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Abstract 

The Ruin Island phase o f Thule culture wa s initially defined by Erik Holtved 
(1944) a s a n intrusive , secondar y movemen t o f Neo-Eskim o group s fro m th e 
Bering Sea region to Northwest Greenland at approximately A.D. 1300 . Harpoo n 
head style s linke d th e phas e wit h th e Punu k cultur e o f St. Lawrenc e Island. 
Subsequent t o Holtved' s work, severa l radiocarbo n date s wer e ru n o n Rui n 
Island phas e materia l an d produce d occupatio n date s i n th e 9t h t o 11t h 
centuries A.D . Thes e dates an d th e stylisticall y early harpoon head  attribute s 
convinced many Arctic researchers tha t Holtved was mistaken an d that the Ruin 
Island phas e represente d th e pIoneering  Thul e cultur e movemen t int o th e 
Canadian Arctic . 

Recent archaeologica l research  in  th e Bach e Peninsul a regio n o f easter n 
Ellesmere Island, N.W.T . has produce d a  substantial amount o f data relating to 
this poorly-define d phase o f Thule culture . Th e Skraelin g Island , Sverdrup , 
Eskimobyen an d Thul e Meadow s site s containe d thirt y winte r house  ruin s 
which wer e completely excavated o r tested , producing  ove r 450 0 artifact s an d 
almost 20,00 0 anima l bone s relatin g t o th e Rui n Islan d phase . Seventee n
radiocarbon assessment s sugges t a  lat e 12t h o r early 13th centur y A.D . perio d 
for th e Rui n Islan d phase , whic h no w appears t o be  th e initia l Thul e cultur e 
occupation of the Smith Sound region. A  comparative analysis o f selected traits 
with Alaskan Neo-Eskimo cultures an d early Thule culture site s in the Canadia n 
Arctic indicates tha t the phas e i s most closely affiliated wit h Punuk-influenced , 
early Wester n Thul e site s in  Wester n Alaska, suggestin g tha t th e latte r area , 
rather tha n Nort h Alaska, wa s th e probabl e sourc e are a fo r th e Rui n Islan d 
phase. Th e relatively late dates a s compare d to early Thule sites in  the Barrow 
Strait/Lancaster Soun d regio n suggest tha t th e Rui n Islan d phas e represent s 
only one of several Thule migrations from Alaska into the Canadian Arctic . 

The analysis o f the faunal remains  demonstrate s a  subsistence emphasi s o n 
sea mammals , particularl y ringed  seal s whic h were hunted durin g th e sprin g 
and fal l seasons.  Th e concentratio n o f foo d resource s in  th e polynya s was a 
significant factor in the attraction o f the Bache Peninsula regio n as a  settlemen t 
locale during the early Thule period. 
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Résumé 

La phase dite de "l'île aux Ruines" de la culture thuléenne fut initialement 
définie par Erik Holtved (1944) comme un déplacement secondaire de groupes 
néo-esquimaux partis de la région de la mer de Bering pour aboutir dans le 
nord-ouest du Groenland vers l'an 1300. Les styles des têtes de harpon 
rattachent cette phase à la culture punuk de St. Lawrence Island. Plusieurs 
analyses au carbone 14 postérieures aux travaux de Holtved ont été effectuées 
sur des objets de la phase de l'île aux Ruines et indiquent des dates 
d'occupation allant du IXe au XIe siècle. Ces dates et les caractéristiques 
stylistiques anciennes des têtes de harpon ont convaincu de nombreux 
spécialistes de l'Arctique que Holtved était dans l'erreur et que la phase de l'île 
aux Ruines correspond en fait au déplacement des pionniers de la culture 
thuléenne vers l'Arctique canadien. 

De récentes recherches archéologiques dans la région de la péninsule Bache, 
à l'est de l'île d'Ellesmere (T.N.-O.), ont fourni des données importantes relatives 
à cette phase peu connue de la culture thuléenne. Les sites de l'île Skraeling, de 
Sverdrup, d'Eskimobyen et de Thule Meadows renfermaient les ruines de trente 
habitations d'hiver qui ont été entièrement fouillées ou sondées, livrant plus de 
4 500 objets et près de 20 000 os d'animaux qui se rattachent à la phase de l'île 
aux Ruines. Dix-sept examens au carbone 14 tendent à situer vers la fin du 
XII e siècle ou au début du Xllle siècle la phase de l'île aux Ruines, qui semble 
aujourd'hui correspondre à l'établissement de la culture thuléenne dans la 
région du détroit de Smith. Une analyse comparant certains traits de la phase 
de l'île aux Ruines des cultures néo-esquimaudes de l'Alaska et des premiers 
sites de culture thuléenne dans l'Arctique canadien indique que cette phase se 
rattache surtout aux anciens sites thuléens influencés par la culture punuk 
dans l'ouest de l'Alaska. Ce qui suggère que cette dernière région, et non le nord 
de l'Alaska, fut sans doute la région source dans le cas de la phase de l'île aux 
Ruines. Les dates relativement tardives, au regard des anciens sites thuléens de 
la région des détroits de Barrow et de Lancaster, laissent croire que la phase de 
l'île aux Ruines correspondrait uniquement à une migration, parmi plusieurs 
autres, de groupes partis de l'Alaska pour aboutir dans l'Arctique canadien. 

