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ABSTRACT 

In this dissertation I argue for an alternative way of understanding art, one not 

based on traditional Western aesthetics.  I undertake this task in response to 

my strong creative experience of viewing Yup’ik dance masks. 

The argument put forward in this paper is that, following Heidegger’s ‘The 

Origin of the Work of Art’ (Haynes, 2002) - where he suggests that aesthetics 

unhelpfully ‘enframes’ our thinking - we need to find a new way of looking at 

art. The task is, therefore, to find a means of setting aside Western aesthetics 

so as to see the Masks in their true creative context.  

Andre Breton’s writing provides a useful introduction to the Masks (Ellis, 

2015), and this is followed by a consideration of Heidegger’s ideas on Poesis 

to examine whether an alternative, and perhaps more fundamental, approach 

to understanding them can be derived (Di Pippo, 2000).  

The thinking of literary theorist Hans Gumbrecht is used to contextualise the 

Masks within a non-Westernised, non-aesthetic cultural setting (Gumbrecht, 

2003).  Gumbrecht’s work on presence cultures, derived from Heidegger’s 

thinking and related to Medieval Christendom, is applied to Yup’ik society to 

better understand the setting in which the Masks were created and used.  

Emphasis is placed on comparative belief systems and the Eucharistic nature 

of the Masks in religious rituals, where they may be seen as a form of 

transubstantiation. 

The Masks are then critically assessed in light of Heidegger’s views of the role 

of art and society, as articulated by Professor of Humanities Julian Young 

(Young, 2001).  Particular attention is paid to the degree to which Yup’ik 

culture and the Masks address Heidegger’s concerns that great art should be 

communal and create and preserve a people. 

The conclusion of this paper summarises the degree to which our sense of the 

Masks has been developed to the point where we see them as embodiments 

of a culture and its beliefs, rather than art objects; and thereby begin to  

experience them as beings  that  exude an energy that goes beyond aesthetic 

considerations.
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INTRODUCTION 

What we experience in art is something more 
deeply rooted in existence which the modern 
subject object dichotomy skates right over. 

(Thomson, 2015 (b) Section 3.6) 

 

In this dissertation I argue for an alternative way of understanding art, one not 

based on traditional Western aesthetics.  For this purpose, I want to consider 

the thinking of Martin Heidegger and apply it to a little known, but powerful, art 

form, Yup’ik Dance Masks. 

I undertake this task following my experience of viewing the Masks at The 

Frieze international art fair.  The contrast between the immediate emotional 

impact of these artworks and my more considered reaction to the other works 

on display (old masters and the latest in contemporary art) leads me to ask 

why my response sits outside of the usual range of informed critical art 

appreciation?   

To understand the Masks for what they essentially are, I wish to set aside 

aesthetics and engage in a manner better suited to the uses to which the 

Masks were originally put.1  I believe that this may be possible by considering 

an earlier Medieval Western tradition, where human interaction with the world, 

and art, was radically different than ours today.  This tradition is, I wish to 

argue, closely aligned to that of the Yup’ik, with a direct correlation between 

the imaginative leaps of faith implied in their respective belief systems.  By 

examining aspects of Medieval culture we may have an opportunity to see the 

Masks in a transformative setting and, therefore, understand better their 

power. 

To provide a theoretical underpinning for my argument, I will be examining 

Martin Heidegger’s philosophical writing on art and society to help us 

understand the limitations of our current way of thinking, and to see how we 

may approach art without pre-formed aesthetic considerations.   

                                                           
1
 Heidegger states that ‘aesthetics is that kind of meditation on art in which humanity's state of feeling in 

relation to the beautiful represented in art is the point of departure and the goal that sets the standard for 
all its definitions and explanations’ Quoted in (Thomson, 2015 (b) Section 2.1) 
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I recognise that the Yup’ik would not have viewed the Masks as art but as 

‘things made for their own use’ (Ray, 1980 p25).  We, however, live in a 

tradition where such work is seen as art, and I refer to it as such.  I will argue, 

however, that we do need to suspend our aesthetic standpoint if we are to 

view the Masks in their true light.   

I use Heidegger’s ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’ (Haynes, 2002 - called ‘The 

Origin’ in this paper) as my primary source, supplemented by Gumbrecht’s 

application of Heidegger’s philosophy to society and culture (Gumbrecht, 

2003) and Young’s work on his later thinking on art (Young, 2001).  

Heidegger’s philosophy is profound and complex, and I apply his ideas in their 

fundamental form, aware that there is a deep well of thought and intellectual 

argument underpinning that to which I allude. 

The major task of this essay is, therefore, to set aside aesthetic frames of 

reference and apply a new thinking that may expose some of the reasons why 

the Masks generate such energy. In short, to understand, in Heidegger’s 

terms, a primordial relationship between a person, a culture and art.   

I will be considering Andre Breton’s writings to introduce the Masks in Chapter 

1 – ‘What is the Work’.  I then want to apply Heidegger’s interpretation of 

Poesis in an attempt to make a less descriptive and more philosophical 

assessment of the Masks.  

