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Language 

MAIN LANGUAGE/TRIBAL GROUPS
TRIBES: Here are the names of some of the many tribes who inhabit British Columbia: Tlingit, Tsimshian, Haida, Nuxalk, Kwakwaka’wakw, Nuu-cha-nulth, Wet'suwet'en, Shuswap, Schelt, Carrier, Salish. BC has the most tribes of any of Canada's provinces.
LANGUAGE - Most linguistically diverse area in Indigenous Canada. Sixteen languages from five different linguistic groups were spoken: North: Haida, Tsimshian (Gitksan, Nisha’a), Tlingit; Central: Kwakwaka’wakw (Haisla, Heiltsuk, Kwagiulth); Nuu-cha-nulth; Nuxalk (Bella Coola).
South: Coast Salish (6 related languages).
SOME NORTHERN LANGUAGES
TSIMSHIAN: Northern British Columbia. There are Coast (Sm'algyax) and Southern Tsimshian languages: Nishga and Gitksan peoples speak dialects of the Tsimshian language (Sm'algyax). Thunderbird's tribe, the Giluts'aaw inhabit Lakelse Lake (Lax Gyels), Lakelse River, and territorial camps in Lax kw'Alaams (Port Simpson) and near the Tsimshian Peninsula in Metlakatla, B.C. 
FOURTEEN TSIMSHIAN GALTS’ITS’AP (TRIBES)
	Giluts’aaw (Thunderbird's tribe)
Ginadoiks 
Ginaxangiik, 
Gispaxlo’ots 
Gispaxlo’ots 
Gitga’ata 
Gitlaan
	Gits’iis 
Gitwilgyoots 
Gitzaxlaal itasso 
Kitkatla 
Kitsumkalum
Kitselas 
 


HAIDA: Occupy Queen Charlotte Islands (called "Haida G’Wai"), British Columbia.
TLINGIT: Southeastern Alaska, off the northern coast of British Columbia, also the southern Yukon.
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Social organization and clans

	· Royalty - Owners of the Houses; Thunderbird's Grandmother was born a Sigidmhana'a (Princess/Matriarch). The title passes down to the next female generations. This is a post-European contact adaptation in deference to the recognition of the Great White Grandmother (Queen Victoria). On a number of levels this is quite amusing. The Tsimshian, if nothing else, were certainly adaptable! Thunderbird, despite her best efforts, gets zero mileage out of this!  

· Nobles - Most of The People are in this group. 

· Commoners - Those with no legitimate family ties; or slaves who have been made part of a family. 

· Slaves - Captured in raids. 

The northern tribes were fairly sedentary because food was plentiful (although there were for most tribes, summer and winter homes). Very stable economy. There was a lot of time, in other words, for the peoples of the northwest coast to create the most complex social organizations in Indigenous Canada. The Tsimshian are at the top of the list.
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Social divisions for the northern tribes were based on birth; tribal societies were dividedinto royalty, nobles, commoners and slaves (as noted above, post-European contact saw the introduction of ‘Royalty’, as a result of Queen Victoria). Wood labrets (u-shaped bone) inserted in the bottom lip of noble women as a sign of their stature. (Photo at left depicts a Haida woman wearing a labret.
Earspools. Pulley-shaped objects worn by perforating and stretching earlobe.
Artificially flattened foreheads (bound during infancy) to mark noble status.
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 SOCIAL organization & CLAN SYSTEM 
	TSIMSHIAN AND CLAN SYSTEM
Tsimshian in Sm'algyax means "People Inside the Skeena River." 
Tsimshian also refer to themselves as "The Originals"
OWNERSHIP  
Ownership of territory, clans, crests held by kinship groups sharing a name and a tradition of descent from a common ancestor.
Great importance placed on inherited rank and privileges. Chiefs and nobles held high-ranking names (i.e., Thunderbird) and controlled access to group-held territory and rights.
Commoners who lacked inherited claims to titles shared in group’s greater prestige and were an essential labor source; Slaves usually captured in war.


