
1 Multispecies Northern Worlds

Reimagining Human–Animal Relations in the Circumpolar North

Erica Hill and Peter Whitridge

DOI: 10.4324/9780429456947-1

An increasing number of archaeologists are incorporating insights from human–animal studies into their

reconstructions of the human past. Much of this work, like several chapters in this volume, begins with

the basic data of zooarchaeology—the species present at a site, their proportional representation, and

their depositional contexts. But the animals in these assemblages were much more than economic

resources—they led active lives in the past—as agents, co-domesticates, co-workers, and companions; as

deities, ancestors, and the spirits of the dead; as ritual helpers and scapegoats for illness or misfortune,

and even as living spaces in the cases of whales ( ; ) andHabu and Savelle 1994 Patton and Savelle 2006

mammoths ( ). Animals also functioned in utilitarian terms, employed by humans toPryor et al. 2020

negotiate status and identity, to mediate gendered labor relations, and to manifest hunting prowess and

political power. Often, the entangled lives of humans and animals involved oscillation between

ontological subjectivity and objectivity, depending on the task, location, and social context. A nineteenth-

century Inuit puppy might take the role of a lost human child, coddled and petted as a member of the

family, in the winter become a sled dog subject to the needs of a human caretaker, only to regain

autonomy in the summer, scavenging and roaming at will; its fur might ultimately trim a parka.

This volume explores the entwined human and animal histories of the circumpolar North. Here,

contributors ‘reimagine’ a more nuanced and multidimensional Arctic past co-created by humans and

other animals. The chapters in this book address a host of northern animals, demonstrating that despite

an often depauperate fauna, humans and animals led textured lives where distinctions among seals, or

flatfish, or dogs mattered. Hunting sea mammals figures in several contributions (e.g., Whitridge, Hill,

Desjardins and Hazell), highlighting the centrality of sea and ice to Indigenous adaptations in the North

American Arctic. Charismatic species, such as bears and whales, have long attracted the interest of

anthropologists, sometimes obscuring less salient species of insects, fish, birds, and mammals.

Muskrats, semiaquatic rodents ( ) broadly distributed across subarctic NorthOndatra zibethicus

America, were trapped and traded into the early twentieth century by many Athabascan groups across
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Alaska and Canada ( ). Muskrat were also valued as food and pelts for clothing and trade byNelson 1986

Yupiit of Alaska ( ). Like the whale ( ), the muskrat decided whether to enter theNelson 1899 Turner 1990

trap, which is itself a piece of complex technology that connects hunter and muskrat with gendered labor

and the prospective agency of the grasses used to construct the trap. The fur of the muskrat became part

of the parka—a multispecies masterpiece in which each animal plays a specific role. Forty muskrat make

gifts of their skins so a human might benefit from their warmth, while the wolverine contributed a ruff

and the caribou contributed a decorative trim ( ).Fienup-Riordan 2007

Each northern world discussed in this volume features a historically specific set of human–animal

relations, like that represented by a muskrat parka. Chapter authors explore constellations of human–

animal relations that are detectable archaeologically—for example, in caches ( , LeMoine et al.)Chapter 2

or at offering sites (Salmi and Kjellström). Contributors also investigate animal representations,

including fish in Mesolithic rock art (Mansrud, ), birds in northwest Siberia (Nomokonova etChapter 6

al., Chapter 9), and whales on drill bows (Whitridge, ) and boat seats (Hill, ). WhileChapter 3 Chapter 4

marine mammals are a common theme, northern inhabitants also paid considerable time and attention to

‘non-charismatic’ species, such as sculpins, benthic scorpaeniform fish, which were meaningful to

Dorset people in ways we have not yet resolved. Archaeological sites, ethnographic accounts, and

museum collections continue to yield rich material, narrative, and representational evidence with more to

tell us. Below, we briefly discuss some broad animal categories relevant to the circumpolar northern

past. This section is followed by the exploration of future prospects for work in multispecies

archaeology, including new analytical techniques. We close this introduction with short summaries of

the chapters in this volume.

