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Ceremonial houses called “kazgi” are built for community events and religious rituals.
Singing, dancing, and story telling are accompanied by drums and various instruments
such as rattles and clappers.

While there are many styles of Eskimo masks, there are several characteristics that are
common to most. The most common characteristic is human and animal features expressed
simultaneously or at the same time.

Other important characteristics are hoops surrounding the masks, small appendages such
as fins, hands, fish, seals, and painted details. The concentric bands that surround the
mask represent the levels of the universe. The inner ring symbolizes the earth. The outer
ring symbolizes the heavens where the great forces of weather are located.

Appendages, are also included on many Eskimo masks. Using materials such as feathers
and whale bone, the appendages are added to complete the body of the animal, human,
or spirit, represented by the mask.

Using a cloth or their fingertips, Eskimo artists applied soft subtle colors to their masks.
Made from natural pigments, red, black, white, and blue-green are the basic colors used
for adding painted details.

Many Alaskan Eskimo masks illustrate the concept of symmetry. Symmetry is present
when one side of a design is identical to the other. If an imaginary line is drawn down
the center of the design, both halves appear the same.

However, not all Eskimo masks are symmetrical in design. Asymmetry is present when
the opposite sides of a composition are not identical. The eyes made with different kinds
of shapes, a curved nose, and an uneven mouth are examples of asymmetrical features.
An asymmetrical composition sometimes creates a humorous or bizarre emotional quality.

While the older Eskimos continue to produce artwork, the younger generations have
slowly abandoned the traditional beliefs and customs that inspired the artwork. Therefore,
the art has become more of a commodity for sale and less of a religious and cultural
expression. Nevertheless, admiration and respect for the artistic heritage of the Eskimo
is expressed world-wide.
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THE MYTH OF SEDNA
MOTHER OF THE SEA BEASTS

A long time ago, a pretty young girl named Sedna lived with her father along the shoreline
of the sea. One day a handsome young man passed by in a kayak. Sedna was impressed
by his tall good looks, so when he asked her to marry him, she accepted his proposal.
Sedna and her new husband left the shore and paddled out to the sea. Suddenly, much
to her surprise, Sedna discovered that her husband was an ugly bird named Stormy Petrel.

Sedna and her father missed each other very much. One day her father set out in a
boat to search for his daughter, and when he found her she decided to leave with him.
When Sedna’s bird husband Stormy Petrel returned home and found his wife gone, he
flew all over the ocean in search of her. At last he found the boat and pleaded with
Sedna’s father to let him see his wife. The father had hidden Sedna under a pile of skins
and refused to let Petrel talk to her.

Furious, Petrel flew back and forth over the kayak, flapping his wings to create a terrible
storm. Soon water began to fill the boat and Sedna’s father grew more and more afraid.
Finally, to appease Petrel, he threw Sedna overboard into the ocean. To protect herself,
Sedna hung on to the side of the boat and refused to let go. Her father took his knife
and cut off her fingers at the top joints. As the tips of her fingers fell into the sea, they
turned into seals. Sedna still refused to let go of the kayak, so her father cut off each
finger at the knuckle. These joints turned into bearded seals as they fell into the ocean.
When Sedna kept clinging to the boat, her father cut off the last of her fingers, and
they became walrus. Slowly Sedna sank to the bottom of the ocean where she changed
into a spirit. ‘

Sedna’s father returned to his home but he was so sorry for what he had done to his
daughter that he died at the shore. The waves came and washed him to the bottom of
the sea where he joined Sedna.

Sedna is known as the “Mother of the Sea Beasts” and her father is “Father of the
Woman of the Deep”. Together, their spirits rule the underworld and the dead. Sedna
is believed to be a very powerful spirit who rewards those who follow the rules, but her
anger is something to be feared when she is offended. .

The Eskimo shaman, who acts as an intermediary between the forces of the spirit world
and the rigors of the daily life, is expected to visit Sedna in the underworld and ask
for her help with providing for the necessities of daily life. Such a journey is considered
very dangerous and must be taken carefully. Elaborate rituals are designed to protect
the shaman’s journey to and from the underworld. If Sedna agrees to help the shaman’s
people, his journey is considered successful.
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THE LEGEND OF KAJORTOQ AND THE CROW

One day a red fox named Kajortoq was walking along the edge of a cliff, when she
saw a bird sitting on its eggs in a nest. The fox called up to the bird, “I want to eat
some eggs, throw some to me!” Although she valued her eggs, the bird became frightened

and gave the fox an egg.

Before long the fox was back demanding more eggs. When the bird refused to give
her anymore, Kajortoq screamed, “If you don’t give me your eggs I will cut down this
tree with an ax and then I shall eat them all.” Very frightened, the poor bird gave the
fox some more of her eggs.

Finally, a crow who had been watching these events came to the bird. “Why did you
let that fox eat your eggs?” he asked. The bird told the crow that she was afraid the
fox would cut down the tree with an ax and all of her eggs would be lost. The crow
replied, “That fox is a liar; she has no ax! She is only trying to frighten you.”

When the crow was gone, Kajortoq returned again demanding more eggs. The bird
replied, “You may not have any more of my eggs. A crow told me you have no ax to
cut down the tree.”

The fox thought “That crow is nothing but a chatter box. I am going to hunt him.”
So the fox headed toward an open field, and layed down on the ground, pretending to
be dead. Curious, the crow approached the fox and pecked her with his beak to see if
she would stir. With great difficulty, the fox remained perfectly still. The crow moved
toward the fox’s head in order to peck out her eyes. Suddenly, the crow found himself
imprisoned in the fox’s strong jaws.

Kajortoq carried her victim to a small hill and prepared to eat him. Before the fox
could begin her meal, the crow asked, “Where is the wind coming from?” The fox thought,
“Are you crazy to ask such a question?” She opened her mouth wide to say so and the
crow flew away!