social organization  
Tsimshian society is organized in terms of (a) tribes, (b) houses, (c) clans. It is a complicated matrilineal system of Phratries, an anthropoligical term meaning four equal subdivisions (or clans) within a tribal group. 
The Tsimshian consist of fourteen tribes, called galts'its'ap. The Kitasso, Gitga’ata, Kitkatla, Kitsumkalum, Kitselas, Gilusts’aaw (Thunderbird's tribe), Ginadoiks, Gispaxlo’ots, Gitando, Gitlaan, Gits’iss, Ginaxangiik,Gitwilgyoots, Gitzaxlaal.
Prior to European contact, the clan system was strictly administered. For example, Killer Whale could not marry a Wolf because both clans were in the same half of the phratry; it was considered incest (called endogamy). Most Indigenous people practiced Exogamy (marrying outside the moiety/phratry/clan). 
The Tsimshian social hierarchy is considered to be the most complicated on the northwest coast. Royal women were a powerful presence and were often Chieftenesses, Spirit Doctors, later Negotiators with the Europeans.
The clans were based on supernatural and other spiritual beings in the form of birds and animals were considered to be the ancient ancestors of the Tsimshian, and as a result the origin of their clans. These categories were elaborated into a threefold system of Crests, Wonders (Naxnox) and Privileges (Halaayt): 
Crests: Represents a covenant with the spirit world and includes the right to own certain land, names, heraldic designs, and important preogatives. In traditional law, this right was ‘paid for’ with a life. If an animal killed an Ancestor in a story, then the descendants of that person could use the image as a crest. Crests were related to the tradition of a ‘shining heaven’ or ‘glistening light’.
Wonders: Naxnox are supernatural beings in their own right (See Supernatural below). To distinguish naxnox from the primary expression of Halait, the elaborate masked dance dramas were called ‘wonders’ in cultural recognition of Naxnox. The mask, in other words, is naxnox.
The ceremonies were a time in which the supernatural world also known as Halaayt (see below) melded with the Tsimshian. It was a time to appease the powers of nature and to give thanks for the bounty they enjoyed. Physical expression was given to this relationship through the dances and wearing of masks, also known as naxnox. To be clear, Halaayt is the spiritual world, the supernatural and sacred aspects of Tsimshian beliefs. Halaayt channels the power of the person expressing it.  Naxnox is the applied part. In other words in order to express spiritual power, the individual required particular items such as drums, shakers, masks, horns, crystals and so on to help with contacting and travelling in one of the other worlds. 
There is a separation in that the full meaning of naxnox includes immortal beings, while ‘wonder’ refers to the cultural recognition of it. (See Beliefs below)
Privileges: Was a means of identifying members of the elite. There were four orders of the Secret Society and a royal or noble child was initiated into one of them at an early age.  The following chart based on one taken from Jay Miller's, book, Tsimshian Culture: A Light Through The Ages gives a clearer picture of how it all worked.
MATRIARCHAL
↓
MAIN CLANS:  Gisbutwada, Blackfish (Orca), Laxgibuu, Wolf,  
Ganhada, Raven, Laxgiik, Eagle
↓
PATRIARCHAL
↓
__________________________________
                                ↓                                                  ↓          
                 HALAAYT – PRIVILEGES                  NAXNOX – WONDERS
          All manifestations of supernatural                          Physical manifestation of
          practiced only by  royalty and nobles                       Halaayt (Earth, Forest, Sky, Cave)
           who were members of Secret Societies 
                                                    See more on beliefs below


SECRET SOCIETIES     
Tsimshian: Mila (Dancers), Nulim (Dog Eaters), Ludzista (Destroyers), and Xgyedmhalait (Cannibals). Mila and Nulim were secret societies with initiated members; Destroyers and Cannibals were the personal privileges of high chiefs and, as such, had no order associations. Unlike naxnox, halait was the preserve of the elite with only royalty and nobility as members in all four orders. Royal children were initiated during winter, Cannibals reserved for the greatest chiefs who bore halait names linking them with the Chief of Heaven or Sun Chief, the eminent being of the Tsimshian cosmos.


HAIDA AND TLINGIT CLAN SYSTEM 
A matrilineal system of Moities (Two equal subdivisions of a tribe)  Haida moities were the Raven and the Eagle. Each was divided into a large number of clans (main ones included: Raven, Eagle, Frog, Beaver, and Bear), which were identified within local groups; that is, one or several of these clans formed a village, and the clans found in the village were not, originally, found elsewhere. 
Note: Tlingit  Raven (corresponds to Haida Raven and Tsimshian Raven), the Wolf (south) (corresponds to Haida Eagle and Tsimshian Wolf), and the Eagle (north) (corresponds to Haida Eagle and Tsimshian Eagle). 
MARRIAGES among nobles were often arranged for political purposes.
 


Beliefs supernatural

TSIMSHIAN BELIEFs
the most complex system on the northwest coast
The two worlds were separated by only a thin veil, and supernatural beings could pass back and forth with ease.
Of all the northern coastal people, the Tsimshian had the most complex social, spiritual and political structure. One of the main reasons was the amount of idle time there was in which to create involved cultural systems. As noted earlier, the area in which they lived was lush and forested, food plentiful, travel light. Therefore, over time, much effort was put into creating a hierarchy of complicated clan systems and secret societies that consisted of dzapk (as noted earlier, represented by the wearing of a woven hat),[image: image24.jpg]


 wonders, privileges and a ‘real time’ relationship with the spirit world also known as halaayt. The winter ceremonies in which halaayt were celebrated were known as naxnox. It is also important to note that the Tsimshian did not recognize a supreme being. They assumed that heaven already existed in the form of goypax (light).
 

 

Light (goypax) from: Tsimshian Culture: A Light Through The Ages, Jay Miller- created Tsimshian Culture when Raven brought it into the world with a blinding flash. Light is also called Heaven, Sky Chief or the Sun.
"Aboriginal religion focused on the crucial concept of Haleyt (Halait) augmented by that of Naxnox." (Keep reading)
Halaayt channels the power of the person expressing it. A physical representation of it would be the wearing of a carved frontlet, often inlaid with abalone shell and worn over the forehead. Naxnox is the applied part of the process. In other words, in order to express spiritual power, the individual required particular items such as drums, shakers, masks, horns, rock crystals and so on to help with contacting and travelling in one of the other worlds. Masks were the main representation of Naxnox. The person(s) most often gifted with the power to traverse the worlds were the Spirit Doctors, either male or female. The word ‘Shaman’ does not exist in Sm’algyax.’ Halaayt is the correct term. To simplify, the frontlet was the intermediary between the hat and the mask. With Halaayt comes Privileges, with Naxnox comes Wonders. The following chart illustrates what I mean.
GOYPAX (LIGHT, HEAVEN)
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MATRIARCHAL
↓ [image: image3.png]



CLANS 
Gisbutwada (Blackfish), Laxgibuu (Wolf), 
Ganhada, (Raven), Laxgiik (Eagle)
[image: image4.png]



CRESTS 
(Woven Hat & Button Blanket))
[image: image5.png]



E.g., Thunderbird, Grizzly Bear, Blackfish 
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PATRIARCHAL
___________________________________________________________
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	HALAAYT (Frontlets)
Supernatural, Spirit World and Spirit Doctors
	PRIVILEGES
Member of Royalty or Nobility permitted to practice Halaayt
	         NAXNOX 
Primordial Spirits (Culture Hero Raven, Thunderbird, Blackfish, Wolf, Eagle)                      
	WONDERS (Masks)
Dramatization of Naxnox by Humans recognizing the right of the primordial spirits to act on their ehalf.

