
looking at indian art of the northwest
coast
looking at indian art of the northwest coast reveals a rich and intricate
tradition that reflects the cultural heritage, beliefs, and social structures
of Indigenous peoples in this region. This art form, primarily associated
with tribes such as the Haida, Tlingit, Kwakwaka’wakw, and Coast Salish, is
renowned for its distinctive formline designs, vibrant colors, and symbolic
motifs. From totem poles to masks and textiles, each piece carries
significant meaning and demonstrates masterful craftsmanship. Understanding
the history, styles, and cultural context of Northwest Coast Indian art
enhances appreciation for its complexity and enduring legacy. This article
explores the origins, characteristics, symbolism, and contemporary relevance
of this unique art tradition. The following sections provide a detailed
overview of the art’s cultural background, visual elements, notable art
forms, and current preservation efforts.
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Historical and Cultural Background of Northwest
Coast Indian Art
The art of the Indigenous peoples of the Northwest Coast has deep historical
roots dating back thousands of years. This region, encompassing the coastal
areas of present-day British Columbia, Alaska, and Washington State, is home
to diverse tribes whose cultures are closely intertwined with the natural
environment. The art serves not only decorative purposes but also functions
as a medium for storytelling, spiritual expression, and social
identification.

Traditionally, the creation of art was closely connected to social status and
hereditary rights. Artworks often documented clan histories, ancestral
legends, and relationships between humans, animals, and supernatural beings.
The potlatch ceremony, a central social event, was a key occasion for
displaying and distributing artistic objects that reinforced social hierarchy
and cultural values.



Tribal Groups and Their Artistic Traditions
Several prominent tribes contributed to the rich tapestry of Northwest Coast
Indian art. The Haida are known for their elaborate totem poles and argillite
carvings. The Tlingit produce finely crafted masks and regalia, while the
Kwakwaka’wakw are famous for their dramatic ceremonial masks and painted
boxes. The Coast Salish emphasize weaving and basketry alongside wood
carving. Each group exhibits distinctive stylistic elements while sharing
common themes and techniques.

Distinctive Characteristics and Styles
Looking at Indian art of the Northwest Coast reveals a hallmark style known
as formline design. This visual language is characterized by continuous,
flowing lines that create complex shapes and figures. The use of ovoids, U-
forms, and S-forms is prevalent, contributing to the dynamic composition of
each artwork.

The color palette is traditionally limited but powerful, typically featuring
black, red, and blue-green hues. These colors enhance the visual impact and
serve symbolic purposes. The art is highly stylized, emphasizing symmetry and
balance, which reflect the Indigenous worldview and spiritual beliefs.

Formline Design Elements
Formline is a fundamental design principle in Northwest Coast art. It
involves the use of thick and thin lines to outline and define shapes within
the composition. The ovoid, an oval shape with a distinctive inner curve, is
one of the most recognizable elements. U-forms and S-forms connect and
complement ovoids to depict animals, humans, and mythological figures in a
fluid and harmonious manner.

Color Symbolism
The traditional colors used in Northwest Coast art carry specific meanings.
Black often represents power and strength, red symbolizes blood and life
force, and blue-green hues signify the supernatural or spiritual realm. These
colors are applied with precision, enhancing the storytelling aspect of the
art and emphasizing important features within the design.

Symbolism and Meaning in Northwest Coast Art
Symbolism is central to looking at Indian art of the Northwest Coast, as each
motif and figure conveys layers of meaning related to cultural identity,
mythology, and social structure. Animals such as the raven, eagle, wolf, and
bear are frequent subjects, each embodying distinct characteristics and clan



affiliations.

The art often serves as a visual narrative, communicating ancestral stories,
moral lessons, and spiritual beliefs. Symbols within the art are not merely
decorative but act as powerful conveyors of tradition and cultural
continuity.

Animal Totems and Clan Identity
Animals featured in Northwest Coast art are totemic emblems representing
clans and family lineages. For example, the raven is often associated with
creation myths and transformation, while the eagle symbolizes strength and
leadership. These animal totems are integral to the social and spiritual
fabric of Indigenous communities.

Mythological and Spiritual Themes
Many artworks depict figures from Indigenous mythology, including
supernatural beings and ancestral heroes. These images are used in rituals
and storytelling to connect the community with their spiritual heritage. The
interplay between human and animal forms in the art reflects a worldview that
sees humans as part of a larger, interconnected natural and spiritual system.

Key Art Forms: Totem Poles, Masks, and Textiles
Looking at Indian art of the Northwest Coast encompasses a variety of art
forms, each with its own function and cultural significance. Among the most
iconic are totem poles, ceremonial masks, and woven textiles, all of which
demonstrate exceptional craftsmanship and artistic vision.

Totem Poles
Totem poles are monumental carvings made from large cedar trees. They serve
as public monuments that commemorate ancestry, history, and notable events.
The poles are carved with stacked figures representing clan crests, animals,
and supernatural beings. Totem poles are often raised during potlatch
ceremonies and are central to Indigenous cultural expression.

Ceremonial Masks
Ceremonial masks play a vital role in dances, rituals, and storytelling.
These masks are elaborately carved and painted, designed to transform the
wearer into a spirit or animal figure. The masks often feature movable parts
and vibrant colors, enhancing their theatrical impact during performances.



Textiles and Basketry
Textile arts include weaving and embroidery, which produce blankets, robes,
and regalia used in ceremonies. Basketry is another important form, combining
functional craftsmanship with artistic design. Patterns in textiles and
baskets often incorporate formline motifs and symbolic imagery, linking these
mediums to other Northwest Coast art forms.