In Chapter 2 – ‘What is at Work in the Work’, I use Heidegger’s concept of 

enframent, as articulated in ‘The Origin’, to argue that Breton’s descriptive 

approach, alongside traditional aesthetics more generally, are inadequate for 

understanding the Masks.   

The literary theorist Hans Gumbrecht’s definition of an alternative, non-

aesthetic world view, that he calls a ‘presence culture’ (Gumbrecht, 2003) is 

examined in Chapter 3 – ‘Being in the World’, and I critically assess the 

degree of correlation between the Medieval belief in the Eucharist and the 

Yup’ik belief in the transformation that takes place through Masks and 

dancing.   
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In Chapter 4 – ‘The Festival’, I will consider Yup’ik art within its traditional 

context, the festival, and assess the degree to which it meets Heidegger’s 

ideas on the role of great art in society. 

The conclusion will assess the degree to which we have been able to re-

assess the Masks outside of the Western aesthetic tradition, and instead view 

them as an embodiment of a ‘presence’ culture.
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CHAPTER 1: WHAT IS THE WORK? 

I’ve just seen an Eskimo Mask, 
A caribou’s head, grey against the snow, 
And in every detail realistic, except that between the right ear, 
And the right eye the hunter crouches in ambush, pink and tiny, 
As he must appear to a distant beast. 
(Ellis, 2015 p58) 

 

In this chapter I illustrate the main characteristics of Yup’ik Masks through the 

writing of Andre Breton, and introduce Heidegger’s interpretation of Poesis to 

explore them further. 

Yup’ik Masks: through the eyes of the Surrealists 

Yup’ik2 Masks are difficult to describe but instantly recognisable.  Andre 

Breton provides an introduction to them in his poem ‘Les etats generaux’. Five 

lines from the poem (given above) illustrate some of the Masks’ key 

characteristics:  they usually display a high degree of craft skills that contain 

human, animal and inanimate forms, blended together in startling 

combinations of scale and relationships.  Most significantly, they tell stories of 

Yup’ik life, hopes and aspirations.   

Breton’s description touches on a fundamental and subtle relationship for the 

Yup’ik, and one not readily appreciated from a modern perspective.  In Yup’ik 

culture, animals and humans are mutually aware of each others’ activities and 

both ‘were constantly admonished not to injure one another’s “mind”’ (Fienup-

Riordan, 1996 p 161).  The animals have a choice whether to come to the 

Yup’ik and, as we shall see later, a meaningful dialogue can take place 

between them.  This would be integral to the making and viewing of the Mask.   

Examples of Masks are given in Figure 1 onwards, with descriptions of their 

possible meanings.

                                                           
2
 Yup’ik ‘is the self designation of the Eskimos of Western Alaska….members of the larger family of Inuit 

cultures’  (Fienup-Riordan, 1996 p33).  I refer to Yup’ik in their traditional setting in the period up to 
c1900, prior to the point at which Western influence had significantly changed their way of life. 
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1.2: Painting of a Mask showing typical 
game animals – salmon, seal, loon bird.  
The hoop symbolises the extent of the 
Yup’ik world. (Painting by the author) 

1.1: Mask owned by Surrealist 
Andre Breton. 

1.3: Masks were often made as pairs representing complex 
relationships.  Here a caribou and wolf are shown as half faces, 

possibly representing a combined spirit.   

FIGURE 1 – INTRODUCTING YUP’IK MASKS 
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The Surrealists referred to the Masks as ‘object poems’ that are ‘telling 

stories’, and their belief that the Masks ‘possess unsurpassable poetic power’ 

(Ellis, 2015 p61) suggests to me a much older poetic tradition, one that 

Heidegger emphasises in the creation of art: the ancient Greek concept of 

Poesis (the root of our word poetry).   

Poesis can be thought of as the ‘bringing forth’ of an idea or artwork and is 

‘the original site of Being's disclosure’3.  This implies that artwork already 

exists and the role of the artist is to reveal it – the ‘artisan not only shapes his 

or her material such that it embodies the projected model, but in so doing 

liberates this material from its dependence on the artisan until, when it 

eventually achieves this likeness, it obtains an independent being-in-itself’ (Di 

Pippo, 2000).   

Poesis, and its surrounding cultural context, takes us closer, I believe, to 

explaining the origin of the Masks’ power. In ancient Greece it was possible to 

view objects as ‘beings in themselves’, and it is this setting Heidegger 

identifies as one of the sources of ‘great art’, alongside Medieval 

Christendom.  

As I argue later in this essay, Yup’ik culture mirrors these conditions.  During 

communal festivals, Masks ‘open up a world’ and reveal its true nature; and 

by evoking ‘a multiplicity of significant relationships, embracing nearly the 

whole of Eskimo ritualism’ (Ray, 1976 p3), they gather and sustain the whole 

of society.  This is, I believe, the equivalent to the role played by the Temple 

and Cathedral in Heidegger’s ancient Greece and Medieval Christendom, as 

described in ‘The Origin’. 

