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NORTHWEST COAST ART IN THE

■ by Ar a c e l i  S a n c h e z  G a r r i d o

The history of the Northwest Coast objects housed in Madrid’s M u se o  de A m e r ic a  

is a checkered one. Their path has been circuitous from the time they were 
collected until their formal presentation in today’s museum. The background of 
this collection, like so many others preserved in Spanish museums, is closely tied 

to the royal and noble collections formed in centuries past.
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Th e  a r r i v a l  o f  t h e  f i r s t  
E uropeans in  A m erica was 
the b eg inn ing  o f  a v irtu a l 

avalanche o f  information, references, 
and descriptions o f the lands that 
were being encountered for the first 
time. In this early period, published 
docum entation was centrally im por 
tant to the Spanish political inter 
ests, because it identified Spain as 
both the discover and colonizer o f 
these lands when the rest o f  Europe 
was yet to look westward across the 
sea.

W h ile  c o lo n ia l in te re s ts  were 
unq u estio n ab ly  stim ulated  by all 
this m ateria l, it is in te resting  to 
observe that all o f  these early texts 
were illustrated with European-made 
d raw in g s, w h ich  v ir tu a lly  never 
depicted indigenous works. Some 
New World objects were known at 
the time, o f  course, such as the gifts 
C o lu m b u s  b ro u g h t back  to  the 
C atholic kings, or objects sent by 
the Aztec em peror M ontezum a to

TOP: Jose Cardero: Tetaku.
A representation of Tetaku, a chief nn
the Strait of Juan de Fuca near
present-day Vancouver.
262 x 204 mm. Gouache.

The importance of the hat 
he wears is demonstrated 
by the frequency with which 
examples of its type appear 
in the illustrations and 
paintings that were 
produced on early 
expeditions to the 
Northwest Coast.

Whaler’s Headdress
Nuu-chah-nulth.
Last third of the 18th century.
H: 30 cm. Red cedar fiber.

This headdress is decorated 
with scenes of a whale hunt, 
an activity of enormous 
social prestige. The 
recognition the hunter 
received lay less in the act 
of whaling itself, but instead 
for the cunning and skill he 
demonstrated in directing 
the operation.
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Mask
Nuu-chah-nulth.
Last third of the 18th century.
H: 33 cm. Red cedar, black paint,
leather strap.

This mask represents a 
human visage with well- 
defined features. The 
expressive face appears to 
grimace in surprise. 
Between the nose and the 
upper lip are two holes 
containing the remains of 
leather, which may indicate 
additional decoration. The 
losses to the upper section 
occurred before it was 
collected. The piece is of 
dual design with both a face 
and totemic motifs. Both 
are indications of the 
mask’s specific use or 
uses, which would have 
related to the the ancestral 
line of the animal 
represented on the 
forehead. Rituals were 
frequent among the Nuu- 
chah-nulth. Before 
organizing a whale hunt, 
trading, planning wars, or 
consulting ancestors, 
ceremonies were held. 
Masks and rattles (such as 
the one in fig. 5) were 
essential elements in these 
activities.
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Headdress. Tlingit.
H: 10 cm. Woven wood fiber, pigment.

This headdress is characteristically Tlingit. The painted decoration 
shows two large rectangular eyes closely flanking the nose. Below 
the jaw line, two smaller eyes appear to emerge from the open 
mouth. This intricate design, with its rhythmic sense of repetition, 
represents the whale, a creature of enormous economic and cultural 
importance. In this case, the headdress was not worn by a whaling 
leader (cf fig. 2), but was used in rites such as the potlach. The 
image alludes to a whale ancestor. The fact that it was used in this 
context is indicative of the profound 
respect that such a headdress 
must have been accorded.

Right: Mask. Tlingit.
18th century. 22 x 18.9 cm. Wood, two-color polychrome, leather, bone.

