditional social organization of the community on

King Island was transformed through the act of relocation, which had a subsequent 

effect on the types of dances a person performed. For instance, Qaunwn&siaq 

probably grew up learning all the dances from all the community homes. In contrast, 

the men of his father’s generation grew up learning only the songs from their 

particular community house.

Thus, the performances of the Wolf Dance in the 1950s show a continuing and 

more pervasive emphasis on performing for tourists and less emphasis on the spiritual 

significance of the dance when it is performed. This is indicated by young men and 

women only learning “parts” of the dance and performing only these “parts” of the 

dance for tourists. Also, as noted in Chapter Four, this era is marked by traveling 

elsewhere in Alaska to dance for the nascent tourist trade. However, even if the 

dance’s spiritual aspect was rarely emphasized, ideas about what the dance means 

when it was performed in its entirely are still circulating in the community: “Your 

grandma-to-be told me, ‘They don’t do it all the time. Only once in  awhile are they

1 As stated earlier, although Bogojavlensky claims that two men’s houses were in operation on the 
mainland from 1966-68, my sources indicate there was only one. What matters is that they 
attempted to maintain this system of social organization, although there were clearly disruptions to 
it.
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willing to do it’ “The Wolf Dance is very serious. You can’t  make a mistake.

Don’t play around with it.”; "You have to do it [Wolf Dance] right. No mistakes.”; 

and, finally, “We have to make every effort not to offend the spirits. When the Wolf 

Dance was done in  its entirety, one of the Wolf People would die.” In addition, as 

Qaumaaas/aqremembered, he was taught that he should dance “perfectly" and not 

make a mistake. This demonstrates that some cultural values are still being handed 

down despite the disruptive effects of displacement and relocation. These admonitions 

to dance perfectly probably stem from ideas about the proper way to do things for the 

spirits. Finally, these performances show that the King Islanders are still engaging in 

the “normal” activities associated with their pre-Christian “ social geometry”; the fact 

that they are continuing to dance and continuing to pass on ideas about the significance 

of the Wolf Dance show how they are trying to mitigate the disruptions to their sodal- 

constructions of time, space and social relations.

Overall, the performances of the Wolf Dance in the 1950s reflected the 

continuing effects of missionization and tourism. Displacement and relocation 

exacerbated these effects. Most importantly, because the King Islanders do not appear 

to have performed the Wolf Dance to enact a return in  the 1950s, none of the 

performances of the Wolf Dance appear to have been dangerous, although the idea that 

it was dangerous still existed. First, relocation to Nome caused a decrease in the 

amount of hunting done by King Islanders, thus decreasing the risk that young King 

Island men would die. In addition, King Islanders moved not only to Nome, but also 

to Anchorage. Earlier, A m aliqpointed out that the King Islanders in  each community 

tend to dance the dances of particular community houses, indicating that, roughly 

speaking, different factions now live in  different places. Since the factions no longer 

interacted on a daily basis, there were no longer any overt factional disputes, thereby 

the need for a ritual that created peaceful relations was eliminated. Also, the 

availability of food and resources in Nome's stores obviated the necessity of obtaining
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goods from strangers in another community, thereby eliminating the need to create and 

maintain peaceful relations with them. Nome was and still is home to Inupiat and 

Yupiit from many western Alaska villages, which increased their daily interactions with 

each other and subsequently erased the possibility of war. In other words, making the 

effort to undergo the inherently dangerous Wolf Dance was no longer necessary. 

Displacement and relocation also eradicated the special purpose of enacting a returning, 

one of the primary reasons for doing a Wolf Dance. Since men no longer hunted as 

much, the anxiety of waiting for men who may not return was not as high. Nor was 

there as much need to return animal spirits. Since the pre-Christian ideas of special 

reasons or requests to spirits (the return of spirits or the return of messengers and 

hunters home) had been eliminated, there no longer existed the need to exchange a 

Wclf Dancer for those special requests. This all contributed to eliminating the need for 

a full Wolf Dance, and even to performing a Wolf Dance at all. In light of this, 

performing for tourists and outsiders for show contributed to maintaining the 

performance of at least parts of the Wolf Dance throughout this period of displacement 

and relocation. In other words, this very disruptive time in the King Islanders' lives 

may have lead to a  cessation of the Wolf Dance, but the tourist hunger for the exotic 

Other enabled the performance of at least parts of the dance. This also m ay have 

helped to keep stories cf the dance circulating in  the community.
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CULTURAL REVIVAL: THE ANSCA ERA

Summer 1991
Deanna: I know I used to get money every so often from the native corporations

when I was 10 or 11, but I have not received anything in a long time. Do 
you know what happened?

Aaluguq. Well, I heard that someone spent too much of the corporation's money in 
the early 1980s, but I really don't know the details.

Deanna: Oh. So, what happened to that person?
Aaluguq I heard he was voted out of office. But, that caused some problems 

between him and his family and the people who voted against him.
Deanna: Really? I didn't know any of that.
Aaluguq But I try to stay out of that fighting. Whenever I go up there, I talk to 

everyone and don't take sides.

I have reconstructed this conversation from memory, so specific details may be wrong, 

but I do remember quite clearly that uncle Aaluguqwas adamant about not taking sides 

in the dispute over the management of corporation funds. This conversation also 

alludes to the native corporations created by the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act 

(ANCSA) of 1971 and how these corporations affected Alaska Natives, ranging from 

the distribution of quarterly dividends to shareholders, to problems in running the 

corporations, to disputes among shareholders. ANSCA was supposed to be an 

empowering alternative to the reservation system imposed on Native Americans in the 

Lower 48 states. However, as this conversation shows, it did not live up to its 

expectations.

This chapter, then, is about the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act and how 

the process of land claims initiated cultural, social, and political revitalization efforts 

among Alaskan Natives, and, in particular, the cultural revitalization efforts of the King 

Island community. This chapter will also briefly discuss problems caused by 

ANSCA. Briefly, the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act was spurred both by the 

Alaska Statehood Act of 1959 and the discovery of oil on the North Slope (cf. Judge 

1975:734; McBeath and Morehouse 1980:19-22; Burch 1984b:657; Chance 1984:655).
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Primarily, the intent was to settle the land claims of Alaska Natives in order to begin 

construction of an oil pipeline stretching from Prudhoe Bay to Valdez. But it was also 

motivated by the Alaska Statehood Act that authorized the state of Alaska to select 104 

million acres out of the public domain, which the state proceeded to do by selecting 

much of the best land in  Alaska for its own use without regard to Native rights or 

settlement of claims (Burch 1984b:657). Under the original act, ANCSA appropriated 

$962.5 million dollars to Native corporations over an eleven year period, set aside 44 

million acres of land for Native ownership, and created 13 regional and over 200 

village Native corporations (loc. cit.). These corporations, unlike the reservation 

system, were instituted to bring Alaska Native communities into the mainstream of 

American society by having them participate in  capitalist business enterprise. The 

money and land were turned over to the Native regional and village corporations in  the 

hopes that, through their own initiatives, they would begin turning both the land and 

the money into profit-making ventures so that the Native communities could become 

economically self-sufficient. In the popular press, ANCSA was seen as giving the 

native groups "the opportvnityxn become wealthy profit-making corporations” (Judge 

1975:731; emphasis mine), supposedly a more positive alternative to the reservation 

system in the Lower 48 states.

As one can imagine, the institution of Western ideas of running businesses and 

other political entities was foreign and confusing to many Alaska Natives who still 

engaged in a subsistence economy. Natives suddenly began learning “Robert’s Rules 

of Order” and how to make investments. Not only were the concepts of “board of 

directors” and “investments” foreign, but private ownership of property clashed with 

Native ideas of common property tenure (McNabb 1992:88). In addition, corporation 

boards in which decisions were made by a few elected individuals were instituted over 

apolitical system that generally preferred consensus-building (cf. Brody 1987:111-133; 

McNabb 1992:88). Also, although most Natives in rural communities were familiar
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with or engaged in a wage economy, how to make sound investments was not 

something they had learned. As evidence of the unfamiliarity of investment strategies, 

nearly half of the regional corporations lost money by 1980, one (Chugach) filed for 

Chapter 11 reorganization and another (Bering Straits) was spared of liquidation 

through the sale of net operating losses (NOLs) between 1986 and 1988 (McNabb 

1992:89-90). The original 1971 ANSCA legislation is considered to be flawed, which 

caused the Alaska Federation of Natives to call for various amendments. For instance, 

under the original act, ANCSA permitted the automatic sale of corporation stock in 

1991. A 1987 amendment prohibited this "automatic alienability" such that the sale of 

stock can only happen with a majority vote of shareholders. In addition, under the 

original act, Alaska Natives bom after the December 18, 1971, deadline, (the so-called 

"after-boms") were not given shares. An amendment in 1991 gave corporations the 

right to issue new stock or to allow shareholders to give their stock to these "after- 

boms" (McNabb 1991:86-87). All of these amendments are generally referred to as 

the 1991 Amendments, regardless of when they actually were passed, since many of 

the amendments had to do with such issues as the alienation of stock or the taxation of 

land that was to occur after the arbitrary twenty-year grace period that ended in 1991, 

but which were somewhat "fixed" in these amendments.

The National Context of the ANCSA Era

The civil rights movement in  the 1960s in the United States is generally 

credited with stimulating the American Indian Movement and Pan-Indianism. The 

African American protest against their mistreatment at the hands of the white majority 

garnered a lot of social support and fueled a general “anti-establishment” attitude 

among the people of the United States. This enabled members of other so-called 

minority or ethnic groups to find their own voices in protest (cf., for example, Brown 

1972; Cornell 1988:5). The phenomenon is not just limited to the United States;

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Natives in Canada also voiced their dissatisfaction with the state of affairs between 

Native groups and national governments (cf. e.g., Cardinal 1977).

In general, this era was marked by increasingly militant protests by Native 

groups: Natives fought for their fishing rights in the Northwest against state 

regulations (Cohen 1989); Natives took over Alcatraz in 1969, hoping to claim federal 

surplus land (cf. James et. al 1986:230); members of the American Indian Movement 

(AIM) seized the BIA headquarters in Washington, D.C., in 1972 to protest the BIA’s 

mismanagement of federal funds set aside for Native use (Olson and Wilson 1986:172

174; Crow Dog 1990:85); and members of the Oglala Sioux and the American Indian 

Movement ended up in a  confrontation with federal officials in 1973 to protest the 

corrupt Sioux tribal government, U.S. violations of the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty, and 

federal controls over Indians in general (Cornell 1988:5-6). Although these sensational 

events brought national news coverage, Cornell (ibid.:6) also notes less well-known 

efforts to fight for Native rights, such as an increase in litigation by Native groups for 

treaty rights, an appearance of a “nationalistic Indian news media” , a proliferation of 

regional and national Native organizations with political agendas and an increase in 

Natives participating in politics in  general. Similar movements occurred in the Arctic, 

such as the Alaska Federation of Natives (AFN), which started in 1966 in order to 

protect land rights (Chance 1984:655), and the Inuit Circumpolar Conference, which 

started in 1973 out of the concerns of Arctic Natives over oil and gas development (cf. 

Petersen 1984).

Thus, when ANCSA was passed in 1971, Natives throughout the United 

States and Canada were consciously aware of their rights vis a vis the national 

governments, and were actively protesting in the national media the trampling of these 

rights. Along with this awareness came a conscious effort by Native groups to revive 

or return to their own traditions, in order to maintain  or regain what had been lost 

through the assimilarionist policies of the national governments. Anthropologists have
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long studied these revival movements among small societies, where they have been 

seen as reactions to the domination of European ways, and which have been variously 

called “nativistic movements” (Linton 1943:230-240); and “revitalizationmovements” 

(Wallace 1972:503-512). According to Wallace (ibid.:504), "A revitalization movement 

is defined as a deliberate, organized, conscious effort by members of a society to 

construct a more satisfying culture". Although Linton and Wallace were primarily 

concerned with religious movements, Native American revitalization movements were 

also characterized by teaching Native American youth some Native American social 

and cultural values. One particular venue for this concern was the widespread Pan- 

Indian powwow movement, which through dancing and singing, social interactions 

between people of different tribes, ritual healings, and encouragement of Native youth 

to leam cultural traditions fostered a general pride in being Indian (Frideres 1983:251).

Along with a revival of tribal values and customs, Native Americans started to 

demand self-determination (cf. Josephy 1989; Cornell and Kalt 1995). Self

determination is the right to govern oneself. By this time, Natives were becoming 

more and more educated under the Western system, and these cries for self

determination were an assertion of their rights to sovereignty guaranteed to them under 

the law of Western treaties. Natives recognized, though, that they needed economic 

development in order to be seff-determining. The rationale was that if Native groups 

could become economically self-sufficient, they would be better able to govern then- 

own lives, teach younger generations their language and customs, and manage their
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own resources.1 Eventually, recognizing that the United States' paternalistic and

universalistic policies, enacted through the BIA, made conditions on the reservations 

worse in the long term, the federal government passed the Indian Self-Determination 

Act (e.g., cf. Berger 1995:130; Olson and Wilson 1986:204-205). The return to 

tribalism or tribal control was intended to create an improvement in  the welfare of 

Native groups/peoples. Thus, when ANCSA was passed in this political climate, 

Alaska Natives hoped that economic self-sufficiency would lead to self-determination 

and cultural revitalization. Apparently, this is what Judge found just a  few years after 

ANCSA passed: “A powerful tide of new-found pride and racial identity now runs 

through native life as a result of the land settlement. It has stirred new life from the 

ashes of neglect and welfare and alcoholism” (Judge 1975:735). However, Thomas 

Berger, who headed the Alaska Native Review Commision from 1983 to 1985, found 

that many Alaska Natives were unhappy with ANSCA and its implementation (Berger 

1995). For instance, the AFN found that the implementation of ANSCA was a costly 

administrative and legislative burden, not only in terms of personnel but also in terms 

of funding (ibid.:30). It also caused costly litigation (ibid.:31), served to separate 

related cultural and linguistic groups into arbitrarily set-up regions (ibid.:31-32), and 

caused internal and external conflicts within villages and regions themselves (ibid.:33). 

As the conversation with my uncle at the beginning of this chapter alludes to, the King 

Island Native Corporation (a village corporation) was characterized by  conflict in the 

early 1980s, a  conflict which still exists today. Although political factionalism was

1 For instance, one chapter title, “The Sioux Will Rise Again: The Native Americans’ Modern-Day 
Quest to Regain Self-Determination, Sovereignty, and Control of Their Affairs and Resources”, of 
Now That the Buffalo’s Gone is evidence that Native economic self-sufficiency over their resources 
was expected to be accompanied by control over their own political and social affairs (Josephy 
1989:ix). That these efforts are coming to fruition is evident: Tribal Assets: The Rebirth of Native 
America chronicled four success stories of tribes who have “established and sustained profitable tribal 
economics - internally generated, not federally imposed-as a strategy for addressing long-standing 
social problems and establishing authentic independence” which has made a “profound difference in 
the lives of [tribal] inhabitants” (White 1990:6-7).
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always a part of King Island life (cf. Bogojavlensky 1969), ANSCA introduced new

permutations on old disputes.

But along with the land claims movement came a corresponding conscious

effort by Alaska Natives to revive their “ cultural heritage”. Williams, in fact, attributes

to ANCSA the development of a

network of support for many traditional music and dance events.
ANCSA created a new political climate for Native Alaskans, now 
endowed with political independence and recognition of their rights, 
which has contributed to a greater cultural vitality. Many of the 
corporations have offered financial support and encouragement for 
traditional performing groups, resulting in changes in  performance 
context, sponsorship, and support (William?; 1992:156).

Native efforts at cultural revitalization, not only in Alaska but elsewhere in the United 

States, were also accompanied by national and state funding of projects to record and 

preserve cultural traditions. For instance, Barre Toelken, a folklorist, served as a 

member of the Folk Arts Council of the National Endowment for the Arts in the late 

1970s and early 1980s (Toelken 1999, personal communication). As Toelken 

remembers, the Folk Arts Council wanted to invest their funding efforts in projects 

aimed at the maintenance of Native arts, and as part of his duties, he visited Alaska in 

1980 or 1981 to evaluate current projects and encourage new ones. A  brief review of 

the anthropological literature in Alaska also shows a shift from studying culture change 

in the 1950s and 1960s (cf. Chance 1960a, 1960b, 1965, 1966; Hughes 1960, 1965; 

and VanStone 1960, 1962) to an effort to record cultural traditions (Burch 1975; Hall 

1975; Johnston 1977, 1978; Koranda 1972; Krauss 1980). Overall, the greater 

national climate characterized by Native American activism and calls for cultural 

revitalization fostered sim ilar  sentiments in the Alaskan context.

Interestingly, the discourse and rhetoric that surrounds these revitalization 

movements imply that Natives are resisting the efforts of a  Western society that seek to 

eliminate them. The idea is that these Native groups and traditions persist despite
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Western efforts to eradicate or assimilate them. Ironically, many successful cultural 

revitalization programs have succeeded because these groups know enough of 

dominant society to benefit from it. In other words, many cultural revitalization 

programs apply for and use government funding for their work. Saunders's comments 

about Canada apply as well as to Alaska: “although the present ethos is trumpeted as 

post-colonial, much of the colonial apparatus remains in place. Aboriginal people 

continue to be the ‘Other’ of the Canadian nation-state” (Saunders 1997:150). In other 

words, cultural revitalization efforts have been successful primarily because those 

efforts at identity and resistance are accepted, even funded, by the dominant or Western 

society. Although Natives are now considered to be post-colonial, colonial agents still 

define what cultural revitalization efforts get funded and which do not. Thus, these 

efforts at cultural revitalization are not underground or secret efforts, but are embedded 

in nationally funded programs.

Cultural Brokers

Among those who know how to operate in Western society are people who are 

variously called “patrons,” “cultural brokers,” and "go-betweens". According to Paine 

(1971:20-21), "patrons" are individuals who decide what favors or goods will circulate 

within a community. These individuals can be Hudson Bay Company traders or 

missionaries who thus control the flow of goods and services into or out of a 

community. "Brokers" and "go-betweens" are individuals who engage in  this flow of 

goods or services but who have no control over what those goods and services are.

The difference between brokers and go-betweens lies in the degree of manipulation of 

information that is passed between patrons and clients (the end-receivers of goods). 

Whereas go-betweens may faithfully transmit the information without changing it, 

brokers purposively make changes in emphasis and/or content when transmitting the 

information in an attempt to mediate either for themselves or for their community.
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There are several books that discuss the role of Native Americans who mediate

between patrons and clients. For instance, in a recent book edited by James A.

Clifton, autobiographies of various Native Americans who acted as interpreters,

intermediaries, and cultural mediators are featured, from as early as the 1770s, into the

1980s (Clifton 1989). In Alaska, examples include Willie Hensley, Charlie

Edwardsen, Eben Hopson (McBeath and Morehouse 1980:43), Howard Rock

(ibid.:26) and Sadie Brower Neakok (Blackman 1989). Most of these individuals

received some Western education, which enabled them to become successful brokers

and/or go-betweens between their own culture and Western society. For instance,

Rock, who started and edited The Tundka Times, a  newspaper that gave voice to the

Alaska Native land claims movement, was educated in Seattle (McBeath and

Morehouse 1980:43), and Neakok, who spent many years as the North Slope

Borough’s magistrate, was educated in  San Francisco (Blackman 1989:79-95).