Seen in this way, we can perhaps understand why, as Breton and others 

suggest, the Masks seem to ‘speak directly to us’ (Ellis, 2015, p98).  By 

accepting them as ‘beings in themselves’ we can open our thinking to the 

belief that they speak ‘directly to the fears, the hazards and the transformative 

possibilities of our own moment’ (Ellis, 2015 p30).   

                                                           
3
 Being is a complex Heideggerian concept – see (Thomson, 2015 (a) Section 2.2.1) 
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I return to Heidegger’s question ‘what is happening here? What is at work in 

the work?’ (Haynes, 2002 p16).  The anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss 

‘doubted that those Masks belonged to the solid world of objects’ and ‘saw 

them as a fleeting and almost immaterial embodiments of words, visions, and 

beliefs, eluding durable possession’ (Fienup-Riordan, 1996 p215).  This 

statement suggests that we are considering something more than the 

materiality of the Masks - wood, pigment and fibre - and that, in Heidegger’s 

words, in an artwork there is ‘something over and above its thingliness’ 

(Haynes, 2002 p3).  

As Breton wrote: if Masks ‘by chance, satisfy some aesthetic need, it would 

still be a mistake to appreciate them under that heading’ (Ellis, 2015 p101), 

and we must go beyond ‘traditional concepts’ such as aesthetics, which ‘are 

inadequate to grasp the essence of the thingly’ (Haynes, 2002 p11).  In the 

next chapter I examine the barriers to us understanding ‘the “deep structures” 

of the human mind’ that Strauss saw in the Masks (Fienup-Riordan, 1996 

p261).
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FIGURE 2 – THE MOON MASK 

2.1: Yup’ik Mask (c1880). Owned by dealer 
Donald Ellis.  Photograph by author. 

2.2: Drawing by Robert Lebel 
(c1944). Lebel was part of a group 

that included Surrealist Andre 
Breton, Marcel Duchamp and Max 

Ernst.  He drew and annotated many 
Yup’ik masks. 

Yup’ik masks have a long history, and ownership passes from the originator to 
traders, collectors, dealers and museums, and their status changes from 

ethnographic to creative to collectables. 

2.3: Aquatint by Author (2016). To relate to and understand the masks I 
felt I needed to work with them and present them in a contemporary 

setting. 
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CHAPTER 2: WHAT IS AT WORK IN THE WORK? 

The Masks are ‘gifted to the highest point with a 
magnetic power and strength to eclipse all other 

examples of the art of the imagination’. 
(Ellis, 2015 p98)  

 

In this chapter I apply Heidegger’s concept of enframement to suggest why 

we cannot, through our current cultural worldview, appreciate the true 

meaning or power of the Masks.  Understanding the mechanisms of 

enframement will, I believe, allow us to set aside aesthetics and begin to see 

the Masks in a more appropriate context. 

The art cultural theorist Aby Warburg stated: ‘The conscious creation of 

distance between oneself and the external world can probably be designated 

the founding act of human civilization’ (Warburg, 2009 p276).  In opening a 

distance between the human and the world (the subject/object divide), 

Western thinking created a space in which to develop theories about what the 

world is and how it works.  We, as the subject, view the world as objects.  

However, Heidegger argues that by treating the things around us as objects, 

we fail to see their true essence - we enframe our thinking with preconceived 

ideas, defining things as: ‘the bearer of traits, the unity of sensory manifold, 

and as formed matter’ (Haynes, 2002 p11). 

I believe that we ‘enframe’ when we view Yup’ik Masks.  We have a ‘knowing 

eye’ (Sullivan, 2005 p19) developed from a ‘framework of art knowledge 

based on formalist language that everyone could learn’ (Sullivan, 2005 p20). 

We take delight in ‘the work’s formal aspects, its qualities and charms’ 

(Heidegger quoted in Young, 2001 p10).  

I agree with Heidegger’s assessment when he states that such enframing 

‘represents an assault on the thing-being of the thing’ (Haynes, 2002 p11).  

Whereas Poesis opens opportunities, this enframing forecloses options and 

becomes the only approach available to us (Bolt, 2004 p56).    
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In addition, non-Western, and especially ‘native’, art is subject to another layer 

of enframing; being seen as equivalent to ‘child art’ in occupying ‘a space at 

the low end of a stage-like model of progress’ (Sullivan, 2005 p19). The 

Surrealist Adolph Gottlieb said of the Masks that it is the ‘immediacy of their 

images that draws us irresistibly to the fancies and superstition, the tales of 

savages and strange beliefs that were so vividly articulated by primitive man’ 

(Fienup-Riordan, 1996 p261).  When we describe Yup’ik art as shamanistic 

and primitive we categorise it, diminishing our understanding of its integrity 

and worth.  It is difficult to escape Heidegger’s assertion that, whether through 

prejudice or aesthetic enframing, ‘our questioning proceeds not from the work, 

but from ourselves’ (Haynes, 2002 p42).   

Suspending the ‘knowing eye’ may allow us to comprehend a culture where 

‘everything has a personhood – every animal, every plant, every stone – and 

human thought and deed constantly takes this shared personhood into 

account’ (Fienup-Riordan, 1996 p69).  