The human face of this mask is rendered with particular realism. The 
articulated lips are manipulated by cords, allowing the bone teeth to 
be revealed. This object was used by the shaman to represent the 
spirit of a man. His performance with it was theatrical and included 
acting, music, and the incorporation of a number of stage props. 
Such masks moved mysteriously, and the shaman wearing it could 
disappear or reappear at will during the play, with the help of trap 
doors and magic chests like those used by European musicians. His 
skill and the crash of the musical accompaniment created an 
otherworldly and magical atmosphere.

Left: Forehead Mask. Tlingit.
Last third nf the 18th century.
16 x 15.3 cm. Wood, leather, polychrome.

This mask was worn on the forehead, giving the wearer two 
faces, the real one and that of the mask. The treatment of the 
lips indicates that it represents a woman. Although this object 
was used by women and indicates high status, it could also 
have been used by men in certain dances and rituals to include 
a feminine association. FIG. 17

HoaddreSS. Arctic area.
Chugach Eskimos. 18th century.15 x 21 cm.
Vegetable fiber.

This headdress is unique because of its 
cylindrical crown. Each of the rings on it 
denotes a potlach. This ceremony took place 
among many Northwest Coast groups and 
consisted of the presentation to the 
community of goods belonging to the host of 
the event. The importance of each gift was 
determined by the status of the receiver, 
who, in his turn, was challenged to stage an 
even richer potlach. The purpose of this 
ceremony was to maintain economic balance 
through the circulation and redistribution of 
wealth. After the area came under Western 
control, gifts were not only made, but also 
numerous valuable objects were burned or 
otherwise destroyed as a sign of cT
defiance and protection of identity.
This ceremony was banned around 
1880. It extended as far north as g f  C jp  
the Chugach, to whom it was ■
fundamental to social j d n
organization, as were other 
features adopted from the v
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his Spanish counterpart. Because o f 
d ifferen t perceptions o f  aesthetics 
and the value o f  certain materials, 
how ever, th ey  were c o n s id e red  
strange and poo rly  rendered  and 
m o st were n o t  re ta in e d  in  th e  
palaces, which housed items consid 
ered to be o f  artistic value. M ost 
u ltim ate ly  found  shelter in  o ther 
collections, m any outside o f  Spain. 
Thus, despite the fact that Spain was 
th e  f i r s t  E u ro p e a n  c o u n try  to  
explore the Americas, and to take 
possession o f  its lands, its peoples, 
and their possessions for the Crown, 
few o f  the objects d a tin g  to  the 
early contact period are preserved in 
Spanish collections.

Interest in collecting objects from 
the Am ericas largely lay d o rm an t 
u n ti l  the  e ig h tee n th  cen tury . Its 
d ev e lo p m en t was a d irec t conse  
q u en ce  o f  th e  em erg en ce  o f  
R ationalism , developm ents in  the 
art o f  illustration, and early efforts 
in the field o f  taxonomy. New atti 
tudes o f  the ruling elite toward posi 
tivism were also an im portant con 
tributing factor, and resulted in the 
fo rm ation  o f  Spanish in stitu tio n s 
such as the Gabinetes de Antiguedades 
(M useum  o f  A ntiqu ities) and the 
Camaras Reales (Royal Collections), 
as well as expeditions specifically 
staged for scientific research. The 
collections formed in this period are 
the foundations o f  most im portant 
Spanish museums today.

The roots o f  the earliest collec 
t io n s  in  th e  p re se n t M useo de 
America lie in this context. W ithout 
getting too bogged down in detail, 
the beginnings o f the m useum ’s col 
lection lie in the eighteenth century

Large Mask. Nuu-chah-nulth.
18th century. 70 x 50 cm. Wood with red and black 
pigment.

