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Editorial
What an exciting and transformative 6 months for Dig It! Our 
Journal simultaneously became peer-reviewed, international, 
and larger – including more pages and including more people 
into the editorial process.
It has been an ever rewarding experience, and I look forward to 
holding in my hands the printed Journal with 7 research papers 
from authors in 5 countries; 2 field reports; 2 conference and 
website reviews; 1 interview with a veteran of archaeology; and 
a friendly ‘hello’ from a fellow archaeology student journal from 
Buffalo, US.
I would like to extend the warmest ‘thank you’ to my three 
congenial fellow editors Jordan Ralph, Antoinette Hennessey 
and Matthew Ebbs for their drive, motivation, ingenious ideas 
and hard work. To the authors for trusting us with their papers 
and spending days and nights improving them. To the permanent 
review panel consisting of Rhiannon Agutter, Amy Batchelor, 
Robert DeWet-Jones, Anna Foroozani, Simon Munt, Dianne 
Riley, Zoe Robinson, Fiona Shanahan, Rhiannon Stammers, 
Isabel Wheeler for their gentle language editing. To the 
anonymous reviewers for their insightful feedback. To ArchSoc 
for their financial, organisational and emotional support.
Dig It intends to provide opportunities for professional 
development to young researchers who wish to familiarise 
themselves with the different roles in the publishing process, 
from writing over editing and layouting through to reviewing. 
As it turns out, the greatest learning experience was probably had 
by us editors, after all – and we would like to thank everybody 
else involved in the Journal for allowing us to transform an idea 
sketched in December 2013, through trial and error and hard 
work, into something to be proud of. With the mouse still dizzy 
from the final layouting work, we are looking forward to the next 
challenge that will be Dig It Volume 2, Issue 2. 
Jana Rogasch
Editor, Dig It: The Journal of the Flinders Archaeological Society
<jana.rogasch@flinders.edu.au>

President’s Address
I would firstly like to say welcome to our new and continuing 
members for 2014. We look forward to delivering an outstanding 
service of both professional development and social networking 
to our Society’s members. I would like to thank the 2013 
committee for their efforts in providing a great network for both 
students and professionals. ArchSoc continues to be the largest 
and most active student archaeological society in Australia, a 
feat that has been recognised by other institutions around the 
country. 
A number of ArchSoc and Departmental events have kept our 
Society busy throughout the start of the year. These events 
include the Digger’s Shield cricket match against the Paleontology 
Society, the National Archaeology Student Conference (NASC) 
hosted at Flinders University, the Ruth and Vincent Megaw 
Annual Lecture in Archaeology and Art, presented by Professor 
Emeritus Brian Fagan, and recently, the maritime-themed 
annual pub crawl. We are hoping to run a field exercise later in 
the year, details to be advised. ArchSoc activities are displayed on 
the notice board outside HUMN 112 and details are sent out via 
our mailing list <archsoc@flinders.edu.au> so keep an eye out 
for future events.
As some of our returning members may notice, Dig It has 
now become a peer-reviewed journal. As our membership has 
grown this year, we are also gaining a number of international 
readers and contributors. The editorial team welcomes your 
contributions for future issues of Dig It. I would encourage our 
members to publish here where many of your fellow peers can 
read up on what other members are conducting research on. 
Now in our 22nd year of existence, the Flinders Archaeological 
Society will continue to flourish, bringing out the best in our 
members for the industry of tomorrow. Get involved when you 
can! We are always looking for volunteers to lend a hand, generate 
new ideas, help run social events and professional development 
opportunities, or simply come along and show some support. I 
hope to see all of you around some time on campus or at one 
of our many events. Don’t forget to follow us on Twitter (@
FlindersArchSoc), like our Facebook page, and follow our blog 
(http://flindersarchsoc.org).
Bradley Guadagnin
President, Flinders Archaeological Society 2014
<guad0002@flinders.edu.au>

Adelaide city at dusk. Photograph: Andrew Wilkinson, 2014
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Abstract
There is currently no evidence of pre-historic Yup’ik kayaks or 
kayak models that have survived post-contact. This paper examines 
three kayak models recovered during archaeological excavations in 
a pre-contact Yup’ik Eskimo site in Quinhagak, Alaska in 2013. 
The paper compares these representations of Nunalleq kayaks with 
other Yup’ik kayaks in the region and speculates about their use as 
elements of traditional knowledge transfer and teaching in Yup’ik 
culture.