Contemporary philosophy has engaged with the debate on the subject/object 

divide in a way that complements the main thrust of this essay.  Graham 

Harman talks of Object Oriented Ontology (OOO) being a ‘launching pad for a 

rigorous post-Heideggerian philosophy’ (Harman, 2012 p187) 4. A central 

tenant is that ‘one accept(s) the existence of a reality independent of human 

culture and cognition’ (Harman, 2014 p50), with a strong objection ‘any 

privileging of human “subjectivity” in all or any consideration of subject object 

relations’ (Hogan, 2013 p18). 

This philosophy suggests that ‘all objects, including “art” objects, potentially 

possess a “life of their own”’ (Hogan, 2013 p18), and OOO thinking on the 

‘autonomy of the artwork’ (Hogan, 2013 p18) could shed more light on the 

power of Yup’ik Masks as ‘beings in themselves’, but this is beyond the remit 

of this essay5.  It does, however, suggest that to view the Masks outside of 

our traditional way of thinking is not only possible but also legitimate.   

                                                           
4
 See (Morton, 2013), (Harman, 2011) (Harman, 2010) for introduction to OOO 

5
 For the purposes of this essay, I have set aside the thinking of philosophers, thinkers and writers in the 

Western tradition (Warburg, Jung etc.) as I am concerned to apply thinking based on alternative world 
views.  There is no doubt that Western thinking could usefully be applied to Yup’ik art, but this is not my 
aim here. 
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I believe that, through our understanding of enframent and a willingness to 

believe that alternative world-views can exist, we begin to create the 

conditions to clear a space so that, for Heidegger, the ‘being steps forward in 

the unconcealment of its being’ (Haynes, 2002 p16); and for the Yup’ik, the 

Masks are allowed to bring ‘the unseen and unknowable into solid form’ 

(Fienup-Riordan, 1996 p138).  I examine this further in the next chapter. 
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FIGURE 3 – INTERPRETING MASKS 

It is not possible to accurately interpret Yup’ik masks.  They were usually 
designed for a particular event, and there were no ‘templates’ or guidelines for 
representing specific forms. We can, therefore, only make educated guesses in 

interpreting them 

3.1: Faces emerging from 
animals is a common feature 
of these masks.  They can 
represent the spirit of the 

animal (its yua) or the 

Angulkuq.  The appendages 
represent the hands and legs 
of the various entities of the 

mask.  Possibly 2 animals are 
represented here – a salmon 

and a mammal. 

3.2: A single animal 
(seabird?) with its prey.  

Animals are believed to have 
human spirits that reveal 
themselves, possibly the 

central face here? 

3.3: This mask illustrates the 
duality that is central to the Yup’ik 
world view.  A man and a fox are 
combined to form a third face; the 

rings show the duality of the 
human and animal worlds 

emphasised by the light and dark 
shading on the face. 
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CHAPTER 3: BEING IN THE WORLD 

I know this from my own experience.  Someone 

else may have experienced it differently. 

(Fienup-Riordan, 1996 p30)6 

 

I have examined the need to set aside our usual way of thinking to create a 

space for a different experience of the world and, in particular, art.  In this 

chapter, I apply the ideas of Heidegger, as developed by Hans Gumbrecht 

(Gumbrecht, 2003), to consider a way of moving into this newly created space 

and engage more profoundly with the Masks. 

Presence and Meaning 

The literary theorist Hans Gumbrecht provides a framework for engaging with 

cultures such as the Yup’ik. He builds on Heidegger’s concept of ’being in the 

world’ to remove the subject/object divide and re-instate the physical presence 

of the human being (Gumbrecht, 2003 p46). In doing this, Gumbrecht argues, 

we re-affirm the ‘bodily substantiality and spatial dimension of human 

existence’ (Gumbrecht, 2003 p46).  This, I believe, is an essential pre-

requisite for appreciating the Masks in their proper context. 

Gumbrecht describes this world as a ‘presence’ culture, one that takes into 

account the physical presence of humans and objects in the world, as 

opposed to our current ‘meaning’ culture that depends ‘solely on the 

movements of the human mind’ (Gumbrecht, 2003 p17).  He uses Medieval 

Christianity as an exemplar of a presence culture, and defines ten 

characteristics that differentiate presence and meaning cultures (Gumbrecht, 

2003 pp80-85).   These range from how humans see themselves in the world 

to their sense of playfulness, and I have summarised these in Appendix 1 

(columns 1 and 2).  I believe that the Yup’ik are clearly aligned with 

Gumbrecht’s presence culture, as shown in Appendix 1 (column 3), and I 

discuss this further below. 

 

                                                           
6
 This expresses the Inuit world-view; a respect for other ways of experiencing the world (Fienup-

Riordan, 1996 p30) 
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The Medieval and Yup’ik World Views 

Gumbrecht’s definition of ‘human self-perception in the world’ illustrates, I 

argue, the commonality of Medieval and Yup’ik cultural outlooks.  

