
looking at indian art of the northwest coast

looking at indian art of the northwest coast reveals a captivating world of cultural expression and artistic
mastery that has flourished for thousands of years. This unique art form, created by Indigenous peoples such
as the Haida, Tlingit, Tsimshian, and Kwakwaka’wakw, is characterized by its intricate designs, symbolic motifs,
and deep spiritual significance. The artwork includes a wide range of mediums, from totem poles and masks to
textiles and ceremonial regalia. Understanding the history, cultural context, and artistic techniques involved
provides valuable insights into the traditions and beliefs of these Northwest Coast communities. This article
explores the origins, key characteristics, iconic symbols, and contemporary relevance of Northwest Coast
Indian art. A detailed table of contents follows to guide the examination of this rich artistic heritage.
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Historical Background of Northwest Coast Indian Art

The Indian art of the Northwest Coast has a history that spans thousands of years, rooted deeply in the
traditions of Indigenous peoples inhabiting the coastal regions of what is now British Columbia, Alaska, and
Washington State. Archaeological evidence and oral histories point to the development of sophisticated
artistic practices tied closely to social structures, spiritual beliefs, and community identity. This art form
was integral to clan representation, storytelling, and ceremonial life.

Throughout history, art was not merely decorative but served as a medium to transmit knowledge, assert
status, and preserve cultural heritage. The arrival of European settlers brought significant changes and
challenges, including the suppression of Indigenous cultural practices. Despite these obstacles, Northwest
Coast Indian art has endured and experienced a revival in recent decades, becoming a vital aspect of cultural
pride and continuity.

Distinctive Features and Artistic Techniques

Looking at Indian art of the Northwest Coast reveals several distinctive characteristics that set it apart
from other Indigenous art traditions. The art is renowned for its bold use of formline design, a style marked by
continuous flowing lines that define shapes and figures. This technique creates a sense of movement and balance
in the compositions.

Artists employ symmetry and highly stylized forms to represent animals, humans, and supernatural beings. The
use of ovoid shapes, U-forms, and S-forms is common, providing a visual language that conveys meaning and
hierarchy within the artwork. Precision and skill are paramount, as the artwork often requires exacting
carving, painting, or weaving methods.

Formline Design

Formline design is the foundational graphic element in Northwest Coast art. It consists of thick and thin lines
that create shapes such as ovoids (rounded rectangles) and U-forms. This design system enables artists to



depict complex figures like ravens, eagles, bears, and whales with clarity and symbolic depth.

Carving and Painting Techniques

Carving, particularly in wood, is a dominant technique used in totem poles, masks, and house posts. Artists
often employ adzes and knives to create intricate details. Painting is typically done with natural pigments in
black, red, and sometimes blue or green to highlight design elements. The layering of paint and carving enhances
the three-dimensional effect of the artwork.

Symbolism and Iconography in Northwest Coast Art

Symbolism is central to understanding the Indian art of the Northwest Coast. Each figure and motif carries
specific meanings tied to clan histories, mythology, and spiritual beliefs. Animals such as the raven, bear, eagle,
wolf, and killer whale are recurrent themes, representing traits like wisdom, strength, leadership, and
transformation.

The art also incorporates supernatural beings and ancestral spirits, illustrating stories passed down
through generations. Totem poles, for example, serve as visual narratives that commemorate lineage,
significant events, or mythological tales. The iconography is highly codified, allowing viewers familiar with
the culture to interpret the stories embedded within the art.

Common Symbols and Their Meanings

Raven: Often a trickster and creator figure, symbolizing transformation and knowledge.

Bears: Represent strength, motherhood, and healing.

Eagles: Emblems of power, prestige, and spiritual connection.

Wolf: Symbolizes loyalty, intelligence, and family bonds.

Killer Whale: Represents unity, protection, and the sea’s power.

Materials and Mediums Used in the Art

The materials employed in Northwest Coast Indian art are closely connected to the natural environment of the
region. Wood, particularly red cedar, is the primary medium for carving totem poles, masks, and boxes. Cedar’s
durability and workability make it ideal for both functional and ceremonial objects.

In addition to wood, artists use animal hides, shells, and natural pigments to create textiles, jewelry, and
painted designs. The weaving of cedar bark and mountain goat wool produces elaborate ceremonial regalia,
which is often decorated with painted or carved elements. Shells such as abalone are used for inlays, adding
iridescent highlights to the artworks.

Wood Carving

Red cedar is favored for its softness and resistance to decay. Carvers skillfully shape the wood into large-
scale totem poles or smaller masks and utensils, often incorporating intricate details and symbolic forms.



Textile and Fiber Arts

Northwest Coast weavers create blankets and robes from cedar bark and mountain goat wool. These textiles
are essential for ceremonial use and are sometimes adorned with painted or embroidered clan crests and designs.

Contemporary Influences and Preservation Efforts

In recent decades, the Indian art of the Northwest Coast has experienced a resurgence due to increased
recognition of Indigenous cultural rights and artistic contributions. Contemporary artists blend traditional
techniques with modern themes, expanding the scope and visibility of Northwest Coast art worldwide.