Companions, Chattel, and Prey

Dogs and Other Domesticates

Domesticates—particularly reindeer (Salmi and Kjellström, this volume), but also dogs, muskoxen,

sheep, goats, and cows—have been critical to many northern peoples, including the Norse in the North

Atlantic, Sámi of Fennoscandia, and Sakha agropastoralists of Yakutia. Archaeologists and geneticists

are collaborating and using a variety of new techniques to distinguish species and date chapters of their

coevolutionary trajectories. Relations between humans and domesticates in pastoralist societies appear to

have required ontological adjustments, reflected in everything from living arrangements to 

mythopoetics. The Bronze Age Scandinavian longhouse, for example, created a shared life-space where

the temporal rhythms of human and animal lives synchronized ( ).Armstrong Oma 2010
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As recent publications demonstrate, the evolution and domestication of dogs continue to attract both

popular and scholarly attention (e.g., ; ; ; Dugatkin and Trut 2017 Losey et al. 2018b Miklósi 2018 Serpell

). Much of that recent attention has focused on early dogs in Siberia ( ; 2017 Germonpré et al. 2017 Pitul’

) and their contributions to human colonization and settlement (ko and Kasparov 2016 Ní Leathlobhair et

). The roles of dogs in northern cultural adaptations are incredibly varied (al. 2018 Pasarić and Warren

). Dogs assisted in herding ( ) and hunting ( : 152–2019 Armstrong Oma 2020 Laugrand and Oosten 2015

153). They provided traction ( ; ; ; )Ameen et al. 2019b Losey et al. 2018a Sheppard 2004 Whitridge 2018

and served as sacrificial victims ( ), companions in death (Hill 2018), and food sourcesLosey et al. 2018a

( ).McManus-Fry et al. 2018

Humans and dogs have lived together in the Arctic since at least the Late Pleistocene (Perri et al. 2021

). The unique, often ambiguous positions occupied by dogs in many human societies and their status as

the first domesticate have led to intense scrutiny of their genetics, osteology, and archaeological context,

giving them particular salience in studies of prehistoric human–animal relations ( ,Germonpré et al. 2009

2017; ; ; ).Morey 2010 Pasarić and Warren 2019 Perri 2016

Dog traction enabled Inuit sea mammal hunters to colonize high latitudes and rapidly expand across

the North American Arctic early in the second millennium AD ( ). In exchange forAmeen et al. 2019a

provisioning, dogs assisted humans by pulling sleds, dragging watercraft upriver, and serving as pack

animals. Human–canine codependence, however, did not ensure the well-being of Arctic dogs, many of

whom suffered broken ribs, fractured skulls, and tooth removal at the hands of humans (Losey et al. 2014

; ).Park 1987

Work by Kristin Armstrong Oma ( , 2020) highlights the hybrid, mediating role of dogs in sheep2016

herding societies, where dogs occupied an ambiguous ‘fringe’ position—neither wholly animal nor

wholly human, but possessing features of both. Dogs also formed triads with humans and reindeer in

Siberian pastoralist societies, where their status and roles shifted depending on task, training, and time of

year ( ).Davydov and Klokov 2018

Marine Mammals

In the North Pacific, the North Atlantic, and much of the North American Arctic, marine mammals were

keystone species in human subsistence. Today, whaling and cultural identity continue to be closely

linked among Indigenous Alaskans and, increasingly, Canadian Inuit. Whaling also has a long history in

Norway and the islands of the North Atlantic. There is strong evidence for North Atlantic whaling

during the European medieval period; the practice may have originated as early as the sixth century AD (

).Hennius et al. 2018
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From an anthropological perspective, whaling is a compelling example of how cooperative hunting

fuels status differentiation. Successful whaling favored the emergence of leadership. In Alaska, that

leader was the , the owner of the umiaq, or skin boat. An , his wife, and family acquiredumialik umialik

surplus meat, as well as resources such as walrus tusks and hides. As whaling grew in significance, a set

of beliefs and ritual practices developed that governed human relations with whales. Like other marine

prey such as seals and walrus, whales were considered persons—sentient, agential, and capable of giving

or withholding their bodies from humans. Relations with humans and whales differed based on sex and

one’s role in the hunt. The  and harpooner, closer to the whale than other crew members, woreumialik

special clothing and ornaments to please the whale. The  wife, who remained behind on land orumialik’s

ice, played a critical role in the whaling crew’s success; her behavior heavily influenced the whale and

thus the entire economy of the extended family. The example of whaling demonstrates the

embeddedness of human–animal relations in the organization of (human) labor, social relations within

and among families, and in ritual life and practice.