In presence cultures, humans ‘see their bodies as part of a cosmology’ 

(Gumbrecht, 2003 p80), where there exists an ‘integral entwinement of self 

and world’ (Thomson, (b), 2015 Section 2.4); and ‘the things of the world, on 

top of their material being, have an inherent meaning’ (Gumbrecht, 2003 p80). 

In comparison, meaning cultures are dominated by the subject/object divide to 

the extent that we perceive ourselves as ‘eccentric in relation to the world’ 

(Gumbrecht, 2003 p80).   

Gumbrecht refers to ‘symbolic realism’ in describing the Medieval world, 

where each object has its ‘inherent meaning, given to it by God in the act of 

Creation’ (Gumbrecht, 2003 p25).  Consequently, man’s role is fixed and there 

is no new knowledge, only knowledge that is to be revealed.  Even the 

meanings and qualities of stones and (often mythical) animals were believed 

to be pre-determined, and were described in great detail in lapidaries and 

bestiaries (Gumbrecht, 2003 p25).   

Medieval thinking is mirrored, I believe, by Yup’ik culture, where ‘everything, 

animate and inanimate, is possessed of a shade, having semi-human form 

and features, enjoying more or less freedom of motion’ (Nelson, 1983 p394).  

When looking at a piece of wood, a hill or a lake, Yup’ik would be aware of its 

spirit, and their relationship to it; an equivalent, I believe, of the Medieval 

thinking on lapidaries and bestiaries. 

The Yup’ik do have a different relationship than the Medieval with the animate 

and inanimate.  In Medieval culture, ‘man, God’s representative on earth, is 

the centre’, and ‘animate and inanimate creatures that surround him reflect an 

aspect, or certain aspects’ of the Divine (Lings, 2005 p2).  I believe that the 

Yup’ik represent a more primordial condition where ‘everything, inward or 

outward, was transparent’ (Lings, 2005 p5).   
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There was no single Yup’ik god or deity and the relationship with the animate 

and inanimate was permeable and fluid: ‘every animal and object – a seal, a 

hill, even driftwood – was capable of possessing a spirit, one of whose various 

guises was a human being, a little person’ (Ray, 1976 p9), and ‘some animals 

surpass humans in their sensitivity and ability to know human acts and 

intentions’ (Fienup-Riordan, 1996 p70).   

In spite of this difference, the relationship between man and the divine (God or 

deities) is remarkably similar.  This relationship is mediated by religious 

leaders; priests in the Medieval Catholic church, “Angalkuq” in Yup’ik 

ceremonies.7 Angalkuq (characterised – and enframed? – in our language as 

shaman) bind the people to the spiritual world, and can ‘look into places and 

times not accessible to ordinary humans’ and travel to the ‘skyland, the 

undersea home of the seals and the underground land of the dead’ (Fienup-

Riordan, 1996 p63).  

The Angalkuq established and managed the rituals that enabled 

communication between the spirit world and the Yup’ik people: ‘the Angalkuq 

directed the construction of elaborate Masks through which the spirits 

revealed themselves as simultaneously dangerous and potentially beneficial’ 

(Fienup-Riordan,1996 p64), and the ‘wearer (of the Mask) is believed to be 

mysteriously and unconsciously imbued with the spirit of the being which his 

Mask represents’ (Nelson,1900 p395). 

In this context, the Mask becomes an embodiment of a spiritual world, where 

knowledge is transferred between the unseen and seen, and links past, 

present and future: ‘the spirit in the Mask was not the individual spirit of the 

individual animal, but the vital force representing a chain or continuum of all 

the individual spirits of that genus which had lived, were living or were to live’ 

(Ray, 1976 p10). This, I believe, echoes Gumbrecht’s interpretation of 

Medieval thinking, where everything that has been or will be is known by God, 

and priests enabled this knowledge to be shared. 

 

                                                           
7
 Angalkuq - see (Fienup-Riordan, 1996 p63) 
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The Eucharist 

I believe the commonality of the Yup’ik and Medieval world views is 

exemplified by, what Gumbrecht calls, ‘the prototypical ritual for presence 

cultures’, the Eucharist (Gumbrecht, 2003 p85).  

The Catholic Eucharist, and Yup’ik Masks in their ceremonial role, involve a 

form of thought that, to modern secular thinking, is not credible: the physical 

presence of an object being believed as something else.  

In ‘medieval cosmology … God’s real presence on earth and among humans, 

was the core ritual of medieval culture’ (Gumbrecht, 2003 p28) and, in 

particular, the ‘transformation of the substance of bread into the substance of 

Christ’s body……….were perfectly plausible….there was no problem with the 

bread being the “form” that made the “substantial presence” of Christ’s body 

perceptible’ (Gumbrecht, 2003 p29).   

I believe that this form of belief echoes Yup’ik reasoning, where the spirit of 

particular beings is made real and tangible through the Mask. In both cases, 

the rituals ‘evoke the events’ to which they refer (Gumbrecht, 2003 p30), 

rather than make them present again.  For the Medieval world it was the Last 

Supper, for the Yup-ik it was the encounter of their ‘priests’ with other beings.  