 


SECRET SOCIETIES: 
Mila (Dancers), Nulim (Dogeaters), Ludzista (Destroyers), Xgyedmhalait (Cannibals)
Wherein culture hero’s such as Raven fall into the naxnox category, Spirit Doctors are considered to be an integral and natural part of the supernatural world. As a result, they are also called halaayt. The Tsimshian were not cannibals. It was abhorrent to them. The Cannibal society taught The Originals that if their desire to kill overcame their reason then they would suffer terrible calamities throughout the rest of their lives.
THE WAY IT WAS
General: Dominating concept was that the bodies of men, animals, and plants were the houses, canoes or shells in which souls lived and these souls had a great range of action outside their normal habitat. 
Living a good life depended on having good relations with the spiritual world - much time and effort was placed on honouring the spirits, crests of both self and family. There were special rigid rituals that were undertaken to ensure good relations. An individual would appeal to the spirits through sexual restraint, sweat baths, fasting and often purging the system with special teas.
Nonetheless the Tsimshian were also practical enough to know that appealing to the spirits was a bit of a crap shoot and therefore acknowledged that luck played a large part.
Main belief was a great concern with the integration of past, present and the future. Beliefs regarding the past and the origin of the world were largely speculative and generally formulated from the vivid imaginations of the storytellers. The future was also speculative and related particularly to the persistence of personality after death. The supernatural world was the greatest importance since it influenced daily life. Thunderbird produced lightening and thunder; creek-women were deities from each stream that controlled the water and the fish in it.
Haida referred to the supreme being as the Power of the Shining Heavens. Humans did not have direct contact with the Great Mystery but dealt through lesser gods.  
To the Tsimshian, creation of the world was assumed, however, it was in chaos, which required a Transformation (culture hero) figure such as Raven to organize the world into a cohesive format which he gleefully undertook using all manner of subterfuge to accomplish the task. Raven is also referred to as a "Trickster" which, again is a post-European insult probably borne from the closed minds of the missionaries who were appalled at the thought that powerful Raven could be thought of on the same level as Jesus Christ, therefore the alternative, a child of Satan was the only recourse.
Tribes believed in the sanctity of harmonious connections to both the seen and unseen world. There was a time long ago, when all living beings spoke in only one language; there was never any confusion as to the understanding or intent of one group towards another. As well, only a thin veil separated the two worlds, and people, particularly Spirit Doctors, could move back and forth with ease; Animals and birds could take on human form, and vice versa. 
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Halaayt: The notion of 'Power' is derived from close interaction betweedn the secular and supernatural worlds. It was within the supernatural world that all resources and spirit resided.Refers to controlled supernatural power expressed through simulations of a desired state. Halait loosely translated means ‘shaman or shamanic power’, and is the manifestation of supernatural potency, with naxnox as its physical source. In other words, Halait refers to any shamanic or ritual manifestation of power as well as the ritual event within which an ‘elevated’ manifestation occurs. Halait had continuous, legitimate usage.
Naxnox: (pronounced nack-nock). Totem poles were carved from cedar logs; beautiful cedar masks of animal spirits were carved and used in the Naxnox dance dramas performed at the potlatches. Naxnox loosely translated means an unwieldy supernatural power associated with chiefly might, antisocial acts, and distinctive tendencies intended to instill fear into the onlookers. For example: Gilax Naxnox was a spirit who came into the town during the day and put out everyone’s fires. Main difference to Halait, that in order to be in the world, naxnox must have physical embodiment, for example crests or souls. The Masks at the dance drama provided direct representation of the crests which were derived from naxnox and ancestors. Naxnox is the personification of power or that which is manifested in Halait.  Naxnox restricted in usage to the masked performances at a potlatch.
Anyone going out into nature to commune with spirits was said to being seeking his or her naxnox. Normally, naxnox is inherited by only one person and the name received had to be validated with a potlatch that had ritual dramatization of the event. The dramatization included the wearing of elaborate masks which were seen as symbols of great power.
Marjorie Halpin, for example, described naxnox naming system as:
"...a metaphorical elaboration on the theme of death. The various physical infirmities represented by naxnox names - old age, lameness, deafness, smallpox, etc. were metaphors of physical death. The various cultural infirmities [such as] selfishness, drunkenness, insanity, were metaphors of on-sense or meaninglessness; that is, cultural death....What the Tsimshian collectively overcame was death."
The concepts of Halaayt and Naxnox were magical and inspirational because they called on all the senses and engaged the whole brain. The left brain functions of logic, spoken word and rational thought were balanced by the right brain strengths of creativity, intuition, adawx, emotion and visualisation. The dance of life could only function in a harmonious way if halaayt and naxnox melded seamlessly within the supernatural and secular worlds both of which contained vital memories. In other words, adawx (storytelling) and incumbent ceremonies echoed the voices of the Ancestors, and as The Originals walked in the physical world they remembered their lives and gatgyet.


