
Vol. 17. Nos. 1-2. shamaN spriNg/autumN 2009

Tumaralria’s Drum
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The following pages discuss the choice by contemporary Yup’ik elders 
to showcase a 100-year-old shaman drum in a national exhibition of 
their way of life. Elders’ interpretation of the toothy cavity on the drum’s 
handle is compared to their understanding of similar objects in other 
nineteenth-century museum collections, many also associated with sha-
manism. Drums like Tumaralria’s played an essential role in shamanic 
enactments of power in southwest Alaska. Today these shaman drums are 
not rejected or hidden but given a prominent place in public statements 
and displays, telling us as much about the present as the past.

In August 2003 a dozen Yup’ik Eskimo elders and educators met at the 
Yupiit Piciryarait Museum and Cultural Center in Bethel, Alaska, to 
plan an exhibition presenting their way of life. During the meeting the 
group named the exhibition Yuungnaqpiallerput/The Way We Genu-
inely Live: Masterworks of Yup’ik Science and Survival. They deter-
mined to organize objects following the seasonal cycle—beginning 
with preparation in the qasgi (communal men’s house); moving through 
spring, summer, and fall activities; and ending with celebration of the 
harvest in the winter village. They were careful to speak in the present 
tense, as many essential activities continue to this day. Elders empha-
sized the significance of various objects, including the kayak, bow, 
and negcik (gaff) or “life hook” required to venture onto the ice, but 
the group decided that visitors should be greeted by one representative 
object—Tumaralria’s drum (pls. 1, 2).

Nelson Island elder Paul John stressed the importance of the drum as a 
metaphor for the continued vitality of the Yup’ik way of life: “I have said 
many times that God gave us our traditions to keep until the end of the 
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world. That’s how it is. Our ancestors were in that drum. When Christian 
religions came around, all of our ancestors came out of that drum. But 
nowadays, it is like you Yup’ik people are working toward putting us 
back inside that drum. We shouldn’t think that our traditional ways are 
nothing. They are very valuable things.” Frank Andrew of Kwigillingok, 
a man of tremendous knowledge, noted: “The drum is indeed most 
important. Our ancestors used it in December. It was like they were giv-
ing thanks for the things that they harvested starting from January, and 
they were joyous, and the host village would invite other villages. All vil-
lages used the drum down on the coast and took part in dancing. That’s 
why the drum is truly the most important item. Our ancestors kept the 
drum’s sound alive, trying to follow its customary ways. What they said 
will be good—to see the drum first when entering.” Frank concluded: 
“The reverberation of the drum kept everyone together.”

The group then discussed both cauyat (dance drums) and apqara’arcuutet 
(shamans’ drums, lit., “devices for asking,” from apqara-, “to ask about 
something”). Paul John spoke at length about how angalkut (shamans) 
used these drums to heal people in the past. Marie Meade spoke of her 
experiences with a group of young people working in collections at the 
National Museum of the American Indian in July 2002. Staff had asked 
each student to write about an object from their collection for NMAI’s 
website. A girl from Newtok was drawn to a drum collected by the 
Kuskokwim trader A. H. Twitchell in the early 1900s. The drum’s handle 
had been shaped like a human body, with its stomach cut open and the 
cavity lined with teeth. The girl sat quietly on the floor, looking at it, and 
gradually all the other students gathered around her. Marie described 
the power she and the others felt emanating from the drum as they laid 
their hands upon it. Marie suggested that after being stored for such a 
long time, the girl’s quiet disposition had allowed the drum to open and 
release healing energy that all could feel. Frank Andrew remarked that 
perhaps it had belonged to Ugka, an angalkuq (shaman) from Apruka’ar, 
said to have had a drum with a handle in the shape of a child with its 
stomach split open and lined with teeth.

Paul John’s daughter, Theresa, then spoke of her experiences several 
years before at the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts. 
There she had examined a fine and little-known collection of Yup’ik 
material gathered by Israel Albert Lee, a New Englander who traveled to 
Alaska in 1897 in search of gold and later ran a trading post on Nelson 
Island. Lee returned home to Salem in 1910, bringing with him a large 



7Tumaralria’s Drum

barrel filled with bowls, blades, skin clothing, masks, and a drum. He 
invited everyone in his family to choose one object from the barrel. Lee 
later served as a letter carrier in Salem, and before his death in 1943 
donated much of his collection to the Peabody Essex Museum, including 
the Nelson Island drum. For Theresa, the drum was memorable:

At that place I saw a drum [like that described by Marie and Frank] with the stom-
ach split open, lined with very small teeth. The whole area had teeth, like he just 
said. [The human figure] had its arms spread out, and it was a handle. The drum 
covering had three designs on it as well—the ones flying up there, the ones below 
trying to live on land, and the ones down there swimming in the ocean.

A long piece of thread was attached to the drumstick, and its open stomach 
had a lot of teeth on it. At the Peabody Museum, they said that a person going to 
spring camp took it. I couldn’t forget it, so I drew the picture on paper and called 
it shaman’s healing drum. It had real teeth on its handle and three designs. Up 
above were designs of things on earth, birds and others, and there were people 
living on land, and down in the ocean were designs of sea mammals.

Paul John listened to his daughter, nodding in agreement, then said:

It was probably Tumaralria’s drum. They referred to it in a story. He was the 
strongest among all the angalkut on the [Bering Sea] coast. There was no 
other [shaman] who was more powerful. [He] could accomplish anything. 
And he could travel through the ground when he wanted to.

Long after [Tumaralria] died, when that person was born, he used to hear of 
Tumaralria, a powerful angalkuq on Nelson Island. He had become an adult 
then, and when he was able to construct a kayak, he was roughly-cutting the 
shapes of his kayak parts during summer, what they call qanilqerluki, right 
below the first village of the people of Tununak [cutting], the ayagarkat [rib 
parts], amuvigkat [lower bow parts], and kagaalurkat [stern bottom parts]. He 
left the kayak parts that he constructed at their winter village.