I argue that Yup’ik Masks, in their ceremonial role, represent a form of 

transubstantiation. The Masks are the physical form that make the animate 

and inanimate, man and spirits present and perceptible.  They were made to 

be viewed in that light and, I believe, the essence of that idea is retained by 

the Masks beyond their actual use8.   

As leading Yup’ik Mask dealer Donald Ellis notes, many peoples’ response to 

the Masks is like a ‘religious experience’, (Ellis, 2016), and in this sense we 

can view the Masks where, in Heidegger’s words, ‘the holy is opened up as 

the holy and the god is called forth in the openness of its presence’ (Haynes, 

2002 p22). 

                                                           
8
 This raises interesting questions about Heidegger’s ideas on the presence or power of art once taken 

out of their original context, as discussed in ‘The Origin’.  He would argue that they lose their power, I 
believe that this is not fully the case for the Masks 
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My initial reaction to the Masks was one of bewilderment; I felt emotionally 

overwhelmed, even threatened.  Perhaps if I had the necessary religious 

predisposition I would have believed it to be a religious experience; as an rtist, 

however, I engaged with the experience creatively (see Figures 1 and 2)9.   

Having positioned the Masks as the product of a ‘presence’ culture, with 

parallels to Medieval Christendom, I believe that we can begin to understand 

how they can be experienced as transformational beings, as they would have 

been by the Yup’ik people. In order to explore this idea further, I wish to 

examine the Masks within their traditional setting, the festival. 

                                                           
9
 See also ‘Heidegger and the Yup’ik: practice based research’ – unpublished paper by the Author.  In 

this essay I explore the themes discussed in this essay through applying making to understand the 
power of the Masks 
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FIGURE 4: BRINGING THE UNSEEN AND UNKNOWN INTO 

SOLID FORM 

This Mask is visually stunning and combines sound and action. It is believed to 
represent ‘Oangiluk, the rain spirit……when the wind strikes him in the rear, he 

spreads out his hands, and as the wind and rain pass through him they become mild 
and warm.  The wind passes through the large tube’ (Ellis, 2015 p138).  The advent 

of warmer weather signals the end of winter and influx of birds and mammals. 
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CHAPTER 4: THE FESTIVAL 

Masks……represented the complete range of 
Alaskan Eskimo cosmology, consisting of good 
and bad mythological beings that created man, 
his livelihood, and his ceremonies …of deities 

which controlled certain aspects of men’s lives; 
and an array of spirits. 

(Ray,1976 p7) 

 

Viewing the Masks through the lens of a presence culture gives us an 

opportunity to understand how they might have been experienced as ‘beings’ 

that are spiritually present during their ceremonial use.  I now wish to expand 

on this by considering Heidegger’s ideas on art and society in relation to the 

Masks and Yup’ik festivals. 

Julian Young argues that, in his later work, Heidegger’s thinking evolved to 

the point where ‘”the festival” is a more developed description of what “The 

Origin” calls “the artwork”’, and that great art is seen as communal, it creates 

a people and preserves a people. (Young, 2001 pp50-60). I discuss specific 

aspects of each of these below. 

Art is Communal 

For Heidegger, great artwork is communal, to be received by ‘an entire 

culture’ (Young, 2001 p51).  I believe that the Yup’ik festival fulfils this 

requirement.  It was a central feature of Yup’ik life: multiple festivals were held 

during the winter months that were highly organised and often lasted for 

several days10.  They brought together communities that, in the summer, were 

widely dispersed, and thereby re-affirming social, familial and religious bonds.   

Inuit anthropologist, Dorothy Jean Ray, notes: ‘because of the Eskimo love of 

comradeship, the festivals were of profound social significance…. and 

ceremonial development would have shrivelled without group interaction, 

particularly when different villages and even tribes were represented’ (Ray, 

1976 p48).   

                                                           
10

 See (Nelson, 1900) and (Ray, 1976) 
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In his contemporary account, Edward Nelson noted that this activity 

‘promote(s) friendly intercourse between people of adjacent villages and 

districts’ (Nelson, 1900 p357), and that groups would travel to these events 

from up to 100 miles away (Nelson, 1900 p366).   

Festivals allowed the Yup’ik to, in Heidegger’s terminology, set themselves 

‘outside of everyday activity, the cessation of work’ (Young, 2001 p85), so that 

they ‘step into the …. imitation of wonder that around us the world worlds at 

all’ (Heidegger in Young, 2001 p86).  The Yup’ik equivalent of 

transubstantiation takes place and ‘people and things are apprehended, not 

as they are, in everydayness….but rather as they are in themselves according 

to their essences’ (Young, 2001 p86).  Angalkuq become the beings (animate 

and inanimate) that the Masks evoke and ‘the inuas or shades of the various 

animals are invited in and are supposed to be present and enjoy the songs 

and dances, with the food and drink offerings given in their honour’ (Nelson, 

1900 p359). In Heidegger’s terms, the Yup’ik festival provides a space where 

‘things show up as belonging to a sacred order and since they themselves 

share in this sacredness, command of us love and respect’ (Young, 2001 

p88). 