Finally, White describes individuals whom I would define as "brokers":

Native American accountants, engineers, government officials, and chief 
executive officers [have learned to] play white society’s games, but by 
different rules and according to different scorecards [in order to bring 
about] Native American independence based on economic sovereignty 
(1990:7).

These individuals are brokers rather than go-betweens because they have learned to 

manipulate Western society's rules to benefit their people.

However, cultural brokers did not necessarily have to have extensive Western 

educations; I consider Tiulana, a respected King Island elder, now deceased, to be a 

cultural broker. Throughout the 1970s, 1980s, and into the early 1990s, he learned 

what stories elicited positive or beneficial responses from liberal whites, who urged 

him to continue with his cultural revitalization efforts. I have in my possession 

various recordings, articles where he is  quoted, notes from colleagues who heard him 

speak, and transcripts of interviews where he tells the same stories: how the BIA
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forced the King Islanders to relocate to the mainland; the meaning of “teasing” and 

“partner” cousin relationships and what they were; how his father died when he was 

young and how his uncle Aulqefam taught him how to hunt; and how getting a 

Western education causes young people to lose their culture. Tiulana learned to 

manipulate information so that his stories elicited feelings of guilt among liberal whites. 

He then used this guilt to obtain funding for various projects in which he was 

interested. For instance, Tiulana was behind the revival of the 1982 and 1991 Wolf 

Dance performances and the 1990 revival of the Polar Bear Dances. He also obtained 

funding to construct an umiaq for the Anchorage Museum of History and Art, which 

was completed around 1981. He was also invited to both the 1976 and 1984 Festivals 

of American Folklife in Washington, DC. His success, in  part, stemmed from his 

bilingualism, but it was not until I remembered a comment made to me by a 

schoolteacher who lived on King Island from 1949-1951 that I realized that Tiulana 

was a cultural broker. Even though Tiulana sated he was a “school dropout and . . . 

do not know much about writing or about business” (Senungetuk and Tiulana 

1987:40), he knew more than he would later tell people. Ellen Viereck, who taught 

the younger children at the King Island school from 1949 to 1951, stated to me that 

Tiulana would allow them to read his Time and M ewsweefrm  agazi nes after he was 

through with them (Viereck 1993, personal communication). Thus, he was aware of 

larger state, regional, and national issues. Tiulana was a broker because he was able 

to manipulate dominant: society actively for his, and/or his community's, purposes.

In a sense, Tiulana was merely continuing in a role that he was taught by his 

uncle Aulagana who, I argue earlier, was also a cultural broker. This role of 

controlling access to goods and services was a big part of skinboat politics in the 

Bering Strait (Bogojavlensky 1969), in which skinboat captains manipulated and 

controlled access to resources. The difference is that where before these skinboat 

captains might be thought of as "patrons", with the advent of Western domination over
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their affairs, Au/agaiw-anA Tiulana accommodated to Western ways such that they 

could now be considered brokers.

Conscious and Concerted Efforts to Revive Cultural Traditions

In Chapter Six, I discussed the efforts of King Islanders to try to maintain their 

“social geometry” after being relocated to Nome and elsewhere on the Alaskan 

mainland. What distinguishes those efforts and the movement discussed in this chapter 

is the level of awareness or consciousness of their social actions. This amounts to the 

difference between habinisox: unconscious practices and the reification of things past in 

a conscious way. In Chapter Six, the King Islanders are obviously aware that they 

have been relocated to Nome; however, the various actions that they took to maintain 

their “social geometry” were done on a more or less routine level. They continued 

with as many activities as they could when they moved to Nome, only abandoning 

some activities out of necessity. However, after the awareness of themselves within 

the national climate due to ANCSA and Alaska statehood rose, the King Islanders 

began consciously to try to maintain various cultural traditions and revive aspects of 

their culture.

Thus, the land claims movement in Alaska brought about an era of awareness 

and consciousness of the effects of Westernization on Alaska Native groups. With the 

passing of ANCSA came the hopes of many Alaska Native leaders that Native groups 

would become self-sufficient and determiners of their own destinies. Although these 

efforts at cultural revitalization are in  response to, and even encouraged by, colonial 

governments, one can still argue that the plight of Natives has generally improved.

The standard of living is generally higher today than it was 30 years ago; indoor 

plumbing is more and more the norm in Native villages rather than “honeybuckets”. 

More and more Native groups have revived their singing and dancing traditions, which 

were banned by missionaries. Subsistence rights are a perennial issue in Alaska state
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politics; for instance, I know that the federal government is trying to counteract the 

State of Alaska’s effort to take away hunting and fishing privileges for Natives on 

federal lands (Thornton 1998). Due to cooperative management efforts, many Native 

communities have revived whaling, sealing, and walrus hunting after working with 

federal agencies to show that the populations of these species are much higher than 

fish and game biologists had thought. After years of decline, more Native 

corporations are producing profits for their shareholders and, through the 1991 

amendments to ANCSA, are now given the choice to deride whether or not they want 

to allow non-Native shareholders to buy into their corporations. Even though a lot of 

these efforts are in response to, or because of, colonialism, it is a state of affairs that 

will not go away any time soon. The colonial apparatus that is the United States is 

still present and is still a force to be reckoned with. Nevertheless, Native Americans 

in general and Alaska Natives in particular are asserting their rights and no longer 

passively accepting federal or state mandates.

The King Island community is no different. In terms of cultural traditons, 

older King Islanders encourage younger King Islanders to learn the language, their 

singing and dancing traditions, and the proper behavior after killing animals. I was 

also asked to give copies of archival King Island recordings that I find to the 

community so that they can relearn songs or dances that have been lost. Several other 

research projects, such as recording the polar bear songs or recording King Island 

place names, have been suggested by King Islanders as being important to 

understanding King Island history and heritage. In the political arena, my uncle 

A&kaakaq served on the Alaska Eskimo Walrus Commission in 1997. The King 

Island Native Community IRA (Indian Reorganization Act) council and the King 

Island Native Corporation Board are active in the state of Alaska political arena. When 

an issue comes up, like the recent 1998 Supreme Court ruling about Indian Country in 

Alaska, King Islanders were encouraged to write letters to Governor Tony Knowles
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expressing their displeasure with his approval of state funding to appeal this issue. 

Many King Islanders attend the Alaska Federation of Natives annual convention, and 

when they can, the once-every-four (previously three) years Inuit Circumpolar 

Conference, to take advantage of cultural activities as well as to become aware of state, 

national, and international politics. Thus, King Islanders are very much aware of their 

place in the larger world, and their efforts to maintain their traditions and fight for their 

rights reflect their desire to maintain a distinctive group identity within the greater 

Alaskan, national, and international context.
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February23, 1982, from  transcript o f videotape o f1982perform ance, N ational 
Arm ory. N om e, A laska
Tiulana; It makes me pleased to present our Wolf Dance. It brings our people closer 

to each other. They create fences among themselves. And, that’s what our 
elders want: Respect for each other. If we won’t have respect, we won’t 
have a peaceful village. So, this Wolf Dance will bring us closer together .

In this excerpt, Tiulana introduces the 1982 performance of the Wolf Dance.

In it, he alludes to the purpose for performing this particular dance: to bring people 

closer together who "create fences among themselves". This reason is reminiscent of 

the main reason to organize Messenger Feasts: to create and maintain peaceful trading 

relationships with formerly hostile neighbors. But there is another interpretation of his 

statement which will be explained in this chapter.

Also in this chapter, I want to highlight what particular individuals said about 

the dance and what this particular performance meant to them. I do this primarily to 

show that the Wolf Dance means different things to different people depending upon 

their life experiences. Thus, I discuss these different interpretations of the Wolf Dance 

in order to understand more fully the various meanings that the Wolf Dance entails 

when it is performed, as well as to understand what kind of interpretations are being 

transmitted to younger King Islanders. This also shows the transformations in  

meanings attached to the Wolf Dance as a result of King Island interaction with 

Western society. '

Finally, in this chapter, I will explain why the Wolf Dance was revived over 

the Polar Bear Dances, which may also explain why the rest of the community would 

agree to perform the Wolf Dance for Tiulana. I will also discuss why this was the 

first dangerous performance in over fifty years. Although King Islanders had 

performed parts of the Wolf Dance in the intervening period, none of those

CHAPTER NINE

TIULANA'S WOLF DANCE
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performances was dangerous. Last, I will show how this performance reflects the 

history of the King Island people from 1900 to 1982.

In all, I have interviewed three of the four main Wolf Dancers and four of the 

five women dancers from the 1982 performance. The fourth Wolf Dancer died in 

1990, and the fifth woman dancer died in November of 1997. She had been ill for 

quite some time before that, so I was unable to talk to her about this dance. Of the 

four “helpers”, two are now dead, and I was unable to talk to the other two because I 

do not know if they are alive or where they live. Finally, I was not able to interview 

Tiulana, the man who organized this performance of the Wolf Dance, and who died in  

1994. Fortunately, however, Tiulana’s words, interpretations and attitudes towards the 

dance were recorded by journalists and other outsiders, so I have sufficient material to 

understand what the dance meant to him. But before I discuss these many 

interpretations of the Wolf Dance, I must first explain the meaning of some aspects of 

the 1982 performance not discussed earlier.

Description and Symbolism of Aspects of Tiulana's Wolf Dance

In the Introduction, I described a contemporary performance of the Wolf Dance 

and explained the symbolism of various elements. I also demonstrated that a Wolf 

Dance performance reenacts the myth of how eagles gave humans the gift of singing 

and dancing and the Messenger Feast. I will not reiterate them here. However, there 

are several aspects of the 1982 performance that be brought up here.

First, the performance began with a distribution of gifts, such as candy and 

cigarette lighters, by all of the dancers to audience members. This symbolizes the 

exchange of goods between hosts and visitors in the traditional Messenger Feast. 

However, since the “visitors” to the dance were a relatively heterogeneous mix of 

Natives and non-Natives, only the “hosts” gave out gifts in the 1982 performance.

The visitors, not knowing the traditional format or not being able to organize such a
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large group of people of different backgrounds, did not reciprocate. As explained in 

Chapter One, reciprocity, as expressed in the exchange of gifts, was essential for 

creating and maintaining social obligations between villages. As described, there was 

no reciprocal exchange in this performance. This can be explained in  one of two 

ways. One, because a variety of food was widely available to King Islanders in  1982, 

the economic necessity of the exchange no longer existed. But since it was so 

important in earlier performances, the King islanders included a one-way distribution to 

symbolize this element. A  second interpretation is based upon the fact that the 

performance was funded primarily by the Folk Arts Program of the National 

Endowment for the Arts (Toelken 1999, personal communication). As explained in 

the last chapter, the Folk Arts panel wanted to fund projects that would encourage the 

maintenance of traditional folk arts. To some degree, this overarching ideal aspired to 

by the Folk Arts Program was motivated by the recognition that many minority, and 

particularly Native, traditional folk arts had declined or disappeared because of Western, 

influence. This ideal, then, attempts to undo some of the wrongs wrought by Western 

society. Thus, a  performance of a cultural tradition like the Wolf Dance would be seen 

by the Folk Arts Program as an equal exchange for the funding they gave to traditional 

folk groups such as the King Islanders. In other words, funding was exchanged for a 

cultural performance. From a King Island point of view, however, they received 

money for the performance, so they reciprocated with cigarettes and candy. For them, 

there really was a two-way exchange (money in exchange for gifts distributed), not just 

a one-way distribution. In fact, I would argue that both interpretations of this action 

were operating simultaneously in this performance.

Second, after the first part of the Wolf Dance, the Wolf Dancers take time to 

"grease" the holes of the wolf dens in order to "stretch" the openings. As noted 

before, this jumping into the wolf dens was considered a dangerous part of the Wolf 

Dance. Lela Oman, from the Selawik area, states that her parents told her that when
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missionaries witnessed the Wolf Dance, they decided to ban Eskimo dancing all 

together in the Kotzebue area. She states that the missionaries saw the power of the 

dance when the dancers jumped into the wolf den holes, holes that were no larger than 

the men’s heads. She said that these missionaries saw how the spirits magically 

enlarged those holes so that a  man could pass through them very easily. It was this 

power of shrinking and enlarging the holes that they witnessed that prompted them to 

ban Eskimo dancing. This power over the wolf den holes has serious consequences; 

Koranda stated that “To be caught in  the wolf’s hole was an omen of death”

(1964:19). In fact, I was told that for one of the recent King Island performances, one 

person who was practicing for the dance was not chosen to dance as a  main Wolf 

Dancer because he kept getting stuck in the hole during practice. This is why the 

dancers “grease" the holes before starting the second part.

Right before the Wolf Dancers jump backward into the wolf dens, Agm a/uq 

states that the last song in this series translates "to go in like a swallow into the hole 

and come out with a wolf head”, and it is at this point that the four male dancers . 

suddenly jump backward into the hole and disappear. After the helpers lift up the 

curtains of the dens, the four dancers, now wearing wolves’s heads, pop their heads 

out of the holes and begin a series of “dances”. Attached to the end of a stick that 

protrudes from below the wolves’ chins is a feather. When the wolves' heads move 

back and forth, the feathers also move, which Tiulana states simulates the wolves' 

breath, making the wolves seem alive. During Tiulana's narration of the 1982 

performance, he claims that he is surprised that children are not afraid by this sight.

This speaks to general ideas that wolves were considered powerful and dangerous, 

ideas that are symbolized in the use of the feather. After this series of dances, the 

dancers gradually climb out of the dens until they are sitting in the holes. Tanaqiq 

stated that when the dancers are getting ready to come out of the holes, the words to 

the song are aaoili unaac “from the hole, he has to get out”.
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For the third part of the dance, the Wolf Dancers stand in front of their dens,

and when the box drummer begins drumming, both the men and women follow his

movements yet again. The women are still standing on top of the den. Toward the

end of this sequence of dances, there is one song that Sulukstated is one where they

are to “take a break - rest, when they wave their arms back and forth after they come

back out of the dens”. Another series of dances occur in which the men and women

follow the box drummer. This concludes the third part of the Wolf Dance, which m ay

represent the series of dances that the eagle taught the hunter so that the spirit of the

dead eagle could return to its parents.

In addition to the songs that say “go in like a swallow and come out with a

wolf head”, "from the hole, he has to get out” and “take a break - rest”, Tiulana told

Allen Albert in 1991 that:

There are some [songs with] wording . . . just like kitty hawks when 
they [are] nesting, they make lots of noise. And the composer of the 
song says that the kitty hawks make lots of noise. Then automatically 
we think about King Island. And, then [the] other song is saying 
somebody give me a big knife as a gift. That is one example. Another 
[is a] war dance song (Tiulana I99lc:4).

Unfortunately, he did not say when these songs occurred within the sequence of the 

dance. However, it is interesting that one song is reminiscent of the birds on King 

Island, one mentions that someone is requesting a knife as a gift, which was a normal 

part of the Messenger Feasts (cf. Morrow 1984:132), and the last one mentions war, 

which is an integral part of Messenger Feasts everywhere and of the King Island and 

Kotzebue versions of the Wolf Dance myth, and which was in both Yup'ik and 

Inupiaq Messenger Feasts.

Thus, contemporary King Island performances of the four parts of the Wolf 

Dance reflect both the story of the Wolf Dance and Messenger Feast and ethnographic 

reports of the Wolf Dance and Messenger Feast. To reiterate from the Introduction, 

the first part of the dance symbolizes the welcome of the visitors by the hosts, as
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repotted for the Messenger Feast throughout Yup’ik and Inupiaq communities of 

Alaska The second part symbolizes the part of the King Island/Kawerak version of 

the Wolf Dance story in which swallows fly into the hillside and come out as dancing 

wolves. The third part of the dance probably represents the series of dances taught by 

the eagles to the hunters so that the spirit of the dead eagle is able to return to its 

parents. Finally, the fourth part of the Wolf Dance represents a teasing of cross 

cousins in  the context of the Messenger Feast, as well as the hosts showing the exit to 

their visitors.

In addition, as explained above, the giving of gifts at the beginning of the 1982 

performance symbolizes the exchange of goods that occurred traditionally in  the 

Messenger Feast; however, since this was a  cultural revival performed for a mixed 

native/non-native audience, it was only the "host” King Islanders who gave out gifts. 

This distribution of gifts symbolizes both the exchange from pre-Christian 

performances as well as a reciprocal action to Western society in return for funding. 

King Islanders also make sure they "grease" the wolf den openings as a way to 

decrease the chances of death from getting stuck in  the holes. Finally, Wolf Dance 

songs refer to the myth and past performances of the Wolf Dance/Messenger Feast. 

Real wolf head masks have feathers in front of the mouth to make the wolves appear 

to be breathing and, thus, more powerful and dangerous.

Tiulana’s Motivations and Interpretations of the 1982 Wolf Dance

January28, 1982, Nom e N ugget article, Nom e, A laska
Credit for bringing the [Wolf Dance] back goes to King Islander Paul 
Tiulana . . .  Bringing it back has been a goal of his for 15 years. Tiulana, 
with the aid of the State Arts Council, applied for a federal grant to provide 
the dollars to recreate the costumes, the drums, and the sets for the dance. 
The grant will also pay four King Island elders to teach the dance to young 
Native dancers. . .  . Because of its fame, there is much curiosity about 
what the Wolf Dance is all about. Tiulana said he cannot relay the story. 
There is a belief among King Islanders, he said, that the story behind the 
dance must be told to persons who will perform it (McCoy 1982a: 7).
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February 23, 1982, from  transcript o f videotape o f1982perform ance. N ational 
Arm ory, Nome, A laska
Tiulana: . . .  During a Wolf Dance, there was gift-giving at King Island. To make it

live, we give out tokens for people watching the dance. And, I ask our 
store manager, ‘Do you have something to give?’ He said, ‘Yeah, some 
more advertising, lighters and pens and what about oranges and apples?’
We could give them out. On that gift-giving, they give us about $1,000 
worth of lighters and pencils and other things. Almost $1,000 worth.
There are some dances that need gift-giving. That’s the highlight of the 
whole Wolf Dance, gift-giving. Because what they get, they gonna 
treasure, at the highlight of the whole Wolf Dance . .  .

. . . They didn’t  see any Wolf Dance for,a long, long time. And, we 
almost lost it. The whole Seward Peninsula almost lost it. And, it meant 
so much because the older folks used to see it before. And, to see it again 
is so much, [it] bring back the old memory, bring back our system, back 
closer to each other.

M arch 4, 1982, Nom e N ugget article, Nom e, A laska
Tiulana said the dance is so old and obscure that much of the detailed 
significance is already lost. What remains is the purpose of the dance - to 
bring villagers closer together . . . (McCoy 1982c:6).

A p ril 1982, Intercom - N ew sletter fo r th e Soldo A laska Petroleum  Company, 
Anchorage, Alaska
Tiulana* It has been my dream for many years to bring back the Wolf Dance . . .

The dance is hundreds, perhaps thousands, of years old. I remember how 
it was performed on King Island to mark a hunter’s first polar bear kill 
(McCracken 1982:5).

As stated before, I am interested in what this particular performance meant to 

contemporary King Islanders. I shall thus start with Tiulana, the man who organized 

this dance. Tiulana was bom in 1921 and died in 1994 at the age of 73. His parents 

were UgitkunazrA Mitaglaq. Ugitkuna, Tiulana’s father, was the youngest brother of 

A giliinazsA  Auhgana, and who died in 1930 while practicing for Aulqganhs Wolf 

Dance. At that point in time, the King Islanders were still engaged in  the “traditional’’ 

subsistence life-style. Often, within this context, fathers taught their sons how to hunt, 

although it was not necessarily limited to fathers, as other men, particularly uncles, 

would take it upon themselves to teach boys. However, Ugitkunhs death apparently 

affected Tiulana throughout the rest of his life, as he has recounted his father’s death
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to outsiders several times. For instance,

I lost my father when I was nine. He went out hunting on the ice and 
never came back. From then on my Uncle Olanna [sic], my dad’s 
brother, called me ‘Dad’ (Senungetuk and Tiulana 1989:10, based on 
interviews between Vivian Senungetuk and Tiulana from 1978 to 1979).