Introduction 
Quinhagak in southwest Alaska (Figure 1), United States, is a 
village of approximately 700 people (City-Data 2011), almost 
all of whom are Yup’ik-speaking Eskimos of the Bering Sea 
region. The rich prehistory of the area was little understood until 
recently, when excavations by Richard Knecht, University of 
Aberdeen in Scotland, began to shed light on the prehistory of a 
Yup’ik settlement located near the current village (Rick Knecht, 
personal communication, August 2013). This site became known 
as Nunalleq or ‘old village’ in Yup’ik (or Yupitt). A small sample 
of three kayak miniatures found during the 2013 field season 
is discussed in this paper. The different forms of kayaks and 
their importance as integral elements of subsistence practices 
for Yup’ik (and other) people are well documented in northern 
studies (Zimmerley 1986; Adney and Chapelle 1964). There 
is also information regarding traditional knowledge transfer 
about kayak use and construction being passed down from 
father to son (Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982; Rick Knecht, personal 
communication, August 2013) and it is speculated in the paper 
that this may have been one function of the pre-contact Nunalleq 
models found in 2013. It is hoped that a larger sample size from 
field seasons extending through to 2017, and oral history work 
commencing in 2014, will provide more information.
Yup’ik kayaks are known from the earliest ethnographic reports, 
but there are currently no surviving full-size Yup’ik kayaks from 
the pre-contact period. Early ethnographic collections and 
photographs from southwest Alaska by Edward Nelson (1899) 
and George Gordon (1917) are valuable sources of data about 
kayaks from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Ethnographic work from the mid-twentieth century by Margaret 
Lantis (1946, 1960) and more recent work, notably by Ann 
Fienup Riordan and David Zimmerley from the 1980s onward, 
provides information about the social and cultural meanings 
associated with kayaks. Kayaks were not only functional but were 
an important symbol for all Eskimos as well. Not only did the 
watercraft represent the ability to exploit the oceans for food and 
useful animal parts, trade, and exploration, it was also a hunter’s 
most prized possession and a symbol of manhood (Fitzhugh and 
Kaplan 1982:60). In Eskimo culture, to be able to give food and 
other goods away to the less fortunate of your village also granted 
wealth, prestige, and access to women; this was brought about 

by being a skilled kayaker and hunter, and having a good kayak 
was part of a man’s success (Zimmerly 1986:40). This sharing 
of consumable goods is still practised today in most villages in 
Alaska (Warren Jones, personal communication, August 2013). 
During the 2013 excavation season by University of Aberdeen 
archaeologists, three miniature kayaks were recovered which 
may provide broad information on the Yup’ik kayaks from 
Nunalleq’s occupation. These miniatures are assumed to be 
representations of a local subtype of the Bering Sea kayak style. 
This paper aims to compare the form of the Nunalleq miniatures 
with other regional Yup’ik kayak forms known from Nunivak 
Island and Hooper Bay and the region along the south coastal 
portion of Norton Sound, (Figure 1). For the purposes of this 
paper, Nunivak and Hooper Bay have been categorised into one 
group, as the differences between the two subtypes are minimal, 
as noted by Zimmerly (1986:39). 

