
NORTHWEST COAST HAIDA CEDAR WOOD CEREMONIAL POTLACHE PORTRAIT MASK
A RARE NORTHWEST COAST HAIDA CEDAR WOOD CEREMONIAL POTLACHE PORTRAIT MASK REPRESENTING A MAN

PAINTED BLUE, RED AND BLACK POLYCHROME DECORATION
OLD SMOOTH WORN PATINA WITH SURFACES FRONT AND BACK WITH POLISHED POINTS FROM ORIGINAL USE

MID 19TH CENTURY
SIZE: 25.5CM HIGH, 18CM WIDE, 12.5CM DEEP - 10 INS HIGH, 7 INS WIDE, 5 INS DEEP

 
LITERATURE

MASKS SUCH AS THIS WERE USED TO REPRESENT SPIRIT BEINGS, ANCESTORS OR IMPORTANT FIGURES IN HISTORICAL
DRAMATISATIONS. THEY WERE WORN BY CHIEFS AND PEOPLE OF HIGH RANK AT POTLATCHES, A CEREMONY THAT

ESTABLISHED AND REAFFIRMED HAIDA LAWS AND DURING WHICH NAMES WERE GIVEN AND CHIEFS CLAIMED THEIR
RIGHTFUL POSITION. THE HAIDA WERE A MATRILINEAL SOCIETY AND NAMES, TITLES AND SOCIAL PRIVILEGES WERE ALL
INHERITED THROUGH THE FEMALE LINE. NAMES WERE EXTREMELY IMPORTANT CARRYING PRESTIGE, RESPONSIBILITY
AND SOMETIMES THE OWNERSHIP OF LAND, AND SO WERE GRANTED AND CAREFULLY BESTOWED WITHIN THE CLAN.

TO EMPHASISE HUMAN QUALITIES OR THE SPIRITUAL BOND BETWEEN PEOPLE AND THE WORLD OF ANIMALS A
HUMANOID FACE WAS WORN. THE WORD MASK IN HAIDA ‘NIIJAANG.U’ MEANS ‘IMITATE’ AND SO THEY ARE KNOWN AS
PORTRAIT MASKS AND ARE INTENDED TO REPRESENT PARTICULAR PEOPLE SUCH AS CLAN ANCESTORS. HIGHLY

NATURALISTICALLY CARVED, THIS MASK PORTRAYS AN ACTUAL MAN WITH A BEARD AND MOUSTACHE, WHICH THE HAIDA
MEN GREW AND WORE PRE-CONTACT. THE MASK WAS INTENDED TO MAKE THE UNSEEN SPIRIT VISIBLE, AND SO THE

CARVER WOULD STRIVE TO MAKE THESE MANIFESTATIONS AS VIVID AS POSSIBLE, RECREATING WHAT HAD BEEN SEEN IN
DREAMS AND VISIONS. UNMASKED DANCERS WOULD OFTEN PAINT THEIR FACES WITH DESIGNS SYMBOLISING FAMILY OR

CLAN CRESTS AND THE PAINTING ON PORTRAIT MASKS COMES FROM THIS TRADITION.

 