In another interview, Tiulana remembered that other boys had fathers who 

made them toy harpoons and boys and arrows, but because his father had died, he did 

not have these things to practice with. Although Tiulana never stated so in any of the 

interviews, the fact that others in the community attribute his father's death to his 

participation as a Wolf Dancers leads me to believe that Tiulana also believed this.

My belief is based upon his comment in the January 28, 1982, N om e A2^afarticle: 

“There is a belief among King Islanders, he said, that the story behind the dance must 

only be told to persons who will perform it”. Here, he alludes to the story that one of

the four Wolf Dancers will die.1 In addition, my belief that Tiulana feels the Wolf 

Dance is dangerous is supported by his actions during the 1991 Wolf Dance 

performance: two people, Aakauraq and my cousin Kuukuluk, recalled that Tiulana 

prayed over the 1991 Wolf Dancers and sprinkled holy water on them to protect them 

from this dangerous Wolf Dance. Thus, he may have been taught, from both personal 

experience and from his surviving family, that the Wolf Dance was powerful and 

dangerous.

Because I found th is  article prior to my fieldwork, I believed that Tiulana meant that the death of the 
Wolf Dancer must be kept a secret. However, when I asked community members if this was a 
secret, they assured me that it was not. This puzzled me until I spoke to Barre Toelken in 1999. 
Toelken went to A laska in 1980 or 1981 to evaluate the progress of projects already funded by the 
Folk Arts Program of the National Endowment for the Arts and to encourage more applications. In 
talking to Tiulana about the already-funded umiaq-building project, Tiulana apparently mentioned 
that he wanted to revive the Wolf Dance. Tiulana then proceeded to tell Toelken the Wolf Dance 
story and about the King Island belief that a Wolf Dancer dies when it is performed. Tiulana asked 
Toelken if he should include the fact that the Wolf Dancer dies in the grant application. Toelken 
advised Him not to include it in the application because the granting panel might see the story as 
"looney or would focus on this sacrifice", which might cause them not to fund the project. Toelken 
also remembers that he told Tiulana, "It’s not the government's business anyway” (Toelken 1999, 
personal communication). Because of Toelken's advice, Tiulana apparently picked up on the idea 
that whites would not understand the significance of the Wolf Dancer's death, so that is why he 
refused to tell the journalist about this story.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



235

Tiulana also claimed that one of the purposes of the Wolf Dance was to bring 

people back together, to teach people respect for each other (specifically for those who 

have “created fences” amongst themselves), and to promote a peaceful village. Two 

different interpretations of what Tiulana means by these claims come to mind The 

first has to do with bringing a general peace to the entire community as well as 

bringing the entire community back together. As explained with regard to the 

Messenger Feast and Wolf Dance performances throughout Alaska, many groups state 

that the purpose of these events was to create or maintain peaceful relations between 

villages or communities, fit reference to King Island, it could also mean to create or 

maintain peaceful relations between community houses or walrus hunting crews, 

members of which often engaged in competition with each other. To support this, 

Bogojavlensky found that walrus hunting crews were representations of various 

political factions on King Island (cf. Bogojavlensky. 1969:109), whose relations with 

each other could erupt into vengeful violence, such as the disabling of skinboats or the 

killing of dogs (cf. Bogojavlensky 1969:225). Thus, on King Island, Wolf Dance 

performances were held to encourage “respect” between different community houses 

and hunting crews. In addition, by this time, most of the King Island community lived 

either in Nome or in Anchorage, and rarely danced together. However, the King 

Islanders from both of these communities participated in the 1982 performance, which 

shows how the dance can indeed “bring people back together”.

The second interpretation of Tiulana's statements has to do with his own 

separation from and return to the King Island community. In other words, Tiulana 

organized this particular Wolf Dance for himself, and the well-being of the community 

was a secondary result. I say this because Bogojavlensky records that a  man with the 

initials of “P.T.” moved to Anchorage in 1966 or 1967 after a factional dispute 

(Bogojavlensky 1969:110-111). Although he does not identify him, I believe it  is Paul 

Tiulana because in a Nom e A ^^erarticle (McCoy 1982:Jan. 28) (cf. above), he stated
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that he has wanted to perform the W olf Dance “for fifteen years” , which roughly

corresponds to the time he left the island. For Tiulana, then, the 1982 Wolf Dance

performance represents both the reestablishment of peace between him and other

members of the community as well as his return to the King Island community after he

moved to Anchorage 15 years before.

The final point I wish to make about the Wolf Dance and Tiulana has to do

with his role in the contemporary King Island community as a “cultural broker”. As

noted in the previous chapter, Tiulana often acted as a spokesperson for the King

Island people throughout the 1970s and 1980s. In the discussion about Aulqgaaa,

Captain Ross, and Father Lafortune in  Chapter Three, Auf/gfanais noted to have often

acted as a spokeperson for the King Islanders from the 1930s to the 1950s. Tiulana

apparently inherited his uncle's role within the King Island community  after Aulqtraiuis

death. Vivian Senungetuk sums up her own knowledge of the man as follows:

Paul Tiulana is one of the great chiefs of traditional Eskimo people in 
Alaska today. He is a man who looks at the big picture and asks 
questions about what is happening around him. Remembering the past, 
he compares it with the present, analyzes changes and works for a  better 
future. He is proud, sometimes to  a fault. He takes care of Ms people 
in Anchorage and in Nome, advising them, securing work for them and 
protecting their interests in the wMte man’s world as best he can. He 
looks for solutions to the problems of loss of identity and cultural 
conflict wMch affect his small group of first Americans and the larger 
population of Alaska Native people.

Paul has little academic education but he is a natural story teller with a 
wide English vocabulary . . . (Senungetuk and Tiulana 1987:7).

Of particular interest to tMs discussion is  how he “takes care” of the King Island 

people by advising them, securing work for them, and protecting their interests in a 

wMte man’s world. In addition, Senungetuk makes note of Ms “wide English 

vocabulary”. As mentioned in the previous chapter, schoolteachers who lived on King 

Island from 1949-51 stated that Tiulana would let them read Ms Tim e and N ew sw eek 

magazines after he was through with them. There is no doubt in  my mind that
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Tiulana knew a great many things about King Island traditions and culture, thus 

garnering him the label of being “traditional”, but he also became adept at operating in 

the “white man’s world” , helped along by his command of the English language.

Thus, Tiulana can aptly be termed a cultural broker, since he appeared to have the 

skills necessary to operate and manipulate both Western society and traditional King 

Island society for his own needs and those of the King Islanders.

That Tiulana was successful in his role as a “cultural broker” is evident in that 

he was obtained grant funds to purchase the materials necessary for the 1982 

performance of the Wolf Dance as well as to pay for the time of the King Island 

elders who helped in the recreation of the dance. As the N om e Nuggafarticle 

reported, he received the help of someone from the Alaska State Council for the Arts 

to apply for a National Endowment for the Arts grant for this performance, which he 

received. In addition, he went to the manager of the little convenience store in  Nome, 

owned by the King Island Native Corporation, for donations that the King Islanders 

could give to the audience during the performance. As Tiulana reported, the store 

manager donated almost $1,000 worth of lighters, pens, pencils and fruit, which are 

seen being distributed to audience members before the 1982 Wolf Dance started.

Overall, Tiulana tried to recreate the pre-Christian setting and performance of the Wolf 

Dance, complete with gift-giving, the right paraphernalia, costumes and sets, and 

“special reasons” (his return to the community and the reestablishment of peace) to 

justify organizing this performance. This recreation is strengthened by Tiulana’s main 

role in  this performance: he was the one who gathered the resources necessary for 

this particular performance, and he was the one who was the box drummer. As stated 

in  Chapters One and Two, “traditional” Wolf Dances were organized by an um ialik 

who had the ability to gather enough resources to hold a performance. In the pre- 

Christian setting, this usually meant gathering enough furs, skins, seal oil, and other 

gifts that would be given to the guests/visitors. In addition, the organizer of such a
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performance was usually the box drummer. However, in 1982, Tiulana was living in 

Anchorage and was no longer engaged in the “traditional” subsistence lifestyle, and so 

was not able to collect personally the traditional items for this performance. Yet he 

was still able to gather sufficient resources to organize and perform the Wolf Dance, 

only this time, it was through the resources and opportunities available to him from 

Western society: the Alaska State Council of the Arts, a federal grant, and a store that 

began or continued under ANSCA. Thus, his role vis-a-vis the pre-Christian Wolf 

Dance (i.e., the role of an umialiQ had not changed, only the tools and resources 

available to him.

Based upon his comments recorded by outsiders, the 1982 performance of the 

Wolf Dance represented a “dangerous” dance to Tiulana. He believed that the Wolf 

Dance was performed to promote respect and peace with each other, to bring people 

closer together, to celebrate a young hunter’s first polar bear kill, and to “bring back 

the old memory, bring back our system”. This last purpose, “to bring back the old 

memory. . .” , is a new one and a valid one given the new context in which Tiulana’s 

Wolf Dance occurred: the early 1980s was marked by the realization that traditional 

Inupiaq customs were no longer being practiced, and by a conscious attempt to return 

to them. The general theme of “returning” is still applicable here, but now it is a 

return to traditions. It also enacted Tiulana's return to the community fifteen years after 

a factional dispute caused him to leave, which also signals the recreation of a new 

peace. In order to achieve these purposes, Tiulana understood that the‘W olf Dance 

was dangerous since it required a reciprocal action of the death of a Wolf Dancer, 

especially since that had happened to his own father. I think that Tiulana's revival of 

the Wolf Dance reflects his desire for peace and for his return to the community, and 

he used the tools of Western society to enact his purposes.

9
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Interpretations and Understandings of the Wolf Dance from the Next Generation of
King Handers

March 9, 1997, Aakauraq Js  house, Nom e, A laska
Aakauraq. I always hear that Uginiinhs mom’s first hnshand, Qigiqraq, died during

the Wolf Dance. My dad and them used to do it with Sammy Mogg, when 
they used to go down to Anchorage for Fnr Rendezvous.

M arch2, 1997, A isana's and A isana2’s  house, Nome, A laska
Aisana Messengers always die after that [Wolf Dance], by sickness or accident. I 

was a messenger, but I didn’t die. Tiulana told me I was a messenger 
when we did it in Nome [in 1982], when M ananas still alive . . . They 
called me aqpataq (runner) when I was a messenger . . .

Aisana2 I was real scared [during the 1982 performance]. It looked real. The wolf 
heads look real, but the kids weren’t scared. I had to dance in Anchorage 
[in 1991], Tiulana told me I had to even though I didn’t want to because 
Aisanna was drumming. I was supposed to dance also in 1982, but I 
didn’t. It’s too scary.

Aisana They should do it one more time before it’s lost. Tiulana said that the 
Wolf Dance is a tool to bring people together.

M arch 28, 1997, A isana's and A isana2 's house, Nome, A laska
Aisana2 I remember that old man William Oquiliuk used to come to my grandma’s 

house and visit. I remember seeing the Wolf Dance here in  Nome when I 
was young. A few years later, they did it in Anchorage. The Wolf Dance 
is real spooky.

M arch20, 1997. Tanaqiq Js  house, Nom e, A laska
Tanaqiq. Tiulana told us he wanted to try to do the Wolf Dance, in the old hall while 

the old folks are still alive . . . Plana, Quyuk Pikkuqana We started to 
practice. Tiulana wanted to do that. The King Islanders try to do it like 
they used to do before. We were practicing it from fall time until February. 
A lot of work. A lot of work. Plana say we gonna work, a lot of work. . .

These comments are by individuals who were bom ten to twenty years after 

Tiulana was bom, or who were raised by individuals in Tiulana’s generation. Most of 

these individuals were bom in the 1930s and 1940s and thus were socialized into King 

Island life before the community had moved permanently off the island. Thus, most of 

what they know about the Wolf Dance was told to them by their parents or aunts and 

uncles in Tiulana’s generation. My Auntie Pqach comments in  Chapter One can also 

be included in this section
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Aakauratfs comments also begin this dissertation, where she attributes her 

husband's death to his being a Wolf Dancer. Aakauraqvras bom in 1937 and was the 

oldest child and daughter of Kuukuluk, a man bom and raised on King Island, and 

Anamak a woman who had been raised at Pilgrim Hot Springs, a Catholic orphanage, 

where they spoke primarily English. AaamakanA her two sisters, UtamanazsA 

Paninaq.; all married King Island men after having been raised at the orphanage. They 

were apparently the nieces of John Kakarok, a well-known reindeer herder from 

Kawerak who is credited with William Oquilluk with one version of the Wolf Dance 

story from Kawerak (cf. Kakarok and Oquilluk 1964). Kuukuluks brother, Maayaq, 

is A/sands father. A/sands comments appear below, but here I want to call attention 

to the fact that MaayaqrxAA Arsanaxho. Wolf Dance story, so since M aayaqand 

Kuukulukw&co. brothers, I assume their knowledge of the Wolf Dance was similar In 

other words, Aakauratfs parents, KuukulukzxA Anam ak probably grew up hearing 

the Wolf Dance story, which they in turn passed on to Aakauraq Aoaazakevenm aily 

became a teacher's aide at the BIA King Island school, and her responsibilities 

included teaching the youngest King Island students the English language. Today, 

Aakau/aqworks as a teacher of Alaska Native arts and culture at Nome Beltz High 

School. Perhaps her mother’s example steered her in  that direction. However, I 

believe AaAauraqvras strongly Influenced by her upbringing on King Island.

Both Aakauraq and her husband, Ugimma performed in  the 1982 Wolf Dance 

in Nome, Ugwtinafa&S in  1990, after a mysterious stomach illness. As Agm aluq 

stated (later in this chapter), the doctors were never able to find exactly what was 

wrong with him and so were unable to treat him successfully. Aakauraq and her 

children still feel the death of Ugirdmav&ry keenly, often thinking of him in times of 

need. In fact, most members of the community are sorry for UgimmA* death because 

he apparently was very active in King Island Native Corporation affairs, bringing order
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during a time of factional disputes within the corporation in the 1980s. Several people, 

including Aakauraq, attribute his death to the fact that he was a  Wolf Dancer during 

the 1982 performance. When one considers how he fought the turmoil in  the King 

Island village corporation business, it is logical for his family members to attribute his 

death to his role as a Wolf Dancer, especially since the Wolf Dance was performed to 

“bring people back together”. In other words, UgiminazaA the other Wolf Dancers 

probably danced in order to heal the rift in the community that arose over the 

mismanagement of King Island Native Corporation funds. Aakauraq undeniably 

believes that the 1982 Wolf Dance was a  “dangerous” performance, especially since it 

was her husband who died. She needs reassurance that Ugimmad.io.<$ for a  special 

reason, in order to make some sense of the unexplained death of a man who died in 

his prime. Aakauraq further tries to justify that death by making a connection between 

her husband’s death and that of Qigiqraq, fierim ind* real father who died when 

Ugimiria'vivs an infant. Qjgiqtaqyvas also apparently a Wolf Dancer. In addition, I 

think it was Uginonds unexplained death in 1990 that prompted Tiulana to pray over 

and bless the 1991 Wolf Dancers. Clearly, Aakauraq believes that the Wolf Dance is 

dangerous.

A /saaais a  King Island man in his late 50s. His father, Maayaq, was a great 

hunter, skinboat captain, and the composer of many songs, many of which are still 

performed today. He often thought out loud in Inupiaq before answering my questions 

during our interviews. He is a master ivory carver and one of the two lead singers of 

the King Island Eskimo Dancers in Nome. He was also one of the four main Wolf 

Dancers during the 1982 performance, and was the box drummer during the 1991 

performance in Anchorage. I consider him to be knowledgeable in pre-Christian 

traditions. In fact, he told me a version of the Wolf Dance story in which the hunter 

accidentally killed one of his messengers, which was told to him by his father. His 

wife, Aisana2, is maybe ten years his junior, although she would not tell me her exact
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age. However, she was raised by her paternal grandparents, A naqand Kunnuk in 

Nome. Her grandmother, Anaq, was the oldest daughter of Aulagam, the “Chief” and 

the man who organized the 1930 Wolf Dance performance. Apparently, her 

grandparents were occasionally visited by William Oquilluk, who was from Kawerak 

and who recorded the history of his village and community in The People o f K aw erak 

(Oquilluk 1973). It was Oquilluk who told the Kawerak version of the Wolf Dance 

story and who asserted that the Wolf Dance originated in their village.

As evident from their comments above and elsewhere in this dissertation (cf. 

Chapter One), A/sanaand his wife strongly believe that the Wolf Dance is “scary", 

powerful, and dangerous, that one should not make any mistakes while performing it, 

and that it should only be done for “special reasons”. Our conversations about the 

Wolf Dance even led to an exciting discussion where the two of them probed the idea 

that if someone makes a mistake during the Wolf Dance, that person will die, 

eventually making connections between particular deaths of persons who made 

mistakes in particular performances of the Wolf Dance. In addition, AlsanaL even 

stated that the dance was spooky; it scared her so much that even though her husband 

danced in 1982, she did not dance. However, when her husband was the box 

drummer, it was no longer possible for her to say no, even though she was still 

frightened of its power. Thus, their life experiences and beliefs lead them to give 

credence to the fact that the Wolf Dance is “not a play thing to do” and that it was a 

serious undertaking.

Tanaqlqvias bom about 1938. As stated in Chapter One and at the beginning 

of Chapter Seven, TanaqlqszA. that her auntie (my “grandma-to-be”) told her the story 

of the Wolf Dance, which Tanaqiqremembered and told to me. She also mentions 

that the Wolf Dancers are "partners-to-be" (cf. Chapter One), which alludes to the 

creation of a trading relationship. Tanaqiqvias also chosen to dance in  the 1982 

performance, taking the place of Aisana2 As stated above, she remembers
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Agnazuijaac} s story, especially the part where the hunter kills one of his “partners” and 

she remembers that A giavin iqw s frightened when she saw the men in  wolf masks, 

underscoring the belief that wolf spirits were powerful and dangerous.

The four individuals whose comments are in this section, bom in the 1930s 

and 1940s, were all raised by people who were in Tiulana’s generation. So even 

though Aisana2was substantially younger than the other three, she had access to the 

Wolf Dance story through her grandmother, Aulqtranhs daughter. All four individuals, 

then, heard the story growing up and all knew that the hunter accidentally killed one of 

his messengers. Thus, their understandings and interpretations of the dance (that it is 

scary or spooky; that it is not a “play thing to do”; and that one of the Wolf Dancers 

will die) are also similar to each other. All believe that a performance of the Wolf 

Dance is a powerful and dangerous undertaking.

Understandings of the Wolf Dance from the Transitional Generation of King Tsianders
March 16, 1996, K ing Island H all, Nom e, A laska
Akkaakaq. We tried to practice [the songs], but we didn’t  have no more time to really 

learn them. And, we ran a tape through the tape recorder and put an 
earphone in Alsanhs ear and Tiulana’s ear and myself and I was operating 
the tape recorder. When the other song needs to start, I would start and 
we’d start singing it.