In some northern communities, walrus or bearded seals—rather than whales—were keystone species.

Walrus ( ) offered ivory, a highly valued and versatile material intensively sought byOdobenus rosmarus

Indigenous Arctic peoples, Norse, and later medieval traders ( ). Demand for ivoryFrei et al. 2015

conditioned both Indigenous and Norse interactions with walrus. In the western Arctic, acquisition and

control of surplus walrus meat, hides, and tusks allowed some human individuals to gain status and

prestige ( ). Walrus were the subject of ritual elaboration on both sides of BeringBogojavlensky 1969

Strait; like whales, they were considered agential persons ( ). The heads have been described asHill 2017

the focus of ceremonies among the Chukchi ( : 381) and Yupiget of Chukotka (Bogoras 1907 Krupnik

). Yet an alternative interpretation of these practices suggests that the walrus was anand Ainana 2000

invited guest, celebrating and feasting with the human community.

The Yup’ik Bladder Festival is instructive here. In Southwest Alaska through the nineteenth-century,

seals, especially bearded seals ( ), were feted each year before their bladders wereErignathus barbatus

returned to the sea ( ). As with the walrus head, the seal bladder operated viaFienup-Riordan 1990

synecdoche, with the body part representing the whole, retaining the living animal’s powers of agency

and observation. The persistence of agency in animal parts has critical implications for the study of

Arctic material culture. Sonne ( ), for example, points to the use of bearded seal for shamans’2017

gutskin parkas and boot soles. These clothing items facilitated travel between worlds by the shaman in

ways analogous to the seal’s travel between sea ice and ocean realms. Complex forms of material

culture, including watercraft ( ), harpoons ( ), and parkas, were hybrid creationsHill 2023 Whitridge 2004b

that mobilized the traits and affordances of animals. A water-resistant hide or the tensile strength of a
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seal-skin thong embodied durable and persistent animal features; sometimes these items retained the

agency of the animal as well.

Non-Charismatic Species

While charismatic species such as whales and bears have received considerable attention from

anthropologists, biologists, and wildlife managers, non-charismatic species also featured in art, narrative,

and subsistence. Greater attention to rodents, like the muskrat, and to other species identified in

zooarchaeological assemblages, such as fox, Arctic hare, and ground squirrel, would contribute to a

fuller picture of human–animal relations in the North.

Invertebrates, including insects and other small creatures, represent another category of animal

relevant to northern Indigenous peoples. Terms for these creatures used by Canadian Inuit and Yupiit of

Alaska do not map to scientific taxonomic categories. For example, the Inuktitut term  includesqupirruit

worms, spiders, and shrimp ( , 2015).  are associated withLaugrand and Oosten 2010 Qupirruit

consumption and transformation, in some cases predatory ( ). Yet in the past, they also actedRanda 2017

as messengers and divinatory beings, often in ritual contexts ( ).  is a similarlyLaugrand 2017 Ciissit

general term used by Alaskan Yupiit, and includes lice, beetles, flies, spiders, caterpillars, and worms (

). Some , such as maggots, or , have strongly negative associationsFienup-Riordan 2017a ciissit paralut

with death and devouring. Caterpillars, however, are considered agents of healing and regeneration. 

 figure in Yup’ik oral narratives and in nineteenth-century masks and ivory carvings.Ciissit

Archaeoentomology has the potential to further inform our understanding of how humans cohabited

with animals in the North ( ). In the absence of oral narratives, fine-grained recovery,Forbes et al. 2017

identification and analysis of insect taxa may provide insight on lifeways and human–animal relations,

as well as seasonality, hygiene and grooming practices, and animal husbandry. Ectoparasites, such as

lice and fleas, may be indicators of activity areas, the presence of particular species, or contact between

species. At the late pre-contact site of Nunalleq, Alaska, for example, Forbes et al. ( ) identified dog-2019

biting lice from structure floors, supporting the contention that dogs were sometimes permitted to share

human habitation. Two ectoparasites of sheep, identified in unusually large quantities at the medieval

farm of Stóraborg, Iceland, were interpreted as evidence of wool processing by Buckland and Perry (

), even in the absence of sheep bone.1989

Prospects

Multispecies Archaeology
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The visibility and influence of the approach of “multispecies archaeology” has increased since the term

was first used in print by Overton and Hamilakis in 2013. Birch ( ) pulled together a variety of2018

approaches to the material record united by their intent to decenter the human subject and elevate the

roles of non-human animals and plants in the past. Boyd ( ), however, sees this approach as2017

problematic in its potential to blur the power asymmetries that arguably inflect all social relations.