Art Creates a People 

Heidegger was concerned that art related to individuals in their lives, and in 

the ‘individual contributing’ to the ‘historically determined mission of the 

people’ (Young, 2001 p57). This can be achieved ‘under the pressure of a 

great common danger or from the ever growing commitment to a clearly 

perceived common task’ (Young, 2001 p56).  For the Yup’ik this task was 

fighting starvation: ‘these highly individualistic Masks were used in festivals in 

which the entire aim was the communal expression of one important aspect of 

life: survival’ (Ray, 1976 p51).  Consequently, the Masks provided a means of 

dialogue with the elements, spirits and beings that affected their survival.  The 

Masks’ power and Angalkuq performances ‘were believed by the people 

because generally they were conducted for the common welfare’ (Ray, 1976 

p8). 
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FIGURE 5: A VARIETY OF YUP’IK MASKS 

5.1: Masks are very expressive, as 

can be seen in this spirit of a 

seabird. 

5.2: Masks can be complex, as in this 

seal (?) face surrounded by depictions 

of fish and animals (foxes?). 

5.3: Older Masks, stripped of their colour 

and attachments, can be expressive in a 

very direct manner, as in this 18
th
 Century 

(or earlier) version. 

5.4: An inventive way of 

representing the bubbles that 

come from a seals’ mouth 

when underwater. 
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This is exemplified by a story recorded by Nelson.  Eskimo believe that an 

animal’s soul resides in its bladder – and after hunting these are saved, kept 

and honoured during the ‘bladder festival’ (Nelson, 1900 p390), before being 

returned to the sea.  An Angalkuq once followed the bladders into the sea 

where he reported that ‘they were very much pleased with the men who had 

taken them and given them such a fine festival; others complained that the 

hunters treated them badly and not offered them sufficient food’ (Nelson, 1900 

p390).  A fine, and very real, balance for the Yup’ik, between sustaining or 

destroying a relationship so vital to survival. 

Art Preserves a People 

Great art ‘preserves a people’ (Young, 2001 p57) and, for this preserving to 

be sustained, ‘a creative view of tradition’ is required (Young, 2001 p59).  

Heidegger’s ideas indicate one reason why Yup’ik Masks are so vibrant: to 

‘remain relevant and compelling….the artwork must constantly reinvent itself’ 

(Young, 2001 p59).  I suggest that the Yup’ik achieved this in two respects; 

through geographic conditioning and creative flexibility. 

Situated in geographically varied environments, from coastal plains to interior 

hills, and with each environment offering different natural materials, Yup’ik 

cultures, and their Masks, diversified to reflect local circumstances.  However, 

as Nelson notes: ‘while the same festival may exist in different localities over a 

considerable area, rites vary locally to a greater or lesser extent, although the 

central idea is preserved’ (Nelson, 1900 p357).   

I argue that, again, Yup’ik society mirrors early Greek and Christian cultures.  

In these, Young states, there was geographic diversity but enough similarity 

‘to justify speaking of a single artwork (type) as being represented throughout, 

and so binding together, the entire culture’ (Young, 2001 p52). Yup’ik culture 

can be set alongside the ancient Greek and Medieval worlds in which 

Heidegger saw this communal aspect as being a signifier of ‘great art’. 

The Yup’ik creative process also promoted diversity. Typically, the Angalkuq 

wished to relay an experience or vision, and provided a description that a 

maker worked into a Mask.   
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There were no prescriptive rules about how things should be represented – no 

templates – but peer pressure ensured a level of quality.  As Ray notes: 

The Mask was sometimes the product of one 
man’s vision and another’s carving, and 

sometimes only one man’s vision and carving.  
In either case, limits of cultural interpretations 

were broad. Rarely has the artist been allowed 
greater cultural freedom of expression.  The 

result was a staggering number and variety of 
Masks, and different kinds within one group or 

village, not duplicates, were the norm.  
(Ray, 1976 p51) 

In the Yup’ik world, the Masks in their communal role can be seen as helping 

to establish and preserve a people.  In playing this central function as a living, 

breathing part of existence that maintains a community. I believe that Yup’ik 

masks achieve, what Heidegger meant by ‘great art’ in ‘The Origin’.  As with 

the Medieval Eucharist, the art in question is not actually seen as art, but as a 

living embodiment of a belief system, something that draws together and 

replenishes a whole culture and the people that live in it. 
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FIGURE 6: OTHER INUIT MASKS 

6.1:  Koniag, Kodiak Island. 

6.3: Chugach, Prince William. 

Sound 

Masks were made by all Inuit peoples, each reflecting their own world 

view in expressive terms that are visibly distinct.  Mask from three 

Inuit groups shown below. 

6.3: Sugpiaq, Kodiak Island. 
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CONCLUSION 

During a festival a little puppet ermine ‘sticks 
out its head from its hole in the wall, pops back 

again, and then looks out, and finally runs 
across the other side to vanish into another 

hole, snapping up a rattle with a bladder 
attached as it goes.  All hold their breath, for 
should the creature fail to enter the hole with 

rattle and bladder behind it, one of those 
present must die within the year’. 