M arch22, 1997, Uncle Akkaakaq's house, Nom e, A laska
Aapaq. All I know is what they taught m e when we were practicing for the 1982 

dance, the motions. I don’t  remember much else.

March 9, 1997, Suluk 's house, Nome, A laska
Suluk We practice it every night. That’s how we learned it [in 1982]. At first, 

lilaoam ake a drawing to show us how to play with the heads, how the 
hands hit the cheeks. Second, heads go to left [shoulder], then right hand 
to left shoulder. Those drawings were good. When the drummer say,
‘ K iyah l, you change your hand motions. He put those drawings inside 
the den.

All of these individuals participated in  the 1982 Wolf Dance performance.

However, they did not give me much information about the Wolf Dance,
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acknowledging that there are others in the community more knowledgeable about it 

than they. These individuals are a few years younger than Aakauraq, Aisana, and 

Tanaqiq; so they obviously felt it was not their place to speak. Even though they are 

only a few years younger than those named above, the institutions of Catholicism and 

Western education were more ubiquitous for these people. Their childhood years in 

the 1940s and 1950s were also marked by the gradual depopulation of the island, 

meaning that there were fewer tradition-bearers to teach them. Thus, they may not 

have heard the story as often. None of them, for instance, said their parents or aunts 

or uncles told them about the Wolf Dance, unlike the individuals discussed above. In 

addition, they only dismissed their participation in the dance without elaborating on 

their own understandings of it. However, these individuals do know that a  Wolf 

Dancer may die, since their children told me that they knew about this and that it was 

their parents who had told them. Overall, it seems that their knowledge of the Wolf 

Dance is not as extensive as that of those from the earlier generation, so they do not 

feel comfortable relating what they do know. This latter is a typical cultural tenet, as 

explained in the Introduction. The life experiences of these individuals affected the 

information they shared with me: they were raised on the island, but at a  time when 

they were exposed more to Western ideas and values. This caused a decrease in the 

amount of cultural knowledge that they learned. However, the cultural values of not 

sharing incomplete knowledge and of deferring to elders were also operating. So 

when they were asked, "What do you know about the Wolf Dance?" they answered 

with comments that reflected their learning of particular Wolf Dance movements rather 

than any stories about it, even though they knew some of them.

The Generation of Conscious Cultural Revival
A p ril1982, Intercom - N ew sletter fo r th e Sohio A laska Petroleum  Company,
Anchorage, Alaska '
C. Pungowiyi: (from St. Lawrence Island) We straddle both sides of the fence at 

Kawerak, Inc. . . . On one side we push for the protection of subsistence
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and continued existence of our cultural heritage. And on the other we seek 
economic development and education for our people. Somewhere in 
between must be the answer (McCracken 1982:5).

A p ril 1982\ Intercom  - N ew sletter fo r th e Soht'o A laska Petroleum  Company, 
Anchorage, A laska '
Arjmaluq. What really makes me feel good is learning these old dances . . .  At 33 I’m 

one of the younger King Island guys learning from elders like Paul Tiulana 
and Frank Ellanna. The Eskimo people didn’t have a written language so 
all our cultural heritage was passed down through stories and dances 
(McCracken 1982:5).

M arch2, 1997, A jjm aluq Js  house, Nome, A laska
Aqmaluq. [The Wolf Dance] has a price. I guess the reason why they don’t do it

every year is because it has a price. They say because someone died a  few 
years after they danced it. I learned it from the old folks. They say 
someone dies after it’s performed. They never could find any medicine for 
Uginiina [who danced in 1982], His death is kind of a mystery. I don’t 
know why.

M arch27, 1997, Fat F reddie’s  Restaurant, Nom e, A laska
Qaumanasiaq. I was told that the Wolf Dance is very serious. You can’t make a 

mistake. Don’t  play around with it.

A p ril 7, 1997, A nauliq'shouse, Anchorage, A laska
Anauliq. The Wolf Dance was a  gift-giving time. A  reverent time. No shouting or 

yelling. We didn’t allow kids. It was a respectful time. They planned for 
as long as two winters. Messengers had to stay away from their family for 
a period of time.

Aqmaluqvras born about 1949. He went to Chemawa Indian School, a BIA 

boarding school in Oregon, and also participated in  the Job Corps. Today, he teaches 

Native arts and crafts at Nome Beltz High School. He also goes walrus hunting every 

spring. He, too, has made a conscious effort to learn King Island traditions from the 

“old folks’’, and is very much involved in trying to revive, maintain and transmit 

"traditional’’ King Island knowledge. At first, he was reluctant to tell me what he 

knows of the Wolf Dance, saying that he only knows "bits and pieces” of it and that 

he did not want to pass on the wrong information. But when I argued that I was 

attempting to gather these all bits and pieces together to try to make a complete telling
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about the dance, Aqm aluqshared with me what he know. Whatever the case may be, 

he and Anauliq ■are. conscious that "traditional” King Island knowledge is being lost, 

and so are concerned with learning and transmitting as much as they can.

Qaumanasiaqvras bom in 1944, and recalls that by the mid-1950s, only one 

y/gw'was opened in the winter because of the depopulation of the island. He also 

obtained a  more extensive Western education, and until 1995, had lived outside the 

community for several years. Currently, he is actively relearning how to drum, sing, 

and dance, since it had been many years since he participated in those activities. In 

other words, he is involved in reviving cultural knowledge.

A n au liqas born in 1937. However, some of his formative years were spent 

living off the island. Although I neglected to ask why, my mother, who was bom in 

1943, says that she does not remember his living on the island when she was growing 

up there. Anauliq eventually became a surveyor for the Alaska Department of 

Transportation, which reflects some advanced schooling on his part. However, he 

began learning how to drum and sing from Tiulana beginning in the 1970s. Thus, he 

actively began learning King Island cultural practices during the ANCSA era, when 

cultural revival became a priority in Alaska Native communities. Anauliq has made a 

concerted and conscious effort to leam about King Island traditions from various King 

Island elders. In my interviews with him, he is very articulate about King Islanders 

and their beliefs, often making astute observations about social relations and dance 

traditions.

I also included Caleb Pungowiyi’s comments in this section even though he is 

from St. Lawrence Island and not King Island, primarily because he articulates so well 

how Alaska Native people “straddle both sides of the fence”; he is trying to balance 

between what he sees as traditional culture, on the one hand, and Western society, on 

the other. Like Anauliq and Agmaluq, Pungowiyi wants to m aintain "traditional” 

culture in  this modem age. In addition, I include his comments to show that these
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efforts at cultural maintenance and revival were not just limited to the King Island 

Native Community. Rather, they reflect the general sentiment among Alaska Natives in 

the post-ANSCA era.

Although their efforts at reviving traditions are admirable, they perhaps do not 

realize that for a full traditional revival of the Wolf Dance, complete with the old 

beliefs and understandings, young King Islanders would need to leam  about them 

within a cultural context that includes living on King Island and listening to the elders 

and their beliefs on an everyday basis and without influences from Western society. 

Aisana, Tanaqiq, Aakauraq and Tiulana had the benefit of this cultural context, and 

thus, their understandings and interpretations of the Wolf Dance are much different 

from those of Aqma/uq, Qaumanasiaq and Anauliq. However, as Bauman and Briggs 

noted, even though traditions and stories become decontextualized, they become 

recontextualized into other settings, carrying with them new meanings and purposes 

(Bauman and Briggs 1990). Thus, even though people are making conscious and 

concerted efforts to revive or to maintain our “cultural heritage”, there are inevitably 

things that do not get communicated to younger generations. However, this does not 

mean that the knowledge is lost. Rather, as Krupnik and Vakhtin (1997:240) recently 

found regarding ecological knowledge among the Siberian Yup'ik, the Wolf Dance 

knowledge they have " . . .  is not just a combination of some old (indigenous) and 

some new (borrowed) components. It is, rather, a reconfiguration of the pieces of an 

old legacy with the paradigms of another cognitive system". Thus, it is here in the 

comments of these individuals that the discourse of cultural revival (a new paradigm) 

creeps in: terms such as "cultural heritage", "economic development", "education" and 

"do the dance to keep up the legend" are scattered in their comments about the Wolf 

Dance. In addition, their comments do not mention that the Wolf Dance creates peace, 

but rather focus on its danger.
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“There Will Be Skeptics . .
February23, 1982, from  audiotape o f1982perform ance, Brother Norman fo r KNOM , 
Nome, A laska

[The King Islanders are passing out] cigarette lighters. The custom was 
when they were having die Wolf Dance, presents were given out to the 
audience, and, it was in the form of rawhide, skins, food, and if  there were 
special presents that were given to special teasing cousins or else to elders. 
And, now they are throwing candy into the audience for the children.
Some oranges going around. And, if this is in the spirit of the W olf 
Dance, there was a lot and a lot and a lot of food that they gathered, and 
they gave them out to the people . . . And, now the dancers, the men are 
handing out candy to the children, lollipops . . . there’s a lot of candy being 
passed around.

February28. 1997, Nom e, A laska
I never was told much about it, but I hear some stories that when they have 
a Wolf Dance, one of the dancers would die later. Superstitious kind of 
dance, I guess.

March 6, 1997, Nom e, A laska
They did the Wolf Dance for special occasions, but I don’t know the 
background . . .  I only know scraps about the dance, here and there. They 
say they have those round holes. The one that hits the edge of the hole, 
that man will die. They don’t always die. I don’t think so. It’s not that 
solemn anymore.

March 31, 1997, Nom e, A laska
So, they say that one of those Wolf Dancers dies? But, people die all the 
time. How do they know it was from the Wolf Dance or not?

As can be expected, there are some in  the community who believe that the Wolf 

Dance is just that, a  dance. Some of these people were raised outside of the 

community and married into it. Others seem to be heavily influenced by Catholic 

beliefs. Thus, these "skeptics” either did not have access to the cultural context of the 

King Island Wolf Dance story, and/or are adhering to Lafortune's proscriptions and so 

see Wolf Dance performances as dances that are not "solemn anymore". In other 

words, for these people, there is no power or danger in  the Wolf Dance performances, 

at least, not any more. Rather, for them, this performance reflects more a conscious 

revitalization of the form, not the belief, of the Wolf Dance. Although they discounted 

the dance as superstition, all of these individuals were proud to be part of the
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community that revived this dance. In other words, reviving the actual songs and 

dances of the Wolf Dance was what was important, not the belief. I felt it was 

important to include the comments of these people, especially since young King 

Islanders have as much access to them as to the others represented here. Their voices 

are important in showing the range in understandings and beliefs about the Wolf Dance 

and what it represents.

Generational Understandings

The way that I grouped these different understandings of the W olf Dance and 

what it represents was intentional on my part. I did this to show how different life 

experiences led people to emphasize different aspects of the Wolf Dance. For instance, 

Tiulana obviously still believed that the Wolf Dance should only be done for special 

reasons: to create peace and to enact his return to the King Island community. But he 

also understood too well that the Wolf Dance was dangerous because his own father's 

life was exchanged for AgiliiaAs return in Aulqeran&s Wolf Dance. Tiulana's life 

experiences included the lack of a continuous Catholic presence on the island until he 

was 8, the beginning of dancing for outsiders/newcomers in Nome, the death of his 

father while doing the dance when he was 9, his role as a skinboat captain as an older 

adult, his relocation to Anchorage as a result of a factional dispute, and his 

involvement in cultural revitalization efforts. These life experiences then led him to 

revive the Wolf Dance, using resources from Western society in order to create peace 

with his enemies and to enable his return to the community.

The life experiences of the Next Generation of King Islanders (cf. section 

above), including Aakauraq, A/sstaa, Atsaaa2and Tauag/qare similar in  that they were 

raised by people in Tiulana's generation. Although they received Western schooling, 

they also grew up in the island, hearing stories in the qagritaxA from their parents 

and/or grandparents. What is interesting about their comments is that all emphasize
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that the Wolf Dance is dangerous. In addition, Aisands statement ("Tiulana says that 

the Wolf Dance is a tool to bring people together") and Tanaqiqs ("The guy has to be 

a partner-to-be to do the Wolf Dance") allude to one purpose of the Wolf Dance: the 

creation of peace. Although Aakauraq never says so, I believe she acknowledges that 

this is one purpose of the Wolf Dance, particularly since her husband was embroiled in 

the disputes in the King Island Native Corporation and since she attributes his death to 

his part in the Wolf Dance. Although they acknowledge that peace was the result of 

the Wolf Dance, they focus more on its danger. Aakauraq and Aisana2had family 

members who died because they were Wolf Dancers: AakauraQs husband died and 

her husband's father before him, and Aisana2s great-grandfather was Au/qqana, whose 

brother Ugirkunad\s.d. In addition, only two individuals told me extensive versions of 

the Wolf Dance story who are also included in the Next Generation: AJsana, who said 

that he heard it from his father, and Tanaqiq, who heard it from her aunt Agiavinaq, 

Agnazugaacfc daughter. Although the last two did have not have family members die 

as a result of participation in the Wolf Dance, for them to remember this emphasis on 

Wolf Dancer deaths by people in Tiulanhs generation indicates that these deaths were 

keenly felt in the community.

The individuals in the Transtional Generation of King Islanders are several 

years younger than Aakauraq, Tanaqiq, or Aisana, and thus were more exposed to 

Catholicism, Western education, and tourism while growing up. Although they 

obviously heard the story about the dangerous Wolf Dance, they declined to tell it to 

me, which stems from the recognition that there are others in the community more 

knowledgable than they. These individuals, Akkaakaq, Aapaq, and Suluk, performed 

in the 1982 Wolf Dance, and their comments are limited to how they learned the dance 

movements. Although they did not tell me personally any stories of the dance, their 

children told me that they heard that a Wolf Dancer dies from their parents, which 

indicates that they do tell this story under certain circumstances. It is again interesting
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that the other reasons for performing a dance - to create and maintain peaceful relations 

- are not emphasized.

The individuals in the Generation of Conscious Cultural Revival all moved 

away from the community for a time for educational purposes. I think that this gave 

them some exposure to the value in reviving cultural traditions and, as adults, they are 

consciously making efforts to leam from the "old folks". All of them were willing to 

share with me stories that they heard as well as to urge me to talk to the elders. I 

assume that this is because they see a value in  what I am attempting to do. What 

differentiates them from others is that they are consaous/ytcym g to revive traditions, 

which implies that they are aware that these traditions are in danger of being lost.

They reiterate the danger and spiritual significance of the dance, and one of them 

remembers that gifts used to be given, but not that they were given to other 

communities. In other words, they do not mention that the Wolf Dance was performed 

to create peaceful trading relations, which were no longer needed in 1982 because of 

the availability of food and other resources. Finally, these individuals also overtly 

mention their cultural heritage and how they make an effort to speak to the elders. For 

instance, Arjiyauaamentions that the Wolf Dance is "done to keep up the legend" and 

that it is a “good dance with good moves". This shows that he is aware that this 

particular dance is in danger of being lost and also that it has certain aesthetic qualities 

that make it popular among the community itself as well as to potential audiences.

The individuals who are "Skeptics" either did not grow up in the community 

or, if they did, are devoted Catholics. Those who did not grow up within the 

community may not necessarily understand how those who did have tried to make 

sense of untimely deaths of loved ones. As one of the Skeptics stated, people die all 

the time. These comments made me realize how traumatic an event these deaths really 

were - and how the King Islanders found an explanation for these deaths in  the Wolf 

Dance. It may make the deaths easier to bear if  they know that the deaths occurred for
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"special" purposes that are often for the good of the whole community Those who 

are devoted Catholics have made a conscious choice of the belief system to which they 

adhere, and for them, death occurs for other reasons, not because of the Wolf Dance.

This discussion demonstrates that changes in life experiences give rise to 

different interpretations and emphases of the Wolf Dance. This, in turn, causes some 

transformations in how people both perceive and experience particular Wolf Dances. 

Because different life experiences occurred because of Catholicism, tourism, relocation 

and the land claims movement, the significance that community members give to this 

particular performance ranges from a dangerous dance that is performed to enact a 

return or create peace, to a dance that is dangerous but with the reasons are only 

alluded to, to a dance that must be done to "keep up the legend", to a dance that is not 

so "solemn anymore". Their particular histories lead them to emphasize different 

aspects of the Wolf Dance, which they then tell to children in  their families. So their 

children will experience the dance differently than their parents did. Overall, 

performing the Wolf Dance was important for everyone, although the meanings they 

attached to the performance differ.

The 1982 Revival of the Wolf Dance

As stated earlier, Bogojavlensky claims that the Polar Bear Dance was the 

most important ceremonial of King Island community. Why, then, did the King 

Islanders revive the Wolf Dance? There are several reasons for this. First, the early 

1980s were marked by political disputes that escalated to the firing of one man from 

the King Island Native Corporation board. If one believes Bogojavlensky (1969), 

these disputes were part of King Island life throughout the early twentieth century.

What the disputes are over has not changed, only the form that they take: now 

disputes are over power and resources in  corporations set up under ANSCA, not 

power and resources acquired from participation in skinboat crews. What has changed,
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however, is how these disputes are brought to a truce. Because the King Islanders still 

lived on the island, in a sea mammal environment, Polar Bear Dances, in which Wolf 

Dances were inserted, served the purpose of establishing community solidarity. In 

other words, the ritual that creates peace features a  powerful creature that was part of 

their environment. Now that the King Islanders live on the mainland, they need a 

ritual that reflects their new home. This new ritual is the Wolf Dance, which 

emphasizes the participation of mainland animals, the eagle and the wolf. Thus, the 

Wolf Dance created a way for King Islanders to enact peace between warring parties in 

their new residence on the mainland I also argue that the community agreed to 

participate in this Wolf Dance, even though it was dangerous, because the dispute 

caused a schism in the community that needed to be healed. The corporation offered 

an avenue to self-sufficiency: because of this, the community could not afford to allow 

the dispute to fester for a long period of time. They needed to bring about some kind 

of truce in order to continue with the business at hand.

Second, the Wolf Dance also articulated the conflicts and tensions that they felt 

with their relocation to the mainland As noted in  Chapter One, the Wolf Dance 

embodied a tension between friendship and enmity. The Wolf Dance did not try to 

overcome enmity; rather, it made both enmity and friendship overt within the 

performance. One could say, then, that a certain degree of ambivalence characterized 

Wolf Dance performances, and both friendship and war were possible outcomes.

Polar Bear Dances, on the other hand, did not overtly express factional disputes, so 

there was no ambivalence to Polar Bear ceremonies. As explained earlier, King 

Islanders are very ambivalent about their relocation to Nome and elsewhere. They had 

to move to the mainland in order for their children to attend school, but they did not 

necessarily like it, and their neighbors did not necessarily like it, either. In addition, 

they feel the need to assert their independence from other Natives, while at the same 

time, they need to be interdependent with them, which is another arena for ambivalence
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and conflict. They need these other Natives to acknowledge their diainctiveness. 

Therefore, the Wolf Dance expresses for them the ambivalence they feel about their 

move to the mainland. It embodies the tensions and conflicts they feel in  their new 

places of residence.