Winter came, and a large mass of shorefast ice developed. He apparently 
had one dog. He went to get his kayak parts. They say that the provisions he 
had were raw frozen blackfish from the inner funnel of the fishtrap.

When he arrived down below the old village of Tununak, he went inside 
the qasgi and brought his dog inside. And they ate his provisions, and he even 
gave his dog something to eat. And they didn’t finish their provisions.



8 Ann Fienup-Riordan, Alice Rearden and Marie Meade

When he was done, he went to bed, and because he ate frozen fish, he was cold, 
and his dog was curled up right below him. As he was trying to sleep, when the 
qasgi jolted, he suddenly woke up. They say there was a full moon. The floor of 
the qasgi suddenly detached, and he could go outside through [that crack].

Back then when they used to encounter apparitions, since he heard about 
haunting occurrences in stories, thinking that the part where the qasgi broke 
apart might go back in place, he took their leftovers and threw them under-
neath it and they rolled outside, but nothing happened to the qasgi, and it was 
still detached. When he thought he heard something, he listened closely and 
heard movement from the area near the village of Tununak. He saw that a 
person was approaching.

When [that person] arrived right outside, he entered through the area where 
there was usually a door up front, and when he stood in front of him, he told him, 
“Because I didn’t want you to be cold when you slept here all night, I have come 
to get you so that you can sleep up there at a place where you won’t feel cold.” 
He suddenly thought, “They say that when they reply to these ghosts, they lose 
their ability to talk.” And his dog wasn’t aware of anything. His dog hadn’t moved 
from his curled position. Even though they say that dogs are aware and can sense 
ghosts, his dog didn’t sense anything and stayed curled up.

When he thought that, the one who went to get him replied, “You will not lose 
your ability to talk, even though you speak to me. I’m not a ghost. Just get up and 
come with me.” He got up and went with him up there. When they went inland, 
he saw a village up ahead in a place where no village usually is. And their qasgi 
was visible. He brought him to the qasgi and brought him inside, and it was very 
hot in there and not cold whatsoever. When he laid down, he fell asleep.

After a while, the one next to him woke him up and told him, “It’s time for 
you to get up. The one who will offer us [food] is about to come in.” Just as 
he woke, the one who was giving [them food] handed it to the one who went 
to get him, a bowl filled with partly-melted whitefish. He said to him, “Do 
not feel squeamish about the next thing that they will offer you but accept it 
without any qualms.” When the next one arrived, she was holding a bowl like 
that previous one. He looked inside and saw that it was filled with a child with 
its stomach split open, and it looked as though the area where the stomach 
was split had teeth around it. Even though he had told him to accept it without 
being squeamish, he stayed and didn’t extend his arms.

When he didn’t extend his arms to take it, the one next to him told him, 
“So, you don’t want to accept it. It’s okay if you don’t want to accept it.” He 
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told that one to take it back. When she took it out, he faced him, talking about 
the contents of his bowl. “Let’s eat this together.” They ate. He ate the partly-
melted whitefish with him.

When he was finished, he told him, “Now, you should return. I’ll follow 
you when you go down.” He put on his skin boots, and when he went out, he 
went with him. And as they were going down toward the qasgi where he first 
slept, that one told him, “I wonder what you think I am. What do you think I 
am?” That person said to him, “I don’t know.” When he said he didn’t know, 
he told him, “Now, have you heard of the angalkuq of the people of Nelson 
Island, Tumaralria? I am him. Since I didn’t want you to sleep in a cold place 
but wanted you to sleep warm, I went to get you. When you return home, 
there are people still alive in your village who have heard of me. [Tell them,] 
“Tumaralria had me sleep in a place where I wouldn’t be cold.”

When he returned, he told that story, since he had heard of Tumaralria, the 
angalkuq of the people of Nelson Island.

When he told the story, those people said that since he wasn’t malicious 
when he was their angalkuq, he still had compassion for people. Those people 
were praising him because he took pity on him.

That was probably Tumaralria’s drum.

Many stories are told to this day about Tumaralria and his younger 
brother. According to Paul John, a couple living in Tununak many years 
ago was unable to have children and begged help from an angalkuq. He 
used his powers to help, later telling them that he had gotten them two 
sons descended from ircenrraat (extraordinary persons appearing in 
human and animal form). After the sons were born, the woman scolded 
them, almost causing them to return to their original home. A fellow vil-
lager saw the boys by the ocean shore, where Tumaralria was showing 
his brother the path they would follow. He put his hands on the small 
waves, palms up, and used his little fingers to lift up the water, reveal-
ing the footprints of the angalkuq who had fetched them. The villager 
recounted what he had seen to the boys’ human parents, who never 
scolded them again. (Shield and Fienup-Riordan 2003: 478–505)

As he grew to manhood, Tumaralria revealed himself to be a power-
ful angalkuq, one who repeatedly used his strength to help the people 
of Nelson Island. To emphasize Tumaralria’s abilities, Paul John (July 
2007) told the story of four powerful angalkut living in the village of 
Paingarmiut. When another angalkut arrived, they would fight that 
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person with their powers until he was near death. Their eldest shaman, 
Caniqamelnguq, was the most powerful among them. Paul continued:

When [Caniqamelnguq] became elderly, while he was sitting inside his home, 
the third angalkuq ran in and said excitedly, “I’ve come to get you! Since 
Tumaralria, the powerful Nelson Island angalkuq, has arrived, we are about 
to attack him.”

