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 Pibaï, 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).
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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 Grønlandske
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. I 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!!)1 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 I published on the subject of “Uizerq
the Lover”?)2. 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.
I 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
I am always available if you would like other information on Ammassalik, and am sending you the
publications you requested.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------1

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