Ivory carvings by Egon Poulsen (Kap Dan, Kulusuk, East Greenland)

Bisexual figure, sperm whale tooth, 16 cm, early 1960s

According to Egon Poulsen, who some years later was shown a photograph of this carving (see
below), it represents his personal version of an Uizerq, a supernatural being that can assume
different forms according to the situation in which it acts (e.g., sent on a vengeful mission by an
individual or a shaman, it takes on the heteromorphic appearance of a tupilak).

Egon Poulsen (born 1925) was the son of one of the most gifted and prolific Ammassalik area
carvers, Georg Poulsen (1901-1962), who was a son of Pavia and grandson of Utuak. Georg Utuak
was known as Kion (the Greenlandic pronunciation of Georg) and as Pibai, one of his Eskimo names.
He chose the surname Poulsen after the Danish form of his father's Christian name (Poul), when the
Danish administration required everyone to take a family name at the end of the 1940's. (For
examples of masks carved by Georg Poulsen and collected in 1934-1935, see Gessain, 1984).



Bruce White photos

Woman flensing a seal, early 1960s
(Sperm whale tooth, woman + seal = 18 cm, originally mounted on plywood)

Provenance: Collection of Jakob Sivartsen, Manager, Kap Dan KGH (Kongelige Grgnlandske
Handel/Royal Greenland Trade), 1974
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R. Gessain
January 7, 1980

Cher Monsieur,

It has been quite a long time since you sent me photographs of Eskimo objects from your
collection and especially a sculpture of a bisexual being. | have waited to get information on this
hermaphroditic figurine, made by Egon Poulsen from Kulusuk.

Egon, who was shown the photograph of your statuette, immediately recognized it as having
been made by him at the beginning of the 1960s. He said at first that it represented a “tupilak”, but
quickly explained that all of the statuettes made for sale to foreigners were called “tupilak” (in the
singular!!)! because it was the only word that they understood. In reality, it is a legendary figure
representing a “nuliaser” or “Uiser” (do you have the article that | published on the subject of “Uizerq
the Lover’?)?. This is the same character with two names, depending on whether one considers it to
be a masculine or feminine being (Ui = my husband, nulia = woman wife). Egon recognized that
contrary to the traditional representation of Nuliaseq he has not represented the breasts. He could
not explain the reason why these were missing.

He added that a certain number of details of his sculpture are the product of his own
imagination, for example:
One eye closed - conceived by him as a feminine coquetry, a kind of provocative wink.
The difference of the Kamiks (the boots) - one large woman’s Kamik and a small man’s Kamik.

Egon is the son of a great sculptor [especially of wood masks] who is now deceased, Kion
Georg Utuak, who changed his name to Georg Poulsen when the Ammassalimiut were obliged by the
Danish administration to take a family name.

| hope that this information will be of interest to you and that you will excuse my having made
you wait so long.

Best wishes for the New Year to you and your wife.
Best regards,
Robert Gessain

| am always available if you would like other information on Ammassalik, and am sending you the
publications you requested.

"The plural of tupilak is given in different places as tupilek or tupila(i)t, but the orthography of the East Greenlandic dialect
has not been standardized, and many people use only the singular form, that they consider invariable.

®See below and accompanying complete copy of Gessain: Uizerq, L’amant - un personage de la mythologie des
Ammassalimiut (cOte est du Groenland). Objets et Mondes, 15: 319-329 (1975).



HOMMAGE DE L'AUTEUF

Anthropologie biologique et sociale des Ammassalimiut, enquétes programmées par R. Gessain, n° 24

UIZERQ, L’AMANT
un personnage de la mythologie des Ammassalimiut
(cote est du Groenland)
par Robert GESSAIN

Contribation a I'étude de la bisexuvalité dans la mythologie des Ammassalimiut (Eskimo de
la cote est du Groenland). Différents aspects du personnage mythique Uszerg, '’Amant bisexué,
y sont analysés particuliérement dans leurs rappors avec les shamans, en s'appuyant sur des textes
et des figurines sculptées rassemblés par l'auteur ou d'autres membres des expéditions frangaises au
Groenland en 1934-35-36.

