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Archaeologists Recover 3,000-year-old Weavings from Ancestral Alutiiq Settlement

KODIAK, Alaska—Archaeologists with the Alutiiq Museum and Archaeological Repository have uncovered
fragments of woven grass artifacts estimated fo be 3,000 years old. The rare finds were made on August 18,
2023, during excavations of an ancestral sod house on the shore of Karluk Lake, Kodiak Island, Alaska
sponsored by Koniag. The fragments, which appear to be pieces of mats, are the oldest well-documented
examples of Kodiak Alutiig/Sugpiaq weaving. A unique set of circumstances preserved them. AlutiigQ Museum
Curator of Archaeology Patrick Saltonstall explained.

“We were excavating a sod house beside Karluk Lake as part of a broader study to understand how Alutiiq
people used Kodiak’s interior,” said Saltonstall. “When we reached the floor, we discovered that the house had
burned and collapsed. The walls of the structure, which were lined with wood, fell into the building and
covered a portion of the floor. This sealed the floor quickly and limited burning. As we removed the remains of
the walls, we were surprised and excited to find fragments of charred weaving. It looks like the house had
grass mats on the floor. The pieces covered about a two-meter area at the back of the house, perhaps in an
area for sleeping.”

Weaving is a long-practiced Alutiiq art, but one that is difficult to document archaeologically as fiber artifacts
are fragile and rarely preserved. The Alutiiq Museum’s extensive archaeological collections contain grass and
spruce root baskets that are as much as 600 years old, but nothing older. The house that produced the
weavings was radiocarbon dated to about 3,000 years old. The style of the structure and arfifacts found in
association with it support this determination.

“It is likely that our ancestors worked with plant fibers for millennia, from the time they arrived on Kodiak 7500
years ago,” said April Laktonen Counceller, the museum’s executive director. “It makes sense. Plants are
abundant and easily harvested, and they are excellent materials for making containers, mats, and other useful
items. It’s just very hard to document this practice. This wonderful find extends our knowledge of Alutiiq
weaving back an additional 2400 years.”

Close inspection of the woven fragments shows that their makers laid down long parallel strands of grass (the
warp) and then secured them with perpendicular rows of twining (the weft) spaced about an inch apart. This
technique created an open weave also found in historic examples of Alutiiq grass matting. Small fragments of
more complicated braiding may represent the finished edge of a mat.

The field crew carefully lifted the fragile woven fragments off the floor of the sod house and placed them in a
specially made box for fransport back to Kodiak and the Alutiiq Museum’s laboratory. Here they will be
preserved, documented, and made available for study as a loan from Koniag—the regional Alaska Native
Corporation for Kodiak Alutiiq people and the sponsor of the research. The corporation owns the land on
which the excavation took and has been generously supporting archaeological studies in the region.
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“Discoveries like these highlight our Alutiiq people’s innovation and resilience,” said Koniag President Shauna
Hegna. “Koniag is humbled to partner with the Alutiig Museum on critical projects like this.”

The Alutiig Museum is a non-profit organization dedicated to preserving and sharing the history and culture of
the Alutiiq, an Alaska Native tribal people. Representatives of Kodiak Alutiiq organizations govern the museum
with funding from charitable contributions, memberships, grants, contracts, and sales.

Photo 1: The sod house after excavation. The structure is oval and about 4 x 6 meters across. Modern sticks
mark the locations of holes left by posts that once held up the structure roof. Photo by Patrick Saltonstall,
Alutiig Museum, 2023.

Photo 2: Detail of ca. 3,000-year-old grass mafting from ancestral Alutiiq house by Karluk Lake. Photo by
Patrick Saltonstall, Alutiiq Museum, 2023.



