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In most of aboriginal North 
America before the 
arrival of Europeans, the 
most important outside 
cultural influences came 
from the centers of Indian 
civilization in central and 
southern Mexico: North 
America was culturally 
peripheral to these 
centers in very much the 

same way as northern 
and western Europe was for 
millenia culturally peripheral 
to th~ centers of civiliza-
tion in Greece, Rome, 
Mesopotamia, and Egypt. 
But, by the time Europeans 
arrived on the Northwest 
Coast, there had developed in 
that region a radically 
different and original way of 

life, most readily recognized 
by its unique and powerful 
art, a way of life which 
owed almost nothing to 
southern influences. This 
distinct and vigorous cultural 
type was shared by many 
hundreds of Indian villages 
(representing about twenty
five different languages) 
spread along a narrow strip 

of the Pacific Coast from 
about Trinidad Bay i~ 
northern California to 
Yakutat Bay in Alaska. 

The climate of this North
west coastal strip is wet 
and mild-winters are warme~ 
in Juneau than they are in 
Washington, D.C.-because 
of a warm current just off 
the coast and high mountains 
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A Chilkat blanket (5 feet 
7 inches wide), made of moun
tain-goat wool, in yellow, bluish
green, and black. Tlingit. 
(Catalog number 357,445 in the 
collections of the Department 
of Anthropology, Smithsonian 
Institution.) 

just inland. At the time the 
Northwest Coast civilizations 
flourished, the steep 
shores of the area were 
densely wooded; the rivers 
teemed with fish, especially 
salmon; and the adjacent 
ocean contained abundant 
fish and sea mammals. In 
fact, lumbering and fishing 
are still the major industries 
for both Indians and 
invaders along much of this 
coast, and Indians in the 
states of Washington and 
Oregon are even now 
fighting in the courts to pre
serve their treaty rights 
to fish in their accustomed 
places. 

The environment of this 
coastal area was so favorable 
for human occupation 
that it permitted a develop
ment nearly unique in 
human history: a large 
population lived in perma
nent towns but supported 
itself solely by hunting 
and fishing-without 
agriculture. The sea provided 
enough food and the 
forest sufficient raw 
materials to permit a com
plex and settled way of life 
to develop far beyond 
the northern frontiers of 
crops and agricultural 
methods that had spread 

from Mexican centers. The 
Northwest Coast peoples 
devised complex techniques 
for securing the wild foods, 
for preserving and storing 
them, and for distributing 
them among the numerous 
villages. Although the 
population grew, the food 
quest became so effioient 
that there was considerable 
leisure time, much of 
which was devoted to 

' elaboration of arts and 
crafts. 

The most highly developed 
crafts were wood carving 
and carpentry. Tools for 
working wood had blades of 
stone, shell, iron, bone, 
and beaver incisors. These 
blades were replaced by 
Euroamerican steel and iron 
blades when they became 
available through trade. 
Before the arrival of 
Europeans and New 
Englanders in the late 
eighteenth century, the only 
metals known were native 
copper and an occasional 
rare bit of iron that 
reached the region through a 
long chain of trade links 
stretching deep into Asia. 

Techniques similar to 
those used with wood were 
applied to the shaping 
and carving of horn and 
bone, and, in the nineteenth 
century, to producing, 
purely for sale to whites, 
objects from argillite, a fine
grained black stone soft 
enough to be readily carved 
when it is first quarried but 
which then hardens with 
exposure to the air. Some 
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work was done in stone by 
pecking and grinding 
the igneous materials found 
on the coast, but stone 
suitable for chipping and 
flaking was rare. 

Pottery was unknown (as 
is normal for nonagri
cultural societies), but well
made baskets were produced 
throughout the region, with 
particularly fine ones -
being made by the tribes at 
the sou them end of the 
area. Bla~ets were woven 
on simple but true looms by 
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the Coast Salish of what 
is now Washington and 
southern British Columbia. 
Elsewhere, fabrics were 
made from cordage of 
mountain goat or of dog 
wool, worked together by 
twining, a basketry technique. 
The most famous of these 
fabrics are the beautiful 
Chilkat blankets made by 
some of the Tlingit. Tanning 
of hides was known, but it 
was relatively unimportant 
since hides were not 
needed for clothing in the 



mild climate. 
The Northwest Coast 

cultures placed great empha
sis on the decoration of 
objects. The urge seemed 
almost irresistable to carve, 
incise, and paint everyday 
tools, .weapons, and utensils. 
A fishhook, a spoon, an 
adze, a canoe paddle, a bowl, 
a box, a canoe-all usually 
were beautifully shaped, 
carefully formed, and 
heavily decorated with styl
ized natural forms. There 
were also a great many 
types of objects of ritual 
and symbolic importance on 
which even more artistic 
effort was expended. North
west Coast societies were 
extremely rank conscious, 
with social rank acquired, 
validated, emphasized, 
and preserved in "potlatches," 
elaborate ceremonies 
involving the ostentatious 
display, destruction, or gift 
of quantities of valuable 
objects. Totem poles were 
erected as memorials to the 
dead and as displays of the 
heraldic crests of the living. 
Much of the religious 
ritual was heavily theatrical, 
with complex masks, 
puppets, and other stage 
equipment. All these 
religious or ceremonial ob
jects were vehicles for 
visual art. 

