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Wealth, Arts and the Pacific Northwest  

"As a people, we have lived in this homeland from time immemorial. This land has formed how we as Indian people see and interpret and express ourselves in the work of our hands. Regardless of the medium - whether fine art, traditional art, or performance art. The work reflects a living culture, not a culture frozen in the past, but one that is being shaped by many forces. Everything we do is rooted in the sense of place, and our creativity reflects the land." 

Bill Quaempts, 

Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation,

Board of Trustees member

Native American art is unique to the world, and for many reasons besides market niche, is a valuable cultural resource for the world.  Prior to European contact, Native American artists proliferated and traded between the diverse regions of the North Pacific Rim for centuries.  The work represents a generosity of spirit as the artist makes the piece to serve more than one purpose.  Work donated here represent artists and their galleries that need support all year as they support others through their work, their community, the land they are part of, the waterways, and its beings.   

Tribal art from the Pacific Northwest is the very embodiment of wealth.  It has perhaps always been this way, given the wealth of the lands and waters.  People said that there was a time when one could “walk across the mighty Columbia River on the backs of salmon,” they were so plentiful.  In a land with so much inherent wealth, peoples’ basic needs could be met and still allow for a wealth of time for the expression of dreams and visions in the articles and tools of everyday life.  Material remnants of ancient America attest to the bounty and respect an artist received to produce incomparable art. 

We call this place the Pacific Northwest—some call it Salmon Nation--and it includes tribal ancestral homelands in areas of Washington, British Columbia, Idaho, Montana, Oregon, Nevada, and Northern California.  The gift economy, built upon cultural standards of giving, redistribution, and shared abundance, was the original economy of these lands—adopted from nature by the original Native American inhabitants.  A communal gathering, such as a potlatch, ceremonial giveaway --- or in our case ---benefit art auction, means sharing beauty, wealth, sustenance, and resources so that the gift might return many times over.  

The Cascade Mountains store our waters, and as the water cascades down it passes through all the ecosystems that brought us abundance.  At the Pacific, sea otter and myriad species of fish filled estuaries, and hid in the kelp forests that counterbalanced those seen on land.  No one starved or lacked for materials with the beautiful cedar for canoes, clothes, and houses.  It was known that each skill made life easier and provided time to reflect, be with our loved ones, and conduct one’s spiritual development.  

The tribal languages and knowledge embedded in each Native American tongue reflected the multitude of salmon that fed all.  The people, wolves, bears, eagles, and the land all fed upon their flesh and bones.  So intertwined was this relationship that ethnographers have found evidence of co-evolution of specific salmon stocks and distinct native languages.  The biodiversity of forests here is unrivaled by any other place on earth, even the tropical rainforests.  The arid landscape of plateaus and plains ran with deer and antelope, the hillsides had condor, and big horn sheep.  People crossed into other territories to hunt buffalo and trade goods. 

****

[thematic text box]

“It’s just that salmon are part of the country, they’re part of the environment. They belong here as much as the Indians belong here. And in that way they complement each other.  They’ve become a part of us because it’s what we depend on to live.”

—Potlatch Fund founding Board member and Chairman of the Board of Trustees, Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation, Antone Minthorn

******
People at Celilo Falls welcomed visitors, too. Inhabited for over 12,000 years it was one of the heaviest trading center of the continental routes.  We can no longer see Celilo Falls—inundated by one of several Columbia River dams—or the excitement of a salmon run there among the whitewater and basalt.  However, we are seeing once again cedar dugout canoes paddled on the waters of Puget Sound and in the Straits.  We hear Native languages spoken in public again, such as at native-owned radio stations such as KCUW in Pendleton (Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation) and KWSO in Warm Springs (Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation).  And we are seeing a resurgence, rebirth, and expression of cultural wealth through the arts in the tribal communities of the Pacific Northwest.  

Why Are the Arts Culturally Important in Indian Country?

The subsistence art of the indigenous people in the Pacific Northwest incorporated the exquisitely intricate and encoded artistry of the community’s best into daily life.  The netting and rope made here was highly desired and its quality and strength not found elsewhere.  The fishing implements were of the highest quality and most effective design.  Food gathering and storage produced the most abundant and beautiful array of basketry in the world.  Artisans would devote years at a time to craft a single cedar dugout canoe from logs that represented, themselves, perhaps 800-1,000 years of growth in the forest.  A cedar planked house or tule lodge becomes a well-crafted functional piece and served as testament of the history of the family who resides there. 