Third, the Wolf Dance does involve elaborate costuming and stage design, 

especially in contrast to the Polar Bear Dances. By performing this W olf Dance, they 

gamer more attention from a non-Native audience, and thus, create more opportunities 

for themselves. Finally, as I demonstrated in Chapter Two, the Wolf Dance/Eagie- 

Wolf Dance/Box Drum Dance was widespread throughout northern Alaska. Although 

other communities had celebrations and ceremonies that were similar in nature, they 

concentrated on particular animal species important to particular communities. For 

example, the ceremonies of Barrow and other North Slope communities featured 

bowhead whales, where inland communities featured caribou, and King Island featured 

polar bears. Because the Inupiat throughout northern Alaska engaged in the Wolf 

Dance/Eagle-Wolf Dance/Box Drum Dance/Messenger Feast, a  performance of the 

Wolf Dance is a display of what it means to be Inupiaq. Because the King Islanders 

maintained their dances throughout the twentieth century, other communities were 

forbidden to continue theirs by various missionaries. Therefore, in this era of cultura 

revival, the King Islanders showed other communities that it is possible to recreate 

meaningful rituals that many feared might be lost. Other Natives witnessing this 

performance of the Wolf Dance also felt a  degree of pride in the ability of the King 

Islanders to revive this dance, which may have smoothed King Island relations with 

them. Thus, there are several reasons behind the King Island revival of the Wolf 

Dance.

The 1982 Wolf Dance was also the first dangerous performance of the dance in 

over fifty years. Before the 1982 performance, the last dangerous performance was 

Au/qgzfirfs Wolf Dance in 1930, when UgitJcuna&£.&. Although King Islanders
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performed parts of the Wolf Dance in  the intervening period, no performance was 

dangerous. The crucial element that made this particular performance dangerous was 

the fact that Tiulana organized it for particular reasons: to create respect for a peaceful 

village, and to enact his return to the community after a factional dispute forced him to 

leave. The King Island community was also interested in creating peace in  their village 

after the disputes over corporation funds. These are “special" reasons, which require a 

price: the life of one of the Wolf Dancers. Ugxmiaks death in 1990 is attributed to 

his participation as a Wolf Dancer in the 1982 Wolf Dance. The ailment that caused 

his death was also mysterious; apparently doctors ran tests over some stomach problem 

that he had, but the results were inconclusive, and he eventually died. Thus, the dance 

was indeed dangerous, and many in  the community experienced it as such. No other 

elements of the dance, aside from the "special reason", appear to make the Wolf Dance 

dangerous.

Last, I will describe how this performance reflects the history of the King 

Island people from 1900 to 1982. First, Tiulana’s Wolf Dance was obviously a 

“cultural revival” in which individuals in the community were consciously trying to 

counteract the disruptive effects of Catholicism, tourism, displacement, and relocation. 

This performance was organized by Tiulana, who received a federal grant from the 

National Endowment of the Arts, with the aid of the Alaska State Council on the Arts 

and who asked for and received donated gifts from a local store. The grant apparently 

paid for the creation of the costumes and stage design, which were taught to some 

younger King Islanders in  the hopes that these folk arts would be maintained. It was 

also sponsored by Sohio Alaska Petroleum Company (McCracken 1982). This 

performance was also filmed with support from Northwest Community College, 

Kawerak, Inc., the nonprofit arm of the Bering Straits Native Corporation (one of the 

regional corporations set up under ANCSA), KAKM, an Anchorage television station, 

and the University of Alaska Center for Instructional Telecommunications. In other
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words, the tools and resources of Western society were used in this revival, again 

showing what Krupnik and Vakhtin (1997:240) refer to as “a reconfiguration of the 

pieces of an old legacy with the paradigms of another cognitive system" (cf. also 

Sprott 1997). To a certain extent, one could say that the King Islanders are using 

tools of Western society to counteract Western society's affects on them. There is an 

inherent tension in doing this: in order to counteract Western forces, they need the 

resources of Western society- Second, they choose the Wolf Dance because it reflects 

their ambivalence of living on the mainland due to relocation as well as their 

ambivalence toward using Western tools to resist Westernization. In other words, 

since the Wolf Dance symbolically held contradictions in tension, without resolving 

them, it could adequately reflect their current situation. In a way, it reflects an 

acceptance of Western ways while also hoping for the continuance of some of their 

own ways. In this sense, it is like the traditional Wolf Dance that accepted death and 

war while hoping for peace. Third, they revived this particular dance to gamer 

attention from Natives and non-Natives; from Natives, they gained recognition of their 

ability to represent a pan-Inupiaq-ness (reflecting their attempts at cultural revival), and 

from non-Natives, they gained attention from their Exotic-ness (reflecting their 

involvement in tourism) as well as assauging the guilt some liberal Westerners feel for 

the way Natives in general were treated by Western society (reflecting Western 

recognition of such facts after Native militancy brought it to their attention). Finally, 

although they made every effort to recreate the dance in its entirety, some parts were 

still not performed: war-like metaphors were missing, and a dance where they bang a 

young woman from the ceiling by her hair were taken out, which reflects Lafortune’s 

influence. Unquestionably, the 1982 performance embodies King Island history in  the 

twentieth century, demonstrating continuing changes in  traditional King Island beliefs 

and practices as a consequence of Catholicism, tourism, displacement and relocation, 

and cultural revitalisation
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CHAPTER TEN

COMMODIFYING AUTHENTICITY:
PERFORMING AT AFN, FAF, ICC AND OTHER PUBLIC VENUES

F all 1997, K ingston’s  house, C orvallis, Oregon
Deanna- How come the King Islanders don’t go to the Festival of Native Arts 

anymore?
Aaluguq Well, someone told me that when they nsed to go in the early ‘80s, they 

never won the dance competition because all the judges came from up 
North [North Slope communities]. Those groups from Barrow or Pt. Hope 
would always get first or second place and the King Islanders would 
always get third.

Deanna: Really?
Aaluguq. Those people even used King Island songs and dances without 

permission!!

At the time of this conversation, my uncle and other members of our King 

Island dance group in Oregon were debating whether or not we should allow non

King Islanders to become part of our group. At issue was my uncle’s concern that 

these non-King Islanders might someday start their own dance group using King 

Island songs and dances. Since we earn a  small amount of money for our 

performances, ranging from $100 to $250 per performance, split equally among all of 

our members, there might be some financial consequences. His concern is not without 

precedent, as evidenced by his discussion of the Festival of Native Arts above. In 

addition, from 1991 to 1993, he was the primary instructor of another Eskimo dance 

group in Tacoma, Washington. However, he disengaged himself from that group 

because they wanted to take away his decision-making power and because they did not 

acknowledge his efforts on their behalf (Kingston 1996b:47-50). This group has since 

resurfaced and currently performs Eskimo dancing in the Seattle area, earning money 

using the songs and dances taught to them by my uncle.

The relevance of this discussion is that, due to tourism and other Western 

influences, the performance of Eskimo song and dance traditions has become a 

commodity, which often brings money as well as opportunities for travel. I believe
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that the commodification of these song and dance performances caused King Islanders 

to assert their right to perform particular songs and dances. When I began learning to 

sing and dance in 1991, my uncle Aaluguq reinforced this sense in  me. Then, when I 

first attended the Festival of Native Arts in February of 1995 with my cousin AJsana 

we were both indignant to see that two different dance groups were performing King 

Island songs. However, in the summer of 1995, I learned that this sense of communal 

ownership over songs is not always the case in Alaska Native communities. That 

summer, my cousin Ga ̂ m entioned that she also gets angry when other communities 

use King Island songs; however, she also noted that her mother told her that the 

Native people used to exchange and/or trade songs and dances with members of other 

communities, indicating to Gavoxhas. this sense of ownership over songs and dances 

was not necessarily a “traditional” attitude toward songs and dances.

The purpose of this chapter, then, is to show how the singing and dan ring 

traditions of the King Islanders have been transformed from items of exchange 

between individuals to items over which groups feel they have proprietary rights, and 

from items performed in  competitions for prestige to items that give groups money and 

opportunities for travel. Thus, singing and dancing traditions have become 

commodities for the King Islanders. I will also discuss how the Western quest for 

authenticity has shaped King Island attitudes towards their singing and dancing 

traditions.
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The Traditional System, of Song Exchange and Ownership

The ethnographic literature reports that songs and dances were exchanged

between communities.1 When I started learning King Island songs and dances, uncle 

Aulugvq often claimed that we traded songs with the Siberians. Ross (1958:14) also 

notes that songs were exchanged between communities, which was affirmed recently 

by Schweitzer and Golovko (1995:62-63). In addition, I have recorded several 

Siberian songs from uncle Akkaakaq, which were given to us long ago (Kingston 

1996a:21). Finally, in 1996, as I listened to Laura Boulton’s recordings of Eskimo 

music from Barrow, I recognized one song performed by King Islanders in  the 

summer of 1995. When I asked uncle Akkaakaqab out it, he stated that the King 

Islanders had been “given” that song by the Barrow people in 1938, when Hubbard 

and his crew traveled there by um iaqv/ith some King Islanders. He also noted that 

the people from Barrow no longer perform that song, and that only the King Islanders 

remember it. My aunt is right in stating that people gave songs to other communities. 

Usually, these exchanges occurred between particular individuals in each community, 

which served to create and maintain social obligations between individuals. A s such, 

then, the songs and dances were part of a gift exchange in the Maussian sense.

In the past, songs for what are called the "floor" or sayzwticdasices were 

owned by the individuals who composed them; therefore, it was the individual and his 

kin who performed dances to it (Bogojavlensky 1969:185). These songs were 

sometimes exchanged as gifts, which, when exchanged, could be performed by the

l Usually, particular motions are choreographed for particular songs such that the song and dance are
inseparable from each other. However, someones only the song is exchanged or only the song is 
remembered and new movements to the song are created. Uncle AaluguqiSso told me that even 
within the community, a person can sometimes choreograph new -srpafffloor) movements to an old 
nrfif (arm) song. For instance, all the Ring Island dance groups perform the "TV" song, which was 
composed by a Little Diomede man about his King Island teasing cousin who had appeared on 
television in 1958 (Kingston 1996b:36-37). However, Little Diomeders also dance this song, but 
when they do, they use different motions. Uncle AalvgvqanA his best teenage friend. Tommy 
Mayac, also choreographed new movements to an old cafiqsQog, which our Oregon group uses 
today. Thus, songs and dances to those songs are not necessarily always inseparable.
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recipient and his community in perpetuity. However, when performing, the community 

and/or individual that received the song should readily admit that the song originally 

came from someone else. For instance, when I ask where a particular song came 

from, King Islanders will state, “We got that song from such-and-such community” if 

the song did not originate on King Island. Thus, even though songs were exchanged, 

the proper etiquette when performing the song is to note its origin and to note that it 

was “given” to them.

Today, this acknowledgement of ownership of songs is still in place for some 

songs, but not others. For instance, in  the summer of 1995, while performing at the 

King Island Native Corporation Hall in Nome, FaayuJrasked the drummers to sing 

" aapas (father's) song1' , which was apparently composed by her father. Her daughter 

and her niece then stepped out to dance to it. Also during the same week, one 

drummer whose father {Maayaqfr was the subject of the "TV” song called out to 

A ztgvq, who was the daughter of the Little Diomede man ( Kiminafy who composed it, 

to come out and dance to the "TV" song. However, the "TV" song and dance are so 

popular with King Island youth and outside audiences that all members of the King 

Island community in Alaska and in Oregon currently perform it. Members of the 

composer's family and members of the subject's family do not seem to mind. In other 

words, it is still referred to as Kim inafc song, but it now more or less belongs to the 

entire community.

There are also other songs that circulate in the com m unity whose composers 

are dead, or where community members no longer remember who composed it. In 

these cases, the song has passed from individual to communal ownership of songs, 

and therefore anyone in the community can use them. Currently, there is only one 

King Islander I know of who is actively composing songs and dances: uncle Aalugvq 

in Portland, Oregon. Although the other King Islanders in Alaska are very skilled and 

knowledgeable performers, when asked whether or not they composed songs, they
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answered that they sometimes think of songs but do not want to teach them to others 

because they "won't get it right" or because they forget them before they can teach 

them to others. If this trend continues, I can foresee a time when all King Island 

songs and dances are communally, not individually, owned. This trend can already be 

detected among King Islanders in my generation, who get indignant at what we 

perceive as a theft of "King Island" songs.

Given the above discussion, it is plausible that people in  these other 

communities are performing songs that were given to them by particular King Island 

individuals, and thus, have the right to perform them. Therefore, these communities 

should not be condemned until they can tell us from whom they received the song.

On the other hand, because of the rise of travel and funding opportunities for 

performing songs and dances - and the inherent competition to obtain these 

opportunities - communities could very well have appropriated songs and dances 

during statewide Alaska Native festivals without permission. This will be discussed in  

the next section.

Public Folklore. Tourism and the Commodification and Objectification of Culture

Today, the relative status or value of the performance of singing and dancing 

traditions has been transformed from what it was in the past. Although groups 

competed with each other through song and dance, the “winners” of such competitions 

enjoyed only relative prestige over each other. However, in  today’s context, "winners” 

of competitions such as the Festival of Native Arts enjoy higher visibility, which leads 

to the earning of money or to more travel opportunities for performers. Thus, 

performing songs and dances now give performers tangible benefits in addition to the 

intangible prestige of former times. How did this transformation occur? I will argue 

here that through the processes of tourism and public folklore funding, the performance 

of singing and dancing traditions became a sign of successful resistance to Western
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domination as well as a commodity that could be sold.

Researchers of tourism have noted that the various ethnic and folk aits 

performed for tourist consumption become “touristic services or commodities”. When 

I use the term "commodity", I am purposively emphasizing the fact that the exchange is 

characterized by a lack of obligation; that there is no personal link- between the giver, 

the object, and the receiver; and that there is no on-going interpersonal relationship 

between the transactors (Carrier 1995:11). This is opposed to an exchange of gifts 

where there is an obligation to agree to on-going exchanges, and a link between giver, 

object and receiver, and the transactors share social obligations and ties with each other 

(loc. cit.). In other words, a gift exchange is characterized by on-going and obligatory 

personal relationships, and a commodity exchange is impersonal, solitary (in that there 

is only one exchange between the two parties), and voluntary.

This dualism between gift and commodity given by Carrier is, as Appadurai 

(1986:13) points out, "excessive" and too "positivist". He argues, instead, that 

scholars should not waste time "searching fruitlessly for the magic distinction between 

commodities and other sorts of things" (loc. cit.). Rather, scholars should "approach 

commodities as things in a certain situation", which is defined as a situation in which 

the "exchangeability (past, present, or future) [of a thing] for some other thing is it's 

socially relevent feature" (loc. cit.). In other words, there are times when a thing has a 

value in and of itself. Appadurai also emphasizes the "social life" of things so that he 

can point out that during any particular phase of an object's or service's life, that object 

or service can move in and out of a commodity status, depending upon its "commodity 

candidacy" (which refers "to the standards and criteria . . . that define the 

exchangeability of things in  any particular social and historical context" [ibid.: 14]), and 

upon its "commodity context" (which refers "to the variety of social arenas, within or 

between cuAzirsAimts, that help link the commodity candidacy to the commodity phase 

of its career" (ibid.: 15, emphasis his). In other words, depending upon the phase,
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standards, criteria, and social arenas in which an object finds itself, it may or may not 

be a commodity.

Although I want to stress the impersonal nature of the exchange when King 

Islanders perform for tourists, and how the exchange of a performance for money and 

travel cairies with it no on-going social obligations, Appadurai's conception of the 

social life of things, in which objects move in and out of a commodity state, made me 

realize that there are times when King Island dance performances are NOT 

commodities. In these cases, King Islanders perform their songs and dances for 

themselves and other Natives, and they are not necessarily paid with money or travel. 

For example, they were not paid to dance at the Inuit Circumpolar Conference in Nome 

in 1995, and they gladly invited and hosted the Sereniki dancers (from Russia) during 

performances at the King Island Native Corporation Hall. They also perform regularly 

for the Bering Straits Native Corporation Elders' Conference, which Natives from all 

the surrounding villages attend, and they volunteered to do a special performance for 

an;Athabaskan Iditarod musher who finished in the top ten during the 1997 Iditarod. 

Seemingly, these performances are done to welcome other Natives to Nome. In other 

words, in the social life of King Island song and dance performances, there are times 

when they are commodities, when there is an impersonal exchange of a performance 

for travel or money with no expectation of an on-going social relationship, and times 

when the performances are for themselves or other Natives with whom they wish a 

positive social relationship.

Sometimes, when performances become commodities, there is the possibility 

that they become meaningless to the host culture, since they are only staged and 

performed for outsiders (Greenwood 1989:173). For young King Islanders who have 

grown up without a community hall, without knowing the language, and with most 

performing for extraordinary events such as the Elders' Conferences or the Inuit 

Circumpolar Conferences, the cultural context of song and dance traditions is different
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than it is for their parents and grandparents. These factors, coupled with the 

impersonal nature of dancing for outsiders, has worked to interrupt the transm ission of 

cultural knowledge such that young King Islanders do not understand the spiritual and 

social significance of the songs and dances. For instance, when I spoke to various 

elementary and high school classes in Nome in 1997, the King Island kids who do 

perform told me that they had no idea that any of the songs they were dancing to had 

meaning, let alone the fact that many songs grew out of the teasing cousin tradition (cf. 

Kingston 1996b). They only know from their elders that it is important to keep up 

these traditions, which is reinforced by the money and travel opportunities paid for by 

outsiders. Even King Islanders in my mother’s generation may not necessarily 

understand that our animal dances, such as the Raven Dance or the Walrus Dance, had 

spiritual significance. In addition, from my own experience participating in my uncle’s 

group, he tfeaches us these songs because the King Islanders always do them, but he 

has never told us why they were performed. It is these very songs and dances that 

tourists love to see performed. However, based on the earlier ethnographic evidence, 

these sorts of songs and dances were performed for the animal spirits to please them 

and to ask them for future hunting success. These purposes, though, were destroyed 

by Catholicism by the time my mother and uncle were growing tip.

I would argue, though, that Greenwood's assertion that arts performed for 

tourists become meaningless to the host culture is too positivistic. I argue instead that 

the meanings attached to the performances change. As Cohen noted," . . .  what used 

to be a religiously meaningful ritual for an internal public, may become a culturally 

significant self-presentation before an external public” (Cohen 1988:382). He also 

stated that these two meanings need not be mutually exclusive, but rather additive: 

both m eanings can be operating at the same time (loc. cit.). In addition, Cohen 

asserted that external observers may perceive that a complete transformation of the 

meanings of traditions has occurred, the actual performers themselves may not perceive
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it as such. Instead, performers may see that the cultural meanings of those traditions 

are maintained (ibid.:382-383). Thus, the commodification of traditions does not 

necessarily have negative consequences on the traditions in question. Instead of giving 

value judgments to the kinds of changes brought by commodification, it is more useful 

to try to understand what changed and why. This point was also raised in  relation to 

the effects of Catholicism on K ing Island sin g in g  and dancing traditions. Based upon 

my observation of the singing and dancing traditions of the King Islanders, I agree 

with Cohen’s points. King Island s in g in g  and dancing traditions continue to have 

spiritual significance for some members of the community although they have also 

acquired this meaning of cultural self-presentation for other King Islanders. Although 

King Islanders see themselves as m aintain ing some of the cultural m ean in gs of those 

traditions, what has really been maintained is the form. However, this does not mean 

that the traditions are any less significant, but rather that the meanings attached to them 

have changed.

It also follows that when rituals and ceremonies and other folk arts become

commodified, or performed for impersonal others, they also undergo some external

changes. For instance, Boorstin noted that rituals may be shortened or embellished to

suit the tastes of the tourists (Boorstin 1964:103, as quoted by Cohen 1988:381). As

we have already seen with the Wolf Dance, the King Islanders only performed “parts”

of it for the Lindberghs and for other tourists in Nome, shortening it into an hour

performance, where before it used to take three days or longer.