The area in which elabora
tion of Northwest Coast 
art reached its highest form 
stretched from Vancouver 
Island to Yakutat Bay, 
among the Nootka, Kwakiutl, 
Bella Co<;>la, Bellabella, 
Tsimshian, Haida, and 
Tlingit tribes. Among these 
people developed one of the 
truly great. art styles of 
the world-a powerful, 
distinct, easily recognizable, 
carefully planned and 

A copper (37" high), with a 
representation of a hawk (the 
upper face is the head and the 
lower face is the body) painted 
iri black, red, and green. 
Coppers were exceedingly valu
able objects, not intrinsically 
but much as is modern paper 
money of high denominations. 
Each was backed by many 
blankets and other valuables 
given in potlaches. Tlingit, 
collected at Sitka before 
1876. (C~talog number 20,778, 
in the collections of the Depart
ment of Anthropology, 
Smithsonian Institution.) 

The side of a box ( 1 PA" long), 
carved of argillite. The main 
figure represents a bear. Haida, 
collected in 1883 at Skidegate. 
(Cataiog number 88,998 in the 
collections of the Department of 
Anthropology, Smithsonian 
Institution.) 

controlled organization of 
forms and lines. 

It makes little sense to 
distinguish sculpture 
from painting in this style, 
for the few colors (mainly 
black, a rich red, and a 
bluish green) were used for 
the same purposes in 
composing designs as were 
incising and shallow relief 
carving, and painting 
usually occurred together 
with shaping. There is 
also no basic difference in 
designs between media, 
with the exception of 
basketry. Chilkat blankets, 
huge totem poles, small 
horn 'spoon handles, 
wooden bowls and boxes of 
all sizes, jewelry of silver 
and occasionally of 
gold (obtained from 
Euroamericans ), argillite 
carvings-all appear in the 
same style, a style 
characterized by stylized 
natural forms. Even differ
ences of scale seem of 
no importance; the model
ling, incising, and painting 
are handled in the same 
way regardless of an 
object's size. 

The peak of artistic 
. l 

productiOn was reached only 
75 to 100 years ago on the 
Northwest Coast, partly 
under the stimulus of metal 
tools and · the heavy 
demand of Euroamerican 
collectors. Some good work 
is still being done today. 
In recent years, the best 
pieces of Northwest Coast 
work have begun to receive 
the appreciation and study 
they deserve and to be 
classed among the world's 
fine art. Art historians 
and anthropologists are 
beginning to recognize the 
products of some great 
individual artists among the 



numerous and widely 
scattered collections in 
museums. Because the peak 
of production was relatively 

recent, some of these works
even though all are of course 
unsigned-can be attributed 
to known artists, such as 
the Haida Charles Edenshaw 
or the Kwakiutl Willie Sewid. 

The Smithsonian Institution 
has a fine collection of 
Northwest Coast Indian art, 
some of it permanently 
exhibited in the Natural 
History Museum. Four , 
superb totem poles stand 
near the elephant inside 
the Mall entrance, while 
several exhibit cases display 
other objects at the north 
end of the Hall of Native 
Peoples of the Americas 
on the first floor. ~ 

DR. WILLIAM C. STURTE
VANT is supervisor and 
curator of the Division of 
North American Anthropology, 
Smithsonian Institution. He 
is the general editor of the 
forthcoming encyclopaedic 
Handbook of North American 
Indians. 

Painted house front (38 feet 
long), probably decorated by a 
Tsimshian artist. Collected 
in 1875 at Port Simpson, 
British Columbia. (Catalog 
number 410,732 in the 
collections of the Department 
of Anthropology, Smithsonian 
Institution.) 

A Soul-catcher ( 83,4" long) 
of bone, carved to represent a 
double-headed dragon. It was 
worn suspended from the neck 
Df a shaman, who used it 
to retrieve the lost souls of his 
patients. Tsimshian, collected at 
Port Simpson before 1872. 
(Catalog number 10,983 in the 
collections of the Oepartment 
of Anthropology, Smithsonian 

. Institution.) 

A dance hat, of carved and 
painted wood, with sheet metal 
applied on the lips and the 
eyes of the figure of a bear. 
Haida, collected in 188 3 at 
Skidegate. (Catalog number 
89,037 in the collections of 
the Department of Anthropology, 
Smithsonian Institution.) 

A rattle (13¥2'' long), of carved 
and painted wood. The under
lying form representing a raven. 
Haida, collected in 1883 at Skide
gate. (Catalog number 89,078 
in the collections of the Depart-

ment of Anthropology, 
Smithsonian Institution.) 