This extraordinary object reflects the rich 
past of this area. When the Spanish 
visited the Northwest Coast for the first 
time, they did not describe the famous 
and now quintessential totem poles of 
the area, simply because they did not 
exist at the time. Instead, masks such as 
these were created and displayed in the 
interiors of distinguished homes. The 
representation refers to the clan of those 
who lived in the house, which would have 
been occupied by a large extended 
family, all descended from a common 
ancestor. This ancestor may have been 
an animal ora mythical being, and the 
designs with which this mask is 
decorated define its group identification.

w ith  the  sc ien tif ic  p a tro n ag e  o f  
Charles VII, then  king o f  Naples. 
H is in terests co n tin u ed  after his 
ascension to the Spanish throne as 
Charles III upon  the death o f  his 
half-bro ther Ferdinand VI in  1759. 
W hen Charles arrived in Spain, he 
b ro u g h t his sc ien tific  co llec tions 
w ith  h im . A d d itio n a l works were 
added, and eventually it became one 
o f  the greatest co llec tions o f  the 
time. A major part o f  it was assem 
bled in  Paris by a single scholar, 
Pedro Franco Da Vila. In 1771, the 
Real G abinete de H istoria N a tu ra l 
(Royal Cabinet o f  Natural History) 
was founded to house this vast col 
lection. Typical o f  the time, the con 

tents o f  this m useum  ranged from 
specim ens from  the m ineral, veg 
etable, and  an im al k ingdom s, to 
Classical antiquities, to  curiosities 
from  around the world. The latter 
category deserves some clarification: 
“curiosities” in this case has a broad 
defin ition  encom passing all o f  the 
material produced by the native peo 
ples o f  th e  New W orld , w he ther 
a rch aeo lo g ica l, e th n o g ra p h ic , or 
colonial. None o f  these objects fell 
in to  the  ca tegory  o f  a n tiq u itie s , 
which was reserved solely for materi 
als originating from  M editerranean 
cultures th a t form ed the basis o f  
Classicism.

Once this setting was established,
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the m onarch sought to expand his 
holdings. Orders were passed on to 
all viceroys, governors, and religious 
b o d ies . T h an k s  to  c o n t in u in g  
advances in  navigation, scientific 
expeditions were later included in 
this effort. These turned out to be 
an excellent vehicle for increasing 
the collections o f the Real Gabinete 
de Historia Natural, and the various 
su rvey-orien ted  cam paigns sp o n  
sored by the Crown were also sum 
marized in illustrated encyclopedic 
projects. The accum ulated know l 
edge these works contained helped 
form  the basis for m odern scientific 
disciplines such as botany, zoology, 
and astronomy.

The insights resulting from these 
voyages and the advancement o f  sci 
ence cast a new light on the relative 
ly unstructu red  notes recorded as 
early as the six teenth  cen tu ry  by 
c h ro n ic le rs  in  th e  New W o rld . 
These notes gained new relevance in 
dealing with the exploration o f  the 
distant regions o f  the empire.

SPAIN, EUROPE 
AND THE PACIFIC

U n til the e igh teenth  century, the 
Pacific Ocean was little navigated, 
although Spain, empowered by the 
papal bull o f  1493, maintained strict
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Headdress. Tlingit.
Last third of the 18th century. 18.7 x 17.6 cm. Wood, 
shell, copper, silver, polychrome.

This headdress is in the shape of a human 
head with a bird's beak. Underneath, 
incised lines represent stylized feathers. A 
second wide mouth is open to reveal teeth. 
The ears and claws are made of copper, 
and the pupils of the eyes are of silver. This 
is a totemic creature, an ancestor and the 
progenitor of a clan, which transmits 
strength and other specific qualities to its 
descendants. The image here appears to be 
a syncratic representation that includes 
human, eagle, and whale elements.

Helmet. Tlingit.
18th century. 32 x 30 cm. Wood, leather, polychrome.

This helmet represents a bird. Below the 
beak a human face with schematic features 
is painted. This piece was used in war and 
served as a basic element of battle dress. 
The engagements fought by the Tlingit were 
rendered fantastic by the colorful attire of 
the warriors, which transformed them into 
supernatural beings having qualities of 
beavers, bears, foxes, wolves, or other 
animals. Each of these beasts represented 
the warrior clan to which each individual 
fighter belonged.