European Contact: One meeting was described as follows: When a sea monster approached, covered with hairy beings (Europeans), who came ashore inside a large spider (long boat with oars). The Tsimshian phrased the meeting in terms of naxnox, and the whites were shiftless drifters associated with ghosts, whose bones were bleached driftwood.
All of the above was outlawed by the Canadian Government in 1885 and not revived until part of the Indian Act was repealed in 1951. The main reason that B.C. cultures remain as intact as they are is because of those brave souls who defied the law and continued to practice their traditional ways in secret.
In modern times, some tribes such as the Gitksan usually interpreted naxnox as ‘power’ or ‘powers’; the Tsimshian prefer ‘Wonder’ or ‘Wonders’, and that is further broken down: naxnox were supernatural spirits and Wonders were the human representations.
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Post-European contact ‘Christian’ Tsimshian were adamant about not acknowledging the existence of the old ways.  Thunderbird's Grandmother was one such person.  Modern Christian Tsimshian's continue to dismiss naxnox as a passing fancy and the masks simply as fetishes to be worn for the tourist trade.  In the past, the masks and the dance dramas were symbols of a powerful people and belief in the connections between the seen and unseen worlds.  Even so, many Tsimshian carry quite a bit of superstition surrounding the magic of naxnox and even in this modern day and age, they are nervous about invoking the power of the ancestors. It’s a shame really.
 

Regalia

 REGALIA  
	BUTTON BLANKET 
(Button Blanket shown here was made by Thunderbird for her Sister, Kate)[image: image25.jpg]tholv S oc Jf ° % Jf ° Lﬁ ff.iv Lﬁlm
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"The Button Blanket is port-European contact regalia and is worn for ceremonies, such as Feasts, Naming Ceremonies, Memorials, Totem Pole Raisings, Weddings, and given as gifts within the Haida, Tsimshian, Tlingit, Nuxulk, Kwakuitl, and Nisg’a tribes. A widely used name for the blankets is Feast Wear. Dancing in the firelight the dancer will come alive portraying a particular figure or event.  Although the red, black and white colours have spiritual meanings (see below), the button blanket robe was really designed for "temporal reasons rather than spiritual - in other words, they represent family crests, proclaim rank, and the social status of the wearer. That status was and is reinforced by the button robe's acclamation of cosmic support - power - the history of which has been validated properly and perpetuated through time." (Robes of Power, by D. Jensen and P. Sargeant)
The button blanket, needlesstoday is post-European regalia, and  is usually made from blue or black duffle and edged in red stroud (or reversed); Both are felt-like materials and quite heavy.  As time as gone on, the red and purple has been introduced as a background colour with black as the border. Lighter materials have also been introduced.
This material is also used for the main design. Depending on the clan the designs include raven, killer-whale, eagle, wolf. The blankets are decorated with white buttons originally brought by the European traders; prior to the buttons, copper plates, dentalium and abalone shells as well as ‘bullet casings’ were sewn on the edges of regalia because they made a tinkling, rustling noise when the wearer danced. In the early days, the scarcity of the white buttons limited their use to filling in particular areas of a design element. As the buttons proliferated, they were used in more elaborate ways, both as the outline and the fill-in. 
The blankets are made with a variety of themes in mind, which range from very simple to extensive decoration. The design depended on the artist and who it was made to represent. The Button Blankets were highly prized 'give-away's at feasts.
MEANING OF COLOURS: Red border represents supernatural power also interpreted as the 'winter ceremonial Red Cedar Bark Ceremony'. It also means wealth and nobility; Black background was thought to render the wearer invincible; the white buttons represents peace, spirituality, harmony and balance. Blue duffle related to Father Sky, Flying Beings.  
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CHILKAT BLANKETS 
The pre-cursor to the aforementioned Button Blanket was the magnificent Chilkat Blanket. It was the Tsimshian who first introduced to the world the beautifully designed Chilkat blankets and leggings woven from cedar and mountain goat hair. 
For thousands of years Art and Spirit were woven together into the aprons, leggings and blankets that depicted the ancestral history of the Tsimshian and Tlingit Nations. These wondrous blankets emerged through age-old techniques, from the gathering of cedar bark, dyeing of wool and weaving, to their integral role in ceremony.
It is said that a young woman and her grandmother were living in a small village suffering through a food shortage. The young woman stopped eating so the other villagers would have a bit more to eat. As a result of her fast she had a vision of weaving, and started threading a piece of wool through cedar-bark dance apron. She lost herself in the weaving of an apron. Later her hand was sought by the son of the chief and, in the exchange of presents, her handiwork was given to the father-in-law, who honoured the occasion by a great feast, at which he wore the apron.
[image: image27.jpg]


One blanket can take years to make, carrying with it a living history that embodies the dances and ceremonies they were made for. Needlesstosay, they were and are prized possessions because very few master chilkat weavers remain today. These blankets were only worn by persons of high rank such as Nobles or Royalty.  Accompanying picture is of a mother and daughter. 
 


Potlatch

FEAST (POTLATCH)
	[image: image13.png]


  feast (yaawk)  [image: image14.png]



“It is a strict law that bids us dance. It is a strict law that bids us distribute our property among our friends and neighbours. It is a good law. Let the white man observe his law, we shall observe ours."
Anonymous Kwakwaka’wakw chief addressing the anthropologist, Franz Boas, 1896, Ray, Arthur J., I have Lived Here Since the World Began, pg. 222.
 

