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The Colors of Pacific Northwest Native Indian Art
The main traditional colors of Pacific Northwest Native Indian art are black and red. Black is the

primary color used in the formline which is the outline for the body of the subject. The formline

is discussed further in the chapter about the shapes of Pacific Northwest Native Indian art.

Although Native artists use commercial paint these days, black color was derived from charcoal,

graphite or lignite coal in the old days. The secondary elements of the subject are usually painted

red. Red colors were derived from red ochre and hematite minerals before the days of paint.

Many pieces of Pacific Northwest Native Indian art such as the raven and bear carving below use

only these two colors to achieve that characteristic Northwest Native look.

Of course, many Pacific Northwest Native Indian artists also use additional colors to add final touches to their artwork. A tertiary color often used as a filler is blue-green where the shades

can range from pure blue all the way to pure green. This was an influence from the Native Indian artists from the northern regions of the Pacific Northwest. Other colors that are used

as tertiary colors include yellow and white.

Contemporary Pacific Northwest Native Indian artists also occasionally experiment with other

colors since they are widely available today as commercial paints. There are also wood carvings

that do not use any colors at all resulting in pieces with the stained natural wood look.

In the past, black was painted first, then red and any tertiary colors came last. In many instances,

black and red colors were painted on wood before any carving was started since these two colors

were usually put on the plane surface of the piece. Any tertiary colors like blue-green, yellow or

white were added in after carving. This method was thought to be more practical for some artists.

However, most Pacific Northwest Native Indian artists today carve first and paint later. Clear

shoe polish or oil is then applied to carvings to give an extra shine to the surfaces.

The Shapes & Form of Pacific Northwest Native Indian Art

With further analysis of Pacific Northwest Native Indian art, it can be realized that the different

shapes used by Northwest Native artists in their artwork are what produces the characteristic

Northwest look. Each of these main shapes is discussed below with examples shown from

authentic artwork.

The Formline

The formline of Pacific Northwest Native Indian art is the main line that outlines the body of the

subject whether it is a person or animal. Different parts of the subject such as the head, joints and

other body parts (arms, legs, wings, etc.) are defined by the formline. The formline is usually

black in color but can sometimes be red. The thickness of the formline itself can change at

various places and contains all the other shapes used for a subject.

The Ovoid Shape

The ovoid is the most dominant shape in Pacific Northwest Native Indian art. It is like a rounded

rectangle with inner tension pushing the top to form a convex, similar to the shape of a bread

slice. The lower side is sometimes seen with a concave at the bottom. These oval like shapes

vary in size proportions depending on the kind of subject or creature they are used to symbolize

but all ovoids have the same common qualities whether they are long and slender or fat and

round. Larger ovoids may be used to form the head of a subject, eye sockets, major joints, wings,

tails or fins. Smaller ovoids may be used to form joints, eyes, ears, noses or contain faces.

Sometimes ovoids are used to help fill empty spaces and corners.

Ovoids can be solid (completely color filled) or open with inside space. Inner ovoids are smaller,

usually solid ones that go inside a larger open ovoid. Below are examples of this. The

combination can be observed in the formation of eyeballs.

Examples of Ovoid Shapes

The U-Form Shape

The second most common shape used in Pacific Northwest Native Indian art is the U-form. As

the term suggests, they resemble thick letter ‘U’s with ends tapering to sharp points. Like ovoids,

U-forms can vary in proportions but they all have the U shape. Larger U-forms are used to

contour the body of the subject and as part of the formline for tails or ears. Smaller U-forms are

used as space fillers and even feathers of a bird. Multiple U-forms can also be stacked together to represent tails or fins. Below are examples of Pacific Northwest Native Indian art U-forms.

Examples of U-Forms

A common variation of the U-form is the split U-form. This is where the U-form is split in the

middle with the inner U looking more like a ‘V’ that ends up with a point in the center. Split Uforms

can also vary in proportion. They are used in ears, feathers and tails. Northwest Native

artists also use split U-forms as space fillers in open spaces. Below are examples of Pacific

Northwest Native Indian art split U-forms.

Examples Split U-Forms

Quite often, U-forms are used in conjunction with ovoids to form the arms, legs, ears and other

body parts. The possibilities of what can be portrayed with just this ovoid and U-form shape

combination are enormous in the hands of talented Northwest Native artists. Two examples of an

ovoid and split U-form combination are below. Notice the one in the right utilizes two split Uforms,

one stacked on top of the other.

Examples of U-Form – Ovoid Combinations

 -

The S-Form Shape

Another shape used by Northwest Native artists is the S-form. This shape is like the letter ‘S’

with tapered ends. It is used as space fillers as well as parts of arms and legs. Multiple S-forms

can also form a subject’s ribcage. S-forms are also used to connect different body parts of a

subject. Below are examples of S-forms, including multiples.

Examples of S-Forms

The L-form is also a shape used as a space filler as well as a connector. An

example of the L-form shape is on the right.

L-Form

Northwest Native artists use these various shapes and the formline to create their intended

subjects. As these positive shapes are assembled in close proximity to each other, the spaces

between them create negative shapes which also play an important role in the overall design.

Good artists know that any changes made to the positive shapes will also affect the negative

shapes as well.

These shapes help give each piece that unique Pacific Northwest Native Indian look.
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The Function of Pacific Northwest Native Indian Masks

Pacific Northwest Native Indian masks were made for use in ceremonies and rituals. One such

ceremony was the potlatch which was a festival that involved a chief of one tribe giving gifts to a

chief from another tribe. Tribal chiefs wanted to show off their wealth by giving the best gifts.

People from both tribes at a potlatch ceremony would feast, watch the giving of gifts and enjoy

the ceremonial dances. Specially trained dancers would wear the masks and act out stories or

legends. An interesting fact is that in many cases, the women and children were not allowed to

know the actual meanings of either the masks or the stories being acted out. They were just

allowed to watch and enjoy the performances as entertainment. Masks were also used in secret

society rituals for shamanism, war, conjuring and inducting young members into a tribe. These

rituals were often restricted to certain members of the tribe only.

Wild Woman Mask by Cody Mathias Mask by Cedric Billy

Today, masks are still used in ceremonies including performances by Northwest Native groups

for non-Natives and tourists. One can see these masks in some museums and galleries that

exhibit Pacific Northwest Native Indian art. Masks are some of the most sought after items by

collectors as a striking and colorful mask definitely makes a very interesting piece of home decor.

Some more examples of masks can be found at http://www.FreeSpiritGallery.ca/masks.htm.