Archaeology is already multispecies, in the sense that the entirety of the human past involved relations

among humans and multiple sorts of non-humans. Zooarchaeologists, paleoethnobotanists, and

archaeoentomologists have worked for the past five decades to identify the plant and animal species that

humans consumed, represented, harnessed, harvested, and hosted. A multispecies archaeology, however,

moves beyond identification, taxon counts, and dietary proportions to explore the nature of those

relations, which could be complex, contradictory, and ambivalent. Non-humans of many kinds, like the

fish Todd ( : 61) meets in the community of Paulatuuq, arctic Canada, ‘exist and operate in2018

pluralities... simultaneously food, specimens of study for scientific research; sites of memory and stories;

non-human persons with agency.’

The multispecies approach is implicit in works that explore the idea of ‘co-domestication,’ as Fijn (

) does in her study of Mongolian herders and their horses, sheep, and goats. Multispecies relations2011

among humans, animals, and others also feature in explorations of ‘relational ontologies’ in which the

self—whether human, animal, or other—is constituted through social interaction. Objects, too, are

implicated in multispecies perspectives when those ‘objects’ are agential or animate. McNiven ( ),2018

for example, highlights the role of the Torres Strait canoe as a bird-like marine predator. Applying the

term ‘object-being,’ McNiven explains how the canoe as an animated agent mediated hunting relations

between humans and marine prey.

Multispecies archaeology might also consider the relations between humans and other humans

conceived as fundamentally ‘other,’ not quite human, or ‘like animals.’ The distinction between types of

humans is often reflected in ethnonyms, in which ‘people’ or ‘real people’ are semantically distinguished

from other kinds. Examples include the Inuit characterization of the Late Dorset Tuniit and the Norse

encounter with Greenlandic Skrælínja ( ). Other kinds of human-like creatures concernedGulløv 2016

many inhabitants of the north. In Southwest Alaska, for example,  or ‘extraordinary persons’ircenrraat

often lived close to human habitations ( ). These persons are depicted in ivory andRearden et al. 2021

wood, populate oral narratives, and respond to human acts and intentions ( ). ForFienup-Riordan 2017b

Yupiit, they are indeed sentient and agential persons, albeit not in the same mold as ‘real people.’

Some humans, through mishap, illness, or misfortune, could become less-than or not-quite-human. In

Greenland,  were Inuit who left society to live as outcasts in the interior. Viewed withqivittut
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apprehension,  were distinguished from humans who lived according to social norms by theirqivittut

shelters (caves), poorly made clothing, and inland diet ( ). Bogojavlensky ( ) describesGrønnow 2009 1969

‘drifters’ as hunters who became lost on the ice or who were swept away on a drifting floe in the Bering

Sea. These unfortunates were considered beyond human society, dangerous outsiders who might be

killed without consequence. The outlaws described in Icelandic sagas occupied a similarly ambiguous

ontological position, monstrous and marginal ( ).Merkelbach 2019

The ‘nonempirical’ ( ; ) and former human inhabitants of the north such as Burch 1971 Hill 2012

, drifters, and outlaws could be part of a multispecies archaeology if archaeologists are willing toqivittut

seriously consider how such beings affected the behaviors and perceptions of human persons. Many

North American Inuit and Yupiit took precautions when on land, sea, or ice, either to avoid encountering

these not-quite-human beings or, when an encounter was inevitable, to escape safely. Notably, and

worthy of future consideration, is the common antisocial element among many of these former humans.

The , drifters, and Icelandic outlaws all share an ontological space that is beyond or outside thatqivittut

of human society. Taking a multispecies approach to such beings highlights their status as fundamentally

different forms of humans. In oral narratives and sagas, they are distinguished by their appearance and

behaviors—clothing, manner of living, diet. While we are not suggesting such beings occupied a

category of ‘animal,’ they were a natural part of many northern landscapes.