The summers were cool and rainy, and the winters mild. Thunderbird's Ancestors spent the summer months collecting and preserving food, and during the winter months great ceremonies, the main one being the Feast, were hosted e.g. (Tsimshian, Haida, Kwakwaka'wakw, Tlingit, Wet'suwet'en) up and down the coast. The Feast, often called by the Chinook Trading Language, 'Potlatch' which means 'to give'. The Feast was the Oral History and cultural grounding of The People of the Northwest coast. It was an event that brought many tribes together and was the legal and political system which defined First Nation's groups along the coast for thousands of years. 
While a regular feast was simply a large communal meal, the Yaawk was not only an elaborate communal meal with many courses and rare foods served in decorated containers, but also an occasion for the exchange of gifts. Feasting and gift-giving were the means by which prestige and hereditary rank among the Tsimshian were established and validated. There were two main reasons to hold this elaborate ceremony: (a) to publically claim property and rights such as names, territory, crests, marriages, deaths of high ranking people. (b) The winter ceremonies were devoted to retelling the exploits and activities of supernatural beings, animals and humans through halaayt and naxnox. (Wyatt, Gary, Mythic Beings: Spirit Art of the Northwest Coast, pg. 7.) 
In either case, guests were richly rewarded with gifts for attending and, more importantly, acting as witnesses to the claims of the host family. The elaborateness of the gifts depended on the rank of the guest and also to give the host family bragging rights for their lavishness until another family upped the ante in a succeeding Yaawk.
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Yaawk is an event in which Halaayt melds with the Tsimshian. Story:: The Gilusts’aaw Sm’ooygit (Chief) has decided to retell the Gisbutwada Clan Story. It is also to be a time of appeasing the powers of nature and giving thanks for the bounty they enjoy and to confirm ages old adawx. The fourteen Tsimshian tribes have been invited to celebrate this grand event. The appointed day arrives and beautifully carved canoes start arriving. They make an impressive sight as the flotilla moves towards shoreImagine  that word goes out up and down the coast that a simshian Chief is going to hold a great Feast to celebrate his family, territorial claims and to name the newst addition to the family. As they step on shore, the ranking family are sprinked with eagle down by the Host Chief as a sign of peace, harmony and welcome.
Feasts were held for a variety of reasons: Weddings, a girl's first moon time, the giving of names, the establishment of titles, robes, succession of titles, crest and sub-crest names, raising a totem or house pole, the claiming of territory and other property, births, deaths, Naming of a Chief were celebrated. The Feast was also a venue to settle disputes or any breaches of Tsimshian law that may have occurred. 
The Feast was vitally important to First Nation's People because it was the venue in which business was conducted, authority established by the recitation of a Tribe's or famiy's Oral History. The Host family, in front of witnesses, recited the history of their family (or tribe) and laid claim to Clans, Names, and Crests unique to that family.  Many gifts were given away in thanks for witnessing this "verbal contract" and participating in the ceremony. Gifts were given in accordance with the rank of the person attending, with gifts such as the 'Copper's and later, Hudson's Bay Blankets reserved for the most important people (i.e., other Chiefs).  The ceremony itself was a disciplined and structured event; even the seating was arranged in order of importance of the guests.  Post-European contact history saw the Button Blanket become the principle regalia.
There was storytelling (see below), lots of food, and the famous dance dramas that told Creation stories representing both the Seen and Unseen worlds in hugely entertaining and dramatic ways.  It was also one of the few opportunities for people to gather together in a large group, visit and exchange information.
The Feast, as was all ceremonies was outlawed in 1884 by the Canadian Government, although it continued to be practiced in secret by some very brave tribes and as a result, the teachings around the ceremony was saved.  It once again came out of the shadows in 1951 when some of the oppressive laws under the Indian Act were changed.
NOTE 1:  the term 'potlatch' is seldom used today, 'Feast' is the preferred term.
NOTE 2: Often the ‘give away’ portion of the Yaawk takes precedence when discussing this most important event. It is important not to lose sight of the fact that the Tsimshian constructed their total identity around several important factors:
· How they related to halaayt through the use of dzapk (crests) and naxnox. 

· How they related to and respected the incredible power of nature, both to harness it for the wellbeing of the community and acknowledge the spirits that directed its life. 

· How they ranked socially and politically within tribal cultures on the Northwest coast through accumulation of wealth and displaying that wealth during a yaawk. 

· How not to bring shame of any kind to the tribe. Theft and murder, for example, which were rare, were dealt with swiftly, either through the taking of the offending life or outright banishment from the tribe. 

· How to bring shame to another tribe in order to increase prestige. 
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COPPERS: denoted the high rank of their owners and were the most highly prized symbol of wealth. Faces were often engraved on the upper half of a copper, and there was always a horizontal and a vertical line forming a "T" shape on the lower half. This "T" shape represented the "bones" of the copper.
 

