
ESKIMO TUN-GHAT MASK 

T HE rare mask which was collected from the Eskimo of Hooper Bay, 
Western Alaska, by W. B. Van Valin, is a remarkable portrayal of the 
power, the grotesqueness and the malevolence of the elemental beings 
which peopled their Arctic World. These are the Tun-ghat, wandering 
genii, the shades of men and of semi-human animals, and the inhabitants 
of the moon and skyland. To these the angakoks, or medicine men, gave 
visible form in carved masks which were used at the Feasts to the Dead 
and the Inviting-in Ceremony which summoned and welcomed the 
spirits of the game animals upon whose good will the existence of the 
Eskimo depends. 

Master of all animals is the Man-in-the-Moon, whose iglu, covered with 
white deerskins is surrounded by his herds in skyland. When animals 
become scarce it is the duty of the angakok to enter into a trance, for 
which he has a special technique, and journey to the moon to ask for a 
renewal of the supply. As danger awaits the visitor to the moon, two 
angakoks usually make the flight, literally to keep each other in counte-
nance. 

The Eskimo recognize that, with all its changing outline, the moon 
always presents the same aspect to the earth-dweller. By a natural 
thought transition, he pictures the Man-in-the-Moon as all front- a 
mask of a man- hollow behind. It is the custom of the Moon-dweller to 
welcome his guest with grotesque dances, and, should the visitor 
laugh, he pays the penalty of having his viscera carved out. If he keeps 
his countenance, he is given the desired game for restocking the home-
land and is dropped through the sky-hole to re-animate his awaiting 
body. 

Nothing is certainly known of the significance of the University 
Museum's Hooper Bay mask or of the meaning of a similar mask from 
the same region, which was collected a half-century ago by E.W. Nelson 
for the United States National Museum, save that they were used in a 
traditional festival. The peculiar character of the portrayal suggests that 
it represents the Moon-dweller: the wide up-curving mouth, with its 
peg-teeth, is not mere comic distortion, but is really only half a mouth; 
the nose is shown in profile, laid flat, as it were, on the oval disc of the 
face and hence but one nostril is visible . Acove the nostril, the large, 
dark concavity, painted with light circles, gives to the single eye-hole a 
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sinister expression. A slender horn or spear rising from the forehead in 
line with the eye and nostril, may stand for the weapon with which the 
Man-in-the-Moon executed his terrible punishment upon the man who 
laughed. 

The mask in the United States National Museum, has neither spine nor 
the feathers which radiate from the upper half of the Hooper Bay carving. 
That these masks relate to the Man-in-the-Moon is further suggested by 
the outline of their discs which is not a true oval but D-shaped and, 
like a moon-masquette which Nelson obtained from the Eskimo of the 
lower Koskokwin, they show the half-moon phase. 

H. N.W. 

THE AFRICAN EXPEDITION 
Mr. Henry U. Hall, wbo is conducting investigations for the Museum 

among primitive tribes in Sierra Leone, Africa, writes the following 
from Yoni. He has also sent us many interesting photographs of the 
people and their daily life of which a few are contained in the preceding 
pages. 

Yoni, January 3, 1937. 
Dear Mr. Jayne: 

On reaching Bonthe a month ago, I found that there were some inter-
esting, if rather sketchy records in the District Commissioner's office. 
It took me the best part of a fortnight to go over these and make notes on 
their contents. I have made arrangements, with the D.C.'s permission, 
with an intelligent Negro clerk in his office to type for me a number of 
letters bearing on the native risings of 1898, and have these copies 
ready for me against my return to Bonthe. 

On consulting with the D.C., I was able to arrange for the following 
programme: He sent me on here in a Government launch, after sending 
for the Chief to come and see me in Bonthe and recommending me to his 
good offices, assuring him that I had nothing to do with the collection of 
taxes or any other Government activity. From here we shall go by 
hammock or on foot across the island to Tisana at its western end, stop-
ping wherever the prospects for successful investigations are good. 
I expect our first stopping-place after Yoni will be either at Bonge or 
Mange (Bong-gay, Man-gay) about four hours' walking over sand, with 
a river to cross. On reaching Tisana, and perhaps staying there awhile, 

12 



TUN-GHAT MASK 


	mbvol6no6_001
	mbvol6no6_002
	mbvol6no6_003
	mbvol6no6_004
	mbvol6no6_005
	mbvol6no6_006
	mbvol6no6_007
	mbvol6no6_008
	mbvol6no6_009
	mbvol6no6_010
	mbvol6no6_011
	mbvol6no6_012
	mbvol6no6_013
	mbvol6no6_014
	mbvol6no6_015
	mbvol6no6_016
	mbvol6no6_017
	mbvol6no6_018
	mbvol6no6_019
	mbvol6no6_020
	mbvol6no6_021
	mbvol6no6_022
	mbvol6no6_023
	mbvol6no6_024
	mbvol6no6_025
	mbvol6no6_026
	mbvol6no6_027
	mbvol6no6_028
	mbvol6no6_029
	mbvol6no6_030
	mbvol6no6_031
	mbvol6no6_032
	mbvol6no6_033

