The 2025 Alaska Innovators Hall of
Fame:
Alaska Native Gut Clothing

The 2025 Alaska Innovator’s Hall of Fame inductee for traditional
innovation is Alaska Native Gut Clothing.

The art of crafting garments from animal intestines, primarily
practiced by the Siberian/St. Lawrence Island Yupik, Ifnupiagq,
Alutiiq/Sugpiaq, Unangax, and Dene cultures, embodies
centuries of indigenous innovation, resilience, and connection to
the natural world.

Archaeological evidence indicates that gut clothing in the
circumpolar north has existed for over a millennium. Although it
is challenging to attribute the "invention" of gut clothing to a
single culture or tribe, the remarkable variety of innovations
developed in Alaska makes it a focal point of this ancient practice.
None display such intricate craftsmanship as the Alaska
communities, where gut garments—often parkas, capes, hats, and
pants—have been essential to survival in the region's harsh
climates.

The materials utilized for these garments derive from animals
whose inner organs are readily available in the Arctic, such as the
bearded seal, walrus, bear, Northern fur seal, Steller sea lion, and
beluga whale. The production process transforms the intestine,
and at times the esophagus for reinforcement in seams, into
waterproof and vapor-permeable attire, akin to modern-day
Gore-Tex. Summer-processed gut offers remarkable insulation
and breathability, making it ideal for raingear, while winter-
processed gut serves ceremonial purposes, exemplifying both
functional and spiritual significance.

This cultural practice witnessed a dramatic decline mid-20th
century due to the pressures of colonization and the rise of
synthetic materials. Nevertheless, there is a revitalization of gut
garment production today, as communities reclaim this craft as
an artistic medium that fosters pride, identity, and self-
expression. Notably, for the Sugpiaq of Prince William Sound, it
has been 100 to 150 years since the last gut parka was sewn, and
the revival of this craft is essential for cultural continuity.

The tradition of gut sewing deserves formal acknowledgment and
support not solely for its historical and functional aspects but also
as a vital expression of indigenous identity and resilience.
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