Public folklore funding of traditional arts has also acted to commodify and

objectify cultural traditions. As painted out in  Chapter 8, these programs were initiated

after the recognition of the negative affect that Western society had on cultural

traditions. For instance, Baron and Spitzer claimed that

Folklore today is widely viewed as fragile, withering tradition that must 
be preserved from the forces of mass culture and protected within the 
communities from which it originates (1992:2).
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One task of “public folklorists", those who are not tied to academic departments, is to 

actively counteract the “forces that disrupt and threaten traditional cultures” (ibid.:3). 

This rationale, to maintain the diversity of folk cultures, led to federal funding of 

various folklife programs. For instance, the Smithsonian Institute’s Festival of 

American Folklife (FAF) began in 1967, the National Endowment for the Arts created 

a Folk Arts Program in 1974, and the Library of Congress created the American 

Folklife Center in 1976 (ibid.:5). Subsequently, many regional, state, and local groups 

have become involved in funding various folk and ethnic festivals.

At about the same time in folklore studies, Dundes published his seminal article 

on how to analyze folklore entitled “Texture, Text, and Context” (cf. Dundes 1980:20

32). Today, it is a given that folklorists should analyze the texture and context of a 

folk tradition in addition to its text. However, at the time, this attention to context 

made public folklorists realize that the programs of folk traditions that they helped to 

organize essentially took those folk traditions out of their original cultural context and 

into a new one where the work was showcased on a proscenium stage and observed 

by outsiders. Although these public programs did have the effect of helping to 

maintain these traditions, in that those traditions which were no longer seen as 

important were put into the spotlight and hence made valuable once again, it also had 

the effect of objectifying and commodifying them. Thus, some public folklorists are 

now very concerned with the consequences of bringing increased visibility to particular 

traditions (cf. McCarl 1992; Roach 1992). For instance, McCarl considered his own 

work with a folk artist:

For me to truly collaborate with Eva I must first determine her priorities 
and understand the ways in  which symbols of the past are being used to 
anticipate the future. To alter that function, to turn the corona [a crown 
of flowers made for young girls’ rite of passages and for brides] into a 
product, or Eva into a “folk performer”, without a physical or temporal 
context that she has chosen and is comfortable in, is to simply reinforce 
her objectification in  the wider community (McCarl 1992:126).
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Fortunately for Eva, McCarl benefits from both his own experience in  representing 

folk traditions as well as this increased awareness in folklore studies about the effect 

of these public presentations on the folk performers.

In contrast to these folk performers who may benefit from these insights of 

public folklorists, King Island performances have been affected by their long history of 

involvement in public folklore venues. This history includes the following: three 

appearances at the Smithsonian Institution’s Festival of American Folklife, in  1967, 

1976 and 1984; several appearances at the annual Festival of Native Arts in Fairbanks, 

and appearances at folklife festivals in Kansas City (in the 1980s) and Seattle (in 

1994). Dunham also reported that Tiulana and his wife performed in  Florida in 1959, 

that Tiulana’s masks were exhibited during the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics, and that 

Tiulana and his wife demonstrated some of their arts at the Museum of Mankind in 

London under the sponsorship of the American Festival of Arts (Dunham 1994). 

Finally, the King Islanders performed for the opening of the “ Crossroads of 

Continents” exhibit at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History in  1988 

and again during the “ Ag&yuLtyaraipuc- Our Way of Making Prayer” exhibit of 

Yup’ik masks at the National Museum of the American Indian in New York City in 

1997. They have also received funding from public folklore programs to revive the 

Wolf Dance in 1982 and in 1991, and the Polar Bear Dances in 1990. Thus, their 

history of involvement in public programming is quite extensive and continues today, 

with the net effect of having the context of singing and dancing performances change 

from personal enjoyment in the community or the creation of social ties with other 

Natives, to a venue where they are put into the spotlight on stage for a predominantly 

white audience. These performances, as obvious from the list above, have also given 

them opportunities to travel all over the United States and to Europe.

Although their involvement in  these public programs has probably helped to 

insure the continuance of King Island singing and dancing traditions, I believe it has
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also led the King Islanders to prefer "commodity" performances over other kinds of 

performances. For instance, although the King Islanders performed for the Elders' 

Conferences in the last two winters, there was mere excitement over performances 

where they traveled or were paid. They were also disinclined to perform just for the 

community. Part of this has to do with the fact that the King Island Native Hall in  

Nome is not presently suitable for occupancy, taking away their venue for community 

dance events. However, when my cousins and I suggested alternative venues in 

Nome, the main drummers and singers tended to ignore our suggestions, only getting 

involved when a profitable occasion presented itself. I interpreted their actions to mean 

that they were only going to make an extra effort to dance when some sort of tangible 

benefit was offered in return, but that they were not interested in dancing just to dance.

In addition, as uncle Aalugv^s comment shows at the beginning of this 

chapter, King Islanders have become indignant when others win competitions with 

"their" songs. Because these competitions bring increased visibility, they bring 

increased access to money and travel. When another group obtains these things using 

King Island songs without permission, there comes an assertion of ownership over 

those songs.

Thus, in both the public folklore and touristic literature, the general attitude 

toward the commodification of culture is that it generally has negative consequences 

for the host culture in  that original meanings of traditions are lost performances are 

only done for outsiders for money rather than for self-enjoyment. In addition, the 

traditions are changed somewhat to suit the tastes of outsiders. Finally, conflicts with 

other groups over who has performing rights to what songs have arisen because of 

these forces.

The Quest for and Commodification of the Authentic

Cohen comments upon modem man’s “quest for authenticity” and how that
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plays into tourism. Essentially, modem, Western people find their modem, Western

lives lacking in some way and seek to find what their lives are missing by

experiencing some “pristine”, “primitive” , or “natural” culture (Cohen 1988:373-374).

In addition, these “pristine” cultures sought out by modem people must not be tainted

by anything of Western society, and it is these "pristine" cultures that modem people

pay to see and it is to pristine people that modem people will listen. When they are

tainted with elements of Western society, there are both political and social

consequences. For instance, Brody discusses how this “quest” for the authentic and

the traditional extends to attitudes toward aboriginal Canadians: somehow, Natives

who drive pick-ups and use rifles are not “traditional”, and therefore, are not “real”

Natives any longer (1987:169-185). Conklin also states that:

Ironically, however, much of the most vociferous and effective 
indigenous activism (in Brazil and elsewhere) has been channeled into 
ethnic identity politics based on projecting generic essentialisms of the 
sort that anthropologists have come to regard as pernicious (Conklin 
1997:714).

In other words, groups who have been the most successful in their indigenous 

activism have been those groups who have projected a view of themselves as 

“authentic” or traditional. In C onklin 's  example, it is those Native Amazonians who 

consciously choose to wear “traditional” costumes of “headdresses, body paint, beads 

and feathers” (ibid.:712) who receive the attention and sympathy of Western outsiders, 

who then put pressure on the Brazilian  governments to listen to the Natives' 

arguments.

In the same way, it is those Alaskan Native groups who project an image of 

being “authentic” and “traditional” that receive the attention of outsiders, or who 

receive the opportunities to make money or to travel. Or, as MacCannell notes, “The 

[ethnic] group members begin to think of themselves not merely as people but a[s] 

living representatives of an authentic way of life” (MacCannell 1984:388). Such, I
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believe, is the case with the King Islanders. For instance, AjniuIiqxxA.6. me once that 

Natives from other communities used to ask Tiulana. to teach them songs and dances 

because they had lost theirs. In other words, because King Islanders maintained their 

traditions, they are seen by other communities as experts in traditional singing and 

dancing. In addition, earlier in  this chapter, I mentioned that one of the songs recorded 

by Laura Boulton in  Barrow in  1946 had been given to the King Islanders when they 

journeyed there by skinboat with Father Hubbard in 1938. That song was performed 

in the King Island community in 1995, which was how I recognized it initially as a 

“King Island song”. However, my uncle Akkankaqstated that the King Islanders had 

been given that song by the people in Barrow and that " We still sing it today. But 

those people in Barrow don’t remember it anymore.” In another example, after I asked 

Ajaautiqhi he knew where the Wolf Dance came from, he stated, “They say that dance 

came from Kawerak. But, WE'RE the ones who kept it going.” Implicit in both of 

these statements is the sentiment that since the King Islanders /em em berthese singing 

and dancing traditions when other groups have forgotten theirs, they are then somehow 

more “traditional” and “authentic” than the people of Barrow or the people of 

Kawerak. By remembering traditions that others forgot, and by letting outsiders know 

this, the King Islanders are positioning themselves as the worthy recipients of potential 

benefits of this knowledge. In other words, as Gross and McMurray noted for 

Walloon puppeteers and Puerto Rican decima singers, they have learned to tailor “their 

product to a market niche of buyers interested in consuming what they perceived as the 

authentic folklore of their region” (Gross and McMurray 1996:4). In the case of the 

King Islanders, their “market niche” consists of public folklorists and museum 

personnel who are eager to show their support for indigenous folk arts traditions. In 

addition, this “market niche” consists of tourists who are as desiring as ever for a  taste 

or experience of “authentic” culture. Thus, in order to take advantage of these 

opportunities, the King Islanders have learned to portray themselves as more authentic
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and traditional than other Alaska Native groups, as evidenced by their relative success 

in procuring travel opportunities to as far away as London, Florida, and New York 

City.2

As mentioned previously, the King Islanders will readily acknowledge that the 

Wolf Dance originated with the Qawiaragmiut However, they also make the point that 

“We’re the ones who kept it going”, implying that only the King Islanders remember 

enough of “traditional” or “ authentic” culture to be able to revive this important ritual. 

Anauliq, the man who made this statement, is from what I call the "Generation of 

Conscious Cultural Revival”. As such, he is very conscious of the effects of 

Westernization on King Island culture and is aware of his own role in cultural 

revitalization efforts. In addition, he has been active in learning as much as he can 

about King Island traditions from the elders, and is doing his part to transmit this 

knowledge to younger generations. He is also very aware that the King Islanders can 

stand to benefit from claims that they are more traditional than other groups in Alaska. 

Overall, Anauliq somehow knows, either consciously or unconsciously, that, in order 

to compete for recognition, money, and travel opportunities, he needs to show that the 

King Islanders are better than other performing Alaska Native dance groups. He tries 

to do this by saying that the King Islanders nsmembenhe old ways and they have 

remembered them when other groups are not able to. Thus, he is learning how to 

commodify “authentic” King Island culture.

This is not to say that Anauliq % and the King Islanders’ claim to authenticity is 

spurious. As noted above, the King Islanders today continue to sing songs that were 

“given” to them by someone in Barrow in 1938; they also remember songs given to 

them from people in  Nuwuk in 1947 (Kingston 1996a:20-21), and outsiders have 

noted that the King Islanders are the only ones to have maintained their masked dances
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continuously throughout the twentieth century, in contrast to other groups who 

discontinued the use of masks in  their dances (Suzi Jones 1997, personal 

communication). The King Islanders may have been the only ones able to recreate and 

revive the Wolf Dance, at least, as it is danced with the wolf dens, since their 

community was relatively isolated until the 1950s, and since they seem to be more 

cohesive than other Seward Peninsula communities today.

Although both tourism and public folklore programs may have contributed to 

the maintenance of King Island song and dance traditions, they have also acted to turn 

these traditions into commodities: they are now the means for obtaining money and 

travel opportunities for King Island community members from impersonal public 

folklore agencies. Because of this, I believe the King Islanders have learned to market 

themselves as authentic and traditional in order to take advantage of these tangible 

benefits. This explains, in part, why King Island drummers and singers are much more 

concerned with relearning old songs rather than composing new ones. Several of the 

drummers, in fact, have told me to look specifically for old recordings of King Island 

music so that they can leam the songs. For instance, soon after I gave the community 

a  copy of Father Hubbard’s 1937 sound recordings of seven King Island songs, the 

drummers in Nome had learned two of them and incorporated them into their 

performances. Another drummer, Aaamynk, then asked me to find out if Hubbard 

had any more recordings, and when I reported that there were no more, he was very 

much disappointed. Finally, as another example, when I asked what sort of projects I 

might be able to help the community with, Ajiait&panswered that we need to record 

the “fifty or sixty” polar bear songs since many of them were very old and were 

rarely, if ever, performed. Overall, the King Islanders’ concern with trying to recreate 

old songs may have a detrimental effect on the continued maintenance of their 

traditions: no longer are King Islanders composing new songs about new situations, 

relying only instead on past compositions. Since these past compositions are
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performed over and over again, King Islanders are beginning to get bored with them, 

which may be another reason why the drummers in Nome only seem to want to 

perform for special events and are no longer as eager to drum just for community  

dancing pleasure.

Where before there was an exchange of songs to promote social ties and both 

individual and community ownership of songs, opportunities from tourism and public 

folklore funding has caused the King Islanders to become indignant over the supposed 

theft of K ing Islan d  songs as well as assertions of their rights to perform those songs. 

Tourism and public folklore programs have also caused King Islanders to emphasize 

particular songs and dances over others, and since they rarely compose new songs any 

longer, they end up performing the same songs over and over again. This makes them 

more inclined to agree to commodity performances, or those performances where they 

get money or travel opportunities, over performances for themselves for their own 

enjoyment. This has also caused a transformation in the meanings attached to cultural 

performances. So, although tourism and public folklore funding have contributed to 

the maintenance of traditions, they have changed what the traditions mean to younger 

King Islanders. Finally, the Western quest for the authentic has caused King Islanders 

to emphasize their role in maintaining traditions when others have lost theirs, so that 

they can position themselves to take advantage of more opportunities.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

274

A PERFORMANCE FOR THE FUTURE

M ay8, 1992, in  an in terview  with Afaria W illiams, Anchorage, A laska 
Tiulana; Sometimes I feel discouraged that I have not done all that I should have,

but when I saw my grandchildren dance the Wolf Dance [in 1991] I knew . 
. . This g iv e s m e hope th a t our people w ill continue(W iXiiam s 1992:163, 
emphasis mine).

Tiulana's comment, captured several months after the 1991 performance, gives 

clues as to the motivations behind this performance. His comments may be in answer 

to a question posed to him by Williams; however, as will be demonstrated later, this 

general theme of returning to King Island traditions is dom inan t in the minds of King 

Island elders. This chapter will again explore the different interpretations and purposes 

behind this particular performance of the King Island Wolf Dance.

Compared to the 1982 Wolf Dance, the 1991 performance was comprised of 

the same four main parts described in the Introduction. However, the 1991 

performance differed in several respects. First, the dance was performed in 

Anchorage, not in Nome. Second, the dance took place during the Alaska Federation 

of Natives (AFN) Conference before a larger audience comprised of non-natives and 

Alaska Natives from all over the state, not just the region. Third, the King Islanders 

did not give out gifts to the audience at the beginning of this performance. Finally, the 

dance was filmed by Allan Albert Productions, a company that was film in g  the dance 

and interviewing Paul Tiulana for a PBS Great Performances episode entitled “The 

Songs of Six Families1*. This PBS special featured six Master Traditional Folk 

Artists, awards given by the National Endowment for the Arts Folks Arts Program. 

Tiulana was one of these artists, along with B.B. King and a mariachi performer who 

taught Linda Ronstadt. At the time, the King Islanders only gave one reason to 

perform this dance; AaSfintroduced the performance saying that they were celebrating 

the killing of a first seal by two young King Island men (cf. page 45). I assume that
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the reason behind this performance was to give Allan Albert Productions an 

“authentic” dance for a national television audience. However, Gogi, Tiulana's son, 

claimed that his father told him that the Wolf Dance should be performed at least once 

every ten years, although he did not state why this was so. Since the 1982 

performance occurred in February, this October 1991 performance was nine years and 

eight months later, which is close to that ten year mark. This performance could well 

have been organized for both reasons.

Again, rather than give a full description of this performance, I will concentrate 

on what people have said about it. I have interviewed two of the four Wolf Dancers 

and have the transcripts of an interview with a third one. The fourth currently lives in 

Barrow, and I was unable to interview him. I have also interviewed two of the five 

women dancers (the others were living in Barrow and in Anchorage) and two of the

four helpers.1 First, I will discuss Tiulana’s and Saasaaghs discourse about this

particular performance, particularly since Tiulana also organized this performance and 

because Saasaagais in Tiulana’s generation. Second, I will discuss what members of 

Tiulana’s family said about the dance. Third, I will discuss what other performers 

said about the 1991 performance. Finally, using the statement by one man, Anauliq, I 

will show how this performance is an example of the commodification of “authentic” 

or “traditional” culture.

From Respectful and Peaceful Relations to Cultural Revival
October 19, 1991, In terview  with A llan A lbert, PBS, T iulana'shouse. Anchorage, 

Alaska (transcribed b y  A llan A lbert productions)
A. Albert: Why are you having a Wolf Dance now?
Tiulana: Because it is very important to our young people. The program, it meant

so much to young people - how we [were] raise on King Island - how we 
have been instructed by our elders at King Island. Those are things going 
to be involved with this Wolf Dance. I t g o in g  to  bring out th e whole
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la 1991, three of the five women dancers were sisters to the Wolf Dancers, one woman was the wife 
of the box drummer, and the last was a cousin to the Wolf Dancer. I believe this is because not 
everyone in this generation of dancers had yet married and were selected by the community for their 
dancing ability. This has some precedent in the ethnographic literature; if a hunter was not yet 
married, his mother or his sisters were his support and usually cooked and sewed for him.
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so c ie ty  w ay o f life  to  our you n gpeople  - we are goin g to  tr y  to  explain i t  
to  them  (emphasis mine).

A. Albert: Would you others tell us what the Wolf Dance means to you? Is it 
different to each of you - does it mean different things?

Saasaapa We are going to give it a little bit insight on it from my side - the Wolf 
Dance is ceremonial dance, and they date it all the way back to perhaps 2 
thousand years give or take. It is a  long story. The story that originated 
from Kawerak area - Kawerak area is located some north of Nome, that 
part long time ago is populated by Inupiaq people which they call 
Qawiatagmiut. And, I think if  we research a little bit, we use term as a 
eagle now but long ago they call it tipmiaqpaq, that is much larger than the 
eagle, that could scoop up even the whale off the ocean. And one of those 
hunters, he encounter one of those Janaposvih&t they call kinapos and he 
was going to shoot firm with bow and arrows tu defend h im self. Am i, this 
eagle talk to him. Don’t kill me. Stuff like that. It is a very interesting 
story if you get to know and heard all of it. But anyway, we almost lost it 
and after about 50 years elapse, we brought it out about ‘82, 1982, and w e 
tr y  to  preserve i t  to  keep our culture a//ve(em phash  mine). And, the last 
time that Kim inaqvizs seen by our cousin John, Clara, he says, he was 
driving a boat and he says if you want to he could scoop them down boat 
and all and go somewhere else with it. That’s what you might call K nick- 
no\kin apos$  mythology. Something like that.

A. Albert: I was going to ask you, why do you think you have been somebody that 
has cared about the culture, keeping it going in this modem world, 
knowing about the Wolf Dance - why is it - when did you know you 
wanted to do this kind of thing?

