
Natanael Illiniartitsijok:  
Inuk Composer 

Tom Gordon, Memorial University School of Music 



“The keys of the new church were carried on 
cushions by an Eskimo boy and girl. The band 
was stationed a short distance off, playing hymn 
tunes. Outside the church another verse was 
sung, the Bishop [Martin] spoke the words: 
“Enter into His gates with thanksgiving,” etc., 
and in the name of the Holy Trinity both doors 
were unlocked. While the congregation was 
entering the choir sang an anthem, written and 
composed by our oldest chapel-servant and 
organist, Natanael Illiniartitsijok.” 



Natanael & Friederike Illianiartitsijok 
with children, ca. 1895 



Karrie Obed 
with members of Innismara Vocal Ensemble 



Count Nikolaus von Zinzendorf 



Saglek Fjord, 2011 
Torngat Mountains National Park 



Sketch of the first Moravian Mission Station  
at Nisbet Harbour, 1752 



Mikak with her son Tootac 



Moravian Missionary conversing  
with the Eskimos at Nain 



Map of the Labrador Missions 
Of the Moravian Church 



Moravian Mission Complex  
Hopedale, Labrador 



Inuit Women at a Blubber Factory, ca 1900 



Chapel Servants at Uviluktok, ca. 1900 



Inuit Girl at Harmonium 



Among them was Seguliak, the angekok or 
sorcerer, who seemed to have the authority of a 
chief. He was particularly friendly. Once when 
they began a dance in honour of their guest, 
accompanying it, in true heathen fashion, with 
terrible noises, Br. Haven sang a hymn in 
Greenlandic, whereupon they instantly ceased, 
and listened attentively to the end. 

Periodical Accounts, 1764 



As to national songs, they have nothing 
deserving of that name; and the various collectors 
of these precious morsels in our day, would find 
their labour lost in endeavouring to harmonize 
the incantations of the sorcerers and witches, 
which more resemble the howlings of wolves and 
growlings of bears, than anything human. 

Benjamin Kohlmeister, 1811 



One day, while we were closing the schools as 
usual, by singing a verse, there arose such an 
emotion among them, that all melted into tears, . . 
. Frequently the children met together and sung 
hymns, after the example of their parents, during 
which they were so much affected, that they burst 
into loud weeping. 

Periodical Accounts, 1806 



Manuscript page from Aneregit Nâlekab Nertonauta (Latrobe) 
Nain choir; Watermark date: 1821 



Many of them show great capacity  for 
learning to play upon any musical 
instrument. Violins have been introduced, 
and French horns, and a few of them 
accompany the voices with great precision 
and devotional effect. Some of the 
Missionaries have even succeeded in 
teaching them to sing short and easy 
anthems, in three or four parts, by which, 
on particular occasions, the worship of the 
congregation is much enlivened.  

Br. Benjamin Kohlmeister, 1824 



You will be glad  to hear that our Esquimaux 
retain their love and cultivate their talent for 
music. They play and sing anthems on festival 
days, and on other occasions. One of them has 
learnt, in a very short time, and with but little 
instruction, to play the violoncello pretty well; 
but the most pleasant part of their performance is 
playing hymn tunes in four parts. 

Periodical Accounts, 1826 



The next service was commenced with a choir 
piece, when the organ and other instruments 
accompanied seven singers, four women and 
three men. The women especially had voices of 
power and compass. Alto, tenor, and bass were 
fairly sustained, as well as soprano, and the 
whole effect was good. The piece, which was not 
easy, but suitable in liturgical character, was well 
rendered both in forte and piano passages. This 
time Ambrose, another native, presided at the 
organ, and Ludolf played the first violin. 

Bishop Benjamin La Trobe, 1888 

Ambrose 



The first organ, a present from 
the congregation at Herrnhut 
to the church at Nain, was a 
source of great delight and 
boundless admiration; before 
long an Eskimo organist was 
able with good taste to 
accompany on the new 
instrument the sweet and 
hearty singing of the 
congregation. 
 
Bishop L. T. Reichel, 1871 Hopedale organ, ca. 1847 

Photo: Tom Gordon, 2005 



The organ has remained in tolerable tune, and 
been in frequent use during our public and 
private services.  All we have to regret is that the 
compass is so small and the pitch so high; the 
latter circumstance is productive of much 
inconvenience to our violin players. . . When 
visitors from the other congregations at Okak and 
Hopedale attend our services, they are much 
struck with the effect of the organ, and loudly 
testify their gratification... Some of the more 
intelligent of our people have come to me, and 
requested that I would show them the interior, 
and explain the construction of the instrument.  
This being done, their wonder has been extreme. 

Ludwig Morhardt, 1830 



Hopedale organist, Ambrose  
and his family, ca 1890 



Picture of Nain Choir, 1887 



The Eskimos have a remarkably accurate ear 
for music, and music forms an important 
feature of the worship at the Labrador 
missions. . . The choir is Eskimo, an Eskimo 
plays the organ, and, at the service I attended, 
three violins, a violoncello, and a clarinet were 
played by Eskimos, the entire service being 
conducted in the Eskimo language. There was 
much singing during the service both with and 
without accompaniment, the choir alternating 
with the congregation, and at times the male 
with the female voices. The singing was 
noticeably true and noticeably loud. 

 

Gustav Kobbé, 1906 

Gustav Kobbé, 1857-1918 



Jonas Nochasak, 1906 



Jerry, our Okak organist, plays by ear and coaxes 
splendid harmony out of our aged pipe organ 
with its octave of pedals and its row of half a 
dozen stops. For voluntaries he plays pieces from 
the oratorios or tunes from the newest collections; 
and when the hymns are announced he pulls out 
his stops and shuffles his feet on the pedals and 
with a mighty burst of music the congregation 
breaks forth into singing and Jerry, with his 
magical touch, leads the voices steadily on in 
perfect tune and stately time. 