Caniqamelnguq said to them, “My goodness, when you ask me to ellas-
nguaq [? travel through the sky], I do so once in a while. Tumaralria is too 
powerful for you. When you tell me to view things from the sky, I can’t get 
close to him when I see him in the sky. If he touches me, I wouldn’t be suc-
cessful. He’s too powerful. Leave him be.”

That person said, “My, one person won’t be this powerful. Come to the 
qasgi now.” Caniqamelnguq said to him, “I told you, since I’ve seen what 
he’s like! If you are tired of living, go ahead and attack him. I don’t want to 
die early. I won’t go to the qasgi.”

They say they decided not to attack him, since their most powerful angalkuq 
told him to attack him only if they were tired of living.

Tumaralria is, indeed, a well-known coastal shaman and, by asso-
ciation, his drum a valued item. After listening to Marie, Paul, and 
Theresa, all agreed to request the drum for the Yuungnaqpiallerput 
exhibition. Whether or not the drum had actually belonged to Tumaral-
ria, its Nelson Island origin and obvious association with once powerful 
angalkut made it an appropriate choice. The Peabody Essex denied 
our original request, as conservators judged it too fragile to travel to 
Alaska; however, on learning what the drum meant to the community, 
they relented. When Yuungnaqpiallerput opened at the Anchorage 
Museum in February 2008, Tumaralria’s drum was the first thing visi-
tors encountered (Fienup-Riordan 2007).

The Monstrous Mouth
The drum’s striking design is not unique. Yup’ik shaman drums in other 
museum collections have similar handles. In 1989 Wassilie Evan and 
Willie Beans visited the Sheldon Jackson Museum in Sitka, Alaska, and 
identified an extraordinary drum collected in the 1890s as belonging 
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to the lower Yukon shaman, Irurpak (Long Legs). Like Tumaralria’s 
drum, its handle was shaped like a human figure with a slash lined with 
fox teeth running the length of its body. Elders subsequently requested 
the drum for inclusion in the Yup’ik mask exhibition, Agayuliyararput/
Our Way of Making Prayer (Fienup-Riordan 1996:180). Unlike the 
Peabody Essex Museum, the Sheldon Jackson Museum was unable to 
grant their request due to the drum’s age. Yup’ik community members, 
however, were not deterred, and they commissioned John McIntyre of 
Bethel to make a replica of the drum, which Andy Paukan of St. Marys 
presented to the people during opening ceremonies in Toksook Bay in 
January 1996. Like Tumaralria’s drum, the replica of Irurpak’s drum 
was given a place of honor in the Agayuliyararput exhibition.

The Norwegian collector Johan Adrian Jacobsen also collected a 
number of shamanic pieces displaying toothy cavities. He described 
one fish-shaped drum handle from Nushagak (IVA5428) with two per-
forated hands and an open belly studded with reindeer teeth, as belong-
ing to a shaman’s drum. Working in collections at the Ethnologisches 
Museum Berlin, Catherine Moore (September 1997) from Emmonak 
demonstrated how to hold the handle with the drum frame (fastened on 
the top of the fish’s head) close to and covering her face, and Wassilie 
Berlin described its use:

This handle does not look like those that go on regular drums. It’s quite long. 
This looks like the size handle that would be held by angalkut when they went 
into meditative songs scrutinizing events. Angalkut used drums which were 
called apqara’arcuutet [lit., “devices for asking”].

This was the handle of an apqara’arcuun [shaman drum]. The front is shaped 
like a mouth with teeth. Such drums were small, and I’ve seen them, too. They 
held them in front of their faces and struck their drumsticks toward them.

Wassilie Berlin then described how angalkut had special songs they 
sang apqara’arluteng (asking for things) when they communicated 
with their avneq (other half). As the avneq spoke in song, only the 
angalkuq could understand what was said. Wassilie then held up the 
drum, and Catherine described a personal experience:

The person I saw beating the drum toward herself had a drum with a short 
handle, and each day she sat and drummed and sang, covering her face with 
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the drum. Her drum was small, but it was a genuine drum. Her mother told us 
not to go near her, but her mother would sit next to her as she drummed. The 
woman’s skin had some kind of festering cuts. When I came in from playing, 
she would still be sitting at the same spot and singing. And the rest of the 
people in the house didn’t complain about her singing and allowed her to do 
that. When she and her mother stayed with us for a short time, she did that. 
Perhaps she was an angalkuq because she drummed and sang every day.

The little boy I saw at that time being trained by an angalkuq was very 
lively and nimble. And since we knew that he was being trained to be an 
angalkuq, we were afraid of him.

Catherine then described how once she and a friend were alone in a 
house when the boy entered and asked them if they wanted to hear his 
avneq as it came up from underground. He proceeded to cover his head 
with a seal-gut garment and to mumble something to summon it while 
rustling the garment. Then the girls heard someone’s voice coming up 
from the ground, but muffled and low, and they ran from the house in 
terror: “His avneq was coming up to meet him as he was singing and 
mumbling words.” Later the boy’s grandfather stopped his training when 
he began mumbling and snickering to himself and acting strangely.