Helmet. Tlingit.
28.5 x 27 cm. Wood, polychrome, shell, copper, and
leather.

The head on this helmet is 
anthropomorphic. The strongly rendered 
face emphasizes wide eyebrows, distinctive 
almond-shaped eyes, and the full nostrils of 
the nose. The large, half-open mouth 
reveals the teeth. A crescent-shaped 
diadem, carved and overlaid with copper, 
curves above the high-lobed ears. An 
emblem with a schematic human face is 
painted on the back of the helmet.
The materials used to make this spectacular 
object give it an additional prestige value. 
The copper on it was valued in the 
Northwest Coast as gold was in Europe. 
Thus the owner of this helmet—or any other 
object partly or totally fashioned from 
copper—was an individual of high stature in 
the community.

Above: Gorget. Tlingit.
18th century. 13.8 x 27.4 cm. Wood and shell.

H This piece of wooden armor was intended 
to accompany the helmet illustrated 
opposite. A warrior’s battle dress was 
usually comprised of a helmet, collar, and 
chest, back, and leg armor. Though the 
body was not cushioned under these 
pieces, they were arranged in such a way 
that the wearer was protected from both 
blows and projectiles.



control over these waters. During the 
Enlightenment, however, changes in 
the European political landscape pro 
pelled France, England, Russia, and 
Holland to pursue overseas holdings. 
Various accords and treaties, such as 
that o f  Utrecht, did little to support 
S pan ish  d o m in a tio n  o f  the New 
World. The true m otivation o f  the 
scientific expeditions lies in this con 
text. European nations sent expedi 
tions to survey and record precise 
m easu rem en ts  o f  d is ta n t lan d s, 
islands, and archipelagos not purely 
for knowledge’s sake, bu t with the 
goal o f  creating an accurate carto 
graphic record, and, in doing so, to 
secure those territories which, for 
strategic or economic reasons, would 
be usefu l fo r th e ir  ex p an d in g  
empires. The basis o f  European inter 
est was no longer gold or silver, 
spices, or fountains o f youth; it was 
wood for shipbuilding or the domi 
nation o f key points for the estab 
lishment o f trade routes.

Above: Helmet. Tlingit.
20.5 x 35.5 cm. Wood, shell, horsehair, pigments.

i Helmets such as this formed an important part of the warrior's attire.
The animals on them identified the wearer's clan, though in this case the carving provides 
relatively little information to identify the specific creatures to us.
Certain Northwest Coast groups held ceremonies as part of secret societies in which they 
celebrated animistic rituals dedicated to a particular creature in an effort to capture its force or 
“anima.”
The wolf, which appears to be an element of this helmet, was one of those animals.
Admired, feared, and respected for its strength and ferocity, the elderly were known to abandon 
their lives to it when they felt they were no longer useful.

Left: Gorget. Tlingit.
Last third of the 18th century.
25.5 x 21.5 cm. Wood, polychrome, leather.
i Made to accompany the helmet 

illustrated opposite, this gorget 
or collar was intended to protect 
the wearer in battle, more 
typically conflicts than long-term 
war. The Tlingit organized 
skirmishes with the sole 
purpose of proving their power 
and capturing booty such as 
otter skins, slaves, and 
blankets. Such conflicts were 
invariably staged from canoes in 
the sea, and continued on land 
after disembarkation.
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If it is true that political agendas 
lay hidden behind scientific efforts, it 
is hardly surprising that Spanish inter 
est in  the  ex p lo ra tio n  o f  the 
Northwest Coast was sparked by the 
news that Russia and Britain were 
establishing a presence in this region. 
The establishment of a northern fron 
tier to halt these incursions became 
an important Spanish priority. To this 
end, a fleet o f well-equipped corvettes 
was dispatched under Juan Perez, and 
in 1774 it reached the 55th parallel, 
just north  o f  Haida Gwaii (Queen 
Charlotte Islands). Turning into the 
Dixon Entrance, the fleet arrived at 
the Prince o f Wales Islands in the 
Alexander Archipelago. Here Perez 
encountered representatives o f  the 
indigenous population, and artifacts 
were exchanged. Notebooks from this