Osteobiography

A multispecies archaeology invites us to reflect on the complexity and diversity of non-human lives, a

project that can be enhanced by importing the sorts of social bioarchaeological (Robb 2002) and life

course (Hawkey 1998) frames to the zooarchaeological record that human osteobiography has brought to

the osteological one (Hosek and Robb 2019). Rejecting the reductively instrumental view of animal lives

as thoroughly molded and controlled by human masters—in effect only zooarchaeologically interesting

to the extent that they served human economic and social needs—faunal osteobiography assembles a

variety of methodological approaches (zooarchaeological age and sex determinations, paleopathology,

musculoskeletal stress markers, isotopic studies of ancestry and diet, taphonomy, mortuary archaeology)

to construct individual life histories for particular animals and composite life histories for local

populations (Losey et al. 2011; Hill 2013; Hull 2020).

A faunal osteobiography seems especially apt for arctic domesticates, whose osteological indicators

of diet, work, disease, and trauma are interpretable with respect to archaeological evidence of human

provisioning, harnessing, discipline and, in some cases, sacrifice, processing, and consumption (Salmi

and Fjellström, this volume; ; ; ; ). TheHarris et al. 2020a Hill 2018 Losey et al. 2018a Whitridge 2018
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frequent survival of hair and other tissues allows forms of analysis that are not strictly ‘osteological’ and

that are informative about other scales of non-human lives, from the very short term (based on the

biochemical profile of growing hair) to the genetic differentiation of populations ( ).Harris et al. 2020b

The lives of dogs and reindeer were thoroughly entwined with those of humans but are not reducible to

this abject functionality, since they also engaged in complex social relationships with conspecifics and

other creatures (Salmi and Fjellström, this volume). Other species were less obviously ensnared in the

human life world, at least until they were harvested; their life histories reveal trajectories through other

biomes and help flesh out the wider multispecies context of human lives (Whitridge, this volume).

Actor-Network Theory

While actor-network theory does not specifically engage the agency of non-human animals, it envisions

an agentic landscape that includes them, along with humans, things, and other entities, within an all-

embracing narrative frame for action-in-the-world. Expanding on Callon’s ( ) sociological account1984

of the relationships among French biologists, fishermen, scallops, and the sea floor installations to which

the scientists hoped the scallops would anchor, Bruno Latour ( ) formulated a compelling approach2007

to the analysis not only of scientific practice, but of an ever-expanding universe of relationships among

people, animals, plants, microbes, soil, technical devices, non-human things, climate, and whatever else

might be folded into the networks in which they figured. Latour developed an explanatory idiom that

described these networks of relationships as though they composed the semiotic constituents of texts

(following ), rejecting the presumed agentic primacy of humans and redistributing agencyGreimas 1987

within networks of narratively homologous actors. Latour might be considered a social theorist, but he

began his career as a philosopher, worked for years as an anthropologist, and conversed about non-

human agency with archaeologists, geographers, and others, as illustrated by his contribution to Graves-

Brown ( ).2000

This democratic enfolding of non-human actors within our explanations of the past has begun to be

emulated more widely by archaeologists ( ; ; Knappett and Malafouris 2008 Vadala and Duffy 2021 Van

; ), although more often with respect to human–thing relations than human–Oyen 2015 Whitridge 2004a

animal ones. Nevertheless, its utility in the latter regard is apparent. Whitridge ( ) adopted an actor-2004b

network theory framework to model the prehistory of arctic whaling, and the changing constellations

over time of hunters, boat crews, households, and whales themselves within an ontologically flattened

explanatory space. The technological things (tools, weaponry, clothing, watercraft) and skills (stalking,

navigating, herding) that northern hunters and pastoralists employed as parts of their everyday lives

figured prominently in their relations with animals, as did the agencies of the animals themselves, acting

Reimagining Human-Animal Relations in the Circumpolar North, edited by Peter Whitridge, and Erica Hill, Taylor & Francis Group, 2023. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/mun/detail.action?docID=30974098.
Created from mun on 2026-01-14 18:19:12.

Copyright © 2023. Taylor & Francis Group. All rights reserved. Ebook pages 17-44 | Printed page 8 of 22



both individually and as parts of larger groups (pods, herds, flocks, schools). Animals simultaneously

engaged with their own proliferating networks of relations with predators, prey, forage, and

environment. Whether under the ‘actor-network’ or some other moniker (meshwork, entanglement,

rhizome, even system), the notion of a heterogeneous tangle of relationships that conceptually levels the

capacities of humans and non-humans provides good explanatory purchase within archaeology and other

fields of history and social science.