Location of the Nunalleq site
Currently, the Central Yup’ik Region (Figure 2) has a population 
of over 23,000 Yup’ik Eskimos in over 60 villages (Fienup-
Riordan 2005:xiv; Marlow 2009:1). Transport and access to the 
majority of villages is limited to plane, boat, and snowmobile. 
As can be seen in Figure 1, Quinhagak and the Nunalleq site are 
situated almost in the middle of the Central Yup’ik Region, along 
the coast of the Bering Sea. 
The Nunalleq archaeological site is located on the coast of, about 
3km from the present day village of Quinhagak (Figure 1). The 
site was occupied between 1350 AD and 1650 AD, before contact 
with Europeans (Knecht 2012:21). This occupation period ended 
abruptly when the village was attacked in what is known as the 
Bow and Arrow War (Knecht 2012:23). During the Bow and 
Arrow War, it is clear that the village was burned as evidenced by 
the stratigraphic layers of charcoal and burned orange clay levels 
representing collapsed roofing sods. The site, in its entirety, is 
under serious threat from coastal erosion and could easily slide 
into the sea with a single major storm (Rick Knecht, personal 
communication, August 2013). Fortunately, the preservation of 
artefacts is aided by permafrost. Although permafrost is extremely 
inconvenient for excavating it does help to greatly preserve 

Yup’ik Eskimo Kayak Miniatures: 
Preliminary notes on kayaks from the Nunalleq site

Figure 1: Map of Alaska with Quinhagak indicated (City-Data 2011)
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artefacts. As a consequence of global warming, permafrost is 
thawing earlier and freezing later in the year. This winter, for 
instance, there has been little snow in Alaska and the soil of the 
Nunalleq site has not been fully frozen in the uppermost levels 
(Warren Jones, personal communication, January 2014). This 
means that due to changing environmental conditions, which 
have negative impact on the site, recovering the artefacts and 
information from the Nunalleq site is imperative to contribute to 
our understanding of pre-contact Yup’ik Eskimo culture.

Yup’ik Eskimo culture and subsistence
Pre-contact knowledge transfer and learning among Yup’ik 
people traditionally was through oral culture, with no written 
history or transcribed language. Children were taught about 
subsistence practices, culture and social systems through stories, 
toys, legends, and examples of behaviour. Boyd and Richerson 
(2005:24-26) have persuasively written about the collective 
knowledge shared with each child through social learning, 
which forms an accumulated pool of information over numerous 
generations. The accumulation of generational learning produces 
a body of cultural knowledge that is highly adaptive, particularly 
about appropriate technologies for subsistence practices. This 
set of cultural intuitive resources allowed Yup’ik Eskimos, like 
other oral cultures, to adapt swiftly to changes in their local 
environment and teach each child about their social and cultural 
roles in village life. 
Although coastal Yup’ik, like those of Nunalleq, were seasonally 
nomadic, the abundance of terrestrial plant and animal life, in 
addition to marine foods, allowed them to have a comparatively 
settled life in a fixed geographical area (Fienup-Riordan 2005:vx) 
compared to other hunter and gatherers who follow a more 
active seasonal year of subsistence activities. Certainly for the 
Yup’ik, fish and marine mammals such as seal, small whale, and 
walrus were, and continue to be, a significant part of their diet 
(Nash et al. 2013:161). Zagoskin, an early explorer in what was 
formerly Russian America, referred to salmon as the “bread of 
all coastal dwellers of the Eastern Ocean and Bering Sea” in the 
Early Historic and Historic Eras (Knudson et al 2003:445). 

Eskimo kayak use
Sea mammal hunting and fishing in the Bering Sea region took 
place from both kayaks and larger open boats called umiaks.
It is known that Eskimos of the Bering Sea region, particularly 
Siberian Eskimos, used umiaks, a large open craft capable of 
carrying multiple people and cargo. Currently, no evidence 