L'analyse des vestiges de la faune montre l'importance des mammifères 
marins pour la subsistance de l'homme, notamment des phoques annelés qui 
étaient chassés au printemps et en automne. La concentration des ressources 
alimentaires dans les polynias fut un important facteur d'attraction vers la 
région de la péninsule Bache au début de la période thuléenne. 
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42 Platte r 1 7 6

43 Spatula s and Mea t Stick I 7 7

44 Pounders , Choppin g Blocks and Hook s 1 78
45 Dryin g Racks 1 8 1

46 Fire-Startin g Tool s 1 8 2

47 Soapston e Lamp s 1 8 3

48 Soapston e Vessel s 1 8 4

49 Potter y 1 8 6

50 Sewin g Equipment 19 2
51 Sno w Beaters an d Lous e Catcher 19 3
52 Ski n Clothing 19 4
53 Boots  I 9 5

54 Cap s 19 8
55 Jacke t 1 9 9

56 Ski n Bags 20 3
57 Ski n Bag 20 4
58 Ornament s and Amulets 20 5
59 Ornament s 20 8
60 Anima l Carvings 20 9
61 Anima l and Miscellaneou s Carvings 21 6
62 Drum s 21 7
63 Toy s 21 8
64 To y Bows and Arrow s 21 9
65 Toy s 22 0
66 Ajagaq Bones 22 3
67 Gam e Pieces? and Ball s 22 4
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68 Miscellaneou s 22 7
69 Unidentifie d Ivor y Objects 231
70 Unidentifie d Bon e Objects 23 2
71 Unidentifie d Antler , Horn and Balee n Objects 23 3
72 Unidentifie d Woo d Objects 23 4
73 Nors e Artifacts 23 7
74 Palaeo-Eskim o Artifacts 23 8
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The Cultural Setting 

Introduction 
The Ruin Island phas e of Thule culture was initially defined by Erik Holtve d 

(19441,11) followin g hi s archaeologica l investigation s in  th e Thul e Distric t o f 
Northwest Greenlan d i n th e 1930's . A  distinctive Alaska n cas t to the materia l 
culture, associate d Nors e items, an d conflictin g radiocarbo n assessment s hav e 
made i t difficul t t o determin e th e cultura l relationships  an d chronologica l 
position of the Ruin Island phase within the Canadia n Thul e culture continuum. 
This stud y draw s o n dat a fro m recen t archaeologica l research  in  th e Bach e 
Peninsula regio n o f eastern Ellesmer e Island , Northwes t Territories, Canad a t o 
clarify and exten d ou r knowledge of this culture phase and th e question  o f Thule 
culture expansio n int o th e Canadia n Hig h Arctic . I n orde r t o establis h a 
cultural setting fo r the Rui n Islan d phas e i t i s necessar y t o briefl y summariz e 
our present understanding of cultural developments in  the Canadia n Arcti c and 
the Alaska/Bering Sea region during the firs t and secon d milleni a A.D. 

Neo-Eskimo Culture History 
The Ruin Islan d phas e represents a n earl y phase o f the Thul e culture , firs t 

named an d describe d b y Therke l Mathiassen  (1924 , 19271,11 ) followin g hi s 
participation a s archaeologis t an d cartographe r o f th e Danis h Fift h Thul e 
Expedition to Arctic America from 192 1 t o 1924 . Mathiasse n excavate d sites on 
Baffin Islan d an d in  th e northwester n Hudso n Ba y region which h e considere d 
to b e th e remain s o f a  highl y developed , prehistori c Eskim o whalin g cultur e 
which ha d originate d i n Alask a and the n move d to Arctic Canada about 1,00 0 
years ago. 

