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LITERATURE

THE KWAKIUTL, NOW KNOWN AS THE ‘KWAKWAKA’WAKW’ ARE A SCATTERED GROUP OF TRIBES SPEAKING RELATED
DIALECTS AND POSSESSING CERTAIN CULTURAL SIMILARITIES THAT DISTINGUISH THEM FROM OTHER PEOPLES OF THE
NORTH WEST COAST. THE WORD ‘KWAKIUTL’ MEANS ‘BEACH ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE RIVER’ AND STRICTLY ONLY
APPLIED TO ONE OF THE FOUR TRIBES FROM NORTHEASTERN VANCOUVER ISLAND WHO CAME TOGETHER IN A LOOSE

CONFEDERATION IN 1849. THEY REGARD THEIR TERRITORY AS THEIR PRIMEVAL HOME AND TRACE THEIR ORIGINS
THROUGH THE ‘NUMAYMS’ OR LINEAGES TO MYTHICAL ANCESTORS WHO, AS FRANK BOAS OF THE AMERICAN MUSEUM OF

NATURAL HISTORY PUT IT ‘APPEARED IN A SPECIFIC LOCALITY BY COMING DOWN FROM THE SKY, OUT OF THE SEA, OR
FROM UNDERGROUND, GENERALLY IN THE FORM OF AN ANIMAL, TOOK OFF HIS ANIMAL MASK AND BECAME A PERSON’. 

     FRANK BOAS WROTE TO HIS WIFE IN NOVEMBER 1894 FROM FORT RUPERT WHERE HE ATE A REMARKABLE FEAST WITH
THE KWAKIUTL… ‘THE SALMON WERE ALL COOKED AND PLACED ON PLATTERS LIKE THOSE ONE CAN SEE IN MUSEUMS.
OLACHEN, (A VERY GREASY FISH) OIL WAS POURED OVER THEM AND WE STARTED EATING. YOU SHOULD HAVE SEEN ME

EATING WITH A WOOD SPOON AND FOUR INDIANS FROM A PLATTER, WITH BLANKET OVER MY SHOULDERS – I DON’T
WANT TO MAKE A MESS OF MY COAT AT THESE FESTIVALS AND WITHOUT SOMETHING IT IS USUALLY TOO COLD… DURING

THE WHOLE FEAST A COLOSSAL FIRE WAS MAINTAINED SO THAT THE ROOF STARTED TO BURN SEVERAL TIMES AND
SOMEONE WENT UP TO EXTINGUISH IT. THAT IS PART OF A LARGE FEAST!’.

 
PROVENANCE

EX COLLECTION WILLIAM HUBBS MECHLING, ANTHROPOLOGIST (1888 - 1953) HE STUDIED THE PEOPLES OF N.W. COAST.
SOME OF HIS ESSAYS ARE AMONGST THE MEINHARD PAPERS IN THE MANUSCRIPT COLLECTIONS OF THE PITT RIVERS

MUSEUM OXFORD

EX PRIVATE AMERICAN COLLECTION

 