Mourelle de la Ria, two individuals 
well remembered today for their data- 
collection efforts. The diaries o f these 
two seafarers are meticulous. Their 
notes address a wide range o f aspects 
o f  Tlingit culture. They describe the 
peoples’ characteristics, dwellings, 
attire and ornamentation, social orga 
nization, food, religion, warfare, etc. 
Their notes also thoroughly explore 
important aspects o f  the flora o f the 
area. The information they recorded 
was translated into English and was 
used by su b seq u en t E ng lish  and 
French expeditions in the area.

In 1779, Bodega y Q u ad ra  and 
Mourelle embarked on another expe 
dition, this one under the command 
o f  Ignacio de Arteaga. This voyage 
was m otiva ted  by in te lligence o f  
Captain Cook’s third voyage, which

Above: Rattle. Nuu-chah-nulth.
Last third of the 18th ce tury. 15.5 x 46 cm.
Red-painted wood.

Bird shaped, and with four aligned human 
faces, this ceremonial rattle was used in 
association with masks such as that in fig. 4 
in rituals that were conducted by either a 
chief or shaman. The musical instruments of 
the Northwest Coast are primarily 
percussion, and rattles in a wide variety of 
shapes are the most common. Their 
iconographic range includes allusions to 
mythological tales, events relating to the 
mythical origins of clans, or scenes with a 
obvious totemic associations.
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ex p ed itio n  survive th a t in c lu d e  
descriptions o f the clothing, physical 
features, and ornaments o f the peo 
ples they encountered. These notes are 
the earliest European documentation 
o f  the H aida and T lingit cultures. 
Poor w eather c o n d itio n s  o n  the 
return journey forced Perez to take 
refuge on an island he called San 
Lorenzo de N utka, where he also 
exchanged artifacts with the inhabi 
tan ts  and  no ted  the existence o f  
an o th er island, w hich they called 
Yuquot (present-day Kyuquot). This 
was the first expedition that brought 
back Northwest Coast artifacts now 
preserved in the Museo de America, and 
it was also the first European expedi 
tion to come in contact with these 
indigenous cultures.

In 1775, Bruno de Hezeta led anoth 
er ex p ed itio n  to  th is  reg ion  and 
encountered the Tlingit. O n this trip 
he was accompanied by Francisco de 
Bodega y Q u ad ra  and  F rancisco

Left: Bird Figurine. Haida.
4.3 x 6.9 cm. Walrus ivory.

Carved from walrus tusk, this bird is 
depicted with wings folded and feet 
gathered. The eyes are indicated with 
incised circles, and the wings bear totemic 
symbols. A protuberance on the underside 
secures a cord from which hangs a 
perforated tooth. This object was collected 
in 1774 (with the beak already broken) by 
Juan Perez from a woman among the Nuu- 
chah-nulth, who wore it around her neck in a 
thin straw bag, now lost along with 
additional teeth that were with it. That this 
object was made by the Haida but collected 
among the Nuu-chah-nulth implies intriguing 
possibilities. Was it a trade object; a 
possession of a Haida captured by the 
Nootka, who were great slave traders; or 
possibly an object brought into the region by 
marriage alliance? Whatever the case, this 
amulet is of extremely fine manufacture, and 
is unquestionably one of the artistic 
masterpieces of this part of the world.

Left: Two Daggers. Tlingit.
18th century. 55 x 6 cm/43.5 x 5 cm.
Iron and copper.