S. K. Hutton on Jeremias Sillitt 



The organist, Jeremias, is a 
musician of no mean ability. He 
can play classical selections on 
the pipe organ and any band 
instrument. The Eskimo have a 
good ear for music and will catch 
an air after it has been sung once 
or twice to them, and repeat it 
with great gusto and evident 
feeling for the rhythm. 

Ernest William Hawkes on Jeremias Sillitt, 1916 



Natanael & Friederike Illiniartitsijok in the 1887 Nain Choir 



Friederike & Natanael Illiniartitsijok 



Our organist, who can render classical tunes from 
the oratorios for voluntaries in church, and who 
can play any instrument in the band that he 
chooses; the schoolmaster, who can preach a 
sermon, and teach the youngsters the A B C, and 
their smattering of geography and arithmetic, 
with all the instincts of the Eskimo still strong 
within them, not a whit spoilt for the rough life 
that is their inheritance. They bent in a group 
over the quivering seal and quaffed the warm 
blood that welled out of it. 



In Nain, Natan and his wife Fredricka 
were Inuit teachers who took care of 
children starting the first year of 
school. We were in class for about two 
hours a day and sometimes for three 
hours, but only in the afternoons. . . 
We didn’t have many subjects and 
learned what was called God’s words. 
When we began learning to read, we 
mostly used the Hymn Book, Book of 
Matthew, and other chapters of the 
Bible. We had to learn one, two, or 
three verses by heart from the Hymn 
Book or the Testaments and recite 
them in class. . .. We didn’t learn much 
about numbers. 



One day in 1887, Nathanael was seen 
shaking his fists at the mission house. 
What had ruffled his temper? He had 
been told by some fishermen that 
Queen Victoria, to mark her Jubilee, 
had sent a present of a suit of clothes 
to every schoolmaster in her 
dominions. As his had not reached 
him, he suspected the missionaries of 
withholding it. This is a characteristic 
instance of the credulity with which 
the Eskimoes accept the statements of 
strangers and the mistrust they are too 
apt to show towards those who have 
long proved themselves their most 
disinterested friends. 

Bishop Benjamin La Trobe, 1888 

Bishop Benjamin La Trobe 



Nain chapel servants, ca. 1900 
Natanael is on the top row to the left 



The Eskimo school would have been practically 
impossible had not all those who went away been 
willing to leave their children behind in care, mostly of 
the venerable school teacher Nathaniel and his wife, 
who has also helped with the teaching for many years. 
As it happened, we had given the old people 
permission to live in the part of the school-house 
formerly used for the settler-school, until they were 
able to find a residence elsewhere. The circumstances 
proved to be of great advantage, not only for the 
school, but also for the extensive preparations which 
we made for the celebration of the 150th anniversary of 
our Mission. In the school-house, Friederike, the 
teacher, together with some other women, used every 
spare moment, in making wreathes and huge garlands 
for the decoration of the church inside and out. It was 
a pleasure to see them at work, happily singing and 
eager to do their best – even the little children’s fingers 
being employed in picking out material and preparing 
the twigs. 



At Christmas about 170 were 
seated in the temporary church, 
thanks to the benches that were 
saved from the fire. Old 
Nathaniel, who has been 
schoolmaster for 53 years, has 
had to lay down his office. His 
wife, who had taught for 30 
years, retired at the end of 
January. As no suitable 
successors were available, the 
missionary has carried on with 
what help he could obtain. 



Nathanael the schoolmaster and organist , started 
the Sunday morning service with a prelude, often 
with the melody that was a favourite of his, 
Johann Christian Heinrich Rinck’s music to 
Hoffmann von Fallersleben’s “Abend wird es 
wieder.”   
 
 
 



The keys of the new church were carried on 
cushions by an Eskimo boy and girl. The band 
was stationed a short distance off, playing 
hymn tunes. Outside the church another verse 
was sung, the Bishop [Martin] spoke the 
words: “Enter into His gates with 
thanksgiving,” etc., and in the name of the 
Holy Trinity both doors were unlocked. While 
the congregation was entering the choir sang 
an anthem, written and composed by our 
oldest chapel-servant and organist, Natanael 
Illiniartitsijok. The dedicatory prayer was 
offered by Bishop Martin. The Rev. W. W. 
Perrett preached the sermon from the words 
“My house shall be called a house of prayer.” 



Ahâk Gûdibta iglunga 
 One of 15 anthems with no European 

concordance (out of 207) 
 Only one copy; unique to Nain 
 Manuscripts date from early 20th century 
 Organ part in musical short hand 
 Written in preferred ranges and 

harmonies 
 Musical rhythm matches Inuktitut text 
 Distinctive performance history 

 









Ahâk Ahâk Gûdibta iglunga upkuertauvok itteritse 

 Ahâk Ahâk 
 Gûdibta iglunga 
 upkuertauvok 
 Itteritse 

 
 

 
  Behold, Behold 
  the doors to God’s house 
 are opened. 
 Enter now. 
  

 








The Eskimo have a keen appreciation of music 
and not unpleasant voices. One is considerably 
surprised in stepping into a mission service to 
hear the Eskimo congregation singing their native 
hymns to Bach’s old chorales, in perfect harmony 
and with deep feeling and evident emotion. 
Nathaniel [Illiniartitsijok], the choir leader at 
Nain, has composed an anthem in four parts, 
showing that the Eskimo are not incapable of 
constructive work in music. 
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