of umiaks has been discovered at the Nunalleq site. Kayaks or 
qayaq (in Yup’ik) (Kuntz 1998:19) were used by all Eskimos for 
hunting fish, large sea mammals, and sometimes land mammals. 
Kayaks were fast and relatively easy to silently manoeuvre to get 
close to mammals that were then killed using a variety of means 
including darts (Boyd and Richerson 2005:57), harpoons, spears, 
clubs, and bolas for waterfowl. Kayaks were an adaptive solution 
to the environment because of their slim and efficient hull 
designs, which allowed for sustainable and fast paddling. There 
have been several accounts of European sailors on whaling ships 
who were shocked to realise that even under full sail, Eskimos in 
kayaks, riding the surf, were passing them (Kuntz 1998:18). 
Kayaks were not only used in Alaska. Skin-covered kayaks 
were also used by Eskimos of Canada and Greenland as well 
as in northern Europe, Asia, and other parts of North America 
(Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982:60). It is believed that Eskimo kayaks 
are the most evolved forms of kayak, with Bering Sea kayak 
designs being the most complex and sophisticated (Fitzhugh and 
Kaplan 1982:60). Where Eskimo kayaks originated is unknown 
but they could have developed, more than ten thousand years 
ago, along the southern rim of the Bering Land Bridge, where 
people were learning to hunt large sea mammals in freezing 
waters (Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982:60). Their lightweight, strong, 
and seaworthy capabilities were perfect for navigating over ice 
and through the rough and freezing northern waters. Kayak 
construction was taught to young men by older men through the 
generations. This might have been done at the outset through 
trial and error, by evaluating alternatives, judging whose boats 
were better constructed and more efficient, and exploring how 
to combine differences in design to develop the best kayak 
possible (Boyd and Richerson 2005:57). In the environment of 
shared learning in a group, there is also the possibility that a 
young person might think of an alternative that could better the 
construction. Boyd and Richerson (2005:54) note that adaptation 
results from information processing capacities wired into the 
brain by natural selection operating on genes and collective 
knowledge. Therefore, each generation of kayak builders had 
the possibility to make a more efficient and effective seagoing 
vessel. Nevertheless, only small modifications to overall design 
and structure could be anticipated because individuals were not 
exposed to vastly different watercraft designs in the pre-contact 
period. 
The functional needs, design, and construction parameters of 
a kayak were clear. The driftwood frame made it lightweight 
so that a single male hunter could haul it over land and ice. 
Driftwood had to be used as the Bering Sea region is located 
above the tree line, i.e. the region is too far north for the growth 
of forests, meaning that all wood used in the prehistoric period 
was driftwood collected on shore. The seal skin covering was 
tough, did not add much to the weight, and meant that the hull 
could not be torn by newly formed, sharp ice, and would not 
freeze. Finally, with a paddler wearing a gutskin skirt parka, 
which was lashed to, and sealed, around the cockpit, the kayak 
was practically unsinkable (Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982:60). 
Kayaks would have been used to hunt fish including salmon, 
halibut, tom cod, flounder, whitefish, blackfish, capelin, smelt, 
needlefish, and pike. Seal, walrus, beluga whale, moose, caribou, 
bear, fox, otter, Arctic hare, muskrat, beaver, and waterfowl were 
also hunted from kayaks (Fienup-Riordan 2005:xv; Zimmerly 
1986:43). The hunting of land mammals was initiated from the 
water and finished by using the kayak to make landfall near the 
water’s edge to collect the kill. 

Figure 2: Alaskan map divided into Eskimo regions (after Marlow 2009:1)
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The construction of a kayak was a deeply important rite of 
passage for men and was steeped in ritual. A man started kayak 
construction by recycling parts of his previous kayak and adding 
new pieces of driftwood, sometimes using naturally bent pieces 
of stumpwood saved specifically for this purpose (Fitzhugh and 
Kaplan 1982:60). The measurements of each piece of the wooden 
frame were calculated using different parts or a combination of 
parts of the maker’s body – for example, the span of a hand. The 
frame was built up in pieces and fastened with pegs and lashings 
made of rawhide (Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982:60, 61; Zimmerly 
1986:40). The hunter’s wife provided the sewn bearded seal skin 
that was used to cover the frame (Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982:60, 
61). Zimmerly (1986:40) suggests that the kayak required 
three sealskins for the hull and two sealskins for the decks. The 
provision of the sealskin cover by the hunter’s wife reflects the 
fundamental separation in Yup’ik culture of the types of tasks, 
spaces, and roles that men and women played in society (Frink 
2006:111). On Nunivak Island, women could enter the men’s 
house to aid in the construction of kayak using skins but there 
were restrictions on both sex’s behaviour while in the same space. 
It is also very likely that men also knew how to sew the skins and 
took part in kayak sewing and repair (Frink 2009:22).
The final touches made to a kayak were in the form of 
carvings, paintings, and symbology. The kayak would be given 
mythological markings and symbols for luck, for protection, 
as thanks to the hunted animals, and for hunter identification. 
The bow or stern shape could be modified and symbols would 
be painted on the hunter’s paddles to further communicate 
cultural ideals (Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982:60, 61). Protection 
from dangerous sea spirits came in the form of inogo or charm 
iconography painted on the inside of the kayak by a shaman, 
and possibly the dried head of a loon or carving of a sea creature 
that the hunter had been threatened by previously (Fitzhugh and 
Kaplan 1982:60, 61). Finally, two carved faces, one of a frowning 
female and another of a smiling male, would be secured on the 
underside of the cockpit rim, on either side of the hunter’s seat. 
These spirit helpers were found on all kayaks in the Yukon-
Kuskokwim region (the geographical region where Quinhagak 
and the Nunalleq site are situated) and would keep the hunter 
husband connected to his wife (Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982:60, 
61). The hunter may also have face charms on the handles of his 
paddle along with personal markings and sexual iconography 
(Fitzhugh and Kaplan 1982:60, 61). Each kayak would have had 
different markings, and so too did each local community’s kayak 
design differ from those of other villages and/or regions. 