Tiulana- Uh, back to about 40 years J_srnrr.thinkingahmir^filmingjhN WoJf
Dance, but I have no way to finance it and then maybe 15 years ago, I was 
attending meetings just curiosity to go down there and they talk about 
dancing, talking about dancing. And I ask the lady could you finance the 
Wolf Dance program for us? She said yes, all you have to do is just make 
proposal, a budget, send it to us. And, she said could I see Eskimo 
dancing down here? I said no, you have to go to Nome Bell? [Beltz High 
School?] to see one. And, she said she going to go back to Washington 
DC tomorrow, next day. And, I have a real small group down here, and I 
said I have a real small group maybe I will, I should bring the whole group 
and dance for you. And, after the dances, I asked her could you find the 
funds for us, she said yes and I sent that proposal to Washington and I 
forgot all about it. Maybe almost one year the phone rang, it is 
Washington, DC, said the your proposal is passed and we are going to 
send you the money. That is how I make this program for Seward 
Peninsula.

A. Albert: But why do you care so much about your culture, keeping your culture 
going? -

Tiulana* It is very important because if we teach our children to maintain it, it could 
eliminate all kinds of problems that we are having today, that city life. 
Sometimes they lie to each other, and find no answer to it. But, our system 
that was given to us by our ancestors got all the answers to our problems
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today but we have competition from the State schools and federal programs 
that teach us nothing but modem way. And, th a t's how  I  a y  to  m aintain 
these dancing and other native a c tiv ities o f to d a y - veryim portant (Tiulana 
1991c: 15-19, emphasis mine).

Tiulana and Saasaagawere married to two women who are sisters a few years 

apart in age. They grew up at the same time on King Island, and both couples were 

living in and around Anchorage. Tiulana died in 1994 and Saasaa/ja died in 1996, so 

I was unable to talk to either of them about this performance. Fortunately, this 

transcript exists, so I was able to see what they state their rationale to be for this 

performance. Interestingly, Tiulana’s discourse about the dance no longer emphasizes 

“respect” for a peaceful village. Instead, both his and Saasaa/jbs statements emphasize 

the maintenance and preservation of the King Island way of life. They are also critical 

of Western ways, which reflects the general discourse of the land claims era. These 

statements lead me to believe that they performed this dance to transmit "authentic” 

culture to King Island youth rather than to “create a peaceful village” , which was one 

purpose of the 1982 performance. In other words, in the minds of the older King 

Islanders, what was important was that King Island youth "returned" to and learned the 

King Island “system" which has "all the answers to our problems today".

Tiulana’s Children and Grandchildren
O ctober 18, 1991, Introduction to  the 1991 Performance, From videotape o f W olf
Dance Performance, Sullivan Arena, Anchorqge, A laska
Lala We are the King Island Eskimo Dancers. We reside in Anchorage and in 

' Nome. Our ancestors took three days to perform this dance . . .

The dance itself is the story of a hunter who killed an eagle, and he preserved 
the skin. He went out to hunt again and was attacked by an eagle. The eagle 
instructed him to take a feather and they flew away. The eagle let him down 
and told him to construct a drum that sounded like a heartbeat. The box-like 
drum was made from driftwood. The eagle instructed him to hunt all kinds of 
animals. And, they are used as part of the dance. The dance ends suddenly 
because the hunter kills his partner by accident during a caribou hunt. The 
four male dancers are using eagle feathers as headdresses, and the mittens are 
made from sealskin with ivory or puffin beak rattles. The young ladies are 
wearing squirrel skin parkas which were made more than 30 years ago by our 
grandmothers.
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We would like to thank the following for their support: Alaska Airlines, 
Bering Straits Native Corporation, Kawerak Inc., Delta Airlines, King Island 
Native Corporation, Nome Arts Council, Alaska State Council on the Arts, 
Nome Eskimo Community, Arctic Native Brotherhood, A.C. Store, Anchorage 
Museum of History and Art, AFN (Alaska Federation of Natives), PBS Film 
Crew and Maria Williams.

And, we would like to dedicate this dance to all the elders.

O ctober 19, 1991, In terview  with A lim  A lbert, PBS, Tiulana’s  bouse, Anchorage, 
Alaska

A. Albert: Do you think you understand the Wolf Dance in a way that is different than 
Paul because you leam the myth as a child and did not grow up on that?

Charles: Well, my idea of the Wolf Dance is when it was done in the old days it
was bring, the different villages together and everybody would be sharing 
gifts with each other and showing, just you know, showing respect to 
everybody. And it is just a part of the culture and why it is so good, 
because you just have to have respect for everybody. And listen to your 
elders and what they say, cause they were, they are there, they lived their 
lives before and they know what is going to happen just better than the 
younger people.

A. Albert: What goes on in your mind when you are behind that Wolf Dance and
moving in  and out, what kind o f feerihgir ana1 choughur ari you'dvtver wrimr 
you are out there performing?

Charles: Well, since we are in a rush, it is probably just trying to get it right and
everything, just trying to get your movements right, that is what basically 
you know, mostly goes my mind is just trying to get everything right.
And, then I don’t know, maybe after all the parts are there, maybe you get I 
don’t know, a special feeling. It is just the fee lin g  of having done rite Wolf 
Dance and doing it right. And, I read somewhere about if the Wolf Dance 
is done right that the spirit of the eagle will be released to its mother. "

A. Albert: What is the message of the Wolf Dance Saturday night to an audience, 
mixed, white, Native American, black?

Charles: Well, just the message of togetherness and I don’t know, just bringing the
people together to - just so this society is not jumbled up and confusing to 
everybody, i t  is just, you know mhar xo nxpecT-fmm yaw
don’t have to think about if this person is going to cheat you or something 
like that. Just a basic respect for everybody else (Tiulana 1991c:25-6).

September 24, 1997, Gogh house, Anchorage, Alaska
Grogi When a person [Wolf Dancer] goes in  that hole, he has to get out before it 

closes . . . When we were young, SUganawanted to show us the Wolf 
Dance, but we were scared of the wolves' heads and we ran away.

Lalais in her mid- to late-40s and grew up both on King Island and in

Anchorage. She is one of the younger bilingual speakers that I know of in the
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community. Her son, Charles, is in  his early- to mid-20s and grew up in  Anchorage. 

In his interview with Allan Albert, he spoke about how other Native children did not 

believe he was Native until he ate some Eskimo food. G ogiis Lat&s younger brother, 

and is in his early-40s. All three had frequent contact with Tiulana. When Tiulana 

emphasizes that he wants to "bring back our system" and to revitalize his culture, he 

appears to have been successful with his own family. LalatoId the story of the Wolf 

Dance, even including the part where the hunter accidentally kilts his partner during a 

caribou hunt. She also mentioned that the Wolf Dance celebrates the first kill of a 

young boy, which also characterized Messenger Feasts all over Alaska. Charles 

reiterated that the Wolf Dance brings respect for everyone, it brings togetherness, gifts 

are exchanged, elders must be respected, and dances must be done right. G ogi 

remembers that getting stuck in the wolf den is dangerous and being taught to be 

frightened of the real wolf head masks. Thus, Tiulana's progeny have learned some 

basic Inupiaq values and ideas behind the Wolf Dance. However, I find it  interesting 

that Charles stated that “ I read somewhere . . . that the spirit of the eagle will be 

released to its mother”. It seems as though he did not learn about this part of the 

dance from his grandfather, but that he discovered information from another source.

He also seems to expand Tiulana's earlier comment in Chapter Nine, in  which Tiulana 

says that the Wolf Dance "creates respect for a peaceful village", to a general statement 

that it creates respect for everyone in our society. The latter shows an accommodation 

to contemporary life where King Islanders are not just confronted with each other or a 

neighboring village, but with people from all over the world. In addition, Za/agscve a 

long list of entities that supported this performance, which includes ANSCA native 

corporations, the Alaska Federation of Natives (which grew out of the land claims 

movement), airlines, public folklore programs and a museum that caters to tourism.

So, just as in the 1982 performance, the 1991 performance was funded by various 

tools of Western society or by entities that arose out of conflict with them. Thus,
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Zabis, Charles's, and Gogh statements show effects of Western society as well as 

how Western society was used in order to counteract some of the influences of 

Western society.

Although la/asa.ys that the dance lasted three days, she did not say why. 

However, uncle Aaluguq explained that because the hunter lolled his sacred messenger 

on the third day of the first Wolf dance, King Islanders have kept their dances at three 

dances to commemorate this accidental death. This is because when a death occurs in 

the community, close friends and relatives are to refrain from dancing for a period of 

time lasting a week if not longer. Thus, King Islanders stopped their performance of 

the Wolf Dance on the third day to signify the death of the messenger.

The Performers of the 1991 Wolf Dance
February 2S, 1997, A qm oluq’s  house, Nome, A laska
Aqm aluq We were more organized in 1982. The elders were there and they knew 

the songs. Fiona Q uyuk Plkkurjana They only pick the good songs.

M arch 19, 1997, Taqsraq Js  house, Nom e, A laska
Arjlyauna The eagles taught motions and dancers [to the hunter]. They give things 

away like food and clothing. That’s what they used to do when they do 
that dance long ago. When they did that long time ago, a person who 
participated in  that feast, somebody would perish. They do the dance to 
keep up the legend. It's a  good dance with good moves . . . Plkkurjana 
Kazinqak and Dominique Thomas, they used to tell me those stories, when 
we had the Qagri-ax. East End. I used to watch them old guys carving.

January31, 1997, U ncle Slnaguq's house, Nome, A laska
Deanna: So, how did they pick you to dance?
Junior: I don’t know. I was at camp hunting and .Timmy and Harry came to camp

and told me I had been picked to dance [for the W olf Dance]. I was just 
told to show up and start practicing.

Deanna: Really? So, how much practice did you have?
Junior: We practiced about 2 1/2 to 3 weeks in Nome and another week in

Anchorage. At the end, my sister told me than I should try to catch my 
teasing cousin, during the last part.

M arch 14, 1997, Qulruna s  house, Nome, A laska
Mike: So, what you are researching here?
D eanna- I’m trying to learn as much as I can about the Wolf Dance. Lots of people

in the community say it’s dangerous because one of those wolf dancers 
died. In fact, Quirumis brother danced it in 1991 and I heard that they
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sprinkled holy water on him and blessed him and said prayers over him to 
protect him and the other dancers.

Mike: Wow.
Deanna: Did you hear those stories, too, Quirundt
Quiruna No, I never heard them before. No one ever told me about those stories 

when we were practicing for it [in 1991].

M arch23, 1997, U ncle Akkaakaq’shouse, Nom e, A laska 
Deanna: So, how did you leam to dance the Wolf Dance?
Kuukuluk We mostly learned it from the videotape.
Deanna: Oh, yeah?
Kuukuluk Yeah. We were supposed to use the same holes that they used before [in 

1982], but they were too small, so we made another one.
Deanna: I didn’t know that.
Kuukuluk Then, before we danced in Anchorage, I got blessed with holy water three 

times. My mom blessed me. Aakauraq blessed me. And someone else 
did, but I don’t remember who.

Deanna Huh.
Kuukuluk I guess after they did it [in 1982], £/&zzzazzapassed away, so I guess that’s 

why they bless us.
Deanna:' So, how did they choose you to he one o f the Waff Dkncenrf 
KuukulukI don’t know. They just came up to me and asked me if I wanted to dance 

and I said yes. Maybe because I was one of the main King Island dancers 
here.

Deanna But, what about the story that one of those Wolf Dancers dies? Did that 
make you not want to be one?

Kuukuluk Oh., no. I wanted to do it anyway. It’s an honor to be asked to dance, so I 
did it even though they say that one of the Wolf Dancers die.

Of the people listed in this section, Ajjmaiuq&nA Aqiyauna were two of the 

four male “helpers,” and KuukulukanA Junior were two of the Wolf Dancers. 

Quiruoa'wzs one of the female dancers. (The second woman I interviewed, AlsanaL, 

was quoted extensively in Chapter Nine. She did not say much about the 1991 

performance, so her comments are not included here.) Agm aluqv/as described in  

Chapter Nine; he is in  his late 40s and went Outside (to Chemawa Indian School in 

Oregon) for high school. Agiyauna was bom in  1959, and his mother is Tanaqlq.

Even though his f am ily  lived in Oakland for eight years when he was a child, 

Ag/yauuabecam e active in hunting and dancing when they returned. In fact, he was 

initially picked to perform in the 1991 Wolf Dance because of his skill as a dancer, but 

became a helper instead. Thus, he heard the story from his mother and learned
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dancing and hunting skills from the “old folks". Both of these men mention that one 

of the Wolf Dancers will die, and that a performance of the Wolf Dance requires a 

price from the community. Because of their contact with elders, their knowledge of the 

Wolf Dance comes from those with a more traditional, pre-Christian understanding 

than those younger than they. Ar/iyaum ls comment, too, that the dance is done to 

“keep up the legend,” is interesting, because it emphasizes that the performance is an 

effort at cultural revival.

In contrast, Junior and Kuukulukase. in  their late 20s, and both grew up in  

Nome. They do not seem as knowledgeable about the Wolf Dance and what it means. 

They both state that they were just picked to do it and assumed it was because they 

were already active in singing and dancing traditions in the community. In addition, 

KuukulukaArahs to hearing that the Wolf Dance is dangerous, but perhaps was 

assured that he would be protected from death because of the blessing with holy water. 

My impression from these two Wolf Dancers is that they agreed to perform in the 

Wolf Dance because it was an honor and because they were deemed worthy enough to 

be part of this dance. There was no thought of ever turning it down. They see their 

participation in the dance as their way of maintaining some King Island traditions. 

Compared to Agm aluq and Ajjiyauna, they do not seem as concerned with the stories 

associated with the Wolf Dance.

I also talked to Quiruna who was one o f the female dancers. She is also in 

her late 20s, and grew up in Nome. Her comment is interesting because she claims 

that she was never told any stories associated with the dance. I can only assume that 

the elders felt it was more important for her to learn the motions, and that they felt that 

she did not need to be told the story that one of the Wolf Dancer dies.
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The 1991 Interpretations of the Wolf Dance

The “old folks” like Tiulana and Saasaagaemphasize that they are doing the 

1991 performance in order to teach "our system" to the “young people” of King 

Island. This is in contrast to Tiulana’s emphasis in the 1982 performance, in which he 

stated several times that the Wolf Dance was done to promote “respect” among the 

people. In other words, Tiulana and Saasaagaemphasize that they want to preserve 

the King Island “way of life”. La/a Charles, and emphasize the values taught to 

them by Tiulana. They also reiterated Tiulana's earlier 1982 ideas of what the Wolf 

Dance means: to create respect among people. However, they do not necessarily 

emphasize their roles in cultural revitalization, although they are certainly aware of 

them. Agnmaluq and Agiyauna are very conscious of the affects of Westernization on 

their culture, so they have learned what they can from the "old folks". They also feel 

that it is up to them to “keep up the legend”. In other words, they, too, want to 

preserve old King Island ways. Charles’s co-Wolf Dancers, Junior and Kuukuluk, 

never discussed the fact that the Wolf Dance was done to foster “respect”. Instead, 

they just assume that they were picked to be Wolf Dancers because they were active 

performers in King Island dance events. These two young men tend to see their 

participation as an honor, and they emphasized this even though they had heard the 

story that the Wolf Dance was dangerous. Junior and Kuukulukdid not give much 

credence to the fact that their own lives might be in danger. Finally, Quiruna, one of 

the female dancers in the 1991 performance, only remembers being taught the motions 

to the dances. She, too, felt it was an honor to be chosen to dance.

Although I did not reiterate Anaulitfo comment from Chapter Ten here, I want 

to make a final note that A nauliq seems to be laying claim to the Wolf Dance itself. 

Anauliq stated to me that "They say that [the Wolf Dance] came from Kawerak. But 

we're the ones who kept it going." This implies that the people of Kawerak no longer 

remember their songs and dances. However, since the King Islanders do remember,
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the Wolf Dance now "belongs" to the King Islanders by default. This sense of 

ownership further supports the statement that the Wolf Dance has become a 

commodity, the performance of which has a value of its own, and which can be owned 

and sold to impersonal audiences. The role of the Wolf Dance as a commodity is 

enhanced by the fact that it is an elaborate production that includes authentic Inupiaq 

materials, and that it is about an ancient myth. Saasaagaalso emphasizes its antiquity 

by claiming that it is "2000 years [old], give or take". By claiming the ancient Wolf 

Dance as theirs, King Islanders hope to increase their status as bearers of traditional 

culture. This shows that King Islanders are cognizant of their uniqueness in 

maintaining traditional culture, and thus, emphasize their authenticity vis a vis other 

Natives to Western audiences.

Thus, there are multiple interpretations as to the purpose of this performance of 

the Wolf Dance: to enact a return to (or revival of) King Island culture; to celebrate 

the first kill of two young King Island men; to show respect for everybody; to be 

given the honor and obligation of maintaining traditions (even without a full 

understanding of the dance); and to give evidence that supports the claim that the King 

Islanders are “traditional” and “authentic”. This range of what the Wolf Dance means 

again depends on the life experiences of the people: the “old folks” are aware that they 

must teach what they can to young King Islanders so “ our people can continue”; 

middle-aged folks remember the old stories, including that the Wolf Dance is 

dangerous, but are also aware that their roles should be to pass on these traditions; 

younger folks know that a special celebration is given for young men who kill their 

first seals; younger folks also know that it is up to them to learn these traditions so 

that King Island culture can be maintained; and, finally, some King Islanders are aware 

that they should claim being “authentic” and “traditional” in order to compete for 

recognition, money, and travel opportunities. All of these perspectives of the dance are 

operating in  this particular performance.

284

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



285

The 1991 Performance

There were several overt reasons given for performing this Wolf Dance. First, 

as Lalanotes in Chapter One, it was done to celebrate the first kill of a seal by two 

young King Island men. Second, Gojr/claim s that Tiulana told him that the dance 

must be performed every ten years. None of the early accounts of the Wolf 

Dance/Messenger Feast make this claim; however, according to Hawkes (1914:21), the 

traders referred to the Great Feast for the Dead as the "Ten Year Feast", although he 

was unable to find that the people themselves adhered to this fixed time period. Thus, 

it is conceivable that the Western idea that there was a ten-year period between feasts 

was picked up somehow by Tiulana, which is possible because when the Wolf Dance 

was revived in 1982, dancers researched old accounts to recreate the 1982 

performance. (Ironically, this brings up the point that Western accounts were used to 

help revive a dance almost lost because of W eaem influence.) Finally, the dominant 

theme in the discourse from the organizers of this performance is that it represents a 

return to King Island culture and traditions. Tiulana, Saasaarja, A/jiyauna, A/jmaluqvSS. 

consciously note that King Islanders want to preserve these traditions by learning from 

the old folks, and the young folks feel like they are doing their part in the maintenance 

of these traditions. As in 1982, the theme of returning is still operating in this 

performance. However, in  the 1982 performance, Tiulana emphasized that it was 

performed to foster respect and to celebrate his return to Nome, and only secondarily 

to "bring back the old memory". In 1991, the emphasis has shifted to returning to 

King Island tradition and only secondarily to fostering respect among people.

In addition, the old belief that the Wolf Dance is dangerous was circulating in 

the community during this performance. Two people specifically mention that the 

young Wolf Dancers were blessed and sprinkled with holy water prior to the 1991 

performance in order to protect them from death. These actions are understandable
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since Ugim'ing who was a Wolf Dancer in the 1982 performance, died in 1990, and 

people generally attribute his death to the fact that he was a Wolf Dancer. Since 

Ugimin£% death occurred the year before the 1991 performance and was still fresh in  

the minds of King Island community members, they apparently used the tools familiar 

to them (Catholic blessings and holy water) in order to prevent the death of a Wolf 

Dancer. In other words, the older animistic belief system is still used to explain 

phenomena and, thus, has not been stripped of its meaning and power. Although it 

seems contradictory to respond to this threat with Catholic tools, the King Island 

response is logical. By 1991, the King Island c o m m unity  had practiced Catholicism 

for at least seventy years. Because of its long-lasting influence in the community, 

Catholicism may be seen as more powerful than the animistic religion that is embodied 

in the Wolf Dance. Thus, Catholic tools were employed to forestall danger. This is 

much like the use of Western resources to counteract the affects of Westernization.