Mathiassen's propose d wester n ancestr y fo r th e Thul e cultur e wa s 
substantiated b y subsequen t archaeologica l researc h i n th e Alaska/Berin g Se a 
region an d th e definitio n o f a  developmenta l continuu m consistin g o f th e 
Okvik/Old Berin g Sea , Punuk , Birnir k an d Thul e culture s (Collin s 1937 ; For d 
1959; Jenness 1928 ; Raine y 1941) . Thi s group o f cultures has bee n variousl y 
designated a s th e "Neo-Eskimo " stage o f Eskimo prehistory (Birket-Smit h 1959 ; 
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Steensby 1917) , th e Norther n Maritim e traditio n (Collin s 1964:90-101) , th e 
Arctic Whale Hunting cultur e (Larse n and Raine y 1948:49) , the Thul e traditio n 
(Dumond 1977) , th e Asia n traditio n (Bockstoc e 1979:84) , o r th e Inu k traditio n 
(MacNeish 1959:11 , 12 ) (Fig . 1). Th e Neo-Eskim o cultures ar e differentiate d 
from th e earlie r Palaeo-Eskim o culture s o f the Arcti c Small Tool (Irvin g 1962b , 
1968) and th e Norto n traditions (Dumon d 1977 ) by implement type s an d style s 
and b y a n economi c orientatio n t o open-wate r se a mamma l huntin g wit h 
harpoon floa t gear (Arnol d 1983:15 ; Steensb y 1917:165) . 

The Old Bering Sea culture was first define d by Diamond Jenness (1928) on 
the basi s o f a collection of deeply patinated, decorated ivor y harpoon head s an d 
other object s du g u p b y native s o n th e St . Lawrenc e an d Diomede  Island s 
(Fig. 2). Jennes s (1928:178 ) identifie d th e Berin g Se a cultur e a s a  highl y 
developed Eskim o cultur e o f northeastern Asiatic origi n an d pre-Thul e i n age . 
The closely-relate d Okvi k stage o f prehistoric Eskim o cultur e wa s define d b y 
Rainey (1941 ) from artifacts foun d i n a  site o n one o f the Punu k Islands off the 
east coas t o f St. Lawrenc e Island . Th e chronologica l relationshi p betwee n th e 
Okvik and Ol d Bering Sea cultures has bee n th e subjec t o f debate an d remain s 
largely undecided. Base d mainl y on ar t styles , Raine y (1941) , Rudenk o (1961) , 
Giddings (1960 , 1961 ) an d Collin s (1964:90-98 ) considere d Okvi k t o be  a 
distinct cultur e stag e pre-datin g Ol d Bering Sea . Earl y radiocarbon date s an d 
research by Soviet archaeologists alon g coastal Chukch i Peninsul a reversed thi s 
sequence an d gav e temporal priorit y t o Ol d Bering Sea (Arutyuno v et al. 1964 ; 
Arutyunov an d Sergee v 1968:72-75 ; Raine y an d Ralph  1959:369) . Th e clos e 
similarity betwee n th e tw o complexes and th e no w overlappIng range o f recen t 
radiocarbon date s suggest that Okvik and Ol d Bering Sea are best considered a s 
roughly contemporaneou s regiona l variant s o f a  fully-develope d maritim e 
culture which flourishe d i n th e Berin g Se a regio n fro m th e las t fe w centuries 
B.C. to about A.D. 70 0 (Ackerma n 1984:108, 109 ; Dumond 1977:119) . 

A strong maritime adaptatio n in  the Okvi k and Ol d Bering Sea complexe s is 
demonstrated b y the open-socketed , multipl e spurre d toggl e harpoon head s for 
hunting seals, walru s an d whales , th e presenc e o f kayak and umiak parts, an d 
evidence fo r floa t gear . Als o characteristi c o f Okvik/Old Bering Se a wer e bird 
darts, fis h spears , sealin g dart s an d bow s an d arrows ; thic k crud e pottery ; 
chipped an d groun d ston e tools ; an d elaborat e curvilinea r desig n motif s o n 
harpoon heads , othe r implements , an d ivor y carvings  includin g enigmati c 
"winged" object s whic h hav e bee n variousl y identifie d a s bir d o r butterfl y 
carvings use d i n whaling ceremonies , o r a s counterbalancin g weight s attached 
to th e but t en d o f harpoo n shaft s (Band i 1969:73 ; Collin s 1962:6 ; Dumon d 
1977:125; Rudenk o 1961:46) . House s wer e semi-subterranean , roun d o r 
rectangular in shape , with walls of horizontal umbers  and th e occasiona l whal e 
bone support , stone paved floor s and sunke n entrance tunnels which were also 
paved (Collins 1937:39, Fig . 3; 1940:550 ; Raine y 1941:469 , Fig . 2). A  centrally-
located ope n hearth  provide d hea t fo r th e dwellin g an d fo r cookin g (Raine y 
1941:471). 
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Fig. 1  Summar y of Neo-Eskimo Cultures in Canada and Alaska 