There was no dividing line between daily life and the arts.  Daily life was simply not possible without the arts, seen in beautiful bone tools, canoes, harpoons, tule mats, and woven food storage bags.  Ceremony and ritual brought masks and rattles, drums and other musical instruments.  Societal and clan structure brought other expressions through totemic symbology in different parts of the Northwest Coast.  Time is variable as a concept for many art pieces as they transcend time by its lineage or “handing down.”

Often, people label as artifact the environmental arts (including petroglyphs) made of rock, earth, seasonal light, mineral pigment, and animal oils.  Unbeknownst to many, this art is part of a tradition or performance of a sacred nature that enlivens it to the present descendents of the original makers.  In other words, these arts define the landscape and the people, then and now.  The making of hunting paraphernalia in the traditional way, and the resurgence of tribal canoe societies and families and the creation of these tools and watercraft and paddles serves as an artistic expression not locked in a specific moment in time, but rather as part of the continuum of Native experience here in the Northwest.

Is only “Traditional” art Native Art, or is Contemporary Art Important as Well?

Anything made by a Native person as an authentic expression or vision of one’s own can be Native Art. Often many do not view Native American Art as art, but call it craft, or simply a tradition, ceremony, historical artifact, or even spiritual idiosyncrasy.  Native Art is a collaborative process, and may involve aspects of an elaborate ceremony, even if temporal with no ceremony at all.  It is—in all its forms—a direct expression of one’s life experience, and the experience of one’s ancestors.  The ecstatic dance of the Pow wow or Native American Healing is Native Art.  Expressing oneself in the native languages that continue toward extinction in our region by the day, with the passing of the elders, is a form of Native Art.  Contemporary works of oil painting, glass sculpture, quiltmaking, and beadwork—things one might see at a museum of truly “modern art”—these expressions are just as vital to the Native Art milieu as the most traditional form of ancient crafts.

These arts are living documents of historical changes such as material innovation, location and relocation, neighboring cultures, and bartering in a trade/gift economy.  Elements of the environment of a Native American artist are both urban and rural.  Materials range from the traditional materials of the environment, and new materials and media of the present.  In the modern context, a Native American artist travels the globe and is part of an awareness of indigenous unity and learns about a world-view shaped by internal cultural systems centered in a web of life, long process and refinement.  These are not simply artifacts, or pieces of abstraction, but the embodiment of ancestral origins and many times theological markers of action, phenomenon, and explicit record.  Art described by Native American artists shows it as a catalyst for reconnection with the ancient, with connection to a specific community, provide relief for those who under dire societal stress with income, and a deep sense of purpose. Native America is a one of constant pressure from many sources, and it needs its artists. 
Text box:

“My beadwork is my life, and that is what I’m about. And when I get into my beadwork, I don’t just sit there and bead. I tell stories. My elders did that with me. They told us our history, our family trees, our culture and our heritage.”







Wanda Van Pelt,







Potlatch Oregon Convening, 2005

*****
Native American art is the conduit for those interested—regardless of ethnicity or connection to place—to have direct experience with tribal culture far from centers of Native American population.  The different forms and diversity of Native Art is vital as it rounds out the many voices, as each Native American person is uniquely gifted.  It is the experience that these artists wish to convey, and most of all, their passion of heritage, the earth, and all life around them.  The arts are an intellectual synthesis of contemporary and immediate experience.  Art is why the tribes persist, as it strengthens Native American aspects of life, from performance, word, prayer, and material construction or deconstruction.  It holds the message of our past, and proposes the continuity of the individual and communities of this place for the future.  

Native Art plays a central role in health and endurance.  The fact that Native people have survived to this day and continue to produce their art is itself phenomenal and a tribute to the power of creative human will and internal strength.  Contemporary and traditional Native Art is not limited to a focus on the past occupation of lands, social upheaval and loss, but it serves as a catalyst of human activity and cultural continuity.  Vibrant individuals who make art are the leaders and the keepers of wisdom. Art in all its expressions is the energy of life.  A life that is constantly in flux, while maintaining a grounding in the paramount and pinnacle of human essence and need, creative aspiration and the will to continue despite all odds or atrocity.  With a universal respect for creative genius, and specialty, Native American peoples still understand the need for personal vision and impetus to produce heirlooms for posterity.  
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