
#NTM2017 Premiere: Inuit Poems and Songs 
 

 

 

Another #NTM2017 premiere: we’re happy to share with you today four poems from the 

anthology Inuit Poems and Songs—Folk poetry of East Greenland (International Polar 

Institute, 2016), edited by William Thalbitzer and translated by Torben Hutchings. 

Having devoted his life to study of the Eskimos, their language, spiritual life and religion, 

Thalbitzer found in their values his own mission to search for and preserve theirs. These 

short poems are true gems of the North. We hope you’ll like them as much as we did. 

And remember, in September and beyond, to celebrate the world’s cultures and their 

beautiful voices using #NTM2017. Read and share your favorite translations.  

 

—Claudia Serea and Loren Kleinman 

http://www.upne.com/0996193825.html
http://www.upne.com/0996193825.html


 

Editor’s Note 

These poems erupted in the East Greenlanders heart–the human sea at the outer limit of 

the north–on Earth's most desolate and rugged shores. They were found in the living 

tradition of a small, recently discovered Eskimo people that I had gone to study. For the 

first time I heard their language as it sounded on people's lips, as it must have sounded 

through many generations. I understood that this was part of the Inuit people’s ancient 

poetry, and these songs and poems deserved to be written down for greater humanity. 

— William Thalbitzer, editor 

 

Inuit Poems and Songs—Folk poetry of East Greenland 
William Thalbitzer, editor 

Torben Hutchings, translator 

 

2. Bad Hunting Weather 

 

With no luck in the hunt, the kayaker returns home, and on his way he sings of the 

gathering clouds. 

 

I settled my poem 

on the threshold of my tongue 

 

it was properly arranged. 

But my hunt – was a failure. 

 

Storm clouds rose from out on the sea, 

the northern sky's wind-chilled drizzle and sleet, 

 

I saw great fog banks drawing up. 

They rose and pulled themselves hastily 

along the mountainsides – 

The wind-chilled sleet clouds  

of the northern skies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

32. The Shooting Star 

 

You, star up there 

that shines from the sky! 

 

Your hand up there 

did not hold on tight enough 

the hugging fingers let go. 

 

So you slipped down, 

but did not crash, 

did not get all the way down. 

 

Our earth, you didn't reach. 

 

 

44. Two Women Engaging in a Drumming Contest 

 

In the first of these two songs which reply to each another, Marattis's mother-in-law 

addressed her sister-in-law (half-brother's wife; the term in West Greenlandic is 

ukuaussaq, which means 1) half-brother's wife, sister-in-law through a half-brother, or 2) 

Step-son's wife, daughter-in-law through a step-son). The older woman (I) addresses the 

younger (II) in phrases that are half ironic and hostile, half envious and conciliatory. 

 

  

I 

I still think of them, 

the people from the inner fjord! 

Our dear little sister-in-law 

is a mischievous creature. 

Yes, you have certainly made me angry 

and made me your enemy! 

And I, who pretended not to notice 

when I went in to visit them! 

And look at that! You punished me, 

you put forth good food for me 

– for me, who usually scrimps. 

For you have owned him from the very first. 

 

Too bad that he became your husband! 

That I did not get him as husband myself 

 

 

 



II 

How has she become over the years! 

She has become almost like me. 

She can barely sing any more, 

hardly even makes hate songs. 

 

Since she has lost the ability to sing, 

since she has lost the ability to compose –  
I stopped making songs, 

I stopped making poems. 

 

 

48. When Will He Be Here? 

 

Tormented by his loneliness, filled by the desire to experience something, a man sings of 

his longing for his opponent to arrive and sing against him. 

 

Come forward! 

I long to sing against you, 

while I drift about aimlessly – 

I long to drum and sing, 

with a rising longing for my opponent. 

Will you be here soon, as so often before! 

Will you come, my great adversary! 

Do you drift about aimlessly,do you not 

 think of drumming contests any more! 

Just let Sookajiik come here! 

How slow and uncomprehending! 

Why does he delay?  

 Does he think himself so important? 

Does he think me incomprehensible, unsociable? 

It has now been two summers in a row 

without a drumming contest,  

 without an attack –  
am I, to him, not worthy of a drumming song? 

Two summers in a row he has stayed away. 

Finally. How different! Not like when we, 

 constantly sang against each other! 

Hurry! It is not yet too late. 

I have heard everything,  

 you are angry in your heart, 

filled by your unrest. You seek comfort. 

The anger is upon you. The time has come. 

Come now and avenge yourself! 



 

 

Equipped with the latest phonetic methods, WILLIAM THALBITZER (1873-1958) left 

Denmark in 1900 to spend a year in West Greenland. Throughout his research, Thalbitzer 

also worked to find other possible languages showing traces of kinship with the Inuit 

languages. He wanted to help the Greenlanders preserve their spiritual culture and hoped 

that his work would strengthen the values and consciousness of the indigenous 

community in light of increasing interaction with the dominant culture of the Danes. 

 

About the translator 

Torben Hutchings lives in Edinburgh and specializes in translations from the Danish 

and Norwegian. He has a Master of Chemistry from the University of St Andrews, 

Scotland, and owns a business as a mead and fruit wine merchant. He learned and taught 

the secrets of home brewing when he was a member of the University of St Andrews 

Medieval Re-enactment society. 