 

 


Masks

MASKS
An individual given the right to portray Raven, for example and wear a mask must be a member of the nobility or royalty and initiated into a secret society. Upon initiation, he or she could practice halaayt, the ritual manifestation of power. The Privilege portion of halaayt, therefore is simply being a member of the elite and therefore having the right to practice halaayt. The Naxnox Wonder is the mask and the mask wearer considered to be a single entity. The right to wear a mask was passed down through families, and a Yaawk was usually held to acknowledge the ‘changing of the guard’ if a wearer died or retired. Nothing was left to chance, in other words.  
 “The wearing of masks is ultimately a statement that one accepts that ultimate transformation – the one transformation that occurs without human choice – and the wearing of the mask is literally an embracing of that fate.” (Crumrine, N. Ross & Halpin, Marjorie, Eds., The Power of Symbols: Masks and Masquerade in the Americas, pg. 75.)
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Masks symbolize what they are designed to depict: animals, heroes, characters in a drama, wind, rain, supernatural beings, spirits of good and evil, ancestors, gods, spirits of nature, and so forth. They have also been used for satire and buffoonery, for terrorizing others, as emblems of special groups, to cause laughter or fear, to cure disease, and to impersonate people or supernatural beings. On the Pacific Northwest coast, for example, Masks were an integral part of the dance dramas at Feast ceremonies. They were elaborately carved. (Photo is a Haida Moon Mask.) 
(Tsimshian Transformation Mask)
The masks were always carved with eyes that dominated the mask. This was meant to[image: image31.jpg]


 convey the importance of being able to see and use insight into understanding the Tsimshian world view.
“The eyes of the mask look to see the spirits that hid behind material reality. Seeing and hearing are important to our culture; people who do not take the time to look and listen mindfully are considered unworthy. Seeing and hearing properly lead to understanding wisdom.” (Listening to Our Ancestors: The Art of Native Life Along the North Pacific Coast. Washington: National Museum of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution, pg. 104.)
Mastering the intricacies of the ceremonies took years and years of training, never mind the sheer physical requirements of wearing awkward and heavy masks carved from red cedar. In the case of transformation masks, i.e., Raven changing to a human, there was usually a mask within a mask, the outer one opening and closing using a series of ropes.
Totem poles

OTEM POLES 
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Totem poles are one of the universally recognized art forms unique only to the Pacific Northwest coast. Although universally accepted as representing ALL Native peoples who live on the West Coast, the carving of poles was really only Indigenous to six Middle and Northern tribes of British Columbia:  Tsimshian, Haida, Bella Coola, Tlingit, Kwakwa,ka,wakw, Nuu-chah-nulth people.  Over time the art form has evolved and been adopted by many west coast tribes. For example, Coast Salish people in Southern British Columbia and western Washington also carved large human figures representing ancestors and spirit helpers on interior house posts and as grave monuments. 
Usually carved out of Red Cedar trees, their forms depicted humans, birds, and other animals lf the sea and forest. Poles were carved for the above reasons to mark historical events. [image: image15.png]



There are six types of Totem Poles: 
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House post can either be a false house pillars or an actual part of the plank house that supports the roof.More often than not they are found on the ends of large communal big houses.
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  Mortuary/Memorial Poles were simply painted poles on top of which was placed a box containing the ashes of the deceased (sometimes the ashes were buried under the pole). Later they would be removed and replaced with a totem.  Memorial Poles were raised to honour both the living (Chiefs) and dead.
 


Heraldic  or Family Poles were placed in the middle front of a house. The pole was carved with the mythological history of the clan within. Much like a British coat of arms, for example, its purpose was to advertise, claim and exalt the family's lineage. The photo could depict a family who owns the Thunderbird crest.
 


Portal Pole: The pole was placed at the front of the house with a hole near the base which served as a doorway. Photo is of a Haida Plank House with a portal
 


Feast Pole was designed to record and validate important events at potlatch ceremonies. Potlatch means "to give" in the Chonook Trading Language of the west coast. These are the tallest and most emaborately decorated poles. They are often distinguished by having one to three watchman on the top wearing high hats. Beneath the watchmen is the chief's totem, followed by his stoirt and his wife's totem. Photo shows the raising of a Feast pole carved by Tsimshian Artist, David Boxley.

Ridicule or Shame Pole was erected to force some person of high standing to meet or recognize an obligation. Many white men were carved on these poles. "Another form of shaming a person was to carve his totem upside down.: (Keithahn, Monuments in Cedar, pp. 512). To the left is a pole carved to shame Exxon for the terrible oil spill some years ago.
 


Welcoming Poles placed at the edge of a body of water to identify the owner of that particular waterfront.
 

 

 



MYTH: Totem poles are post-European artifacts.
FACT:
There was a renaissance of pole carving in the 19th century when European carving tools became readily available as trade items, making the carving much easier. The proliferation of poles during this time period has led to a paternalistic belief that the poles were carved as a result of post-European contact. In other words, Native societies did not exist until they were "discovered" by the whites. In fact, Native Northwest Coast oral histories speak to the contrary; that, in fact, the carving of the poles is an ages old practice that goes back to antiquity.  Besides, it makes zero sense to think that the instant the Europeans landed, Natives ran out of their plank houses and decided to cut down Red Cedars and carve their family totems into them! 
The poles were also carved from red cedar trees, as opposed to stone or some other long-lasting element, making their lifespan relatively short, between 60-100 years as they fell to the ground and decayed. The poles are akin to any other ancient artifact of Turtle Island's Native people, i.e. Incan and Mayan temples in terms of longevity and meaning.  
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ORIGIN OF TOTEM POLES: The original poles were smaller and could be carried by one or two people and placed inside their houses. With the acquisition of European woodcarving tools, the poles have definitely grown in height! That is the only thing attributed to the arrival of the white people. The poles go back to intiquity. There is an ancient Haida story about An-o-wat and Sta-th  who went canoeing and came upon an underwater village that had tall poles with elaborate carvings on them; they decided they wanted to carve poles just like the ones they had seen and went looking for a suitable cedar tree. It took them many days, but they carved the pole just as they had seen in the underwater village.  Eventually they brought it to the attention of their people. There was much feasting, celebration and dancing when the pole was raised. 
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Supernatural
STORYTELLING 
	TRANSFORMER/CULTURE HERO  [image: image35.jpg]