GREENLAND 

SITES AND REGIONS 

1 Cope Boronov 
2 Ek.en 
3 U*t*n 
4 Diomede Island* 
5 Gombell, St Lowrenc* Island 
6 Kukulik, St Lawrence Island 
7 . PiHiuk Islands 
6 . UngaLoqLiq 
9 lyatoyet, Cap* Denbigh 

11 Kurigitavik, Cap* Prince of Wales 
1?. Deering 
I S . Ahteut 
14 Ekstavik 
15 Kotiebue 
16 . Cape Krutenstem 
17 Jobbertawn, Point Hope 
18 Nunagiok, Point Setcher 
19 Walakpa 8 Birmrk, Point Borro* 
20 Washout, Herschel It land 
81. Melton River, Bonks island 
22 Memorono, Victoria Island 
23. Lady Franklin Point, Victoria Wand 
24 Clachan 
25 Malerualik, King William Island 
26 Najjan 
27. Silumiul 
28 Tatoguok 
29 Crystal H, Frobisher Boy 
30. Qilaljkan 8 Mitimatalik 
31 Munauvik 
32 Dundas Hof bouf 
33 M1, M, S Lake Sites, 

Cornwall's Island 
54 Brooman Point, Bothurtt Island 
35 Bear, Foitrop 8 Storm Pond Sites, 

Ellesmere Island 
56 Boche Peninsula 
37. Ruin Island 
38 Nûgdlit 
39. Umonaq 
40 Inugsuk, Upernivik District 
41 Disko Bay 
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Two new phases, Punu k and Birnirk , emerge d between A.D. 30 0 and 60 0 a s 
direct outgrowths fro m Okvik/Old Berin g Sea. Th e Punuk culture was initially 
defined b y Henr y Collins (1929; 1932:107 ) in 192 8 fro m a  16 ' deep midden o n 
one of the Punuk Islands. Late r excavations by Collins (1937) at Gambel l on St. 
Lawrence Islan d confirme d Jenness' s idea s o n th e Berin g Se a cultur e and , 
moreover, demonstrate d a  continuous cultura l sequence o n the islan d fro m Old 
Bering Se a throug h Punu k t o moder n Eskim o culture . Thi s developmenta l 
sequence wa s duplicate d in  a  stratigraphi c contex t in  a  20 ' midden a t Kukuli k 
on the nort h coas t o f St. Lawrenc e Island (Geis t and Raine y 1936) . Punu k is 
differentiated fro m Ol d Bering Sea b y developmenta l changes in  artifac t style s 
and hous e forms , mor e numerou s an d large r settlements , an d a  greate r 
emphasis o n whalin g (Collin s 1937 , 1964:94 ; Dumon d 1977) . Chippe d ston e 
tools wer e largel y replaced b y implement s o f ground slate , th e ivor y winged 
objects evolve d int o tridents , an d iron-tippe d tool s wer e use d fo r engraving . 
Harpoon hea d style s becam e simple r an d mor e standardize d in  form , a s di d 
Punuk ar t (Collin s 1962:14) . New  traits suc h a s bon e plat e armour , wris t 
guards, th e reinforce d bow, bird bola , heav y ivory netsinkers, an d blunt-tippe d 
bird arrow s firs t appeare d in  th e Punu k phase , presumabl y fro m Siberia n o r 
more southerl y Asia n influence s (Collin s 1937:324 , 325 ; 1962:14) . Punu k 
houses were similar to the Old Bering Sea form, but large r in size , with plank o r 
stone floors , wall s built o f stone, walru s skull s an d whal e bones, an d a  narro w 
entrance passag e wit h stone an d bon e walls and roofe d with horizontal timbers . 
In som e cases , a n antechambe r buil t a t th e en d o f the tunne l was use d a s a 
storage roo m o r kitche n (Collin s 1937:71 , Fig . 11). Radiocarbo n ag e 
determinations fo r the Punuk phase cover the time span from A.D. 600 to 1500 , 
which Gidding s (1960:124 ) divided into three periods : Earl y Punuk fro m A.D . 
600 to 900, Punuk from A D. 90 0 to 110 0 and Lat e or "Thule-Punuk" fro m A.D. 
1100 t o 1500 . Punu k site s appea r t o be  restricte d t o th e St . Lawrenc e an d 
Punuk Island s an d coasta l Chukotka , althoug h For d (1959:64 ) identified on e 
house ruin on the Nunagiak site at Point Belcher, North Alaska as Punuk. 