At the Ethnologisches Museum Berlin, elders also examined two large 
wooden figures (IVA4464, IVA4196) from the lower Yukon with toothy 
cavities running along their backs. Jacobsen designated them both as 
“Slaowikmiu-Tonnerak,” which translates as Ellam Yua tuunraq, “spirit 
of the Person of the Universe.” Jacobsen interpreted them as both “thun-
der devil” and “lightening spirit,” and said they were hung in the entry-
ways of houses as protective figures for children: “Among rich people 
the children are entrusted into the care of a shaman, meaning that he is 
responsible for keeping the children healthy. This is the reason for mak-
ing such figures; then he forces the spirits under his power to go into the 
figure, which will then protect the children during his absence.” Jacob-
sen said that the toothy cavity on the back of each figure was intended 
to “lock in the spirit of the lightening,” among others, and marked it as a 
protective spirit. One (IVA4464) was also named “Inrok-Palok-Aderok-
Nomnajorte” or Iinruq paluqtaruaq enem nayurtii, “spirit in beaver form 
guarding the house.” These were valued items and not something people 
were willing to part with. Jacobsen candidly wrote: “I obtained this 
figure [IVA4196] in a house whose inhabitants had gone on a reindeer 
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hunt; the protective god was left behind. This gave me the opportunity 
to obtain the seemingly unattainable figure, something I had tried for 
months.” (Fienup-Riordan 2005: 222)

Working with Frank Andrew and other elders at the Yupiit Piciryarait 
Museum in December 2002, Alex Bird of Emmonak was inspired to 
comment while examining a three-inch-tall wooden person with a 
toothy cavity in its belly, said to have been owned by a shaman.

Some women exercised their shamanic powers back then, and the same with men. 
I will talk about what I heard because the stomach of this [figure] is open.

 They called that [male] angalkuq Teggalquq [Stone] back when there were 
angalkut. That woman was messing with him because apparently she was an 
angalkuq. Because she was an angalkuq, she asked him to do what men do.

That man, Teggalquq, was an angalkuq, and that woman was an angalkuq 
as well. When he was about to lay on her, he saw that the woman was cut open 
from this part of her body, she was probably opened like this [wooden figure]. 
If he lay on top of her, that woman would kill him. Because angalkut are wise, 
he lay down with a log on him, and put that log inside that female angalkuq.

Then he let go. After a while, that woman started to have stomach pains, 
hurting inside because her fellow male angalkuq had put a log inside her. He 
pretended that piece of wood was part of his body. Those angalkut of the past 
always tried to be wise. I just recalled that story they told because her [stom-
ach] was open [like this figure]. This is an object used by angalkut.

The toothy cavities appearing on both Tumaralria’s and Irurpak’s 
drums, as well as on other shamanic objects, have strong associations 
in Yup’ik iconography and oral tradition. Nonhuman persons, they say, 
possessed extraordinary sight, hearing, and smell, so that humans had 
to control their own vision, noise, and odor when dealing with them. 
The Yupiit also marshaled the forms and functions of the human mouth 
in their concept of the spirit world. A small, carved animal appears in 
the mouth of many masks, representing the hope for abundant game 
in the future. Other masks possess a twisted or distorted mouth, often 
associated with ircenrraat. Many accounts depict these supernatural 
beings as half human/half animal or, alternately, human and animal. 
Masks representing ircenrraat show human features on one side of the 
face and animal features on the other.
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Among the most distinctive and intriguing mask features are the 
wide, toothy mouths and teeth running along great cavities in the body 
or down the arm or leg. Smithsonian naturalist Edward Nelson (1899: 
406) noted that the toothy grooves on one lower Kuskokwim mask 
indicated that the being represented had mouths all along those por-
tions of its body. This may be a reference to the creature’s predatory, 
carnivorous nature. Anthropologist Margaret Lantis (1990: 173–176) 
contended that these toothy mouths symbolize animals’ revenge on 
their human hunters. Jasper Louis (February 1994) of St. Marys said 
simply, “If the being they were creating had many teeth, they would 
make the mask look like it, too.”

Lantis (1990: 170–176) related the masks’ toothy mouths to the tra-
ditional tale of the a deformed baby with a mouth stretching from ear 
to ear that consumes its mother and others as punishment for breaking 
admonishments. The story of the big-mouthed baby is not the only tale 
featuring a creature with a toothy cavity or monstrous mouth. Cecelia 
Foxie (May 1993) of Stebbins gave a detailed account of a boy who dis-
obeyed his grandmother and went to explore a nearby knoll, which he 
discovered was a house. Inside lived a hunter lying on his belly. Similar 
to Tumaralria’s experience, a woman then served the boy a bowl. When 
she turned around, the boy saw a baby in the dish with its stomach 
slashed open, revealing canine teeth (see also Nelson 1899: 496).

Frank Andrew (February 2003: 106) told a comparable story from 
Canineq, the lower coastal area:

Their father [Kukukualek] was haunted in the qasgi of Iqukvaq. After he went 
up there, he was coming back, dragging a kayak sled. This was a time when 
no one was living in Kangirnarmiut, but they were all at spring camps. This 
was when he spent the night in their qasgi. He was alone.

After he ate supper, he went to bed in the qasgi. He kept his light on. While 
he was lying there, he heard someone walking on hard snow, talking in a 
woman’s voice. And he heard her enter the porch of the qasgi. He heard her 
say, “They said a stranger has arrived! He must be hungry!”

Because he couldn’t do anything, he took his belt and wrapped it around his 
hand. He climbed up on a rafter. Holding that [belt], he was ready to swing it. 
When she came up, he was going to whip her on her face.

He could tell when she went into the entryway. She kept saying, “They say 
that a stranger has arrived! He must be hungry!”
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The plate appeared down there. Inside it was a baby—its belly was slit open!
When her head appeared, before she came up, he whipped it in the face! After 

he whipped it, he lost all consciousness. When he woke up, daylight was com-
ing through the window. He was lying on the floor, holding onto his belt.

As soon as he woke up, he looked around, but that woman was gone. And 
that plate with a baby was gone. He talked about that time and again.

The acts of eating and biting were fraught with associations for a 
people whose day-to-day lives depended on killing and eating animals, 
and they were often featured in scary stories of supernatural retaliation. 
Licking, however, was considered a healing act in many contexts, and 
saliva was often associated with long life. Alma Keyes (February 1993) 
described an extraordinary creature, the uilurusak (also uiluruyak, 
“meadow jumping mouse”), which was capable of licking people all 
over and giving them four lives:

They said if a person emanated light within their world, if it liked him it 
would come to him when he went down to the ocean in spring. They say that 
uilurusak has four ice holes. When a person came to them, one hole would 
be in the middle. When the mouse, uilurusak, came up on the ice it would get 
bigger and bigger.

