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Human Figure, 2nd century 
BCE–1st century CE
Old Bering Sea peoples; Alaska
Ivory (walrus); H. 3 3/4 in. (9.5 cm)

Title:  Human Figure
Period:  Ancient Native American
Art form:  Sculpture
Medium:  Ivory

•  The ivory half-figures or torsos made during the 
late centuries of the first millennium BCE were 
often rendered with minimum detail

•  Armless and legless, with faces reduced to 
essential elements, the figures are part of a larger 
group of works that have been called dolls by some, 
ceremonial or shamanistic objects by others

•  In Siberia during the nineteenth century, armless 
female figures were house guardians and spirits 
of illness; it has been suggested that in ancient times 
they may have had a similar role

•  The ivory torsos come from St. Lawrence and 
Punuk islands in the Bering Sea between Alaska 
and Siberia



Bowl, mid-9th–12th century
Mimbres peoples; New Mexico
Ceramic; H. 5 in. (12.7 cm)

Title:  Bowl, Mimbres People, New Mexico
Period: Native American 
Art form: Pottery
Medium: Ceramic

•  About a thousand years ago, the peoples 
of the Mimbres Valley of New Mexico 
produced ceramics decorated with painted 
images of birds, animals, and men 

•  Done primarily in black on a white 
background

•  The bowls have largely been discovered 
in burials where they were placed over the 
face of the deceased 

•  Many are pierced, or "killed," 
Explanations range from rendering the 
bowls functionally useless to allowing their 
spirit, or that of the deceased, to escape 

“Killed Holes” are holes in 
ceramic plates allowing a spirit 

to escape from the dead



•  Rattlesnake imagery was popular 
during Mississippian times in the 
Southeast

•  Worked in a geometric and graphic 
manner, the body of the serpent encircles 
the pendant

•  The teeth are more human than 
reptilian and are visible in their ominous, 
grinning evenness
   
• In Native American thought at the time, 
serpents were associated with the 
underworld 

•  This pendant, or “gorget” as the type is 
also called, was made of shell to be 
suspended about the neck from the two 
holes at the top 

Pendant with Serpent Design, 13th–14th century
Mississippian peoples; Tennessee
Shell; H. 4 3/16 in. (10.5 cm)

Title:  Pendant with Serpent Design
Period: Native American 
Art form:  Jewellery
Medium:  Shell

“Gorget” is a shell necklace.



Jar with Four Faces, mid-13th–mid-15th century
Casas Grandes peoples; Chihuahua
Ceramic; H. 8 11/16 in. (22.3 cm)

•  Between the mid-13th and mid-15th 
centuries, located in what is now the Mexican 
state of Chihuahua, Casas Grandes was a well 
planned urban center made wealthy by 
trade in precious commodities such as shell, 
copper, turquoise, and tropical bird feathers

• The city's craftsmen, skilled in the 
working of such materials, increased its 
wealth by making products for export such 
as jars with brightly coloured  surfaces 

• The globular jars, were highly regarded 
and widely traded

•  Certain standardized systems of shape and 
decoration were followed that included: 
restrained colour schemes—chiefly blue/
blacks and brown/reds—geometric patterns, 
and use of human and animal imagery 

•  In this work, the same face is repeated 
four times onto the top circumference of the 
jar

Title:  Jar with Four Faces
Period: Native American 
Art form: Pottery
Medium: Ceramic



•  As you travels across the Canadian Arctic, 
you will see piles of rock slabs and stone built to 
resemble the shape of a person with arms 
stretching out

•  These stone structures put up by Inuit are 
known as “inukshuk” (pronounced 'in-ook-
shook')

•  Traditionally, multiple inukshuk structures were 
used to guide or channel caribou into areas 
where Inuit hunters could easily harvest them.  
The hunters would often hide behind the larger 
inukshuk
 
•  The inukshuk can also be found along Arctic 
coastlines as markers to open channels for 
navigation

Title: Inukshuk, Canadian Arctic
Period: Native American 
Art form: Sculpture
Medium: Stone

Inukshuk, Canadian Arctic, Inuit Art.

In the Inuit language Inuktitut, 
“inukshuk” means "likeness of a 
person" or "in the image of man" 



•  The history of the Native Canadian totem 
pole goes back for generations

•  The totems had multiple Northwest Native 
figures carved on tall, cedar poles

•   It was intended to have each figure represent a 
different meaning and tell a real life or mythical 
story

•  Sometimes the figures also represented a 
Northwest Native family's crest or coat of 
arms recording their family history 

•  The Kwakwak'wakw and Nuu-cha-nulth tribes 
made totem poles as giant human welcome 
figures 

•  The Coast Salish people in southern BC and 
western Washington state carved large human 
figures on poles to represent ancestors and 
spirit helpers
 •  Memorial poles were often placed in front of 
houses in honour of deceased leaders 

Collection of West Coast Totem poles, 
located in Stanley Park,  Vancouver, BC

Title: Collection of West Coast Totem 
Poles, Stanley Park, Vancouver, BC
Period: Native American 
Art form: Sculpture
Medium: Carved wood and paint



•  The Kwakiutl, one of the Native-American 
groups inhabiting the Northwest coast region 
below the arctic, identified people of different rank 
and wealth according to their affiliation with one of 
several secret societies  

•  The most distinguished of these societies were 
for the Shamans only.  The most important 
members of this society formed a sub-group called 
the Hamatsa

•  Hamatsa masks are composed of several 
moveable hinged pieces

• Movement was intended to add surprise and 
drama to the Shaman ritual 

• Each of the several breaks on the masks could be 
manipulated to open and close, enhancing its 
threatening appearance 

• The eye areas were painted white to reflect the 
light from the ceremonial fire

George Walkus, Secret Society Mask.  
Kwakiutl.  British Columbia. 1938.  Cedar, 
cedar bark, commercial paint and strings

Title: Secret Society Mask, Kwakiutl
Period: Native American 
Art form: Sculpture, mask
Medium: cedar, paint and strings