Perhaps slightl y earlie r than  Punuk , Birnir k cultur e i s bes t know n alon g 
coastal northern  an d wester n Alask a (Ackerma n 1984:110) . I n 1912 , 
Stefansson (1919:393 ) excavated a  moun d a t Birnir k near Poin t Barrow, North 
Alaska an d recovered  prehistori c artifact s o f whic h th e harpoo n head s an d 
arrowheads wer e describe d b y Wissle r (1919) . Betwee n 191 7 an d 1919 , th e 
University Museu m o f the Universit y of Pennsylvania hire d W.B . Va n Valin, a 
school teacher i n Poin t Barrow, to collec t artifacts fro m the neighbourin g sites . 
His work was subsequently reporte d o n by J. Alde n Mason  (1930) . Durin g th e 
field season s of 1951 t o 1953 , Wilbert Carter (1966 ) excavated three mound s a t 
the Birnirk sit e and par t of a midden at the late prehistoric/early historic Nuvuk 
site a t Poin t Barrow. Th e largest o f the Birnir k house  mound s (H ) indicate d a 
lengthy period of site occupation, from early Birnirk to the historic period (Carter 
1966:16). Jame s A . Ford's (1959 ) excavation s a t Birnir k in  th e 1930' s an d 
Dennis Stanford' s (1976 ) mor e recen t wor k a t Walakp a provide d th e mos t 
detailed pIcture  o f Birnir k culture . O n th e basi s o f th e superimpose d 
occupation layer s in  th e Walakp a mound , Stanfor d (1976:107-110 ) divide d 
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Birnirk int o thre e phases: Earl y Birnir k fro m A.D . 50 0 t o 70 0 Middl e Birnir k 
from A.D . 70 0 t o 80 0 an d Lat e Birnir k fro m A.D . 80 0 t o 900 . Thes e 
chronological phases o f Birnirk cultur e were primarily distinguished b y gradual 
changes in  harpoo n hea d an d arrowhea d styles . Harpoo n head s wer e mor e 
often mad e o f antle r rathe r than  ivory , an d wer e characterize d b y medially -
placed, trifurcate d spur s durin g Earl y Birnirk , bifurcate d spur s in  Middl e 
Birnirk an d single , laterally-place d spur s in  Lat e Birnirk , ofte n wit h remnan t 
spurs in the form of small knobs or a scalloped edge on the singl e spur (Stanfor d 
1976:108, Fig . 29). Th e recovery of Punuk-type whalin g harpoon head s from th e 
Birnirk sit e wa s interprete d b y Stanfor d (1976:109 ) a s evidenc e fo r th e 
introduction o f Punu k whalin g gea r durin g th e Lat e Birnir k period , althoug h 
whales wer e a  mino r foo d resourc e compare d t o seal s an d caribou  (Anderso n 
1984:91; Stanfor d 1976:97 , 114) . Birnir k house s wer e squar e i n shap e wit h 
walls constructe d o f horizontal log s and singl e o r doubl e post s in  each  corner . 
sleeping area s were at th e back o r along one side of the dwellin g and were either 
built u p o r a t floo r leve l (For d 1959:48-52) . N o interior hearth s were found i n 
the hous e ruin s a t th e Birnir k site , althoug h heavil y encruste d an d fire -
blackened potter y vessel fragments suggeste d extensiv e use over  open fires (For d 
1959:204). Birnir k phas e site s occu r o n th e Alaska n coas t fro m Cap e Nome , 
southeast o f Berin g Strait , t o Poin t Barrow , norther n Alask a an d alon g th e 
Chukotka coas t a t Uelen , Ekve n an d Cap e Barano v (Ackerma n 1984:110 ; 
Bockstoce 1979) . Althoug h bot h For d (1959:244 ) an d Stanfor d (1976:111 ) 
traced th e developmen t o f Birnirk fro m Okvik/Ol d Berin g Sea , th e presenc e o f 
Ipiutak-style chippe d ston e tool s i n Birnir k suggest s som e affinit y wit h tha t 
partly contemporaneou s Palaeo-Eskim o cultur e (Anderso n 1980:240 ; Arnol d 
1981:22). 