Molecular Approaches

Zooarchaeology has grown enormously since its dramatic emergence as part of archaeology’s processual-

quantitative revolution in the late 1970s, in no small part due to contributions from northern scholarship

(most iconically, ). Several decades of data accumulation and methodological refinementBinford 1978

later, northern researchers are active participants in the contemporary ‘molecular turn,’ recovering ever

more rarefied traces and residues that reveal the presence of an array of species, even in the absence of

the macroscopic bone, tooth, and shell on which zooarchaeological methodology was founded. With an

ambient taphonomic environment that can be highly conducive even to preservation of soft tissue, arctic

sites have yielded everything from extremely well-preserved animal bone with evidence of human and

carnivore modification to ancient and environmental DNA.

Ancient DNA (aDNA) is genetic material recovered from archaeological, paleontological, or

historical contexts. Sources as varied as eggshell, dental calculus, and aurochs horn (Bro-Jørgensen et al.

; ) have yielded aDNA that could be amplified and sequenced. Preservation2018 Orlando et al. 2021

conditions at arctic and alpine sites were recognized from the beginning to favor recovery of aDNA (

). Permafrost, low temperatures, and low humidity preserved the molecular traces ofNielsen et al. 1994

humans and non-human cohabitants. Rasmussen et al. ( ) sequenced a Saqqaq individual’s complete2010

genome, and Raghavan et al. ( ) modeled the human population history of the entire North American2014

Arctic from nuclear and mitochondrial DNA. While early applications targeted ancient human remains

and extinct fauna, the techniques for extracting aDNA from bone and other tissues have improved

substantially, making it analytically useful and, increasingly, economically feasible for speciating faunal

remains and identifying animal materials in objects such as textiles (e.g., ). SeersholmSinding et al. 2017

et al. ( ) illustrate the potential application to northern zooarchaeology, extracting aDNA from bulk2022

faunal samples selected from 25 pre-Inuit, Inuit, and Norse sites in Greenland and identifying dozens of

taxa, including osteologically unidentified fish and whales, the latter frequently overlooked or

misidentified ( ).Charpentier et al. 2022
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The further discovery that taxonomic occurrence of species at a site can be established through bulk

processing of sediments to isolate residual DNA fragments, a technique in part pioneered on arctic sites (

), has led to a surge of interest in the extraction of paleobiological evidence fromPedersen et al. 2015

sediments that may lack any macroscopic traces. The Arctic and Subarctic have proven to be

exceptionally fertile grounds for such eDNA research. Wang et al. ( ) illustrate the value to2021

Quaternary geography of a ‘metagenomic’ circumpolar sampling program. Elsewhere eDNA has been

used to produce detailed reconstructions of the local environmental context of Beringian human remains (

). The entire early Pleistocene ecosystem at a site in northern Greenland has beenWygal et al. 2022

reconstructed with exceptional detail by Kjær et al. ( ), who identified birds, algae, invertebrates,2022

and multiple boreal tree species. Although most applications to date have been ecological or

paleoecological, reconstructing past animal and plant communities from minimally invasive sediment

sampling has substantial archaeological utility.

A more cost-effective and reliable approach to identifying fauna than aDNA analysis, 

Zooarchaeology by Mass Spectrometry (ZooMS) targets protein ‘fingerprints’ to identify remains that

are challenging or impossible to discriminate osteologically, such as sheep and goat ( ). TheBuckley 2018

fragmentary cetacean and pinniped bone that occurs widely on northern coastal sites can be similarly

challenging to narrow down taxonomically, but Buckley et al. ( ) illustrate the utility of ZooMS for2014

identifying family, and often species, of ambiguous specimens from North Atlantic sites stretching back

to the Mesolithic. Given the reliance of many northern groups on animal bone for tool manufacture,

ZooMS is useful for identifying the taxon of bone when morphological features are absent and can

increasingly be conducted without the destructive sampling used in the past ( ).Evans et al. 2023