Yup’ik kayak design elements
The only known examples of the Nunalleq kayak subtype are 
the miniatures excavated in 2012 and 2013; three examples from 
2013 are examined here. Presented in this paper is a cursory 
comparison based on visual inspection of the bow, stern, and 
hull form of the 2013 excavated examples. This information is 
compared to bow, stern, and hull form of ethnographic examples 
from Nunivak Island/Hooper Bay and South Norton Sound 
subtypes. It is assumed that these miniatures are not to any 
particular scale and cannot be used for a definitive comparison. 
An answer to further questions is likely to only be possible 
when full size examples are excavated and measurements can be 
obtained. 
Bering Sea kayak designs were found from Bristol Bay to Norton 
Sound (Zimmerly 1986:39), the major region in which the old 

Nunalleq village was situated (Figure 2). Although the need for 
kayaks was critical to subsistence hunting, their design differed 
from region to region and from community to community. 
Bering Sea kayaks had broad and deep hulls with a flattened but 
not fully flat bottom and rounded bilges (Zimmerly 1986:41). 
This flattened bottom can be clearly seen in the excavated 
miniatures - Kayaks One, Two, and Three (Figures 4, 6, and 8). 
The broad and deep hull is represented in all the Nunalleq kayak 
miniatures (Figures 3, 4, 6, 7, and 8). The wide cockpits in Yup’ik 
kayaks were mainly for the storage of game, but also allowed for 
two people to sit back to back, which allowed for a ‘tail gunner’ 
during a war raid on a neighbouring village (Zimmerly 1986:41). 
This wide kayak cockpit form appears to be the case for Kayaks 
One, Two and Three (Figures 3, 6, and 7). 
Turning our attention to the bow of the miniatures, these 
examples make drawing conclusions difficult. There is some 
suggestion that the Nunivak Island kayak bow design tapered to a 
point, then flared out again to a smaller point and that this might 
have been for towing or tethering the kayak (Kuntz 1998:64). 
Zimmerly makes no mention of this design feature for Nunivak 
Island (Figure 9), Hooper Bay, or Norton Sound kayaks (Figure 
10). There is loose evidence of this bow design with Kayak One 
(Figure 3) but it is not a very convincing example if this is, in fact, 
what it represents. The stern of Kayak One (Figure 3) might be 
a better example of this design feature, but again, it is not fully 
convincing. 
There is certainly a similarity in the bow design of Nunivak/
Hooper Bay kayaks and the miniatures from Nunalleq, but 
there appears to be a difference between the miniatures and the 
Norton Sound kayaks. As can be seen with all three miniature 
kayaks from the Nunalleq site (Figures 3, 4, 6, 7, and 8) and the 
kayak from Nunivak (Figure 9), the bow narrows to a point both 
upwardly and forward. The Nunivak kayak frame (Figure 9) and 
Kayak One (Figure 5) both show one and two holes, respectively, 
in the bow. Conversely, the bow of the Norton Sound kayaks 
(Figure 10) flattens on top and ends with an incomplete hole at 
the top of the sphere, pincer-like and almost like a crab claw. 
The stern of the Norton Sound kayak (Figure 10) echoes that of 
the Nunivak kayak (Figure 9), but these stern designs differ from 
the Nunalleq miniatures. The stern of the Norton Sound kayaks 
has an obvious tapering along the port and starboard sides and 