Totem Poles: Storytelling and clan symbolism

Ceremonial Masks: Spiritual transformation and ritual use

Textiles and Basketry: Functional art with symbolic patterns

Contemporary Developments and Preservation
In modern times, looking at Indian art of the Northwest Coast shows a vibrant
continuation and evolution of traditional practices. Contemporary Indigenous
artists blend ancestral motifs with new materials and techniques, addressing
current themes while respecting cultural origins. This renaissance has
increased global recognition and appreciation for Northwest Coast art.

Efforts to preserve and revitalize these art forms include cultural education
programs, museum exhibitions, and community workshops. These initiatives aim
to sustain the transmission of knowledge and skills to future generations,
ensuring that the rich heritage of Northwest Coast Indian art remains alive
and relevant.

Cultural Revitalization Movements
Cultural revitalization has become a significant movement among Northwest
Coast Indigenous communities. Programs focus on language preservation,
traditional storytelling, and arts education, empowering youth to reconnect
with their heritage. This resurgence strengthens cultural identity and
supports artistic innovation grounded in tradition.

Role of Museums and Institutions
Museums and cultural institutions play a crucial role in preserving Northwest
Coast art. Exhibitions and collections provide public access to historical
and contemporary works, fostering greater understanding and respect.
Collaborative projects with Indigenous artists and communities promote
ethical stewardship and accurate representation of cultural narratives.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the distinctive features of Indian art from
the Northwest Coast?
Indian art from the Northwest Coast is characterized by bold, stylized
designs often depicting animals and mythological beings, use of formline art
with thick black lines and vibrant colors, and the incorporation of totem
poles, masks, and carved wooden objects.

Which indigenous groups are known for the Northwest
Coast Indian art?
The indigenous groups known for Northwest Coast Indian art include the
Tlingit, Haida, Tsimshian, Kwakwaka'wakw, and Coast Salish peoples.

What materials are commonly used in Northwest Coast
Indian art?
Northwest Coast Indian art commonly uses materials such as cedar wood for
carving totem poles and masks, natural pigments for painting, and sometimes
bone, shell, and stone for decorative elements.

How is symbolism used in Northwest Coast Indian art?
Symbolism in Northwest Coast Indian art is significant, with animals like the
raven, eagle, bear, and killer whale representing clan identities, spiritual
beliefs, and stories passed down through generations.

How has contemporary Northwest Coast Indian art
evolved from traditional forms?
Contemporary Northwest Coast Indian art has evolved by blending traditional
motifs and techniques with modern materials and themes, allowing artists to
express cultural identity while also addressing current social and political
issues.

Additional Resources
1. Art of the Northwest Coast Indians
This comprehensive volume explores the rich artistic traditions of the
Indigenous peoples of the Northwest Coast of North America. It covers a
variety of media including woodcarving, weaving, and painting, highlighting
the cultural and spiritual significance behind the art forms. The book
includes detailed photographs and insightful commentary from leading experts
in the field.



2. The Legacy: Tradition and Innovation in Northwest Coast Indian Art
Focusing on the dynamic interplay between tradition and modernity, this book
showcases how Northwest Coast artists preserve their heritage while embracing
contemporary techniques and themes. It features works from both established
and emerging artists, illustrating the evolving nature of Indigenous art. The
text delves into historical context and the cultural narratives embedded in
these creations.

3. Northwest Coast Indian Art: An Analysis of Form
This scholarly work provides an in-depth examination of the formal elements
characteristic of Northwest Coast Indian art, such as formline design,
symmetry, and color use. It is a valuable resource for understanding the
visual language and symbolic meaning behind the motifs and patterns. Richly
illustrated, the book serves both art historians and enthusiasts interested
in design principles.

4. Masterworks of Northwest Coast Art
A curated collection of the most iconic and influential pieces from the
Northwest Coast Indigenous artists, this book highlights the craftsmanship
and artistic innovation across centuries. It includes totem poles, masks, and
ceremonial regalia, offering readers a glimpse into the ceremonial and social
roles of these artworks. Each piece is accompanied by detailed descriptions
and cultural insights.

5. The Art of Bill Reid: Northwest Coast Masterworks
Dedicated to the life and work of Bill Reid, one of the most celebrated
Northwest Coast artists, this book explores his contributions to the revival
and reinterpretation of Indigenous art forms. It features his sculptures,
jewelry, and prints, providing context about his cultural background and
artistic philosophy. The narrative also addresses the impact of his work on
contemporary Indigenous art.

6. Spirit and Form: Native Art of the Northwest Coast
This title delves into the spiritual dimensions of Northwest Coast art,
examining how artistic expressions embody ancestral stories, beliefs, and
cosmology. Through a blend of academic analysis and Indigenous perspectives,
the book reveals the deep connections between art and identity. It includes
interviews with artists and elders, enriching the reader’s understanding of
the cultural significance.

7. Totem Poles and Masks: Art of the Northwest Coast Indians
Focusing specifically on two of the most recognized art forms, this book
provides a detailed look at the creation, symbolism, and ceremonial use of
totem poles and masks. It traces their historical development and regional
variations, supported by vivid photographs and diagrams. The book is an
accessible resource for those new to Northwest Coast art as well as seasoned
collectors.

8. Contemporary Northwest Coast Art: Innovation and Identity
This collection highlights the work of present-day Northwest Coast artists
who blend traditional motifs with modern materials and themes. It discusses



how contemporary art serves as a means of cultural expression and political
commentary. The book features interviews, studio visits, and critical essays,
offering a broad perspective on the current art scene.

9. Northwest Coast Indian Art: An Introduction
Ideal for beginners, this introductory text provides an overview of the
history, cultural context, and artistic techniques of the Indigenous peoples
of the Northwest Coast. Illustrated with numerous examples, it explains key
concepts such as clan crests, mythological figures, and carving methods. The
clear and concise writing makes it a valuable starting point for students and
general readers alike.
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