As the person stood, the mouse would climb up on him and lick and slurp 
every aperture and blemish on his body. He would stand still, though he was 
petrified when the mouse came to him. Then it would enter him through his 
big toe and again in there. The person would remain though he was frightened. 
Uilurusak would turn into a mouse with a long snout. It would enter and lick 
every scuff and blister. It would come out, slowly, totally cleaning the person. 
Then it would turn into a person and ask him, “So, what do you wish for in your 
life? Would you like to become a great hunter? What do you want?” A person 
who was energetic would wish to become a great hunter and to become power-
ful through hunting. However, if a person had sense he should wish for a long 
life, realizing that he had already been cleansed by [the uilurusak].1

1  See also Nelson (1899: 442) on Wi-lu-gho-yuk.
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The act of licking can, like the healing touch, mend injuries and restore 
a person’s senses. Wassilie Evan (March 1989) described his experience 
when the shaman Irurpak licked his eyes, restoring his sight.

I was going blind. I could not open my eyes. My father had summoned Irur-
pak. When he arrived I thought he would chant for me. After he ate he told 
me to go to him so he could lick my eyes. As he proceeded to lick my eyes I 
noticed that his tongue felt like a file. After a while he told me, “Go outside 
and tell me what you have seen.” When I first went out I did not see anything. 
It was still like a fog. I told him, “My sight did not improve.”

He then went on to lick my eyes a second time. Again he told me to go 
outside and look around. As I went out and looked around, I noticed that 
across the river the Qissunaq shoreline was almost visible, but the trees were 
not. I told him that when I went back in. “I saw a little. I noticed the shoreline 
across the river.”

Before he did it the third time he told me, “The next time you will see it as 
it is.” I went back outside as he told me. I then noticed that the shoreline of the 
Qissunaq River was visible—even the trees were very clear. Everything was 
good. When I went back inside I told him, “I can see the trees on the other side 
of the river just the way they are.” He told me that was enough. He stopped 
after the third time. He saved my sight and made my eyes open again.

The toothy mouth of a dog or wolf also was associated with heal-
ing in some contexts. Frank Andrew (January 2004: 146) described a 
healing ceremony performed in the qasgi during which a sick girl lay 
naked on a grass mat while men beat drums and the angalkuq Tairtaq 
circled her five times, dancing vigorously. After the third song, Tairtaq 
disappeared through the underground entryway, then reappeared to 
report that he had seen a dog coming down from the moon. When the 
fifth song ended, a huge dog entered the qasgi, sniffing around. After 
circling the girl, it crouched down, approached her feet, and ate the 
lower half of her body in one bite. People could hear her bones being 
crunched between its powerful teeth and saw blood gushing out of the 
sides of its jaws. The dog then ate the girl’s upper half, licked the area 
clean where the girl had been, and disappeared through the entryway. 
Soon after, fingers appeared in the entryway, and two men pulled up 
the girl—alive and restored to health.
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Cauyatulria/One Who Drums
For angalkut in southwest Alaska, the drum was an essential tool. 
Frank Andrew (September 2005: 247) eloquently explained:

People who went on spirit journeys used drums. One would use his spirit 
powers when dancing with the drum. They say an angalkuq traveled by stand-
ing and using his powers. He traveled with his body; using his spirit powers 
was a way for him to travel.

He would stand up and do the ritual. It was when he could go out and travel. 
In his mind he would travel far away, even though his body stayed behind. 
The angalkuq used the drum to see things. He would remove obstacles that he 
might face in the future, if the community asked him to travel. If they asked 
him to conjure and look through his mind’s eye, he’d use his drum and check 
coming events, preparing to deal with them.

Kit’ellriit (shamans who traveled underwater, lit., “those who fall 
into water or drown”) were aided by drummers and singers while they 
journeyed. Frank Andrew (December 2002: 342) explained:

They say they sang all night when he was gone, resting periodically when 
they were tired and then going on. They would finally stop when he arrived.

They call those [shaman songs] yuarulluut. They say other people sang for 
them when [angalkut] used their powers while standing. When [angalkut] 
used drums, they sang their own yuarulluut. But when they were standing, 
people who weren’t angalkut sang for them, because they knew their songs.

Frank Andrew (December 2002: 344) described his experience in the 
1930s in the village of Kwigillingok when he watched the angalkuq 
Ayuqsaq fly, using a drum.

They are amazing. They apparently fly seated on rocks at night. We did this 
in the evening down at Kwigillingok. We removed all the clothing from 
Ayuqsaq, a shaman a few years older than me, and sat him on a rock in a fetal 
position, binding him securely. And we pulled back these [arms] and tied his 
wrists together. We tied him up firmly with his body bent.

When he was all bound up we sat him on a rock at the edge of the floor-
boards on the back side of the qasgi. And a drum was taken out and placed 
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tilted in the tunnel entrance. Because the drum was so huge and didn’t quite 
fit, they placed it slanted in the porch. Then a drumstick was dropped beneath 
the floorboards through a crack between the boards. Then finally the lamps 
were turned off. As instructed by Ayuqsaq, those sitting toward the back wall 
began to make [ticking] sounds by slapping their tongues against their lower 
lips inside their mouths, while those sitting toward the front entrance were 
going, “Shhhh, shhh.”

While everyone made sounds, after we heard a short thud, we heard 
someone picking up the drum out there and starting to come up through the 
entrance. And once the person was inside, we suddenly heard a hissing sound 
from down below the floorboards. That was how fast the drumstick was mov-
ing. It was the drumstick we dropped beneath the floorboards. Then shortly 
after that we heard the sound of a drumbeat. The second drumbeat we heard 
came from above, then the drummer began going around quickly drumming 
as people started to sing up there. The drummer drummed following the sing-
ers and stopped every time there was a pause in the song. And as soon as the 
drumming ended, we heard a thud from the floor.