The excavatio n o f seventee n stratigraphi e level s a t th e Walakp a sit e als o 
clearly demonstrate d th e i n situ developmen t o f Thul e cultur e fro m Birnir k 
around A.D . 90 0 (Stanfor d 1976:112) . Alaska n Thul e cultur e wa s give n th e 
name Western Thul e by Lars-en and Raine y (1948:39 , 170-175 ) wh o excavate d 
houses and graves  of Thule culture affiliation at Poin t Hope, Alaska. Th e variety 
of Birnir k harpoo n head  type s wa s diminishe d i n th e Earl y Thule phase to th e 
single-spurred Catchup,  Sicc o and Thul e 2  types (Stanfor d 1976:109) . Wester n 
Thule house s ofte n ha d multipl e room s buil t o f horizonta l logs , wit h sunke n 
entrance passages and smal l kitche n extension s (Gidding s 1967:85) . Th e larger 
settlements and large r individua l house s probabl y resulte d fro m th e increase d 
whale hunting evident during the Early Thule period (Anderso n 1984:92) . Earl y 
Western Thul e site s in  Alask a includ e Walakp a an d Nunagia k nea r Poin t 
Barrow, Jabbertow n a t Poin t Hop e (Larse n an d Raine y 1948) , Kurigitavi k a t 
Cape Princ e o f Wales (Collin s 1964:99) , Nuklee t a t Cap e Denbig h (Gidding s 
1964), Cape Krusenstern (Gidding s 1967:80-101; Gidding s and Anderso n 1986 ; 
Giddings an d Band i 1962 ) an d Ahteut , Ekseavik , Ol d Kotzebu e an d Onio n 
Portage on the Kobuk River (Anderson 1968:28; Gidding s 1952). 

Yamaura (1984:222 , 223 ) ha s recentl y propose d tha t th e ter m 'Wester n 
Thule' be  restricte d t o post-Birnirk , pre-contac t site s in  Nort h Alaska. Site s i n 
the Kotzebu e Sound regio n o f Western Alaska which showe d a  highe r degre e of 
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Punuk influence s in  harpoo n hea d style s wer e groupe d b y Yamaur a int o th e 
"Kurigitavik Culture" name d afte r th e sit e a t Wales excavated by Jenness (1928) 
in 192 6 and , more  extensively , b y Collin s (1975:55 ) a  decad e later . Artifac t 
similarities betwee n Kurigitavi k and Punu k site s induce d Collin s (1975:58 ) to 
characterize Kurigitavi k a s a  blen d o f Thul e an d Punuk ; nevertheless , h e 
described th e sit e a s bein g "in the trues t sense an origina l Thule site" . Stron g 
Punuk influences , particularl y in  harpoo n hea d an d decorativ e ar t styles , were 
also noted in  the earl y period o f the Nuklee t site in  Norton Bay which Giddings 
(1964:116, 251) related to the Western Thule Culture. A  more Punuk-influence d 
manifestation o f Western Thule in  Western Alaska rather than  Nort h Alaska is 
not surprising considering the close r proximity of the Wes t Alaskan site s to St . 
Lawrence Island. 

As Western Thule peoples settled th e northern  and wester n coast s o f Alaska, 
other Thul e group s migrate d eastwar d acros s th e Canadia n Arcti c a s fa r a s 
Greenland. Prio r t o A.D . 1000 , th e centra l an d easter n Canadia n Arcti c were 
occupied by people of the Dorse t culture . Withi n a few centuries, Dorse t culture 
was almos t completel y supplante d b y Thul e immigrant s fro m th e west . 
Evidence of contact betwee n Dorse t and Thul e peoples is scarce an d th e nature 
of the Dorset/Thul e succession remain s poorly  understood . 

The uniformity o f early Thule culture in the east has bee n taken to indicate a
nature o f th e Thul e cultur e expansio n int o th e Canadia n Arcti c ha s bee n 
interpreted in  a  cultural/ecologica l mode l develope d by R . McGhe e (1969/70, 
1975, 1984b) . I n this model, the rapid  expansio n o f Thule peoples suggested b y 
the uniformity o f early Thule culture in the east is linked to the onse t o f the Neo -
Atlantic climati c episode , a  warmin g tren d whic h occurre d betwee n A.D . 90 0 
and 120 0 in  th e norther n hemisphere  (Bryso n an d Wendlan d 1967) . Thi s 
warming trend resulte d in  a  lengthene d seaso n o f open wate r alon g th e Nort h 
Alaska coast an d a n extensio n o f the summe r rang e o f bowhead whales into th e 
Beaufort Se a an d farthe r eas t into th e Canadia n Archipelago . Th e development 
of open-water whaling techniques mad e possibl e the expansio n o f Thule peoples 
into th e Canadia n Arctic , t o areas within th e summerin g rang e o f the bowhea d 
whale (McCartne y 1977:23 ; McGhe e 1969/70 ; 1975:71 ; 1984b:373 , 374) . 
McGhee (1969/70 ) ha s trace d th e rout e followe d b y th e pioneering  Thul e 
migrants b y plotting the distribution  o f an earl y form o f Thule type 3  harpoo n 
head know n a s th e Sicc o Open-Socket style . Thi s distinctiv e for m o f harpoo n 
head characterize s th e Punu k an d Birnir k phase s of Alaska (For d 1959:83-86 ; 
Stanford 1976:19 , 99 ) an d ha s bee n foun d o n Bank s Islan d (Arnol d 
1983:Fig. 3a; Arnol d an d Stimmel l 1983:3) , a t Mint o Inle t an d Lad y Frankli n 
Point on Victoria Island, nea r the mout h o f the Inma n Rive r east o f Cape Parr y 
and a t Maxwel l Bay on the sout h coast o f Devon Island (Taylo r 1963:458 , 459), 
at th e M l site o n souther n Comwalli s Island (Collin s 1952:51) , in  th e Bach e 
Peninsula regio n o f easter n Ellesmer e Islan d (Lethbridg e 1939:201 ; 
Schledermann 1978:468 ; Schledermann  an d McCulloug h 1980:838) and acros s 
Smith Soun d a t Thul e (Umanaq ) and Nugdli t (Nuulliit) in  Northwes t Greenlan d 
(Holtved 19441:186 , 1954:61 , 62) . Thes e sites mark a  route  o f expansion fro m 