Contribution to the study of the mythology of the Ammassalimiut (Eskimo of Eastern Green-

land). Various aspects of the mythical personaée Uizerqg — the bisexual Lover — are analysed,
especially regarding shamans, from texts and sculptures collected by the author and other mem-
bers of the French expeditions to Greenland in 1934-35-306.

Le théme de la bisexualité chez les Ammassalimiut se retrouve sous divers aspects
et dans différents contextes, des poupées-jouets de petites filles aux expériences de
'angakok, shaman local.

Divers documents, légendes, mythes, témoignages, statuettes furent récoltés depuis
1884, date de la découverte de cette tribu eskimo de quelque 400 personnes dont les
ancétres étaient venus par plusieurs vagues migratoires de la lointaine Sibérie. La plu-
part de ces récits et objets ont été recueillis depuis 1934 jusqu’a nos jours par des mem-
bres de notre laboratoire, mais quelques-uns le furent par nos devanciers. Je me propose
de les publier ici et d’en tenter, malgré les lacunes de notre documentation, une inter-
prétation valable pour I'état actuel de nos connaissances.

Que des données importantes pour notre sujet aient été observées par les Danois
et Groenlandais, découvreurs d’Ammassalik (G. HorM, HANSERAK, Johan PETERSEN),
puis par le linguiste ethnologue W. THALBITZER et non décrites par eux est malheureu-
sement d’une grande probabilité ; les uns et les autres ont en effet dit que leurs écrits
étaient écourtés et expurgés, dans des termes similaires a ceux employés par I'un d’eux,
G. Horm, parlant des choses vues et entendues en 1884 {1914, p. 229) : « My having
left out... the scenes which were described too realistically to be put down on paper ».
Plus tard une morale luthérienne trop zélée rendit mal aisée a Ammassalik 'expression
de ce qui touchait i la sexualité. Ce qui pourrait expliquer que nous n’ayons trouvé au-
cune référence a Uizerg dans l'important corpus de légendes recueillies, avant nous,
a Ammassalik.

Le terme désignant 3 Ammassalik cet étre bisexué est prononcé diversement selon
les lieux et les informateurs : Uizerq ; Uisak ; Uersaq. Toutes ces variantes dérivent de
ui: le mari; wisak ou witsak signifie le futur mari, le fiancé, terme que ’on retrouve
sur la cote ouest du Groenland et au Labrador. Uersag qui est la forme entendue chez
les gens de Sermilik, partie sud du district d’Ammassalik, correspond au terme Uerksag
de I'Ungava signifiant, d’aprés L. SCHNEIDER, un démon masculin qui a des rapports
impurs avec une femme. Uishuk ou uishugék est traduit par le méme auteur par forni-
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across a bone comb, but most people have the horn or celluloid comb
sold by the store; the back scratcher is met with here and there.

All the ancient ornamentation with nailed-on bone figures has
disappeared; they no longer take the time to decorate their possessions
as they once did. Some of the older men have not yet lost the art, and
make miniature pails, throwing boards, eye-shades and caskets for sale;
the caskets, which are like the old tool hoxes, are decorated —— indeed
plastered — with bone figures, not alone the usual seal and whale figures

Fig. 62. Tupilait {troll animals) carved in wood. 1:2.

but also human beings in all kinds of attitudes, houses, bears, tupilaks
and other mystic beings. Fig. 61 is a modern, richly decorated casket.
Gradually as the old men die this art will become extinct or degenerate;
there are some young men who try to take it up, but as a rule they
only turn out poorly made imitations of this fine old art.

One artistic acquisition is the tupileqs and other mystic beings
which several people have started to carve in wood in recent years.
In former days these were not made; a few poorly made specimens
have been made previously'), but during the past few years their manu-
facture — for sale — has grown, often with considerable artistic success.
The collection which 1 acquired contains a lot of small figures of this
kind. Figg. 62—64 are some of them, all having names and representing
certain figures in their old religion and mythology.

Fig. 62a i1s uvissoq, a tupileq, who is half man, half woman but
has a seal flipper and a dog foot. Fig. 62b is nerrisiaq, a remarkable,

1) Thalbitzer 1914, Figg. 354—55.