When the lamps were lit, Ayuqsaq was sitting on the rock with the drumstick 
sticking out of his mouth. The drum was sitting on his knees with the handle 
wedged in. He apparently had used his jaw and mouth to hit the drum. Yet he was 
all tied up, unable to move. When the five rounds were complete and the lamps 
were lit, we saw the bindings lose on the floor with the knots still in place.

They apparently go around five times. They call it canipgurluni when they 
do the five rounds.

Frank Andrew then described how his mischievous cousin Milton 
determined to poke Ayuqsaq with a fire poker when he flew. In prepa-
ration Milton hid the poker under bedding material near his seat. Frank 
continued:

When it was time, they prepared [Ayuqsaq]. When he would [drum], [Milton] 
would apparently reach out at him with that fire poker, but he said he never 
touched him. When he told him, Ayuqsaq said, “You will not touch me, even 
though you try to reach me. Do you think that I fly inside this qasgi? I circle 
up there above this village where you cannot poke at me, and you will not 
touch me, even if you try.”

[Ayuqsaq] pointed at that rock, “This takes me.” This [rock] took him while 
he was bent forward, and it was stuck to his buttocks. That’s what he said.
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Lerniq and Tengquq from Chefornak also did that in my presence, and 
Ayuqsaq as well. They would fly.

Frank Andrew (December 2002: 123) also described experiencing 
the powerful drumming of his cousin, who was an angalkuq:

I tested an angalkuq, my real iluraq [cross-cousin]. Let me tell you, his name 
was Mancuaq, my father’s sister’s son. He drummed like this.

It was down on one of the tributaries of Tagyaraq, the winter camp that was 
called Qamiqumiut. I was visiting there, at my deceased aunt’s. When I got 
there, I did not know that my cousin had gotten good at drumming, and he 
surprised me.

Before I laid down to sleep, when they were looking for places to sleep, I 
told them that I would sleep next to my cousin, in front of the doorway, and 
he was sleeping there. I laid down and looked and saw that his drum was 
hanging, and I pretended not to notice him and said out of surprise, “Whose 
drum is this?” After grinning, he said that it was his. He said that he would 
drum and have fun with me. He was drumming, and so I went next to him 
and listened.

I got up. Not long after drumming, he told me to sit below him and cross my 
legs with my back to him. His mother was in the back area and his daughter 
was there as well, and her other daughter was also by the back wall. I sat in 
front of him on the pillow. He sat behind me, and after that, he blew on my 
back, turning off the lights.

After some time, I started to feel cold and to shiver, and my arms started to 
shake, and they were lifting. It seemed that my breathing was going inward 
sometimes. It started to get more powerful. Eventually, my voice started to 
come out unexpectedly, and I would make the sudden noise, “Ee-ee.”

When I got to that point, I started to hear something, and I realized that 
people were laughing, those who I thought were sleeping. When it got too 
much and too powerful, I twisted the bottom part of my body and fell. That 
finally stopped when I hit the floor. They are powerful. I told him that I was 
done, that I wouldn’t do it again.

They are powerful, and people should not think the abilities of angalkut 
are nothing.

Frank Andrew (December 2002: 310) explained how angalkut used 
drums to examine a variety of situations and conditions: “They say 
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they examine by drumming, and angalkut also use drums to look for 
someone to pass on their skills to. Those drums are a way for angalkut 
to search and examine. If they stand up, they can finally use their bod-
ies to go, after examining their path with drums.” He then described 
hiding in the underground entryway of the qasgi and watching the 
angalkuq, Puyulkuk, drumming:

Puyulkuk drummed as well, and when his song was over, since he seemed to 
be moving, I became curious about what he did. I asked the one they called 
Qug’anaq, and we crawled inside the underground entryway when Puyulkuk 
was drumming in the back of the qasgi. When his face came into view, we 
stopped and lay down. Angalkut who are drumming don’t keep their eyes 
open. He was singing away and dancing with his body. When he started to 
sing faster, he would make motions and move his chin while he was drum-
ming, but he would not open his eyes when his song would suddenly end. I 
wonder what he was doing? His powers probably did that to him.

[Angalkut] don’t stay still. They say they search when they are drumming. 
When they start on their journey, they take the drumstick and move it without 
hitting [the drum]. When they want to, they start to sing and drum. Then they 
drum faster and begin again, and when they move, they finally start to hit [the 
drum], drumming like regular drummers. But they get faster when the song 
is over. When that happens, they start to speak with their avneq [other half]. 
Probably all angalkut do that.

Frank Andrew (February 2003: 40) also described watching a female 
angalkuq conjuring, using a drum:

Cupungulria was an igyararatuli [one who drums and sings to conjure her 
spirit powers], cauyatulria [one who drums]. People said her drum was small. 
When she was drumming and singing to conjure her powers, sometimes the 
drumstick would hit her face. Paru was her uicungaq [teasing cousin]. He 
criticized her drum because the drumstick would hit her face. She replied that 
when her taruq [person] is near, her drum grows into a very large drum.

Her spirit powers came to her and inhabited her. They call those who do 
that igyararatulit.

As a final testament to the essential role drums played in shamanic 
enactments of power in southwest Alaska, Frank Andrew (September 
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2005: 271) told the story of the powerful angalkuq Arnaruaq (lit., “pre-
tend woman”) who stole the drums of lesser shamans but was finally 
destroyed by one with a more powerful drum.