Isotopic analysis of bone has likewise improved over the years and can extract useful information not

only from stable isotopes of carbon, nitrogen, and oxygen but also from strontium, sulfur, lead, and

hydrogen ( ). In Alaska, carbon and nitrogen isotopes have been used to distinguish the dietsSzpak 2022

of humans, dogs, and wild fauna ( ), while strontium and oxygen isotopes fromMcManus-Fry et al. 2018

tooth enamel have informed reconstruction of the seasonal movements of caribou by Gigleux et al. (2019

). Carbon and nitrogen isotope ratios in ringed seal bone were employed by Szpak et al. ( ) to model2019

changes in marine productivity and ice cover during the late Holocene in the Canadian Arctic. Together,

these and other molecular techniques demonstrate the vast analytic potential of new and legacy

collections for characterizing the lives and environments of humans and animals at increasingly fine

resolutions.

The Chapters in This Book
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Genevieve LeMoine, John Darwent, Christyann Darwent, Hans Lange, and James Helmer ( )Chapter 2

discuss unusual sets of ivory carvings from Late Dorset sites on Little Cornwallis Island and Greenland.

The carvings, which include miniature harpoon heads and animals such as bears, were recovered in

cache-like contexts. The carvings may have been strung together, but their exact use is unknown. While

the carvings themselves are consistent with the larger corpus of Late Dorset representational art, the

authors suggest that the deposition of the objects as sets highlights individual hunters’ engagements with

animals. In many relational systems, like that of the Late Dorset, hunters developed and maintained their

own personal relations with animals, employing carvings—and disposing of them—in ways that best

suited their unique, individual objectives. Further, LeMoine et al. suggest that the act of carving was

likely part of the ongoing dialogue between hunter and prey; thus, each object has its own complex life

history, as unique as the hunter who carved it.

Whitridge ( ) examines incised depictions of bowhead whaling on pre-contact and historicalChapter 3

Yup’ik, Iñupiaq, and Inuit tool handles in an attempt to identify concrete features of the whaling process.

The decorations redundantly, and probably accurately, depict critical details of the hunt, from the size of

boat crews to preferred strike locations, and capture the most meaningful episodes in the overall whaling

enterprise as carvers/hunters understood it. The ultimate moment of encounter, when a harpooner finally

strikes the whale, emerges as a real narratological crisis that was repeatedly revisited in these insider

representations of the whale hunt.

Hill ( ) steps back from the moment of the strike in a study of watercraft parts that depictChapter 4

bowhead whales. Originating along the Bering Sea coasts, the watercraft seats and cross-pieces that are

the focus of Hill’s chapter are only one component of a complex assemblage of whaling gear that

included harpoons, blade boxes, ivory tackle, and a variety of items intended to facilitate human

interaction with whales. The pre-contact Thule and later Inupiat and Yupiit of Alaska considered whales

much more than prey animals; in recognizing their sentience, agency, and intentionality, whaling

captains and crews made concerted efforts to flatter and attract bowhead whales. They carved or

commissioned bas-relief representations of whales that featured precious materials. These wooden

plaques served as seats in whaling craft, but were mounted facing the bottom of the boat so that whales—

not humans—could view them.

Sean Desjardins and Sarah Hazell ( ) explore Yup’ik walrus hunting in the Walrus Islands ofChapter 5

Southwest Alaska as a form of ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage.’ Archaeological evidence indicates that

walrus hunting in the region dates back over 6,000 years, but hunters today face challenges that would

have been unimaginable to those of earlier millennia, including cost of and access to fuel and technology

and regulation by a paternalistic state game board that prohibited access to important harvesting sites in
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the later twentieth century. The handling of walrus carcasses, and other large marine mammals,

demonstrates strong continuities with the methods employed by earlier generations. Yup’ik techniques

resembled those employed by Inuit walrus hunters thousands of kilometers away in the Canadian Central

Arctic. In turn, the revival of bowhead whaling by Canadian Inuit communities parallels the revival of

the Yup’ik walrus hunt, fostering community and cultural identity while serving an economic need.