this can be seen on all kayaks in all figures. There is, however, a 
notch on the stern’s topside, which appears flush with the end 
of the kayak (Figure 10). This notch is more pronounced on 
both the Nunivak kayaks (Figure 9) and, as mentioned before, 
Zimmerly (1982:41) suggests that this is a representation of an 
animal tail and this notch or tail on the Nunivak kayaks plainly 
continues beyond the main end of the kayaks. There is no 
mention of whether the notch or tail has any structural purpose 
other than representational. None of the miniatures from the 
Nunalleq site (Figures 3, 4, 6, 7, and 8) show this notch in any 
form. In fact, Kayak One’s stern (Figure 4) actually slants back 
toward the bow rather than being a continuation of the vessel. 
Kayak Two (Figure 5) and Kayak Three (Figure 8) all show the 
stern ending in a considerable point. Kayak Three’s stern looks to 
be broken, but this may just be damage from being in the ground 
for centuries and not a deliberate feature or ending. 
These miniatures do not definitively indicate that the Nunalleq 
kayaks did not have the notched or tailed stern. It is also 
important to remember that all Nunalleq kayak miniatures were 
fairly simply made, without the fine detail known from examples 
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collected after contact. Miniatures known from Nunivak and 
Norton Sound, on the other hand, were made after contact and 
using metal tools. In the absence of any metal at the Nunalleq 
site, it is assumed these miniatures were made using traditional 
methods and stone and animal tooth carving tools.
Kayaks One and Two (Figures 3, 4, and 6), visually, look more 
similar to each other than Kayak Three (Figures 7 and 8). Kayak 
One is narrower (as seen in Table 1), and both Kayak One 
and Two are made of a darker wood, and have flatter bottoms 
than Kayak Three. Kayak Two (Figures 6) is the only miniature 
without a wooden peg (thought to represent the hunter or be the 
place where a more elaborate miniature hunter might be place 
on top) in the cockpit. This does not mean that it did not exist. 
Kayak Two was found in the processing screen rather that in situ 
so a peg could have snapped off. Kayak Two is also the smallest 
of the miniatures and the peg may not have existed to begin with. 
It could be difficult to carve out, or place, a small peg in a 6.5cm 
kayak cockpit (Figures 6) rather than a 11cm-24.5cm kayak 
miniature (Figures 3 and 7). 

Minitature Length (cm) Width (cm)
Kayak One 24.5 3.1
Kayak Two 6.5 Information could 

not be obtained
Kayak Three 11 3
Paddle 10.6 1.4 (blade)

Fitzhugh and Kaplan (1982:64) suggest that the variations of 

kayak style, along with kayak decoration, identified local social 
groups or allowed recognition of the individuality of the hunter at 
a distance. Norton Sound and Yukon River kayaks were narrower 
and lighter because they were used in less turbulent waters rather 
than those that were used in the open ocean around Nunivak 
Island and Hooper Bay. Fitzhugh and Kaplan (1982:64) further 
make mention that the farther south one travelled from Nunivak 
Island, the shallower kayaks became, as well as longer and 
narrower. This may explain the Nunalleq miniatures’ structural 
differences compared to the Nunivak/Hooper Bay, and Norton 
Sound miniatures. 