The story goes that a person named Arnaruaq from the Togiak River also 
instigated conflict between angalkut. Arnaruaq had two husbands who were 
nukalpiat [great hunters]. At night he turned into a woman. And during the 
day he was a man.

Arnaruaq lived on the Togiak River long ago.
The two husbands were avid bowhead-whale hunters. When they hunted 

whales they would go to the beach, and when they saw a whale diving with its 
tail out of the water, they’d shoot their arrows toward it and yell and ask that 
its body be washed up on the shore. After they said that they’d go home.

Later when they were ready, they’d go to the spot they mentioned and find a 
dead whale on the beach. The husbands of Arnaruaq would always hunt like that. 
They definitely were always provided for since Arnaruaq was an angalkuq.

Arnaruaq also would take drums that belonged to other angalkut.
In Apruka’ar that man named Keggutellek [lit., “one with teeth”] had a 

drum and would go on journeys with his drum there in his village. Then one 
day his drum disappeared. He tried to find the person responsible but couldn’t 
figure out who it was. After that he gave up.

Then once when he was preparing to go to Togiak, two boys wanted to go 
with him. So he took them along and left.

They arrived in Togiak. After they had their meal and went outside, he 
noticed a man sitting at the end of a log nearby facing the ocean. Keggutellek 
was an angalkuq. He thought to himself, “Perhaps the man sitting over there 
is Arnaruaq, the angalkuq who people talked about back home. I wish I could 
get closer and see what he looks like.”

Then he walked toward him. As he approached the man turned and looked 
at him with a straight face. He noticed that he was an old man. So not coming 
right up to him, he sat at the opposite end of the log. After he sat down they 
began conversing. [Keggutellek] said that he had heard about an angalkuq 
named Arnaruaq who lived in Togiak. The old man said that he was that per-
son and that people called him Arnaruaq.

Then Arnaruaq told him to come with him to his house so he could show 
him something. So Keggutellek followed him into his house. When they 
dropped down the hole in the porch and entered the tunnel entryway, he 
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noticed a huge whale vertebrae step below the entrance hole up ahead, the 
hole where you come up [into the main room]. There was also something to 
step on when dropping down through the front entrance hole.

When he went in he noticed that it was a big house. And on one side of the 
room, in the middle of the space along the wall, he saw a platform used as a 
bed. And he saw four posts situated as supports for the house frame. Then he 
noticed many, many drum skins tied up and down those posts. And above him 
he saw three drums hanging.

He looked at them and suddenly realized that one of the three was his drum. 
Then he thought, “So, he’s the one who took my drum.”

Then after saying something about the drum skins, he told him that after 
taking the drums from angalkut and realizing that their owners were not truly 
powerful, he usually took the drum skins off [the wooden frames] and hung 
them on the posts. And after checking and realizing they had no power, he’d 
take off the drum skins and hang them on these posts. After he told him about 
those drum skins, he turned to the drums hanging over his bed and told him 
that those drums were real. He told him that the drum hanging the farthest 
back was more powerful then the two beside it. He was talking about the drum 
he recognized. He told him that when he used it, he traveled out and couldn’t 
get to all the places it could go. He said it was a drum with real power.

Then Keggutellek said, “I wonder who it belongs to?” He said that, even 
though he knew it was his drum.

Arnaruaq said that it belonged to an angalkuq from the Kuskokwim area 
who used it to go on journeys. Keggutellek agreed with him.

After telling him those things he said, “Perhaps you have thoughts about 
going to bed with me. I won’t refuse if you can come and see me in the middle 
of the night.”

Arnaruaq said that to him, and Keggutellek didn’t say anything. He didn’t 
even nod his head and let him know that he’d come. After listening to him he 
left and went over to the qasgi.

That night, though he had not said that he would come and see him, when 
everyone in the qasgi started sleeping he got up and went over to his house. 
He went into the porch, and when he went up and looked inside the tunnel 
entryway, he immediately realized that if he dropped down through the front 
entrance hole that he’d definitely be committing suicide. There was some-
thing sitting below the back entrance hole. The vertebrae he had seen during 
the day had turned into a polar bear. It was lying curled up below the hole. 
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If he went in through the tunnel, the polar bear was going to kill him. He 
couldn’t enter.

He then started summoning all of his helpers, trying to find a way to go 
inside. Then when he found a down feather, he immediately transformed 
himself into that and dropped through the smoke hole and slowly floated 
down. When he landed on the floor he turned into a human. Then he looked 
around inside the house and spotted Arnaruaq sleeping, lying on his back with 
a blanket over him. [Arnaruaq] was a young girl after being an old man during 
the day. Arnaruaq turned into a woman at night.

Keggutellek looked at her and realized that if he touched her his body 
would surely rot and disappear. He immediately knew she was dangerous. He 
quickly recoiled, deciding not to get in bed with her.

While he stood there, she stirred in her sleep and suddenly woke up and saw 
him standing there. She got up and said, “How did you come in?” [Keggutellek 
said,] “I came in through your tunnel entryway.” [Arnaruaq replied,] “I don’t 
think you can come in through my tunnel entryway. How did you enter?” 
[Keggutellek answered,] “I came in through your tunnel entryway.” [Arnaruaq] 
would respond, “You can’t come in through my tunnel entryway.”

So for a while she kept asking him how he entered. Then [Keggutellek] 
finally said, “Since you insistently want to know how I entered, watch me, 
I’m going out now.” Then after Keggutellek stood for a moment his body 
suddenly got bright with light flashing out of him. He shone with bright light 
that suddenly went out.

Arnaruaq, after shutting his eyes because of the blinding light, opened them 
and found he was alone. [Keggutellek], who was there seconds before, was 
gone. Then he realized that he had left.