 rapid  initia l populatio n movemen t fro m Alaska t o Greenland . Th e timin g an d 
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Alaska, along the Beaufort Sea coast to Amundsen Gulf, eastward through Parr y 
Channel t o Baffin Ba y and nort h t o the Smit h Soun d regio n (McGhee 1975:71 ; 
1984b:Fig. 1). 

A second phase o f Thule expansion is proposed between A.D. 120 0 and 130 0 
into the souther n Arcti c Islands, the western mainland coast s o f Amundsen and 
Coronation Gulfs and into the Hudson Bay region (McGhee 1975:71 ; 1984b:373, 
374). Archaeologica l site s relatin g t o thi s secon d expansio n phas e includ e 
Mathiassen's Thul e type-sit e o f Naujan , Silumiu t an d othe r site s i n th e 
northwestern Hudso n Bay region, Mitimatalik and Qilaluka n on northern Baffi n 
Island, an d Maleruali k on Kin g William Island . Thes e sites contai n mos t o f the 
characteristic Thul e artifac t type s liste d by Mathiassen (192711:4 , Fig. 1). Thi s 
phase o f Thule cultur e wa s marke d b y regiona l diversification in  subsistenc e 
economies and materia l culture whic h may reflect the formation of semi-isolated 
regional "tribes " (McGhe e 1969/70:180 ; 1984b:373) . Th e transitio n fro m 
localized Thul e cultur e variant s t o th e histori c Eskim o tribe s ha s bee n 
convincingly demonstrate d i n severa l areas , confirmin g speculation s tha t th e 
Thule peopl e were the biologica l an d cultura l ancestor s o f modern Canadia n 
Eskimos (Har p 1961 ; McGhe e 1972 , 1984b:376 ; Taylo r 1963:456 , 1964:194 ; 
VanStone 1962) . McGhee' s model of Thule culture expansio n and development 
in th e Canadia n Arcti c ha s bee n generall y accepted althoug h severa l authors , 
including McGhe e (1983:23 , 24) , ar e no w de-emphasizin g th e rol e o f 
environmental chang e i n cultura l chang e an d hav e forwarde d alternativ e 
explanations fo r the Thule expansion such a s population o r socia l pressures in 
the western homeland or a desire for a valued raw material (Morriso n 1983:272 ; 
Schledermann and McCullough 1980:841 ; Yorga 1979:290). 

Ruin Island Defined 
On hi s retur n t o Denmar k fro m th e Fift h Thul e Expedition , Mathiassen 

joined th e Ethnographi c Divisio n o f the Danis h Nationa l Museum and bega n a 
series of archaeological investigations in West Greenland. Hi s research ther e led 
to th e discover y of a phas e o f Thule cultur e whic h h e terme d Inugsuk . Th e 
Inugsuk phas e date s fro m th e mid-13t h t o mid-14t h centur y an d s o overlap s 
with, an d wa s influence d by , th e Nors e colonist s wh o settle d in  southwes t 
Greenland (Mathiasse n 1931a:325) . Mathiassen  wa s assiste d fo r tw o fiel d 
seasons b y Eri k Holtved , who , as a  membe r o f the Sixt h Thule Expeditio n in 
1931, ha d previousl y excavated Eskim o site s in  southeas t Greenlan d (Birket -
Smith 1969/70:7) . Wit h Mathiassen's  encouragement , Holtve d organize d hi s 
own archaeological expedition to Northwest Greenland from 193 5 to 1937 . Thi s 
part of Greenland has bee n known as the Thule District since 1910 , when Knud 
Rasmussen establishe d a  trading pos t there which he called the "Thul e Station". 
The post was located near th e nativ e settlement o f Umanaq, which also became 
known as "Thule" . With th e constructio n o f the Unite d States Ai r Force Base a t 
Thule, th e nativ e settlemen t wa s move d nort h t o Qanaq , whic h wa s the n 
officially name d "Thule " an d th e settlemen t a t Umana q wa s name d "Dundas " 
(Gilberg 1976:86) . Th e Thule District is now called Avanersuup Kornmunia, 'the 
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northernmost commune ' (Gilber g 1984:593) . T o avoi d confusion , th e nativ e 
settlement names wil l be used whenever possible. 