Elements of bow design
Two holes appear in Kayak One’s bow (Figure 5) but they do 
not go all the way through. There is no definitive reference on 
what bow designs represent in kayak construction. Zimmerly 
(1986:41) notes that the bow and stern shapes may represent the 
head and tail of the hunter’s helper spirit, based on Figure 8. The 
hole within an otherwise solid shape is also a consistent theme in 
Eskimo mythology and cosmology (Fienup-Riordan 1988:266). 
Animals fell to Earth, to be of use to man, through a hole in 
the Creator’s hand, symbolised by the pierced thumbless hand 
(Fienup-Riordan 1988:266). Another interpretation of the open 
hole put forward by Fitzhugh and Kaplan (1982:109) is that the 
perforated hand belongs to a compassionate spirit who allows 
some hunted sea mammals to slip through the hole and return 
safely to their underwater homes. In reading these sources, one 
can think of other possible interpretations. During August 2014, 
oral history interviews with elders will take place and will explore 
the symbolic elements of Nunalleq kayak design including the 
hole in the bow. One possible explanation to be explored is 

whether the hole in the bow may be the opening through which 
the sea mammal can slip, to give himself symbolically to the 
hunter. The symbolic passage between underwater space and 
time and the world above, the hole in the creator’s hand, and the 
hole in sea ice used for winter hunting could all be represented in 
some symbolic manner by the hole in the bow. 

Kayak Paddle 

Table 1: Approximate measurements of miniatures

Figure 3: Miniature Kayak One from Nunalleq site 2013 (photograph by 
Rick Knecht)

Figure 4: Close up of miniature Kayak One from Nunalleq site 2013 
(photograph by Rick Knecht)

Figure 5: Close up of bow of Kayak One from Nunalleq site 2013 
(photograph by author)

Figure 6: Miniature Kayak Two from Nunalleq site 2013 (photograph by 
Rick Knecht)

Figure 7: Miniature Kayak Three from Nunalleq site 2013 (photograph by 
Rick Knecht)
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A good indication that these miniatures are a close representation 
of Yup’ik kayaks is the miniature kayak paddle (Figure 11) 
recovered from the Nunalleq site. Zimmerly (1986:41) makes 
note of the Nunivak/Hooper Bay kayakers using a single bladed 
paddle, rather than a double bladed paddle. It is obvious from 
Figure 11 and Zimmerly’s (1986:41) detailing of paddle form that 
both are similar. The kayaks could be paddled from a kneeling 
or standing position and a short paddle could be used to silently 
scull the kayak with one hand to within harpooning distance of a 
sea mammal. Miniature paddles can also been seen in association 
with the Norton Sound miniature (Figure 10). It has been noted 
that some Eskimo graves were marked by driftwood kayaks and 
paddles (Kuntz 1998:22).

Conclusion
Bering Sea kayaks, considered to be the most sophisticated in 
Alaska, shared attributes with all kayaks. They were typically 
made of driftwood frames covered in seal skin, and were 
lightweight, strong, and seaworthy, perfect for navigating over 
ice and through the rough seas in northern regions, and for 
skilful hunting. Kayaks were not only important for survival 
and subsistence, but for the social roles of men in Yup’ik Eskimo 
society, and it is known that older men taught younger hunters 
and boys about kayak construction. In the absence of full size 
examples of pre-contact Yup’ik kayaks, the well-preserved 
miniature kayak models recovered at the Nunalleq site, close 
to Quinhagak in Alaska, offer opportunities for a preliminary 
comparison of regional subtypes. Based on the assumption that 
the Nunalleq miniatures are close representations of full-scale 
watercraft, they are compared to other ethnographic Yup’ik 
kayaks from Nunivak Island/Hooper Bay and Norton Sound 
subregions. The Nunalleq kayak miniatures are consistent with 
the Central Yup’ik kayak designs from the ethnographic period, 

as shown in photos and drawings from a variety of sources such as 
Adney and Chapelle (1964), Zimmerly (1986) and Fitzhugh and 
Kaplan (1982). An obvious difference between kayaks depicted 
in these sources and the Nunalleq archaeological specimens 
is seen in the form of the stern. It will require a larger sample 
size to determine whether the stern is a definitive aspect of the 
Nunalleq subtype, and whether the sterns of these miniatures are 
an accurate representation of Nunalleq’s local design variation of 
Yup’ik kayaks before contact. 
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