These daggers are made of soft iron and 
are fashioned with two parallel ribs on the 
front and a slightly concave curvature on the 
back. The edges are blunt, indicating that 
they were used for thrusting.
The journals of early Spanish navigators 
contain interesting notes about bartering 
with the inhabitants of the Northwest Coast. 
Goods were exchanged value for value, but 
in dealing with Europeans, the most sought- 
after items were buttons and other objects 
made of copper, as well as objects made of 
iron. Both metals were held in great esteem 
and were typically obtained from the 
Chugach to the north, who dug the native 
metal from the earth and worked it cold. 
These metals were easily available in 
Europe, and the explorers were able to 
obtain remarkable objects in trade.



had included the territories o f  the 
Northwest Coast. They reached the 
Prince o f Wales Islands—territory pre 
viously visited—and continued on to 
the waters o f  C ape St. Elias, the 
northernmost territory yet visit 
ed by the Spanish . Here, ^  
they encountered strangely ■  
fashioned boats, which the 
in h a b ita n ts  called “kayaks.” The 
Arctic populations they met here were 
the Chugach, whose culture was great 
ly influenced by that o f their south 
ern neighbors. The data this expedi 
tion collected documents cultural and 
linguistic forms different from those 
o f populations further south.

Several years later, news th a t 
Russians had descended as far as 
N o o tk a  S o u n d  (on  presen t-day  
Vancouver Island) made Spain realize 
th a t the n o rth e rn  borders it had 
established were seriously com pro 
mised, and the decision was made to 
send a n o th e r  ex p ed itio n  to  the 
Pacific. In 1788, Esteban Martinez and 
Gonzalo Lopez de Haro sailed there 
with two frigates and established a 
presence in Nootka. This occupation 
con tinued  u n til 1795, when Spain 
w ithdrew  in accordance w ith  the 
Treaty o f El Escorial, which had been 
signed in 1790. The objects collected 
and sent back to Spain by Martinez 
during the course o f this expedition 
are preserved in  the m useum  and 
greatly increased its collection.

The most ambitious journey spon 
sored by the Crown was the circum 
navigation o f the globe by Alejandro 
Malaspina, which lasted from 1789 to 
1794. This venture was sponsored by 
Charles III and his successor, Charles 
IV In the spirit o f the Enlightenment, 
it was intended to be both a scientific 
and political voyage. In a joint docu 
m ent sent to the M inistry  o f  the 
Navy, M alasp ina and  Dr. Jose 
Bustamenta defined it as a voyage 
made by Spanish navigators with two 
precise objectives: the creation o f navi 
gational charts for the most remote 
regions o f  America, along with the 
definition o f safe shipping lanes for 
the developing merchant service; and 
the investigation o f the political situa 
tion o f America, in relation to Spain 
and other countries. The political 
focus o f this voyage was clear, but the 
group o f experts chosen to take part 
included specialists in botany, as well 
as painters and graphic artists skilled

in the representation 
o f  na tu re . In  the 
course o f their trav 
els, they touched at 
points in America, 
Asia, and Oceania, 

rigorously noting and 
collecting everything o f  sci 

entific interest, and illustra ting  
bays, coves, m ountains, glaciers, 
p lan ts, anim als, and m inerals. 
Hum an culture was treated as just 
another aspect o f  nature. From 
the hands o f these illustrators and 
painters came the first images o f 
the American north to be seen in 

<* Europe. They painted what they 
saw and they collected many o f the 

objects they depicted in their works, 
along with precise notes detailing use 

and function.

ARTIFACTS FROM 
THE SCIENTIFIC 

VOYAGES

Despite the remarkable record keep 
ing that accom panied their collec 
tion, linking the artifacts that had 
been gathered on these voyages to 
their corresponding expeditions has

Armor. Tlingit.
Last third of the 18th century. 59 x 110 cm. Wood, leather, vegetal fiber, polychrome.

H This breastplate and backplate are made of wooden laths that are 
attached together with interwoven strips. The breastplate is shortened on 

the lower corners for the legs but protected the genitals in front. This armor
- .....— — was intended to protect the wearer against projectiles, but it is also an
excellent example of Tlingit art and clearly demonstrates the standardized artistry of the region. 
The structure of the conventional forms seen here appears on many other types of artifacts. 
The common aesthetic prevalent throughout the large groups of the Northwest Coast is 
characterized by a sense of symmetry and rhythm, carving in both high- and low-relief, and a 
lively but restricted use of color. These combine to bring forth images deeply rooted in tradition, 
socio-political organization, and symbology.