Museums, cultural centers, and Indigenous-led organizations play a crucial role in preserving and promoting
this artistic heritage. Educational programs and community workshops help pass skills and knowledge to
younger generations, ensuring the continuity of these artistic traditions. Furthermore, collaborations between
Indigenous artists and the global art community have elevated the status of Northwest Coast art as a
significant and evolving cultural expression.

Modern Artistic Expressions

Contemporary Northwest Coast artists incorporate traditional motifs into new media, including printmaking,
sculpture, and digital art. This blending of old and new reflects both respect for ancestral heritage and
adaptation to current artistic contexts.

Preservation Initiatives

Community-led workshops teaching carving and weaving skills

Exhibitions showcasing historical and modern works

Documentation and archiving of oral histories and artistic techniques

Legal protection of Indigenous cultural property and intellectual rights

Frequently Asked Questions

What distinguishes the Indian art of the Northwest Coast from other
Native American art forms?

The Indian art of the Northwest Coast is distinguished by its use of bold, stylized forms, often featuring
animals and supernatural beings, with a strong emphasis on symmetry, formline design, and vibrant colors such
as black, red, and blue-green.

Which Indigenous peoples are known for the Northwest Coast art
tradition?

The Indigenous peoples known for Northwest Coast art include the Haida, Tlingit, Tsimshian, Kwakwaka'wakw,
and Coast Salish, among others.



What materials are commonly used in Northwest Coast Indian art?

Common materials include wood (especially cedar), stone, bone, and shell, with wood being prevalent in totem
poles, masks, and bentwood boxes.

What is the significance of totem poles in Northwest Coast Indian art?

Totem poles serve as monumental sculptures that tell stories, represent family lineage, commemorate events,
and convey cultural beliefs and clan identities.

How are formline designs used in Northwest Coast art?

Formline designs are continuous, flowing lines that define shapes and figures, creating complex, interrelated
forms that represent animals, spirits, and mythological beings.

What role do masks play in the art and culture of Northwest Coast
Indigenous peoples?

Masks are used in ceremonial dances and rituals to embody spirits, ancestors, and mythological figures, often
transforming the wearer and connecting them to cultural narratives.

How has contemporary Northwest Coast art evolved while maintaining
traditional elements?

Contemporary artists blend traditional formline styles and motifs with modern materials and themes, expanding
the art form while preserving cultural heritage and storytelling.

Additional Resources
1. Art of the Northwest Coast Indians
This book offers a comprehensive overview of the rich artistic traditions of the Indigenous peoples of the
Northwest Coast. It explores various art forms including totem poles, masks, and textiles, highlighting their
cultural significance. The detailed photographs and scholarly commentary provide deep insight into the
symbolism and craftsmanship of the region.

2. Totem Poles: An Illustrated Guide
Focusing specifically on the iconic totem poles of the Northwest Coast, this volume delves into their history,
design, and cultural meanings. It features numerous illustrations and photographs that showcase the
diversity of styles among different tribes. The book also discusses the spiritual and social functions of totem
poles within indigenous communities.

3. Northwest Coast Indian Art: An Analysis of Form
This text examines the distinctive design principles and stylistic elements characteristic of Northwest Coast
art. It breaks down complex forms into understandable components, making it accessible to both scholars and
enthusiasts. The author emphasizes the importance of formline design and how it shapes the visual language of
the region’s art.

4. Masterworks of Northwest Coast Indian Art
Highlighting some of the most celebrated objects created by Northwest Coast Indigenous artists, this book
showcases masterpieces from museum collections and private holdings. It provides rich contextual information
about the artists, their techniques, and the cultural narratives behind each piece. The high-quality images make
it an essential resource for appreciating the aesthetic achievements of the region.

5. Masks of the Northwest Coast Indians
This book explores the diverse array of ceremonial masks used by Northwest Coast tribes in rituals and



performances. It explains the symbolism embedded in mask designs and the role they play in storytelling and
spiritual practices. The photographs and descriptions reveal the intricate craftsmanship and cultural
significance of these striking objects.

6. Northwest Coast Indian Art: Tradition and Innovation
This volume traces the evolution of Northwest Coast art from traditional forms to contemporary
adaptations. It highlights how artists maintain cultural heritage while incorporating new materials and
themes. The book includes interviews with living artists, providing firsthand perspectives on the ongoing
vitality of this artistic tradition.

7. Haida Art: Spirit and Form
Focusing on the Haida people, one of the prominent Indigenous groups of the Northwest Coast, this book
explores their unique artistic expressions. It covers various media including carving, painting, and weaving,
emphasizing the spiritual connections embedded in Haida art. The narrative is enriched with historical context
and detailed images.

8. The Art and Architecture of the Northwest Coast
This comprehensive work looks beyond portable art to include the architectural achievements of Northwest
Coast Indigenous cultures. It examines longhouses, canoes, and other built forms alongside carved and painted
objects. The book highlights how art and architecture are intertwined in expressing identity and social
structure.

9. Spirit Figures and Totem Poles: The Art of the Northwest Coast
This book focuses on the spiritual dimensions of Northwest Coast art, exploring how figures and totem poles
serve as conduits for ancestral stories and cultural values. It presents detailed studies of emblematic works,
explaining their creation, use, and meaning. The text is supplemented with vivid photographs that capture the
power and beauty of these cultural treasures.
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