(Ray, 1976 p43) 

 

This small incident in a four-day festival provides a rich, and very human, 

insight into the world of the people who created and experienced the Masks: 

the creative drama, the narrative and life or death significance of events; 

people living deeply entwined with the world around them, and whose rich 

cultural response to their condition, at its height, reveals the transubstantiation 

of the Masks into beings, events and even places.  

I believe that I have revealed some of ‘what is at work in the work’ (Heidegger, 

in Haynes, 2002 p16).  Breton wrote effusively on the poetic qualities of the 

Masks, but his descriptive approach seemed somewhat limited in comparison 

to Poesis, which lead us to a sense that the Masks are, in some way, ‘beings’ 

that are revealed by the artist.  I have suggested that once we begin to think in 

this way we can more readily question our traditional way of viewing the 

Masks. 

Heidegger’s concept of ‘enframement’ enabled us to understand how 

aesthetics may be a barrier to viewing the Masks for what they essentially are, 

especially when coupled with an unconscious prejudice about the nature of 

‘native’ art and culture.  In my view, the work of Gumbrecht provided us with 

an alternative route to contextualising the Masks.  The concept of a ‘presence’ 

culture, one where society and the individual is intimately engaged with their 

physical and spiritual world, closely described Yup’ik society, and in a way 

that drew comparisons with Western Medieval culture.   
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Gumbrecht’s ten characteristics of a presence culture led us to an 

appreciation that the Yup’ik belief system contained the defining characteristic 

of a presence culture, namely the Eucharist.  The role of the Mask in evoking 

inanimate, animate, and spiritual entities within a ritualistic setting, has, I 

believe, been demonstrated as a form of transubstantiation, bearing 

comparison with the role of bread and wine in Medieval Catholicism. 

Assessing the Mask in its proper setting, the festival, enabled us to apply 

aspects of Heidegger’s concept of great art, as developed by Young (2001).  

In particular, I believe I have shown that the Yup’ik festival is communal, and 

creates and preserves a people and is, in that sense, equivalent to 

Heidegger’s Greek temple and Medieval Cathedral in being ‘great art’, as 

described in ‘The Origin’.   

In conclusion, I believe that I have enabled us to move our sense of the 

Masks from art objects to a point where we can see them as an embodiment 

of a culture and its beliefs, and, seen in this light, they become beings that 

have presence, and affect the viewer with an energy that goes beyond 

aesthetic considerations. 
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APPENDIX 1: MEANINNG AND PRESENCE CULTURES (after Gumbrecht, 2003) 

 1: MEANING CULTURE 2: PRESENCE CULTURE 3: INUIT presentation of Presence Culture 

1. DOMINANT 
HUMAN SELF-
REFERENCE 

The mind, consciousness The body The body, contains the shade (spirit) which 
is to be respected beyond death 

2. SELF PERCEPTION 
IN THE WORLD 

Humans eccentric to the world – 
humans subject, world objects 

Humans part of the cosmos, all 
(living/inanimate) have inherent meaning 

Yup’ik are part of the world alongside 
animate and inanimate entities, and all have 
a shade 

3.  KNOWLEDGE 
Only produced by a subject (ie human) 
in an act of world interpretation 

Revealed (by gods etc.) – not from the 
subject (ie human) 

Revealed via Angalkuq; intentions of 
animals and inanimate objects 

4. CONCEPT OF A 
SIGN 

Metaphysical structure, - coupling of a 
material and spiritual signifier, once 
meaning identified material signifier not 
of interest 

Substance (requiring space) and form (that 
allows substance to be perceived), both 
elements retained when meaning secured 

Substance and form – shade and body, 
element (wind etc.) material (location, lake), 
Masks 

5. HUMANS AND THE 
WORLD 

Want to change/improve the world – 
behaviour that leads to action, world 
transformed by humans 

Want to inscribe their bodies into the 
rhythms of this cosmology – action is 
magic, not changing world 

Work with world (seasons, animals etc.), 
rituals recognise equivalence of the natural 
world, change implies challenge to natural 
order 

6. PRIMORDIAL 
DIMENSION 

Time – takes time for transformative 
action to take place 

Space – the dimension within which 
humans and things-of-this-world are 
negotiated 

Space – location of events, shades, ‘gods’ 
etc. 

7. VIOLENCE 
Defer, turn into power Blocking, occupying spaces with bodies Blocking, war 

8. EVENT 
Innovation Illegitimate departure from the regulation of 

cosmology 
Do not challenge natural order, otherwise 
famine and disease 

9. PLAYFULNESS 

Participants have little awareness of 
what guides them – their normal 
motivations are suspended (eg actor 
steps into character) 

Structured by suspension of conscious 
rules for defined period (eg carnival) 

Festival (within defined rules and 
behaviours) 

10. GOVERNING 
IDEAS 

Competing visions, arguments in an 
intellectual setting (Government, 
parliament) 

 Ritual, magic – intensify ‘reality’ Ritual, dance, work within rules 
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