Finally, one individual attributed Tiulana’s death of cancer in 1994 to the fact 

that he made a mistake during the 1991 performance. According to this person,

Tiulana made some mistakes in his singing. As noted earlier, several people state that 

one should not make any mistakes when performing the W olf Dance. Usually, it is 

thought that if a Wolf Dancer got stuck in the wolf den hole, he would die. However, 

the person who made this statement was also taught that any Wolf Dance performer 

would die if he or she made a  mistake, and after thinking about Tiulana’s death, they 

remembered that he did indeed make a mistake, and thus that is why he died. In this 

individual's comments, another transformation in the meaning of the Wolf Dance can 

be seen. Where before, i t  was only Wolf Dancers who died after getting stuck in the 

wolf den, now anyone (even someone who is not a Wolf Dancer) who makes a 

mistake in the performance is in  danger of dying. Since this performance enacted a 

return to their traditions, and many in the community acknowledge this purpose,

Tiulana's death can be understood as a reciprocal action: his life was the price for
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revival. For this individual, then, it confirms the inherent danger of the Wolf Dance. 

Why was it dangerous? Because it was done for special reasons of returning: to 

celebrate the first kill of two young men, which presumably helps return that seal to its 

home, and to stress and enact the return of young King Islanders to the King Island 

way of life. In addition to returning, then, the themes of reciprocity and danger are 

also still operative in the 1991 performance.

In contrast to the 1982 performance, though, the 1991 performance was not a 

performance to enact peace, as it was in Tiulana's performance. This is because the 

truce enacted in the early 1980s was still in place; in  1996, Anauliq claimed the 

following in relation to the troubles in the corporation in the early 1980s: "We’re just 

[seeing] the beneficial effects now" (Aaau/iqand AJckaakaq 1996). Thus, performing 

the Wolf Dance for this purpose was not needed. However, it is interesting to note that 

many Nome King Islanders flew to Anchorage in order to participate in this dance, so this 

performance can be seen as one that brought people together. This, then, is another 

transformation in the meaning of the Wolf Dance; whereas Wolf Dances in the past 

brought people who were hostile to each other together in a peaceful way, now it brings 

community members back together who have been separated because of Western policies. 

In other words, the enemy is no longer the next village, but Western entities who have 

contributed (in the King Island view) to breakdown in the King Island community.

Thus, although the basic purpose of bringing people together has not changed, the 

reasons that force people apart have. The Wolf Dance continues to be meaningful to the 

King Islanders, although why it is meaningful and what it enacts when it is performed 

have been transformed because of their particular history.

However, this dance was clearly in flu enced  by aspects of Western society.

First, the dance was filmed for a PBS film crew. I am unsure whether or not the King 

Islanders planned this performance prior to PBS’s involvement, or whether they 

planned this performance specifically for PBS’s cameras. Second, the King Islanders
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did not give gifts to the mixed Native/non-Native audience as they did in the 1982 

performance. Oddly enough, though, reciprocity between the King Island community 

and Western society is evident. Where before the exchanges were gifts for on-going 

social obligations (food for food, song for song, etc.), now it appears that the King 

Islanders have exchanged their authenticity in return for travel and other opportunities 

from Western society. As stated earlier, this performance was again sponsored by 

many Western businesses and institutions, including Alaska Airlines, Bering Straits 

Native Corporation, Kawerak Inc., Delta Airlines, King Island Native Corporation, 

Nome Arts Council, Alaska State Council on the Arts, Nome Eskimo Community, 

Arctic Native Brotherhood (an organization that started to try to fight Western forces), 

A.C. Store, Anchorage Museum of History and Art, AFN (Alaska Federation of 

Natives, another organization like the Arctic Native Brotherhood), and the PBS film 

crew. Third, young King Islanders do not seem to know about the spiritual 

significance of the dance, or if they do, do not give this belief much credence, which 

shows the influence of Catholicism. Fourth, the Wolf Dancers were never told that 

they were “messengers”, unlike Aisana, who stated that the elders told him he was a 

messenger during the 1982 performance. Fifth, a sense of ownership and proprietary 

right to perform this dance appear to have surfaced with this performance, which 

shows that the King Islanders view this Wolf Dance as a commodity that will give 

them more opportunities in the future.

Overall, the 1991 performance shows that although the same general knowledge 

of the dance is there, that knowledge is being transmitted in a cultural context filled 

with new paradigms of Catholicism, Western education, cultural revitalization, and the 

commodification of authenticity. This has caused transformations in  the specific details 

of how and why the dance is performed. It also shows the com m unity's uneasy truce 

with Western society; they denigrate its effects because of the many problems it has 

caused, yet they have also accommodated aspects of Western society in Wolf Dance
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performances, such as public folklore funding and their need for Western society to 

recognize their authenticity. Thus, the 1991 Wolf Dance still embodies inherent 

tensions that cannot be resolved. These tensions have changed, though. They have 

gone from friendship and enmity between villages and death and renewal of life in  the 

pre-Christian setting to tensions of old vs. new, Western vs. non-Westem, and island 

vs. mainland living. Therefore, the Wolf Dance continues to be an appropriate choice 

for the King Islanders since it can effectively represent and symbolize tensions in 

contemporary King Island life.
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CONCLUSION

Ritual theorists, including Durkheim, Leach, Gluckman, Douglas, and Turner 

(cf. Durkheim 1964, Leach 1954, Douglas 1982, Gluckman 1963, Morris 1987:220

246; Bell 1997:23-60), all generally believe, in  Leach’s words, that "ritual action and 

belief are alike to be understood as forms of symbolic statement about the social order 

. . . Ritual makes explicit the social structure . . . "  (Leach 1954:14-15). In this sense, 

these theorists suggest that rituals mirror how a society is ideally organized. However, 

Leach (ibid.:4) also states that, in practice, the social structure "consists of a set of 

ideas about the distribution of power between persons and groups". The Wolf Dance 

exemplifies both the general social structure and the distribution of power between 

persons and groups. For instance, although smaller Inupiaq communities had a 

relatively egalararian social order, larger Inupiaq c o m m unitie s  showed hierarchical 

power relations between men, particularly in  the organization of skinboat crews for 

hunting (cf., for example, Bogojavlensky 1969). This is then reflected in Wolf Dance 

performances, which were organized by an uim alikot skinboat captain. The role of 

the aoz/s&Xwas to direct the rest of his crew, giving instructions on the building of 

hunting gear and when and how to hunt. In the Wolf Dance, the role of the main 

drummer was usually taken by an um /nlitwho directed the Wolf Dancers and helpers 

in their motions. In addition, during the first part of the Wolf Dance in early twentieth 

century performances, the host village greeted the visitors with song and food.

Visitors then reciprocated with songs and gifts of their own. These reciprocal actions 

served to initiate peaceful relations with each other, which is the overt purpose of the 

Wolf Dance, and the actions themselves reflect the basic Inupiaq value of reciprocity.

I would also argue, though, that while rituals are symbolic statements about a 

society's social values and general cultural beliefs, this does not mean that the
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statements are static. Rather, as suggested by those who take a performance approach 

(cf. Drewal 1992; Schieffelin 1985; Tambiah 1979; Bauman 1977), the meanings and 

interpretations of these symbolic statements change in new and different historical 

contexts. In other words, as Bell states, “ritual participants . . .  reinterpret value-laden 

symbols as they communicate them” (1997:73). The performance school thus 

acknowledges that individuals are social agents who creatively broker social beliefs, 

social action, and values in new circumstances.

For example, in the first part of the Wolf Dance, formerly hostile hosts and 

guests are trying to reach some sort of accomodation to each other, which is enabled 

through reciprocity. In the 1982 performance, King Islanders also gave out gifts; from 

the point of view of an outsider, this action might merely symbolize the reciprocal 

actions of former times, especially considering that the reciprocal exchange of gifts for 

goods that one did not have was no longer needed in the contemporary context. 

However, from the point of view of the King Island community, they had received 

funds for this revival, as well as a recognition of their uniqueness from Western 

society. They also received some recognition, from other Natives, of their ability to 

revive traditional forms, showing that it is possible to counteract the devastating effects 

of Westernization. The giving of gifts by the King Islanders showed that they were 

reciprocating for what they had received in return. In the 1991 performance, they did 

not give out gifts to this much larger audience, although by demonstrating to other 

Natives that young King Islanders can learn these traditions, they give the gift that it  is 

possible for youth to regain an interest in such traditions.

The second part of the Wolf Dance, where the Wolf Dancers jump backward 

into the wolf dens, also exemplifies social values. In particular, it  reminds the King 

Islanders of the dangers inherent in the performance of the Wolf Dance. Where 

before, the dangers came from hunting, traveling, and making peace, now the danger 

comes from the price that must be paid to enact a returning. The danger is enhanced
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by the story that if a Wolf Dancer gets caught in the wolf den hole, he will die. Even 

the use of real wolf head masks with feathers that make the wolves appear to be alive 

serves to impress upon the audience that this dance is dangerous. The price that the 

community pays to enact a returning is also seen as a reciprocal action: whatever is 

requested by the community is paid for by the death of the Wolf Dancer.

The third part of the dance, which I believe are dances performed to enact the 

return of the dead eagle's spirit, serve to remind the King Islanders of their relationship 

to animals. Embodied in this relationship is the idea that the eagles (as well as other 

animals) allow themselves to be killed by humans. Therefore, humans must 

reciprocate by performing certain actions to return the spirit of the dead animals to their 

homes where they can be reborn. In contemporary performances, the basic structure of 

this relationship to other animals is still operative, as evident in Labis comment that the 

dance is done to "celebrate the first kill" of two young King Island men.

Finally, the fourth part of the Wolf Dance, which is first performed by the 

Wolf Dancers, followed by the "teasing" of the women dancers, embodies the 

ambivalent nature of the Wolf Dance. In early twentieth century performances, when 

the men first danced this part, they ended by pointing to the "door", which was a hole 

in the floor of the community house. Uncle Aaluguq states that they did this to 

indicate to their visitors that the performance was concluded and the guests must leave. 

Contemporary performances also end this way, signifying that the Wolf Dance has 

ended. This action of pointing to the door is ambivalent because it emphasizes that 

both guests and hosts must return to everyday life, which can be seen as a rather 

sudden switch of emphasis after the excitement of the Wolf Dance. Then, when the 

women "run the gauntlet" between the two columns of men, the men attempt to catch 

them. If they do, they are said to "tease their joking (cross) cousin". As mentioned 

earlier in the dissertation, the relationship between cross cousins embodied the tension 

between friends and enemies.
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Thus performances of the Wolf Dance, then and now, are not only symbolic of 

the social structure but also of general cultural themes of reciprocity, danger, returning, 

and the tension between friendship and enmity. However, I would add to this idea that 

rituals embody the social order and values another point: namely, that rituals can also 

reflect the histories of particular groups.

Throughout this dissertation, I have tried to show how performances of the 

King Island Wolf Dance have changed in meaning and purpose throughout the 

twentieth century while still maintaining its basic themes. I do this primarily to 

understand why the King Islanders chose to revive this ritual in  1982, and again in  

1991. The Wolf Dance that is performed today reflects this history. For instance, 

some parts of the dance have been taken out to accommodate objections based in 

Catholicism. It has also been shortened to accommodate its new audience comprised 

of non-Natives. The community’s choice of the Wolf Dance over the Polar Bear 

Dance also shows in part an accommodation to audiences that desire to see dramatic, 

exotic and “authentic" Others. This accommodation reflects not only tourism, but the 

commodification of these authentic performances. The Wolf Dance was also revived 

because it exemplified the community's ambivalence about their relocation to the 

Alaskan mainland. Finally, it reflects not only a King Island effort, but a  Pan-Eskimo 

and Pan-Indian effort, to revive cultural traditions in the face of Western policies that 

sought to destroy them.

However, the basic themes of returning, reciprocity, danger, and inherent 

tensions continue to be meaningful in contemporary performances. These basic themes 

are exemplified in King Island performances of the Wolf Dance. First, as I have 

shown, the Wolf Dance was performed in order to enact some kind of return. It could 

be the return of an eagle spirit; it could be the return home of a  man lost on the Bering 

Sea ice; it could be the return of the first sea mammals killed by young men; it could 

be the return to peace; it could be the return to the community after a  factional dispute;
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and it could be the return of young King Island people back to King Island traditions. 

These returns are all significant to the King Islanders, but what is being returned (or 

returned to) reflects changing historical circumstances: returns of animal spirits 

ensured hunting success needed in  former times; the return of a hunter lost on the ice 

maintained the numbers of hunters needed for the survival of the community, also 

needed in the past; a return to peace united the community, which was needed after 

relocation and the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act separated them; and a return to 

King Island traditions was needed to counteract problems arising from Westernization. 

Because a great need for these retumings existed (since all ensured the survival of the 

community in one way or another), the King Islanders turned to the Wolf Dance, 

which alone has the power and flexibility to enact these various kinds of retumings

The power of the Wolf Dance to enact these returns derives from its 

requirement of reciprocal action. In other words, it is a  ritual of exchange and 

communion. Thus, if the King Islanders specifically ask for something special from 

the wolf and eagle spirits, a reciprocal action from the King Islanders is needed. 

Apparently, my great-grandfather communicated this understanding to Rasmussen in 

1924, for Rasmussen wrote: “ . . . merrymaking and war succeeded each other. It 

could not be otherwise . . . For who would exchange the joy of festivity for the 

intolerable monotony which made life so empty before the eagle’s gift?” (1932:32).

His statement implies that the gift of merrymaking was accompanied by death and war. 

I interpret this to mean that all good things come with a price. Thus, early twentieth 

century understandings of the King Island Wolf Dance have been transformed so that 

today, returning requires the death of a Wolf Dancer. In so doing, the dance continues 

to exemplify the themes of reciprocity and danger.

The sacrifice of one of the W olf Dancers is related to the final theme: the 

inherent tensions that are expressed in  a performance of the W olf Dance. Through the 

Wolf Dance, the King Islanders attempt to control their fate. However, after the Wolf
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Dance is performed and before someone dies, conceivably any one of the Wolf 

Dancers has an equal chance of dying. 1 The unpredictable nature of who will actually 

die is summed up in King Island discourse: "They say one of those Wolf Dancers 

will die". In other words, because they are never sure who will die after a 

performance, the dance serves to remind King Islanders of the unpredictable nature of 

their life. Even when they attempt to diminish this danger by "greasing" the wolf den 

holes, the idea that a  Wolf Dancer can die still exists. Thus, the unpredictability of the 

Wolf Dancer's death shows that the control the King Islanders are trying to exert over 

their lives is only temporary and confined to what it is they wish to return. In other 

words, the conflict between control and unpredictability is not necessarily resolved in 

the Wolf Dance, but is rather explicitly expressed in  a  ritual context in order to restore, 

as Eckert and Newmark (1980:209) state, a stable ambiguity between the two so that 

they are reminded that the potential for either outcome can happen.

This runs counter to what some ritual theorists assert happens in ritual. Both 

Gluckman (1963:18) and Turner (1957:129) believed that everyday social conflicts 

explicitly expressed in ritual affirmed the unity and solidarity of the group. Turner in 

particular believed that ritual was the sole mechanism for the resolution of social 

conflict, and that its social function was to integrate politically the parties to a conflict 

such that social equilibrium was reestablished. Turner thought that this resolution of 

conflict was universal for all rituals. However, as I have shown in this dissertation, 

the conflicts and tensions inherent in the Wolf Dance are never resolved. Rather, they 

are brought into balance with each other. Thus, twentieth century performances of the 

King Island Wolf Dance embody these unresolvable tensions: between control and 

unpredictability; between the return of life and the cause of death; between the request

* After the fact, a death is explained by the idea that the Wolf Dancer made a mistake. However, it 
could be years before someone dies, as evidenced by UgimiaAs participation in the 1982 Wolf Dance 
and his death in 1990. Eight years elapsed before a Wolf Dancer died, which serves to enhance the 
anxiety and unpredictable nature of this cost to the community
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and use of Western resources and the need to resist them; between the use of Catholic

blessings and holy water and the traditional belief that a Wolf Dancer will die; and

between the need for interdependence with mainland Natives and an assertion of

uniqueness apart from them. This embodiment of tensions, rather than a resolution of

them, can also be found in Yup'ik “songs of indigestion" performed in  the Yup'ik

Messenger Feast (Fienup-Riordan 1994:334-336), as well as in the Central Eskimo

song duel (Eckert and Newmark 1980). Fienup-Riordan (1994:336) claims that

“Instead of a means to resolve conflict, the performance of 'songs of indigestion'

maintained the ambiguity [between inter- and intragroup cooperation and competition]

so essential to community life". Eckert and Newmark (1980:208-209) explain why it

was so important to ritually express these tensions:

To the Eskimo the world was an inscrutable place peopled by 
unpredictable supernatural beings who could capriciously create scarcity 
or abundance, happiness or sorrow. Life was hard, starvation common 
and violent death a frequent reminder of the realities of existence.
These facts of life provided a stark contrast to the Eskimo's ideological 
models of behavior, the disjuncture can be partially explained as a 
response to the opposing demands for co-operation and competition.
The social milieu exerted contradictory pressures upon the individual 

. and as a result all personal relationships were fraught with suspicion 
and uncertainty. Within the song duel there was an interplay between 
these many factors: individualistic with community needs, creative 
urges with societal controls, conflict with co-operation, and festivity 
with hostility . . .

In other words, the song duel embodies their social reality: abundance and scarcity, 

life and death, and conflict and co-operation were always possible; it was through 

chance that one or the other happened. They go on to explain that the song duel 

temporarily reconciles or balances these tensions, while at the same time it 

demonstrates that the potential for one or the other always exists (ibid.:209).

Gluckman or Turner, in contrast, would argue that the conflicts and/or tensions are 

always overcome with ritual.
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As Cruikshank (1998:46) so succinctly states about stories from the Yukon 

Territory, "Stories connect people in such a world, and they unify interrupted 

memories that are part of any complex life. Rooted in ancient tradition, they can be 

used in strikingly modem ways". Such is the case for the King Island Wolf Dance: it 

connects the dispersed contemporary King Island community by providing us with 

"order and continuity in  a rapidly changing world" (ibid.:xiii). Twentieth century 

performances of the King Island Wolf Dance, chosen for various reasons ranging from 

the creation and return to peace, to the return of animal spirits or humans to their 

communities, to supplying the touristic demand for the exotic Other, to embodying 

ambiguity and balancing tensions, may mean and enact different things for different 

people. Yet, these different meanings and purposes share basic Inupiaq values of 

returning, reciprocity and danger, the meanings of which continue to bind us together 

as a community. This reflects contemporary King Island life, in  which all community 

members have disparate histories and live in different places, yet we are still connected 

to one another. If we were to forget the price of the dance or to try to resolve these 

tensions, we would lose that which makes King Islanders distinct from other Natives. 

The social tensions and contradictions that are embodied in the Wolf Dance have 

become our badge of identity. Therefore, the Wolf Dance, as i t  is performed by and 

discussed among King Islanders today, really does belong to and define us.
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