Anja Mansrud ( ) challenges the bias toward mammals in the animal studies literature byChapter 6

focusing on fish in late Mesolithic Scandinavia. Although depictions of mammals dominate

Scandinavian rock art, Mesolithic people singled out flatfish, especially halibut, for representation at

coastal Norwegian rock art sites. Mansrud notes, as do Nomokonova et al., that there are often

significant differences between the species most critical to subsistence and those receiving the greatest

material and artistic elaboration (e.g., ). This distinction between ‘good to eat’ and ‘goodBetts et al. 2015

to think’ is a striking pattern that Mansrud links to fishing method. She argues that solitary fishing for

halibut created a context for individual, likely male engagement with large, high-status fish, whereas

harvest of spawning plaice required communal effort and emphasis on both human and fish regeneration.

Mansrud’s chapter is a good example of how the specifics of animal behavior structure relations.

Different species of fish require different harvest methods and foster different relational modes. Her

contribution also points to the gendered components of human–animal relations, highlighting ways in

which gender mediates engagements with fish.

Anna-Kaisa Salmi and Markus Kjellström reconstruct the osteobiographies of two reindeer from the

Sámi offering site of Paddusas in . Osteological and stable isotope analyses provide insights onChapter 8

diet, mobility, and the history of human–reindeer engagement in the medieval and early modern periods

in Swedish Lapland. The remains of the two reindeer, JukPad9 and JukPad10, are part of a broader

pattern of ritual deposits comprised of antlers and crania ( ). These offerings occurredOlofsson 2010

when Sámi relations with reindeer were undergoing major changes, as a hunting lifeway was replaced by

pastoralism.

In their contribution on the Ust’-Polui site (Chapter 9), Tatiana Nomokonova, Robert Losey, Natalia

Federova, and Andrei Gusev describe an extraordinary ritual complex in northwestern Siberia.

Referencing the rich ethnohistorical and ethnographic documentation on the Khanty, Mansi, and Nenets.

Nomokonova et al. interpret an assemblage of wooden, ivory, and bronze bird effigies as part of a long-

standing tradition of human–bird relations. Identifying emic categories of waterfowl, raptors, and owls,

the authors argue that depositional practices at Ust’-Polui reflect perceptions of birds as protective

ancestors, messengers, and shamanic helpers.

Reimagining Human-Animal Relations in the Circumpolar North, edited by Peter Whitridge, and Erica Hill, Taylor & Francis Group, 2023. ProQuest Ebook Central,
         http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/mun/detail.action?docID=30974098.
Created from mun on 2026-01-14 18:19:12.

Copyright © 2023. Taylor & Francis Group. All rights reserved. Ebook pages 17-44 | Printed page 12 of 22



Conclusions

The multispecies northern worlds represented by the chapters in this book convey only a fraction of the

complexity and richness of human–animal entanglements in the past. Interactions were context

dependent and informed by the sex, age, and role of both human and animal participants. Certain

activities, such as halibut fishing and whaling, involved gendered human labor and demonstrated that

roles, responsibilities, and relationships with prey species may differ between men and women. Children’

s interactions with animals—both past and present—remain relatively unexplored, but represent another

dimension of human engagement with animals. For example, relations between nineteenth-century Yup’

ik boys and birds were marked by taboo and ritual. Consumption of certain species was prohibited, and

children’s seasonal activities were linked to the presence of cranes and ducks ( :Fienup-Riordan 1994

126).

The many examples described above, and the chapters in this book, demonstrate that closer attention

to the temporal, spatial, and material specifics of human–animal relations provides archaeologists with a

more nuanced understanding of the past. Contributors share the view that human and animal lives are

mutually constituted and mediated by the particulars of human and animal bodies and affordances.

Several chapters implicitly challenge archaeology’s anthropocentrism by taking animals seriously, as

subjects of study (e.g., Salmi and Kjellström), as social actors (e.g., Hill), or as cohabitants with

distinctive traits and behaviors (e.g., Mansrud; Nomokonova et al.).

In taking animals seriously, we are reimagining the life-worlds of the circumpolar North. Those

reimagined pasts were more lively and nuanced than we realized, with animal figurines, rock art, and

bone collagen offering new insights on what it meant to be human or reindeer or halibut. Reciprocity

existed between humans and some animals, but so too did ambivalence and ambiguity. Relations among

humans and animals shifted throughout the life course as new social and material configurations

emerged and others dissolved. Radical shifts, to reliance upon sled dogs or from hunting to pastoralism,

are part of the circumpolar past. Reimagining those shifts or reconstructing daily lives with animal

subjects generates new stories—stories of a past that has always been multispecies.
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