Keggutellek went back to the qasgi. When he was going back to bed he told 
his traveling companions that they were going home in the morning. The next 
morning they left. While they were going, when the sun was straight up in 
the middle, he started to feel pressure in his whole body. Then he probed into 
the situation and saw Arnaruaq with his arms and hands outstretched, and he 
could see himself and the boys going down his arm. He realized that Arnaruaq 
had gotten hold of them and that they were on his arm heading to his hand. 
Since they apparently had gotten [halfway down his arm], when he [bent] his 
arm, he apparently felt pressure in his body. And when [Arnaruaq] stretched 
out his arm, he’d feel better.
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He evidently was about to kill all of them. When they got inside the palm 
of his hand he apparently was just going to pop them and kill them instantly 
by clenching his hands. Angalkut did these things when they exercised their 
powers.

As soon as Keggutellek saw what Arnaruaq was doing he told his com-
panions that they should stop and camp. He said, “Let’s stop and go to bed.” 
And here the sun was out in the middle of the day. So they made a shelter 
and went to bed.

As soon as they went to bed, he got hold of the souls of his companions and 
kicked them toward home along with his drum. In minutes his drum reached 
their village, along with the souls of the two boys.

He then relaxed, knowing that Arnaruaq would not be able to touch them 
now because they were safe.

After he kicked them to safety, Keggutellek then took off with his spirit 
powers. He’d look back and see Arnaruaq sitting down and following behind 
him. Since he was worried that he might catch up with him, he turned abruptly 
and decided to go to his parents’ place. He headed toward the upper Yukon 
River to a place called Paluqtaviik. He kept going, trying not to be caught.

And when he finally arrived at his parents’ place he dashed inside their 
house. Seconds later, a violent bang shook their house when Arnaruaq put his 
hands on it.

They say in the upper Yukon River, a white rock, uqumyak [quartz], started 
to form there, adding color to that mountain after that incident. [That moun-
tain was the den of paluqtaviit (large beavers)]. They say when Arnaruaq 
slapped his hand on the den, it suddenly cracked open.

As soon as Keggutellek entered, his father gave him a small bow. He told 
him that Arnaruaq was about to look in through the smoke hole and that he 
should aim. And just as he aimed, [Arnaruaq] looked in. As soon as he saw 
him, he shot his arrow straight at his chest. Then they heard him roll down. 
That was when he finally killed him. They say Keggutellek killed Arnaruaq 
like that.

I think this is where the story ends. I’ve just told you one of the stories [I 
know] for your enjoyment.
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Conclusion
The dramatic toothy mouths inscribed on the handles of Tumaralria 
and Irurpak’s drums as well as other shamanic objects likely recall 
the supernatural senses of the shaman’s tuunraq (helping spirit) and 
the large-mouthed child of oral tradition—senses one dismissed at 
one’s peril. The monstrous mouth was prominent both in the shamans’ 
actions—biting and eating diseases—and in the objects they created. 
When Tumaralria’s guest was presented with a bowl containing a 
child with slit stomach, the cavity lined with teeth, he refused it. Yet 
Tumaralria treated his guest with compassion. The powerful shaman, 
Irurpak, was also a healer.

Drums like Tumaralria’s played an essential role in shamanic enact-
ments of power in southwest Alaska in the past. Today these shaman 
drums are not rejected or hidden but given a prominent place in pub-
lic statements and displays about the Yup’ik way of life. Discussions 
surrounding Tumaralria’s drum provide us with insights into Yup’ik 
history. The act of telling also reveals something about the present. 
These tales are shared with enjoyment and pleasure. Listening to Frank 
Andrew speak about his experience, Alex Bird exclaimed, “You are fun 
to listen to. When someone is there to explain them well, they are easy 
to understand.”

Cultural pride in angalkut as men and woman of extraordinary power 
and knowledge increasingly outweighs fear of them as “servants of the 
devil.” Secure in their Christian present, a generation removed from the 
emotional debate over shamanism that tore families and communities 
apart at the turn of the century, elders like Frank Andrew and Paul 
John can look at their pre-Christian past and see the positive aspects 
of what they lost. They extol the virtues of angalkut not to revive the 
practice of shamanism, but to revive pride in the Yup’ik past for future 
generations.

This dramatic openness to reown their past and their pride in pre-
senting it to the outside world has been made possible in part by the 
post-Vatican II climate of apology and forgiveness. The positive regard 
for angalkut also reflects a general revival of pride in all things Yup’ik. 
Efforts toward cultural empowerment take a multitude of forms in 
southwest Alaska today, including Yup’ik language immersion pro-
grams in the schools, multivillage dance festivals, and elders confer-
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ences. Cultural pride is also apparent in the words of village elders as 
they revisit their past.

This “speaking out” by elders comes none too soon, as few remain 
of the last generation to have experienced these dramatic shamanic 
presentations. Their elderly status may well contribute to their desire to 
share their experiences. The story of Arnaruaq was one of half-a-dozen 
stories Frank Andrew shared with Marie Meade, Alice Rearden, and 
me in September 2005. We did not know that would be the last time 
we would all be together.

Today many Yupiit proudly recall angalkut as the “scientists of our past,” 
publicly proclaiming their strengths and virtues as healers and teachers. 
Their recollections open new vistas, countering descriptions of “heathen 
sorcerers” with public claims of angalkut, men and women alike, possess-
ing extraordinary ability, empowered by our common creator.
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1 Tumaralria’s drum, collected by I. A. Lee on Nelson Island, 
1905. 53 c. long. Peabody Essex Museum, Salem, 

Massachusettes. Photo: Jeffrey Dykes.



2 Painted desings on the face of Tumaralria’s drum, depicting 
land animals above and sea animals below a black horizon, all 
encircled by elongated beasts. I. A. Lee, 1905, Peaboby Essex 

Museum, Salem, Massachusetts  
13084 (5 3/8"H x 12.5" W x 20.5" L).  
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