Ceremonial Axe. Tlingit.
Last third of the 18th century. Length of blade:
16.5 cm. Length of handle: 11.5 cm. Wood, stone, 
animal fiber, feather quills, leather.

- Collected by Estaban Martinez or
Alejandro Malaspina, the blade of this axe 
is made out of green stone and is 
strapped with leather to a handle carved 
with a zoomorphic head in characteristic 
Tlingit style. The curved section of the 
handle is bound with quillwork. As noted 
in an 18th century inventory, the eyes 
of this object are set with copper 
pupils. This remarkable ceremonial 
axe formed part of the regalia used in 
dance rituals and was associated 
with individuals of great power 
within the community.
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been a challenge. The enlargement o f 
the Real Gabinete gave rise to a negli 
gent bureaucracy. W hen the explorers 
returned from  their long and haz 
ardous voyages, the crates in which 
their collections were packed often 
lan g u ish ed  fo r m o n th s  o n  the 
wharves o f Cadiz. W hen they finally 
arrived in  M adrid , they  were dis 
persed  to  d iffe re n t d ep a rtm en ts  
before eventually being settled in the 
appropriate collection. The immense 
lapse o f time only complicated mat 
ters. The Jardin Botanico, the Real 
Botica, the first Real Gabinete (later 
the Museo de Ciencias Naturales), and, 
after its founding in 1867, the Museo 
Arqueologico N acional all received 
m aterial from  such voyages. Thus, 
th e  ob jects  p re sen ted  here have 
remained a well-kept secret until the 
b eg in n in g  o f  th is  cen tu ry , w hen 
researchers began to look into their 
origins and history.

We are now aware o f  the im por 
tan ce  o f  these item s, w ith  th e ir  
almost-forgotten historical context o f 
distant cultures visited by the scientif 
ic explorers o f  the eighteenth centu 

ry—a m em ory almost eradicated by 
subsequent colonial activity in the 
N orthw est Coast. Today these arti 
facts have a dual significance. O n one 
hand they serve as tangible historical 
records, a reminder o f  how much has 
been lost by the peoples who created 
them. O n the other, they speak to the 
rest o f  the world o f a m om ent when 
their past was intact, affected only by 
its natural environment and exchange 
with neighboring peoples.

It should be noted here that the 
items acquired by these diligent col 
lec to rs, th o u g h  o f  great cu ltu ra l 
value for those who produced them, 
were traded according to standards 
defined by the indigenous com m uni 
ties: for copper and iron artifacts, 
for red ribbon (used by Europeans 
to bind official documents), for seal 
ing wax, and domestic items. All o f 
these served as m utually  agreeable 
currency o f exchange.

T he fu n c tio n s  o f  m any  o f  the  
item s illustrated here were lost in 
the n ineteen th  century. Thanks to 
the efforts o f  historians, anthropolo 
gists, and archaeologists, some o f

this inform ation has been retrieved, 
even to the extent that facts noted 
about their use relate to the eigh 
teenth century.

The Northwest Coast collection of 
the  M useo de A m erica includes 
objects from the southern part o f the 
central coast to the far north o f the 
Northwest Coast culture region. The 
southern area is represented by the 
Nuu-chah-nulth culture, which in eigh 
teenth century records, Spanish publi 
cations, and elsewhere until recently is 
referred to as Nootka. Today most o f 
these people live off the central west 
ern coast o f  Vancouver. Most widely 
represented in the collection is the 
Tlingit culture, today found primarily 
in  the Alexander Archipelago, now 
part o f Alaska. The northernmost cul 
ture represented in the collection is 
the Chugach, which, though related to 
the Arctic, has close cultural affilia 
tions with Northwest Coast cultures 
and shows signs o f strong influences 
from the south.
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