On Certain Dental Characters
of the Eskimo
of the Eastern Canadian Arctic

LAWRENCE OSCHINSKY AND ROY SMITHURST

The data below have been gathered during the months July,
August, and September 1959 on the Canadian Research Ship
C.D. Howe on a cruise in the Eastern Canadian Arctic. The
Eskimos of the following settlements were visited: 1) Wakeham
Bay, 2) Sugluk, 3) Ivugivik, 4) Coral Harbour (Southampton
Island), 5) Cape Dorset, 6) Lake Harbour, 7) Frobisher Bay,
8) Brevoort Island, 9) Pangnirtung, 10) Broughton Island,
11) Padloping Island, 12) Kivitoo, 13) Clyde River, 14) Pond
Inlet, 15) Arctic Bay, 16) Resolute, 17) Grise Fjord.

The most detailed studies of the dentition of Eskimos and
related people have been done in Greenland and the Aleutian
Islands while the Eastern Arctic remains terra incognita from
the physical anthropological and odontological points of view.
The authors were of the opinion that it would be interesting
and important to study the incidence of shovel-shaped incisors,
and certain aspects of maxillary lateral incisor crowding, to
compare these data with the results of the above mentioned
studies. Since these characters are polygenetically determined
they are less subject to rapid change by such processes as genetic
drift which always plays havoc with the distribution of mono-
genetic traits in small populations.

The dentition of mongloid peoples as a group and Eskimos
in particular is characterized by a high incidence of shovel-
shaped incisors, a low incidence of Carabelli's cusp, a high
frequency of mandibular torus, a high frequency of an edge
occlusion of the incisors and a frequent absence of third molars.

Hrdlicka in 1911 although he did not invent the term
“shovel-shape” was the first to point out that this character was
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CERTAIN DENTAL CHARACTERS OF THE ESKIMO 107

frequent among American Indians as well as Chinese, Japanese,
and other Mongloids. He also showed that Whites and Negros
had a very low frequency for this trait. Other investigators
have demonstrated that shovel-shaped incisors are present in
early hominids, e.g., sinanthropus, among anthropoids, certain
old-world monkeys, Icelandic Nordics, and Australoids. How-
ever the major evidence clearly indicates that shovel-shaped
incisors are for the most part a mongloid feature.

- Hrdlicka set up a subjective scale to denote the extent of
shovel-shape which is as follows:

Shovel ~— the enamel rim with the enclosed fossa well developed.

Semi-shovel — the enamel rim was distinct but the enclosed fossa
is shallow.

Trace shovel ~— distinct traces of the enamel rim but which could not
be classed as yet as semi-shovel.

No shovel — no perceptible trace of rim and fossa or in which
traces of these were so faint or imperfect as not to
deserve special characterization.

The data of the present study were graded according to the
above scale but will not be presented in this detail for the time
being. The authors have lumped the first three categories of
Hrdlicka in order to compare their data more easily with those
of other authors using different scales. As can be seen in the
table below the Canadian Eskimos agree with the Greenland
and Aleut data but are rather different from Hrdlicka's Eskimo
series. This is probably more a discrepancy caused by different
subjective methods of appraisal rather than anything else. Perhaps
the metrical method of Dahlberg and Mikkelsen is to be pre-
ferred to avoid the pitfalls of various individual points of view
based upon superficial description.

As has already been mentioned above, the most frequent
occlusal type concerning the relationship of the incisors is an
edge-to-edge or labidodont condition. Overbite or scissor bite
occurred in only .4 percent of the sample. Protrusive mandible
or Class 3 malocclusion, according to Angle’s classification, also
occurred in .2 percent. In approximately 33 percent of a sample
of 2,000 Canadian Eskimos a situation obtains wherein the
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110 LAWRENCE OSCHINSKI AND ROY SMITHURST

lateral maxillary incisors are displaced lingually in relation to
the central incisors. i.e. “in-standing lateral incisors”. This con-
dition was found to occur in every Eskimo settlement visited,
and veried from 22 percent to as high as 40 percent of each
population. (See Figure). This can probably be attributed to
a differential rate of growth of the maxilla in relation to the
size and number of teeth.

Moorrees (1957) noted among the Aleuts, that the most
common malocclusion was ‘...characterized by crowding and
rotation of individual teeth without displacement of molars.”
This description applies equally well to the Eskimos of the
Eastern Canadian Arctic.

It is interesting that the distribution of shovel-shaped in-
cisors and the above-mentioned type of malocclusion should
occur so uniformly over such a wide area, and indicates clearly
that polygenetic morphological features are more stable in gene-
tically related populations than mongenetic serological features
which, as has already been mentioned, are more subject to the
vagaries of genetic drift, mutation, and selection.

Human History Branch,
National Museum,
Otawa.
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