Much like the notion of goypax (light, heaven), the world was also assumed to be already in existence albeit in chaos. It required a Transformation (culture hero) figure such as Raven to organize the world into a cohesive format which he gleefully undertook using all means at his disposal to accomplish the task. As a transformer, Raven could alter his appearance. Therefore, a Raven mask as naxnox is a complicated creation made with a series of ropes that could open and close showing a face within a face.
Raven is one of the most important supernatural figures in Tsimshian adawx. Adawx means ‘oral narrative’. Without a written language stories handed down through the ages were the cultural grounding of The Originals. The Tsimshian’s gatgyet which means ‘the strength of the people’, were manifested by virtue of adawx. In other words the lineages history when told through oral recitation at a Yaawk perpetuated the very fabric of Tsimshian society. 
Raven is the culture hero and a very talented transformer. He is naxnox. He organized the world, putting the four elements, the plant world, the animal and human world in some semblance of order. ‘Wonders’, as per the chart, are a subsection of naxnox, are humans who culturally recognize and accept Raven as human and his right to act through dramatic presentations on their behalf. It is an incredible exercise in trust, listening skills and patience on the part of the guests which is why they were richly compensated at the end of a ceremony that could last several weeks.
Raven was also tagged with the negative term, "Trickster." The term was a post-European insult probably borne from the closed minds of the missionaries who were appalled at the thought that powerful Raven could be thought of on the same level as Jesus Christ, therefore the alternative was for Raven to be considered a child of Satan. 
In the Tsimshian world view, Raven existed to show humans how to do what was right; he gave them their first conscious thought; he showed them how to become human; and not to take themselves too seriously lest they become mired in the imposition of dogmatic will. For example, Raven cured a girl in order to gain sexual favours from her. This was a lesson for The Originals not to place blind trust in authority figures. In other words, Raven taught the people how to protect themselves from being taken advantage of.
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BELIEFS: STORYTELLING, THE WORLD OF LIGHT, 
RAVEN, SALMON, ANIMALS 
 

As is the case with most Native beliefs, the Pacific Northwest Coast people do not explain how the world came into being.  It was simply assumed. 
Many of the Northwest coast peoples, particularly the Tsimshian, believed in reincarnation. It was believed that only a sheer white veil separated the seen from the unseen worlds.  Reincarnation is a direct reflection of the belief that all living beings at one point could easily cross back and forth between the two.
Like most Indigenous cultures, in ceremony all animals and plant life were thanked with rituals for ‘giving’ themselves so that humans could live.  
LIGHT - The Sun is the most important deity in the Tsimshian belief system. Therefore, crests and wonders were extreme modes for handling light as was Raven, the Transformer figure who brought order to the Northwest coast by, among other things, stealing the Sun so that humans could see, and the world was no longer controlled by the ghost people.
SALMON: There are five species each with their own stories:
· O. tshawytscha (chinook, king, spring, quinnat) up to eight pounds, spawns in large streams or rivers, sometimes with spring and fall subspecies. 

· O. kisutch (silver), usually 6-23 pounds, up to 30 pounds, runs in early fall but may not spawn until late fall in smaller streams far from the sea. 

· O. gorbuscha (pink), 3-10 pounds, spawns early fall, smaller streams near the sea. 

· O. keta (chum, dog), 8-18 pounds, spawns late fall, smaller streams near the sea, lean and smokes well. 

· O. nerka (sockeye), usually a few pounds, fattest species, spawns upriver in lakes; when landlocked, known as kokanee. 

RAVEN: Frequently, but not always, Raven, who represents the Transformer, was treated as comical character who engaged in buffoonery while stealing light (to free the world in the clutches of the ghost people), fire (to provide warmth for humans), water, food, animals and even humans; Raven often lost them or set them loose to create order in the world. As noted above, this is a superficial and not very flattering picture of a much loved, and very important figure in Northwest coast Indigenous Storytelling. After all, among many other compassionate and noble actions, Raven is credited with giving humans their first conscious thought. Raven did not create the world, but he did bring order to it. Raven is also tagged with negative name, Trickster.  He was anything but. This is another Christian notion that forbade the idea that Raven could be at the same level as Jesus or an Apostle. Therefore, the only other alternative was to place him with the Devil and hence Trickster became embedded in the popular culture. Raven was kind, generous, compassionate, wise, funny, rude, irreverent, deceitful, witty, prankster. In other words, Raven was human!


STORYTELLING
The Pacific Northwest coast have a strong belief in the Supernatural (the Unseen World) and believe that both Humans, Animals, Elements, Plant world are the same; each has a voice. Animals are able to transform from one realm to another. Numerous stories speak of the interrelationship ‘powers’ between humans and animals
Salmon People, Killer Whale People, Wolf People, etc, are viewed as having their own houses where they take off their animal cloaks and lived parallel lives as humans. Because Salmon People, for example, ‘voluntarily’ left their homes to feed the humans they were honoured and respected. All tribes practice the Spring Rite of welcoming the first salmon by placing it in the Chief’s house and sprinkling it with Eagle down. After the flesh is consumed, the bones are carefully returned to the water so the salmon will come again the following year.
The elaborate dance dramas that were an integral part of the Potlatch ceremonies were not just good theatre, but re-enacted ancestral encounters with supernatural beings, particularly when important rights were transferred to the human world, thereby further cementing a families claims to certain crests, rights and privileges. Beautiful masks, and other regalia were made by skilled artists to enhance the images of supernatural presences.
WANT MORE? SEE STORYTELLING
Housing and transportation
HOUSING AND TRANSPORTATION 
	 