Holtved excavated at seven major sit e areas and establishe d a  chronological 
framework whic h extended from Dorse t culture, throug h Thule and Inugsuk , t o 
the histori c Pola r Eskimo. B y calculating th e percentag e o f shared materia l 
culture trait s between sites an d usin g stratigraphi c evidenc e from th e rich  an d 
stratified Comer' s midde n a t th e settlemen t o f Umanaq , Holtve d (1944II:6 ) 
identified tw o geographically separated phase s of Thule culture; on e at Umanaq 
(called Thule by Holtved) an d th e othe r i n Inglefiel d Lan d to the nort h (Fig . 3) . 
On the basi s o f harpoon hea d development s as the y were known outside o f the 
Thule District , Holtve d conclude d tha t th e Inuarfigssuaq , Cap e Russel l an d 
Cape Ken t site s i n Inglefiel d Lan d wer e occupied  earlie r than  th e sit e a t 
Umanaq. Th e assemblage s fro m Inglefiel d Lan d mos t closely  resemble d th e 
Thule culture a s defined by Mathiassen from his work on sites north an d west of 
Hudson Bay , whereas thos e fro m Umana q share d stron g similaritie s wit h th e 
West Greenland Inugsu k culture . Betwee n these tw o culture periods , Holtve d 
(1944II:40) foun d evidenc e of what h e though t t o be  "a n intrusio n o f a  mor e 
foreign phas e o f Thule culture " whic h h e name d Rui n Islan d afte r th e smal l 
island of f the coas t o f Inglefield Lan d where its remains  wer e identified. There , 
Holtved foun d tw o ten t rings,  severa l mea t cache s an d a  fo x trap a t lowe r 
elevations, and 7  winter house ruin s on the to p of the island between 9 and 1 2 
metres abov e sea leve l (ASL) . Excavatio n of the 7  winter houses reveale d th e 
presence o f 6  uniformly-constructe d famil y dwelling s an d one  qagsse, a 
clubhouse an d workshop for men (Holtved 19441:78). 

The Ruin Islan d assemblage s share d man y materia l cultur e trait s with th e 
Thule culture o f Inglefield Land . Nevertheless , the presenc e o f Norse artifact s 
and the house  style with a well-developed kitchen extension seemed to relate the 
phase t o th e late r Inugsu k cultur e (Holtve d 1944II:59).  Tw o houses a t th e 
Umanaq site, 1 6 and 19 , conformed closely to the Ruin Island site both in terms 
of architecture an d artifac t traits , an d Holtve d (1944II:150 ; 1954:106) included 
these in  what he termed th e Ruin Island group or phase. Holtve d established a 
trait list of 186 types for the Ruin Island phase, o f which 31 types or 16.5% were 
unique t o th e phas e i n th e Thul e District . Becaus e h e considere d th e Rui n 
Island phas e t o be intermediat e betwee n the earl y and lat e Thul e periods, an d 
because o f its man y "foreign " features , Holtve d though t i t to be  evidenc e of an 
immigration t o th e regio n afte r th e Thul e cultur e wa s alread y establishe d i n 
Inglefield Land . Clos e similaritie s i n som e materia l cultur e traits , particularl y 
harpoon head  styles , between Ruin Island i n Greenland an d th e Punu k cultur e 
of th e Berin g Strai t region , le d hi m t o identif y thes e immigrant s a s Punu k 
peoples wh o ha d migrate d fro m Alask a aroun d A.D . 1300 . Th e retentio n o f 
many wester n trait s indicate d tha t ther e ha d bee n a  fairl y rapid  migratio n 
through th e Canadia n Arcti c t o Greenland. Amon g th e feature s introduce d b y 
the immigrant s was a profusion o f items made from baleen , suggesting that the 
newcomers were proficient whale hunters (Holtved 1944II:38). 