HOUSING AND TRANSPORTATION
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Moon House (Haida)

NORTHWEST COAST 'BIG' HOUSE or PLANK HOUSE
The basic unit of Northwest coast society was the household; a "House" (in the same sense as the House of David or House of Windsor) was a home with three resident social classes of 'nobles, commoners, and slaves' (in post-contact history a fourth level acknowledged as "Royal" status was adopted in deference to the Great White Mother in England, Queen Victoria) . This is a good example of how Indigenous history is a living history, always adapting and evolving. It is also rather humorous.
The House was the visible and vital representation of economic, social, political, and spiritual bonds among families and tribal groups.
The House was a huge dwelling usually constructed of carved red cedar trees in a long rectangle that faced the water, the source of all life. The building was a large rectangle with cedar planks set along the sides and a low-sloping, peaked roof held up by four decorated corner posts and a ridge beam (the main support) of the dwelling. The designs usually depicted the crests and clans of the owners. The door would be painted. Inside, the floor was dug down so the sides of the house could hold two or more levels of benches, a platform where people sat and a higher sleeping compartments divided by wooden partitions.
At the rear of each house, lived the members of the nobility who owned the house along with a secluded storeroom holding sacred treasures. Their eldest man was the leader of the household, but his mother and sisters provided the links among all the members. Important Note:  This did not prevent women from becoming Chiefs. Along the sides lived families of commoners who attached themselves to that house as kin or labour. Beside the oval front door slept slaves, taken in war or the children of such captives, whose lives belonged to their owner.
Along the sides of the house where they lived, families kept their own open fires for cooking and heating. In the middle, however, was a large public hearth used to cook meals for the noble owners or for guests attending a celebration.
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Fishing was the major source of food for most northwest coast tribes. Strong canoes made better fishing possible. Red Cedar Dugout Canoe building quickly developed into an art form and canoe carvers were trained by their ancestors with the style past down from generation to generation.
In the summer months, Northwest Coast Native people travelled in cedar dugout canoes to temporary camps where they would fish, hunt and gather food.  The canoes were often elaborately carved and painted.
Cedar trees can grow over 80 feet tall quite easily. Cedar trees are tall, wide, with strong trunks and bodies. This makes them perfect for splitting into two long sections. Some canoes that were 50 feet long and 8 feet wide. These were whaling and warrior canoes. Each canoe could hold 20 warriors and 10,000 pounds of cargo, such as fish. 
They also carved boats that were much smaller and used by a single family.
-


 TRADE  
	The Tsimshian and other northern tribes had been trading for thousands of years, initially with the people who lived in Siberia and Russia. Dozens of trails and trade routes controlled by various chiefs, in particular, Legaic existed all over the Pacific northwest coast. These routes linked the various villages dotted along the coast and created a network for fishing, hunting, general food-gathering. Items that were traded included: rare gemstones such as jade, quartz crystal and the Apache Tear (Obsidion), plants for medicinal use, rare wood, animal furs, smoked meats, shellfish and berries. Oolichon oil from the tiny fish was particularly prized by the tribes in the interior who did not have access to it. Chilkat blankets, rattles and drums were also highly prized items for trade. After European contact, copper, buttons, beads, flint, steel, iron, guns and ammunition were added.
They were skilled and ruthless traders. Thunderbird's Ancestors were quite familiar with strangers coming to their shores so it was no real surprise when the first European, Captain James Cook sailed into the now misnamed Nootka Sound in 1778. 
-


Warfare

WARFARE,
	WARFARE  
There were a variety of reasons that tribes clashed from time to time. Much like all cultures since the beginning of time, disagreements over territory, stores of food, ritual privileges all combined to cause the occasional war. The Pacific Northwest coast was particularly sensitive to righting past wrongs, and so the taking of slaves because part of the mix as well.
The term "Warfare" is a bit of misnomer. There never was all out full-scale warfare but more a series of skirmishes and raids. Just as serious they caused loss of life and the taking of slaves, among other things.  The Tsimshian were always on alert for raids from interior tribes who were driven by hunger. Also, the Haida and the Tlingit also routinely tried to raid Tsimshian trading routes, for example.  
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During the times of invasions much like the Haudensaunne who built fortess-like palisades around their communities, Tsimshian men also built enclosures to protect their families. The Tsimshian were more creative however, and warriors such as Nekt, a highly feared Kitwanga warrior built spiked palisades around his houses. At opportune moments these logs would be released to roll down and crush the enemy. Ouch! That has to smart!
Drawing is of a warrior, by Tsimshian artist Fred Alexcee, based on his memories of battles at Fort Simpson. The warrior is wearing leather armour and using a bow and arrows.
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As noted, at times raids were intense, particularly after European contact because of increased competition over trade routes; Raiding was commonplace and frequently were in the form of revenge responses to insults or injury, or to take slaves. Pacific Northwest coast tribes were very sensitive in this regard.  Shaming was often used in the form of carving 'Shaming Totem Poles' or hold a 'shaming feast'. 
 

Warriors wore 'armour' made from dried animal hide smeared with pitch to make it as hard as[image: image38.jpg]


 rock. Post-European contact saw the acquisition of metal, and so headpieces that covered the face were also fashioned. Upon first glance the clothing looks like it is straight out of the middle ages, doesn't it?
There were also elaborate carved war canoes, Nothing like showing up to[image: image39.jpg]



 skirmish in style!  The canoes were huge as you can see, some of which could carry up to fifty warriors and all their gear.
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